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PRAIS E F OR THIS B OOK 

"DavidɵHowardɵ andɵEdwardɵMabley'sɵThe|Tools|of|Screen|writing|isɵaɵprac­
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"The| Tools| of| screenwriting| tossesɵ asideɵ ponderousɵ paradigmsɵ andɵ takesɵ
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F OR E WORD 

gomeɵprojectsɵinɵ theɵmotionɵpictureɵindustryɵspendɵsoɵmuchɵtimeɵinɵ
theɵ developmentalɵ processɵ theyɵ seemɵ toɵ beɵ irretrievablyɵ entangledɵ
there.ɵ Inɵ thatɵkindɵ ofɵproject,ɵobserversɵmayɵ beginɵ toɵ wonderɵ ifɵ theɵ

ilmɵ wijlɵ everɵ reachɵ itsɵ inalɵ formɵ andɵ itsɵ intendedɵ audience.ɵ Seldom,ɵ ifɵ
ever,ɵdoesɵoneɵpraiseɵtheɵlengthɵofɵtimeɵitɵtakesɵtoɵcreateɵaɵcomplexɵproject.ɵ

The| Tools|of|Screenwriting,|however,ɵisɵaɵprojectɵ thatɵhasɵ beneitedɵ fromɵ
itsɵmanyɵ yearsɵ inɵdevelopment.ɵ muchɵ ofɵ itsɵ valueɵ comesɵ fromɵ theɵ
factɵ thatɵ itɵhasɵ beenɵ reinedɵ overɵ aɵ periodɵ ofɵdecades.ɵ A ofɵ creativeɵ
mindsɵ haveɵ distijledɵ theɵ essenceɵ ofɵ dramaticɵ constructionɵ toɵ explainɵ theɵ
basicsɵ tÚɵ screenwritersɵandɵscriptɵanalysts.ɵ

InɵNewɵYorkɵinɵ theɵ Đ�·µs,ɵEdwardɵMableyɵbeganɵaɵtrainɵofɵ thoughtɵ thatɵ
isɵ theɵ originɵ ofɵ thisɵ book.ɵ Throughɵ hisɵ workɵ asɵ aɵ writerɵ andɵ director,ɵ heɵ
formulatedɵhisɵ theoriesɵaboutɵ dramaticɵ constructionɵ andɵ usedɵ stageplaysɵ
toɵ illustrateɵhisɵprinciples.ɵ Heɵappliedɵandɵ reinedɵ hisɵ ideasɵ asɵ aɵ teacherɵ
atɵ theɵNewɵSchoolɵforɵSocialɵResearch,ɵandɵheɵeventuallyɵwroteɵthemɵdownɵ
inɵ aɵ book,ɵwhichɵwasɵpublishedɵ inɵ ¶�Ēđ.ɵ
Thatɵ bookɵ eventuallyɵ wentɵ outɵ ofɵ printɵ andɵ layɵ dormantɵ untilɵ anotherɵ

practitionerɵ andɵ teacher,ɵ Frankɵ Daniel,ɵ discoveredɵ andɵ adoptedɵ itɵ forɵ hisɵ
ownɵ useɵ inɵ teachingɵ screenwriting.ɵ Mr.ɵ Danielɵ hasɵ dir�ctedɵ manyɵ ofɵ theɵ
world'sɵ inestɵ ilmɵ schoolsɵandɵ hasɵ forɵ Ȩanyɵ yearsɵ usedɵ Mabley'sɵ bookɵ asɵ
anɵexcellentɵandɵconciseɵintroductionɵtoɵdramaticɵtheoryɵandɵitsɵapplicationɵ
toɵ screenwriting.ɵ

īneɵ ofɵtheɵ individua�sɵ toɵ whomɵ Mr.ɵ Danielɵ communicatedɵ hisɵ enthusi­
asmɵ andɵ hisɵ theoreticaȤɵ approachɵ wasɵ Davidɵ Mr.ɵ Howard,ɵ whoɵ
laterɵ becameɵ foundingɵ directorɵofɵ theɵ GraduateɵScreenwritingɵ Programɵ atɵ
theɵ Universityɵ ofɵ Southernɵ California,ɵ addedɵ hisɵ insightɵ andɵ experience.ɵ
Hisɵ studentsɵ graduatedɵ toɵwriteɵ scriptsɵforɵaward-winning,ɵ proitable,ɵ andɵ
popularɵilmsčɵ Theɵ bookɵcontinuedɵ toɵ beɵ aɵ principalɵ resourceɵ longɵ afterɵ itɵ
hadɵgoneɵoutɵofɵprint.ɵ

Iɵ irstɵencounteredɵ ɚheɵbookɵwhileɵ T wasɵworkingɵatɵ HometownɵFilmɋɵonɵ
theɵParamountɵPicturesɵlot.ɵ Iɵhadɵbeenɵsearchingɵforɵaɵgoodɵbookɵonɵscreen­
writingɵ andɵ foundɵ noneɵ particularlyɵ satisfying.ɵ Oneɵ dayɵ aɵ formerɵ studentɵ
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ofɵ Mr.ɵ Howard'sɵ walkedɵ intoɵ myɵ oficeɵ withɵ aɵ thickɵ stackɵ ofɵ paleɵ photo­
copies.ɵ Becauseɵ Iɵ amɵ theɵ sonɵ ofɵ aɵpublisher,ɵ Iɵ wasɵcuriousɵwhyɵheɵcopiedɵ
anɵentireɵbookɵinsteadɵofɵbuyingɵone.ɵHeɵtoldɵmeɵtheɵbookɵwasɵunavailableɵ
inɵanyɵotherɵway.ɵ

Itɵdidn'tɵmakeɵ senseɵ toɵ meɵ thatɵ aɵ bookɵ thatɵ hadɵ beenɵ theɵ primaryɵ textɵ
atɵ severalɵ ofɵ theɵ bestɵ ilmɵ schoolsɵ hadɵ goneɵ outɵ ofɵ printɵ andɵ remainedɵ
unpublishedɵandɵ unrevisedɵ forɵ soɵ long.ɵ Uponɵcontactingɵtheɵ originalɵpub­
lisher,ɵ Iɵ learnedɵtheyɵhadɵnarrowedɵtheirɵfocusɵandɵwereɵnotɵ interestedɵinɵ
revisingɵ it.ɵ Theyɵreleasedɵ theɵcopyrightɵ toɵ theɵauthor'sɵestateɵandɵ Iɵ nego­
tiatedɵtheɵrightsɵtoɵtheɵbook.ɵMr.ɵHowardɵagreedɵtoɵrewriteɵtheɵtextɵtoɵrelectɵ
theɵwayɵ itsɵ principlesɵapplyɵ toɵ screenwritingɵ andɵ toɵ substituteɵanalysesɵofɵ
theɵ ilmɵ scriptsɵ asɵ examples.ɵ

Davidɵ Howardɵ dedicatedɵ hisɵ time,ɵ energy,ɵ andɵ thoughtɵ toɵ transformingɵ
theɵ originalɵ bookɵ intoɵ The| Tools| of| Screenwriting.| ueepingɵ theɵ coreɵ ofɵ
Mabley'sɵ ideasɵ andɵ conceptsɵ intact,ɵ heɵ redirectedɵ allɵ ofɵ theɵ tools,ɵ ex­
amples,ɵ andɵ quotationsɵ towardɵ ilm,ɵ expandedɵ andɵ explainedɵ theɵ criticalɵ
elements,ɵ andɵ analyzedɵ theirɵ useɵ inɵ aɵ varietyɵ ofɵ importantɵ scripts.ɵ
Heɵ hasɵ crystallizedɵ aɵ highlyɵ usableɵ toɵ discussɵ theɵ craftɵ ofɵ
screenwriting.ɵ

The| Tools| of| Screenwriting| isɵ whatɵ itɵ isɵ becauseɵ ofɵ theɵ extraordinaryɵ
talentsɵofɵtheɵcontributorsɵwhoɵcontinuallyɵreyÑnedɵitɵoverɵmanyɵyears.ɵWithɵ
eachɵ scriptɵ theɵ teachersɵ andɵ studentsɵ wroteɵ orɵ analyzed,ɵ theyɵ honedɵ theɵ
ideasɵ andɵ theɵpresentationɵofɵ thoseɵideas.ɵ Althoughɵ thisɵprojectɵhasɵ beenɵ
inɵdevelopmentɵforɵaɵveryɵ longɵ time,ɵ theɵresultɵhasɵbecomeɵ theɵbookɵ Iɵ hadɵ
inɵmindɵwhenɵ Iɵsearchedɵforɵ theɵpefect|bookɵonɵ screenwriting.ɵ

Iɵ thankɵSt.ɵ Martin'sɵ editorɵGeorgeɵWitteɵforɵhisɵvisionɵandɵhisɵguidance.ɵ
Iɵ thankɵAdamɵBelanoffɵforɵbringingɵtheɵMableyɵbookɵ toɵmyɵattention.ɵ And,ɵ
Iɵespeciallyɵthankɵmyɵfather,ɵ Mcunight,ɵforɵhisɵinvaluableɵhelpɵthroughɵ
allɵ stagesɵofɵ thisɵproȔect.ɵ

-GREGORY McKNIGHT 



PREFACE 

/decadeɵagoɵIɵhadɵtheɵgoodɵfortuneɵtoɵbeɵinvitedɵtoɵattendɵaɵmonth­
longɵ screenwritingɵ seminar-myɵ irst-withɵ theɵ celebratedɵ co­
directorɵ ofɵ theɵ Columbiaɵ Universityɵ Filmɵ Division,ɵ Frankɵ Daniel.ɵ

Beforeɵ theɵ sessionɵ began,ɵ Iɵ wasɵ toldɵ toɵ readɵ aɵ fewɵ helpfulɵ books,ɵ amongɵ
themɵDramatic|Construction|byɵ Edwardɵ Mabley.ɵ Iɵ calledɵ everyɵ bookstoreɵ
inɵ theɵ cityɵ andɵdiscoveredɵthatɵ iɔɵwasɵ outɵ ofɵ print,ɵ andɵwhenɵ Iɵ wentɵ toɵ theɵ
libraryɵIɵ foundɵ thatɵ itɵhadɵbeenɵcheckedɵout,ɵpresumablyɵbyɵsomeoneɵelseɵ
inɵ myɵ seminar.ɵ Iɵ feltɵ horriblyɵ unpreparedɵ goingɵ toɵ thatɵ irstɵ session,ɵ butɵ
foundɵ thatɵ everyoneɵ elseɵ hadɵ theɵ sameɵ problemɵ withɵ theɵ book.ɵ Theɵ oneɵ
copyɵ availableɵmadeɵ theɵ roundsɵamongɵusɵ throughoutɵ thatɵmonthɵ andɵ theɵ
seminarɵwentɵonɵwithoutɵ aɵhitch.ɵ Inɵ fact,ɵ itɵwasɵ aɵ greatɵ success.ɵ

Afterɵ thatɵ seminarɵ followedɵFrankɵtoɵ Columbiaɵ forɵ full±timeɵ studiesɵ inɵ
screenwritingɵandɵdirecting,ɵthenɵtoɵ theɵUniversityɵofɵSouthernɵCalifornia,ɵ
whereɵIɵjoinedɵtheɵfacultyɵofɵtheɵSchoolɵofɵCinema�Televisionɵwhereɵheɵhadɵ
becomeɵ Dean,ɵ andɵwhereɵ Iɵ becameɵtheɵ foundingɵdirectorɵofɵ theɵ Graduateɵ
ScreenwritingɵProgram.ɵThroughɵallɵtheɵchanges,ɵtwoɵthingsɵremainedɵcon­
stant:ɵ evenɵ thoughɵ Mr.ɵ Mabley'sɵ bookɵ wasɵ writtenɵ expresslyɵ aboutɵ play­
writingɵ andɵ citedɵ examplesɵ primarilyɵ fromɵ plays,ɵ albeitɵ greatɵ ones,ɵ
Dramatic|Construction|wasɵstillɵ theɵbookɵofɵchoiceɵ forɵgivingɵaɵ simpleɵandɵ
clearlyɵ laidɵ outɵ introductionɵ toɵ dramaticɵ theoryɵ toɵ screenwȼitingɵ students;ɵ
andɵ theɵ bookɵwasɵ stillɵ outɵ ofɵprintɵ andɵ dificultɵ toɵ ind.ɵ

Whenɵ GregoryɵMcunightɵ irstɵapproachedɵmeɵwithɵ theɵ ideaɵofɵupdatingɵ
andɵ orientingɵ theɵ Mableyɵ textɵ toɵ screenwriting,ɵ Iɵ jumpedɵ atɵ theɵ chanceɵ toɵ
takeɵDramatic|Construction|andɵ turnɵ itɵ intoɵwhatɵ youɵholdɵ inɵ yourɵhands,ɵ
The|Tools|of|Screenwriting.|Atɵ theɵoutsetɵitɵ lookedɵ likeɵ anɵ easyɵ task.ɵ Afterɵ
all,ɵ itɵ wasɵ alreadyɵ aɵ veryɵ goodɵ book,ɵ oneɵ Iɵ wasɵ alreadyɵ familiarɵwithɵ andɵ
hadɵ usedɵextensivelyɵforɵ years.ɵ

Asɵ withɵ allɵ majorɵ projects,ɵ whatɵ appearsɵ toɵ beɵ simpleɵ is,ɵ inɵ reality,ɵ
complex.ɵ Mostɵ ofɵ Mr.ɵ Mabley'sɵ essaysɵ onɵ dramaticɵ theoryɵ neededɵ someɵ
degreeɵofɵrewriting,ɵifɵonlyɵtoɵunifyɵhisɵvoiceɵandɵstyleɵofɵwritinÎɵwithɵmine.ɵ
Butɵtheɵessaysɵalsoɵneededɵtoɵbeɵbasedɵonɵexamplesɵfromɵilm,ɵnotɵtheater,ɵ
andɵ aɵ newɵ setɵ newɵ essaysɵ neededɵ toɵ beɵ developed.ɵ Nearlyɵ allɵ ofɵ theɵ
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analysesɵofɵplaysɵwereɵreplacedɵwithɵanalysesɵofɵilms.ɵ The|Tools|of|Screen­
writing| isɵ theɵ productɵ ofɵ myɵ recentɵ workɵ andɵ Mr.ɵ Mabley'sɵ earlierɵ workɵ
uniiedɵ intoɵ aɵ singleɵ text,ɵ althoughɵ weɵ neverɵ hadɵ theɵ chanceɵ toɵ meetɵ orɵ
workɵ together.ɵ Iɵ hopeɵthereɵaren'tɵtooɵmanyɵseamsɵshowing.ɵ

Inɵpartɵbecauseɵofɵtheɵunusualɵoriginsɵofɵthisɵbook,ɵtheɵacknowledgmentɵ
ofɵ creditɵ forɵ ideas,ɵ helpɵ and,ɵ particularly,ɵ dramaticɵ theories,ɵ alsoɵ growsɵ
moreɵ complicated.ɵ Muchɵ ofɵ whatɵ isɵ containedɵhereɵ inɵ theɵ formɵ ofɵ theoryɵ
datesɵ muchɵ fartherɵ backɵ thanɵ Mr.ɵ Mabley'sɵ text.ɵ Oneɵ can'tɵ writeɵ aboutɵ
dramaticɵ theoryɵ withoutɵ inɵ someɵ wayɵ usingɵ theɵ ideasɵ ofɵ Aristotle.ɵ Butɵ inɵ
additionɵtoɵAristotleɵandɵhisɵcontemporaries,ɵtheɵwholeɵEuropeanɵtraditionɵ
ofɵ theaterɵplaysɵintoɵmuchɵofɵwhatɵ isɵdiscussedɵinɵ theɵ "Basicɵ Storytelling"ɵ
andɵ "ScreenwritingɵTools"ɵ sections.ɵ
Then,ɵ too,ɵ thereɵisɵ theɵproblemɵthatɵ oneɵcaØɵabsorbɵ theɵ ideasɵofɵanotherɵ

withoutɵeverɵbeingɵawareɵofɵappropriatingɵ thoseɵconcepts.ɵ Here,ɵatɵ least,ɵ Iɵ
knowɵ theɵ sourceɵ ofɵ muchɵ thatɵ isɵ expoundedɵ onɵ inɵ thisɵ book.ɵ Iɵ beganɵ myɵ
studyɵofɵdrama,ɵilm,ɵstorytelling,ɵandɵscreenwritingɵ FrankɵDaniel,ɵandɵ
haveɵ goneɵ onɵ toɵmyɵ ownɵ careerɵ asɵ aɵscreenwriterɵandɵ teacherɵ largelyɵ asɵ aɵ
resultɵ ofɵ theɵ insightsɵ givenɵ toɵ meɵ byɵ him.ɵ Thoughɵ Iɵ amɵ sureɵ thatɵ manyɵ ofɵ
"my"ɵ ideasɵ reallyɵ goɵ backɵ toɵhim-myɵownɵ personalɵ sourceɵofɵ theɵ vileɳ
thereɵareɵalsoɵ ideasɵandɵdramaticɵtheoriesɵthatɵdoɵdeinitelyɵoriginateɵ fromɵ
Frankɵ Daniel.ɵ Amongɵ theseɵ areɵ theɵ notionsɵ ofɵ "Whoseɵ storyɵ isɵ it?"ɵ andɵ
"Whoseɵ sceØeɵ isɵ it?";ɵ theɵ distinctionɵ betweenɵ objectiveɵ andɵ subjectiveɵ
drama;ɵ theɵ entireɵ principleɵ ofɵ revelationɵ andɵ recognitionɵwasɵ aɵmajorɵ dis­
coveryɵofɵ Frank's;ɵ theɵnotionɵofɵ scenesɵofɵ aftermathɵ andɵ theɵ factɵ thatɵtheyɵ
oftenɵ turnɵ intoɵ theɵ nextɵ sceneɵofɵ preparation;ɵ elementsɵ ofɵ theɵ future;ɵ andɵ
advertising.ɵ

Mostɵ importantɵ ofɵ allɵ ofɵ Frank'sɵmanyɵ contributionsɵ toɵ theɵ ideasɵ andɵ
theoriesɵ ofɵ storytellingɵ andɵ theirɵ useɵ inɵ cinemaɵ isɵ theɵ deceptivelyɵ simpleɵ
lineɵ elaboratedɵ onɵ inɵ theɵ text:ɵ "Somebodyɵwantsɵ somethingɵ badlyɵ andɵ isɵ
havingɵdificultyɵgettingɵ it. "ɵ Thisɵmostɵbasicɵ ofɵ allɵ ideasɵ aboutɵ whatɵ con­
stitutesɵ aɵstoryɵisɵ obviouslyɵ somethingɵ thatɵallɵgoodɵdramatistsɵ throughoutɵ
historyɵ haveɵunderstood,ɵyetɵ itɵ tookɵFrankɵ toɵ articulateɵ itɵ andɵ makeɵ itɵ soɵ
simple.ɵ ½ikeɵ theɵ bestɵ inventions,ɵ theɵ bestɵ theoriesɵ areɵ theɵ onesɵ thatɵ seemɵ
obviousɵ afterɵ theyɵhaveɵbeenɵcreatedɵ andɵ leaveɵ usɵwonderingɵwhyɵ noɵ oneɵ
elseɵ sawɵ throughɵtheɵ complexityɵ toɵ theɵsimpleɵcoreɵ atɵ theɵcenter.ɵ

Iɵ wouldɵalsoɵ likeɵ toɵ thankɵGregoryɵMcunight,ɵwhoɵ tookɵ theɵ initiativeɵ toɵ
acquireɵanɵout�of�printɵbookɵfromɵ theɵoriginalɵpublisherɵandɵMr.ɵ Mabley'sɵ
estate.ɵ Whenɵ heɵ broughtɵmeɵ intoɵ theɵ project,ɵ weɵ developedɵ theɵ essentialɵ
fŐaturesɵ ofɵThe|Tools|of|Screenwriting|together,ɵandɵ thenɵ heɵmadeɵ theɵ ar­
rangementsɵwithɵSt.ɵ Martin'sɵPressɵ toɵpublishɵ theɵ revisedɵwork.ɵ
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I t ɵisɵ my ɵhopeɵ thatɵ theɵ ideasɵ andɵ examplesɵ inɵ thisɵ bookɵ willɵ leadɵ theɵ
reader�screenwriterɵ toɵ anɵ understandingɵ ofɵ theɵ fabricɵ thatɵ holdsɵ storiesɵ
together.ɵ Iɵhopeɵyouɵwillɵcomeɵtoɵcomprehendɵtheɵwarpɵandɵwoofɵthatɵmakeɵ
upɵstorytellingɵandɵlearnɵ thatɵitɵ isɵanɵ incrediblyɵelasticɵandɵresilientɵfabricɵ
thatɵ isɵ alsoɵ asɵ translucentɵ asɵ aɵ veil.ɵ Itɵ isɵ moldable,ɵ itɵ canɵ beɵ stretched,ɵ
twisted,ɵ orɵ shrunk,ɵ andɵ canɵ evenɵ standɵ upɵ toɵ anɵ occasionalɵhole.ɵ Theɵ oneɵ
thingɵ thatɵ thisɵ fabricɵunderlyingɵallɵ goodɵ storiesɵcannotɵwithstandɵisɵbeingɵ
discarded.ɵ Doɵ thatɵ atɵ yourɵ ownɵperil.ɵ

-DAVID HOWARD 
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INTRODUCTION 

-by Frank Daniel 

laveɵ youɵ everɵ beenɵ aĹleɵ toɵ understandɵ theɵ theoryɵ ofɵ relativity?ɵ
Ifɵ so,ɵ thenɵ congratulations.ɵ �ɵ amɵ oneɵ ofɵ theɵ mortalsɵ whoɵ con­

stantlyɵencountersɵmysteri�usɵpuzzlesɵ andɵkeepsɵasking,ɵHowɵcanɵ
oneɵ calculateɵ theɵ speedɵ andɵ trajectoryɵthatɵ aɵmissileɵmustɵ followɵ throughɵ
boundlessɵ spaceɵ toɵ indɵ itsɵ wayɵ toɵ ourɵ Ȟȍttleɵmoon?ɵ Iɵ haveɵ aɵ problemɵ bal­
ancingɵmyɵcheckbook.ɵAnȱherɵpuɯzleɵis:ɵ Howɵcome,ɵwhenɵyouɵpushɵaɵlittleɵ
button,ɵ someɵ electronsɵ startɵ streamingɵ inɵ linesɵ onɵ yourɵ TVɵ inɵ suchɵ anɵ
orderlyɵmannerɵ thatɵ youɵ canɵ seeɵ Ɋ�methingɵ thatɵ isɵ happeningɵ atɵ thisɵ veryɵ
minuteɵ godɵ knowsɵwhere?ɵ

Iɵ admitɵ thatɵ theseɵ (andɵ manyɵ othe¡ɵ things)ɵ areɵ forɵ meɵ stillɵ veiledɵ inɵ
theɵ mystiqueɵ ofɵ aɵ miracle,ɵ althoughɵ [ realizeɵ grudginglyɵ thatɵ thereɵ areɵ
peopleɵ whoɵ notɵ �nlyɵ understandɵ itɵ all,ɵ butɵ keepɵ addingɵ furtherɵ miraclesɵ
everyɵ day.ɵ Geneɵ splicing,ɵ blackɵ ho~es,ɵ there'sɵ evenɵ aɵ busɵ scheduleɵ forɵ
vewɵ Yorkɵ City§ɵ

[ knowɵthatɵbehindɵal~ɵ theseɵthingsɵthereɵareɵpeople.ɵ Andɵforɵthemɵtheseɵ
miraclesɵ areɵ theɵ nutsɵ toɵ crack;ɵ theyɵthinkɵofɵ themɵdayɵ andɵ night,ɵ struggleɵ
withɵ them,ɵ sleepɵ onɵ them,ɵ andɵ inallyɵ indɵ solutions,ɵ usingɵ aɵ heapɵ ofɵ ac­
cumulatedɵknowledgeɵandɵ aɵ fairɵ amountɵ �fɵ theirɵ ownɵ inventiveness.ɵ

I canɵ imagineɵ whaȟɵ anɵ electronicsɵ �ngineerɵ hasɵ toɵ masterɵ beforeɵ heɵ isɵ
ableɵ t�ɵ addɵ someɵ littleɵ improvementɵ toɵ theɵ constructionɵ ofɵ aɵ TVɵset.ɵ Andɵ
itɵ isɵpossiĺleɵtoɵ realizeɵthatɵthereɵonceɵwasɵ aɵmomentɵwhenɵheɵdecidedɵ toɵ
enterɵ thisɵ ieldɵandɵstartedɵlearningɵ a� � ɵthatɵheɵhadɵ toɵknow.ɵ Heɵwasɵluckyɵ
toɵ selectɵ aɵ sphereɵ inɵ whichɵ theɵ scopeɵ ofɵ necessaryɵexpertiseɵ isɵ generallyɵ
clear,ɵ soɵ thatɵ toɵ reachɵ hisɵ goalɵ waoɵ onlyɵ aɵ questionɵ ofɵ hisɵmotivationɵ andɵ
persistence.ɵ
Butɵ thereɵ areɵ peopleɵ inɵ thisɵworldɵwho-forɵ reasonsɵ thatɵ onlyɵ theyɵ canɵ

tell-setɵ forɵ anɵ differentɵ aim.ɵ Theyɵ becomeɵ obsessedɵ
withɵ aɵ desireɵ toɵ sitɵ downɵ andɵ startɵ writingɵ orɵ printingɵ wordsɵ inɵ orderɵ toɵ
recountɵ"discoveries."ɵAɵmanɵaffectedɵbyɵthisɵobsessionɵseesɵtheseɵasɵequalɵ
toɵ theɵdiscoveriesɵmentionedɵabove,ɵorɵ atɵ leastɵonɵaɵ levelɵwithɵaɵNewɵ

• xvii 
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Cityɵbusɵschedule,ɵdiscoveriesɵ thatɵmembersɵofɵanɵaudienceɵwouldɵbe ɵableɵ
toɵ followɵinɵtheirɵlifeɵ�ourneys.ɵTheyɵwantɵtoɵwriteɵstories.ɵ

Nowadays,ɵ manyɵ ofɵ theɵ peopleɵ thusɵ aŜȠictedɵ areɵ drivenɵ toɵ writeɵ storiesɵ
forɵtheɵscreen.ɵTheyɵusuallyɵpossessɵtheɵderring-doɵofɵaɵColumbus,ɵbutɵveryɵ
oftenɵ keepɵ rediscoveringɵ America.ɵ asɵ weɵ nowɵ allɵ know,ɵ Columbusɵ
didn'tɵ evenɵdoɵ that.ɵ

"Itɵ isɵ aɵ strangeɵ thing,"ɵ Turgenevɵ onceɵ saidɵ withɵ aɵ sigh.ɵ "Aɵ composerɵ
studiesɵ harmonyɵ andɵ theoáyɵ ofɵ forms;ɵ aɵ painterɵ doesn'tɵ paintɵ aɵ
pictureɵ withoutɵ knowingɵ somethingɵ aboutɵ colorsɵ andɵ designtɵ architectureɵ
requiresɵ basicɵ schooling.ɵ Onlyɵ whenɵ somebodyɵmakesɵ aɵ decisionɵ toɵ startɵ
writing,ɵheɵbelievesɵthatɵheɵdoesn'tɵneedɵtoɵlearnɵanythingɵandɵthatɵanybodyɵ
whoɵ hasɵ learnedɵ toɵputɵ wordsɵ onɵ paperɵ canɵ beɵ aɵwriter."ɵ
Thereɵisɵsoɵmuchɵ forɵanyɵqriterɵ toɵ knowɵandɵ learnɵ continuouslyɵ thatɵoneɵ

bookɵ couldn'tɵ coverɵ evenɵ theɵ basics.ɵ Thereɵ ion'tɵ anɵ areaɵ ofɵ life,ɵ aɵ branchɵ
ofɵhumanɵknowledge,ɵ thatɵ becomeɵ theɵ ob�ectɵ ofɵ theɵwriter'sɵ inter­
est.ɵ Butɵthereɵ isɵ oneɵskillɵthatɵneedsɵ toɵ beɵ acÝuiredɵ śoremost:ɵ theɵabilityɵ toɵ
expressɵandɵshapeɵone'sɵvisions.ɵ Forɵaɵ thioɵ skillɵ isɵaɵ complexɵ
one.ɵ Itɵ meansɵ anɵ abilityɵ toɵ expressɵ andɵ buildɵ scenes,ɵ oequences,ɵ andɵ theɵ
wholeɵ sto�ɵ inɵ theɵmostɵ effectiveɵwayɵ thatɵ theɵ screenɵdemands.ɵ

Whenɵ peopleɵ wantɵ toɵ knowɵ whatɵ scȽeenqritingɵ isɵ allɵ about,ɵ I haveɵ aɵ
stockɵanswer:ɵ It'sɵ tellingɵexcitingɵstoriesɵaboutɵexcitingɵpeopleɵ
inɵ anɵ excitingɵ form.ɵ That'sɵallɵ thereɵisɵ toɵ it.ɵ Theɵon~yɵproblemɵisɵ knowȎngɵ
howɵ toɵ makeɵ storiesɵ andɵ peopleɵ excitingɵ andɵ howɵ toɵ masterɵ allɵ theɵ intri­
caciesɵ ofɵ theɵ formĂbecauseɵscreenwritingɵ isɵ ilmmakingɵ onɵ paper.ɵ

Thereɵ isɵ aɵ niceɵ apocryphalɵ storyɵ aboutɵ anɵ enterprisingɵ youngɵ manɵ
whoɵ wasɵ madeɵ presidentɵ ofɵ aɵ brand-newɵ ęollywoodɵ ilmɵ company.ɵ Heɵ
wantedɵ toɵ convinceɵ hisɵ investorsɵ thatɵ theɵ onlyɵ foolproofɵ andɵ uniqueɵ wayɵ
toɵ succeedɵ wasɵ toɵ concentrateɵ theɵ effoátsɵ onɵ stories.ɵ Heɵ hiredɵ
aɵ researchɵ companyɵ toɵ answerɵ theɵ Ýuesɖion,ɵ doesɵ theɵ publicɵ goɵ toɵ
seeɵ inɵ theɵ movȏeɵ story, the stars, the prod u ction values,ɵ orɵ
theɵ specialɵ efects,ɵ sex,ɵ andɵ violence?ɵ Theɵ researchɵ specialistsɵ gotɵ theɵ
messageɵ andɵ aɵ fewɵweeksɵlater,ɵandɵonlyɵaɵ littleɵ overɵ theirɵ alreadyɵ heftyɵ
budget,ɵ producedɵ aɵ reportɵ allɵ wonderfullyɵ laidɵ outɵ andɵ nicelyɵ bounņ,ɵ
fullɵ ofɵ graphicsɵ andɵ tables,ɵ withɵ statisticsɵ thatɵ provedɵ beyondɵ anyɵ doubtɵ
thatɵ itɵ ɩasɵ theɵ storyɵ theɵ viewerɵ cameɵ seekingɵ inɵ theɵ darknessɵ ofɵ theɵ
movieɵ house.ɵ (Asɵ weɵ allɵ know,ɵ statisticsɵ canɵ proveɵ anything,ɵ sometimesɵ
evenɵ theɵ truth.)ɵ

Whenɵ theɵ companyɵ fo~ded,ɵ theɵ unsuccessfulɵ presidentɵ wonderedɵ whatɵ
wentɵwrong.ɵ Andɵbecauseɵheɵneverɵaskedɵtheɵrightɵpeople,ɵheɵneverɵfoundɵ
outɵ thatɵviewersɵ goɵ toɵmoviesɵnotɵ �ustɵtoɵ seeɵstories,ɵbutɵ toɵ seeɵ stories|well|
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told.|Theɵscreenwriter'sɵjobɵisɵcalledɵ suoy-telling,|notɵstory�ȧ�ȖȐȬţ.ɵ Everyɵ
storyɵ canɵ beɵbotched,ɵ asɵweɵhaveɵallɵ seen.ɵ

Inɵtheɵareaɵofɵcinema,ɵ "wellɵ told"ɵmeansɵnotɵonlyɵaɵwell-narrated,ɵskill­
fullyɵ structuredɵ andɵ plottedɵ tale.ɵ Theɵ storyɵ hasɵ toɵ beɵ displayedɵ inɵ richɵ
scenesɵ thatɵ useɵ well±conceivedɵ (andɵwell-performed)ɵ characterɵ partsɵ andɵ
thatɵ inspireɵ theɵ designer,ɵ theɵ cinematographer,ɵ theɵ composer,ɵ theɵ editor,ɵ
andɵ allɵ theɵ collaboratorsɵwhoɵ addɵ theirɵ talentsɵ toɵ theɵ inalɵ formɵ inɵ whichɵ
theɵ screenwriter'sɵimageryɵandɵwordsɵappearɵ inɵ frontɵofɵtheɵ audience.ɵ
Thereɵ areɵmanyɵ booksɵ onɵ screenwriting.ɵ vaturally,ɵ asɵ everyoneɵ knows,ɵ

noneɵ ofɵthemɵwillɵgiveɵ someoneɵ theɵ thingsɵ thatɵheɵhasɵ toɵbring:ɵ talentɵ andɵ
aɵ zestɵ toɵ tellɵ stories.ɵ ĩoɵ bookɵ andɵ noɵ schoolɵcanɵ giveɵ youɵ theɵ thingsɵ thatɵ
areɵneededɵunconditionally:ɵaɵ freshɵandɵnever-endingɵsupplyɵofɵvividɵfactsɵ
ofɵ life,ɵ observations,ɵ impressions,ɵ memoriesɵ ofɵ events,ɵ andɵ knowledgeɵ ofɵ
people-theirɵ lifeɵ stories,ɵ attitudes,ɵ whims,ɵ quirks,ɵ strangeɵ tastes,ɵ super­
stitions,ɵideals,ɵbeliefs,ɵdreams�inɵshort,ɵtheɵstuffɵfromɵwhichɵaɵwriterɵhasɵ
to,ɵ andɵ feelsɵcompelledɵ to,ɵ writeɵ stories.ɵ
Theɵpoorɵ individualɵ whoɵ isɵunderɵ theɵ spellɵofɵthisɵdenireɵtoɵwriteɵ forɵ theɵ

screenɵneedsɵaɵlotɵofɵthingsɵbesidesɵtalent.ɵFortunately,ɵtheseɵareɵthingsɵheɵ
orɵ sheɵ canɵ Heɵ canɵ developɵ andɵ str�ngthenɵ hisɵ insightɵ andɵ hisɵ ca­
pacityɵtoɵconceiveɵandɵexpressɵcharactersɵandɵtoɵcreateɵpartsɵthatɵwillɵwhetɵ
theɵappetiteɵofɵactorsɵandɵactressestɵheɵcanɵtrainɵhisɵeyeɵtoɵkeepɵdiscoveringɵ
graphicɵ andɵ impressiveɵ locationstɵ and-mostɵ importantɵ ofɵ all-heɵ canɵ
learnɵfromɵmastersɵofɵtheɵ past,ɵ andɵsometimesɵevenɵ ofɵtheɵ present,ɵhowɵ toɵ
lay outɵ scenesɵ soɵ thatɵ theyɵ arouse,ɵ keep,ɵ andɵ intensifyɵ audienceɵ interest,ɵ
empathy,ɵ involvement,ɵ andɵ fullɵ participation.ɵ Weɵ haveɵ seenɵ theseɵ thingsɵ
happeningɵ inɵ ourɵ teachingɵprograms.ɵ

Whatɵtheɵwould�beɵscreenwriterɵneedsɵmostɵisɵanɵunbiased,ɵnondogmaticɵ
introductionɵtoɵdramatiĽɵ structuralɵprinciplesɵandɵ anɵ understandingɵoÉɵtheɵ
diferentɵ narrativeɵ techniquesɵ andɵ storytellingɵ devicesɵ thatɵ cinemaɵ hasɵ
learnedɵtoɵuse.ɵ DavidɵHowardɵhasɵwiselyɵoutlinedɵthisɵareaɵforɵhimselfɵandɵ
hasɵcoveredɵitɵinɵaɵconcise,ɵreadable,ɵknowledgeable¯ɵandɵintelligibleɵman­
ner.ɵ Heɵhasɵaȡsoɵbeenɵ veryɵgenerousɵwiæhɵhisɵ poinæőȾs,ɵ aŇviľe,ɵ a×dɵ admo­
nitionsɵaboutɵ screenwritingɵandɵstorytelling.ɵ
Theɵworstɵ thingɵaɵbookɵonɵ screenwritingɵcanɵ doɵ isɵ toɵ instillɵ inɵ theɵmindɵ

ofɵtheɵbeginningɵwriterɵ aɵ setɵ ofɵrules,ɵ regulations,ɵformulas,ɵprescriptions,ɵ
andɵ recipes.ɵ Actually,ɵ itɵ isɵ evenɵworseɵwhenɵ theseɵ rules,ɵ regulations,ɵ preî
scriptions,ɵ andɵ recipesɵ areɵ appropriatedɵbyɵ thoseɵ whoɵ don'tɵ haveɵ anyɵ in­
tentionɵofɵwriting,ɵbutɵwhoɵareɵinɵchargeɵofɵtheɵdevelopmentɵofɵ"properties"ɵ
(aɵ veryɵspecialɵ andɵ quiteɵ revealingɵHollywoodɵterm).ɵ

Inɵ theɵ handsɵ ofɵexecutives,ɵ agents,ɵ scriptɵ readers,ɵ andɵ scriptɵ doctors,ɵ
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theseɵ preceptsɵ canɵ becomeɵ cudgelsɵ usedɵ againstɵ thoseɵ whoɵ haveɵ theɵ au­
dacityɵ toɵ writeɵ somethingɵ inɵ whichɵ aɵ requiredɵ orɵ expectedɵ plotɵpointɵ orɵ
turningɵpointɵdoesn'tɵoccurɵ onɵ pageɵ such-and-such,ɵ orɵwhereɵ theɵ protago­
nist,ɵ antagonist,ɵ orɵ evenɵ theɵ wholeɵ thirdɵ actɵ doesn'tɵ behaveɵ accordingɵ toɵ
theɵ canonizedɵ commandments.ɵ (Thisɵ toɵ followɵ ªtheɵ rules"ɵ becomesɵ
aɵsacrilegeɵwhenɵ theɵscriptɵworȗsɵanyway.)ɵ

Inɵ classesɵ andɵworkshopsɵ inɵ thisɵ countryɵ andɵ abroad,ɵ atɵ theɵ Sundanceɵ
InstituteɵandɵinɵmyɵworkɵwithɵHollywoodɵprofessionals,ɵIɵhaveɵencounteredɵ
allɵsortsɵofɵskeptiɱism,ɵsuspicions,ɵandɵsuperstitions.ɵEuropeanɵilmmakersɵ
onlyɵrecentlyɵbeganɵtoɵadmit-reluctantlyɵandɵwithɵconstantɵapprehension,ɵ
Iɵmustɵsay-thatɵ theɵ totalɵabandonmentɵ ofɵ theɵ screenwritingɵmŒtierɵ inɵtheɵ
pastɵ thirtyɵ yearsɵ ofɵ unrestrictedɵ ruleɵ byɵ theɵ director-as-auteurɵ theo�ɵ hasɵ
ledɵ toɵ ĵnɵ unhappyɵ result.ɵ vationalɵ ilmmakersɵ haveɵ lostɵ theirɵ ownɵ audi­
ences,ɵalthoughɵsporadicalȢyɵsomeɵofɵtheirɵzilmsɵhaveɵbeenɵableɵtoɵ impressɵ
selectedɵ festivalɵ juriesɵ inɵ otherɵ countriesɵ andɵ haveɵ hadɵ limitedɵ exposureɵ
inɵartɵ theaters.ɵ

ThisɵlossɵofɵaudienceɵisɵwhyɵthereɵisɵsuchɵanɵenormÚusɵrenewedɵinterestɵ
inɵ theɵ theoryɵ andɵ practiceɵ ofɵ writingɵ scripts,ɵ andɵ itɵ isɵ whyɵ evenɵ theɵ termɵ
dramaturgy|hasɵ beenɵ resurrected.ɵ Theɵ variousɵ nationalɵ cinemasɵ wantɵ toɵ
regainɵ theirɵ viewers.ɵ

Itɵhasɵbeenɵ saidɵ thatɵdilettantesɵmistrustɵ theoreticalɵknowledgeɵ andɵ areɵ
afraidɵ thatɵ ifɵ theyɵ understoodɵwhyɵ andɵ howɵ certainɵprinciplesɵwork,ɵ theyɵ
wouldɵ loseɵ theirɵ creativeɵfreedomɵifɵ notɵ theirɵ creativity.ɵ

Onɵ theɵotherɵhand,ɵhacksɵbelieveɵinɵrecipesɵandɵstickɵtoɵthemɵanxiouslyɵ
andɵ injudiciously.ɵ Theyɵ don'tɵ know,ɵ however,ɵ whyɵ andɵ howɵ theɵ recipesɵ
occasionallyɵwork,ɵbutɵtheyɵareɵafraidɵthatɵwithoutɵthemɵtheyɵwouldɵbeɵlostɵ
totally.ɵ

Professionals,ɵ trueɵmasters,ɵsearchɵ forɵprinciples.ɵ Principlesɵ areɵ basedɵ
onɵ theɵnatureɵ ofɵ storiesɵ inɵgeneralɵandɵuponɵ theɵ speciicityɵofɵ theɵmediumɵ
iɗself.ɵ

Davidɵ Howardɵ doesn'tɵ preachɵanyɵ dogma,ɵ butɵ heɵ knowsɵ fromɵ hisɵ ownɵ
experience,ɵasɵ wellɵ asɵ fromɵ theɵ lessonsɵhisɵ studentsɵhaveɵ learned,ɵ thatɵ toɵ
understandɵtheɵprinciplesɵhelps,ɵthatɵignoranceɵisɵnotɵtheɵbestɵadvisor,ɵandɵ
thatɵapplyingɵ theɵprinciplesɵactuallyɵliberatesɵandɵbroadensɵcreativityɵandɵ
enlargesɵ theɵ choices.ɵ Amandaɵ Silver,ɵ whoɵ wasɵ David'sɵ studentɵ
andɵwroteɵThe|Hand|that|Rocks|the|Cradle|asɵherɵthesisɵscriptɵinɵtheɵGrad­
uateɵScreenwritingɵProgram,ɵwouldɵsurelyɵconirmɵtheɵvalueɵofɵtheseɵlessonsɵ
toɵ herɵ schoolmates.ɵ

Iɵ onceɵ ȃadɵ aɵ studentɵ whoɵ cameɵ toɵ meɵ asɵ aɵ devotedɵ believerɵ inɵ theɵ
ªmethodɵ ofɵ theɵ premise."ɵ Accordingɵ toɵ thisɵ precept,ɵ aɵ storyɵ shouldɵ proveɵ
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aɵ premise,ɵ aɵ statement,ɵ aɵ "truth,"ɵ aɵ message;ɵ theɵ writerɵ shouldɵ formulateɵ
hisɵpremiseɵlucidlyɵandɵrationallyɵbeforeɵheɵstartsɵwriting.ɵThisɵisɵsupposedɵ
toɵ makeɵ theɵ writingɵ easierɵ andɵ moreɵ organized,ɵ butɵ itɵ hasɵ unwantedɵ
consequences.ɵ
Thisɵ studentɵ ofɵ mineɵ broughtɵ withɵ herɵ aɵ scriptɵ thatɵ sheɵ hadɵ writtenɵ

accordingɵ toɵ theɵ dictatesɵ ofɵ thisɵ creed.ɵ Theɵ resultɵ wasɵ toɵ beɵ expected:ɵ aɵ
cleanɵ andɵ clearɵ exampleɵ ofɵ aɵ formulaɵ sto�,ɵ totallyɵ predictable,ɵ neces­
sarilyɵ boringɵ andɵ two²dimensional,ɵ withɵ charactersɵ whoɵ servedɵ theɵ pur­
poseɵ ofɵ provingɵ theɵ thesis-premiseɵ andɵ didɵeve�thingɵtoɵ showɵ thatɵ itɵwasɵ
"true.ɵ"ɵ
Sheɵwasɵdevastatedɵwhenɵ sheɵwasɵ toldɵwhyɵallɵ thisɵhadɵ happened.ɵ Andɵ

sheɵ grewɵ evenɵmoreɵ frightenedɵwhenɵ sheɵwasɵ toldɵ thatɵ sheɵwouldɵ haveɵ toɵ
learnɵ toɵ giveɵ herɵ charactersɵ fullɵ freedomɵ soɵ thatɵ theyɵwouldɵ beɵ ableɵ toɵdoɵ
whatɵ they|wantedɵ andɵ neededɵ insteadɵ ofɵ beingɵ forcedɵ byɵ herɵ toɵ performɵ
whatɵ theɵ premiseɵ required.ɵ Sheɵhadɵ toɵ thatɵ charactersɵ areɵ neverɵ ourɵ
puppets.ɵ Theyɵ haveɵ toɵ liveɵ theirɵ ownɵ lives.ɵ

"Butɵ thenɵ . . . ɵ"ɵ sheɵ said,ɵ herɵ eyesɵ resemblingɵ twoɵ blackɵ holes,ɵ "thenɵ itɵ
won'tɵ beɵ myɵ story§"ɵ Itɵ tookɵ herɵ aɵ longɵ timeɵ toɵ understandɵ thatɵ only| thenɵ
wouldɵ sheɵ beɵwritingɵ trulyɵ herɵ story,ɵ thatɵ itɵwouldn'tɵ beɵ controlledɵ byɵ herɵ
rationalɵ brain,ɵ butɵ wouldɵ involveɵ theɵ wholeɵ ofɵ herself,ɵ withɵ allɵ herɵ emo­
tional,ɵsubconscious,ɵspontaneous,ɵandɵintuitionalɵinsights.ɵ Itɵtakesɵcourageɵ
andɵ itɵ isn'tɵ easy.ɵ Writingɵ thisɵwayɵ isɵaɵbitɵ frighteningɵ forɵsomeɵpeople,ɵbutɵ
itɵ isɵ theɵ onlyɵwayɵ toɵwriteɵstoriesɵthatɵareɵefectiveɵandɵ "organicallyɵgrownɵ
insteadɵ ofɵ artiiciallyɵ inseminated,"ɵ toɵ useɵ theɵ contemporaryɵvocabulary.ɵ
Thisɵ isɵ theɵ onlyɵ roadɵ toɵ storiesɵ thatɵ aren'tɵ justɵ chewingɵ gumɵ forɵ humanɵ
minds,ɵbutɵ onesɵ thatɵbringɵsomeɵrealɵnutritionɵ toɵ theɵviewer'sɵimaginationɵ
andɵ intellect.ɵ
Theɵ bookɵ youɵ areɵ goingɵ toɵ studyɵ makesɵ thisɵ adventureɵ ofɵ explorationɵ

quiteɵappealingɵand-apparentlyɵowingɵtoɵDavidɵHoward'sɵgentleɵnature¦
itɵ doesn'tɵmakeɵ itɵ lookɵveryɵthreatening.ɵ Myɵhopeɵ isɵ thatɵ itɵwillɵ encourageɵ
aspiringɵ screenwritersɵ toɵ exertɵ moreɵ ofɵ theirɵ ownɵ effortsɵ toɵ learnɵ directlyɵ
fromɵthoseɵwhoɵknow,ɵorɵknew,ɵ theɵprinciplesɵandɵ "secrets"ɵofɵourɵ artɵ andɵ
craft.ɵ
Withɵ theɵ availabilityɵ ofɵ ilmsɵ onɵ tapeɵ andɵ laserɵ discɵ (asɵ wellɵ asɵ scriptsɵ

toɵ read),ɵ thereɵ areɵnoɵ obstaclesɵ toɵ theɵ enjoymentɵ ofɵ theseɵ exploratoɆɵ voy­
agesɵofɵdiscovery.ɵ

Myɵotherɵhopeɵisɵ thatɵtheɵreaderɵwillɵtakeɵinɵallɵtheɵrationalɵandɵreasonî
ableɵ bodyɵ ofɵ knowledgeɵ thisɵ bookɵ ofers,ɵ thatɵ heɵ orɵ sheɵwillɵ diÎestɵ itɵ andɵ
useɵ itɵ inɵ theɵ mannerɵ recommendedɵ byɵ Ħopeɵ deɵ Vega,ɵ thaɘɵ öwonderɵ ofɵ
nature,"ɵtheɵmostɵproliicɵplaywrightɵofɵallɵtime,ɵwhoɵwroteɵmoreɵthanɵifteenɵ
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hundredɵplays.ɵIn ɵhisɵcomprœhensiveɵstudyɵofɵdramaticɵtheoryɵandɵpractice,ɵ
Writing Plays in Our Time|(publishedɵ inɵ ¶·µ�ɵ andɵ writtenɵ Ȓnɵ verse),ɵ heɵ
statedɵ openlyɵandɵbravely,ɵafterɵhavingɵintroducedɵallɵ theɵ "rules":ɵ "Whenɵ
Iɵ haveɵ toɵwriteɵaɵ play,ɵ Iɵ lockɵupɵ theɵruȣesɵwithɵsixɵ keys."ɵ



ABOUT 

S CR E E NN R I T I N G 

Writing is creating something 

out of nothing. 

-ROBERT TOWNE 

The writer's responsibility, the ilmmaker's 

responsibility, is to deliver as best he can, the 

intention he has. 

-BILL WITTLIFF 



THE S CREENWRITERJS 

TAS K 

I|just|happen|to|be|one|of|those| persons|who|think|that|

a|ilm|cannot|be|any|good|f|it|isn't|well|written.|

-ERNEST LEHMAN 

It's|easy|to|patronize|screenwriting,|but|it's|not|easy|to|do.| That's|

proven|all|the|time|by|all|the|bad|screenplays|you|see.|

-TOM RICKMAN 

A|movie,| I|think,| is|really|only|four|or|ive|moments|between|two|

people;| the| rest| of| it| exists| to| give| those|moments| their| impact|
and|resonance.| The|script|exists|for| that.| Everything|does.|

-ROBERT TOWNE 

screenplayɵisɵcertainlyɵoneɵofɵ theɵmostɵdificultɵandɵmisunder­
formsɵ ofɵ writingɵ inɵ allɵ literature.ɵ Theɵ ilmɵ thatɵ resultsɵ fromɵ

laborsɵ isɵ muchɵ moreɵ immediateɵ andɵ visceralɵ thanɵ
proseɵiction,ɵyetɵ theɵprocessɵofɵtransfoȿmingɵtheɵwriter'sɵwords,ɵ ideas,ɵandɵ
desiresɵintoɵ thatɵ inalɵproductɵisɵ lessɵdirectɵandɵinvolvesɵmanyɵmoreɵ inter­
mediariesɵ betweenɵwriterɵ andɵ audienceɵ thanɵ doɵ otherɵ formsɵ ofɵ literature.ɵ
Asɵ aɵ result,ɵ theɵscreenwriterɵfindsɵ hisɵ orɵherɵpathɵ strewnɵwithɵ pitfallsɵandɵ
problemsɵthatɵdon'tɵ ariseɵ inɵ theɵcreationɵofɵ anɵessay,ɵaɵ novel,ɵ orɵ aɵpoem.ɵ

Theɵ screenwriterɵmustɵ communicateɵwithɵ aɵdirector,ɵactors,ɵ costumers,ɵ
aɵ cinematographer,ɵsoundɵdesigners,ɵproductionɵdesigners,ɵ �ditors,ɵ andɵ aɵ
wholeɵhostɵofɵotherɵilmmakingɵprofessionals.ɵAtɵtheɵsameɵtime,ɵtheɵscreenr
writerɵmustɵ beɵ especiallyɵ awareɵ ofɵ audienceɵ psychologyɵ andɵ theɵ conven­
tionsɵ ofɵ screenɵ storytelling.ɵ And,ɵ inally,ɵ theɵ screenwriterɵ needsɵ toɵ beɵ
attunedɵtoɵ theɵwants,ɵpassions,ɵandɵ limitationsɵofɵ allɵ theɵ charactersɵ inɵ theɵ
story.ɵTheseɵsometimesɵconlictingɵdemandsɵonɵtheɵscreenwriterɵareɵsoɵgreatɵ
thatɵ theyɵmakeɵ theɵ creationɵofɵ aɵ irstărateɵscreenplayɵquiteɵ rareɵ indeed.ɵ

_ 3  
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However,ɵ theɵ screenwriterɵhasɵ aɵ wealthɵ ofɵ dramaticɵ historyɵ fromɵ whichɵ
toɵlearn.ɵScreenwritingɵisɵtheɵdirectɵoutgrowthɵofɵplaywriting,ɵaÅaptingɵmanyɵ
ofɵ theɵ sameɵ toolsɵ andɵ conɢentionsɵ ofɵ theɵ theaterɵ toɵ aɵ newerɵ aɵ
newɵwayɵ ofɵdeliveringɵ theɵ storyɵ toɵ theɵ audience.ɵ weɵexamineɵ successfulɵ
playsɵ (thatɵ is,ɵ playsɵ thatɵ haveɵ heldɵ theɵ interestɵ ofɵ largeɵ audiencesɵ overɵ aɵ
periodɵ ofɵ time)ɵ andɵcompareɵ themɵ withɵ successfulɵilms,ɵ weɵindɵ thatɵ theyɵ
seemɵ toɵ shareɵcertainɵ features.ɵTheɵ tecȂniqueɵemployedɵ toɵ holdɵ audienceɵ
interestɵisɵstrikinglyɵsimilarɵinɵaɵcomedyɵbyɵPlautusɵandɵoneɵbyɵ Simon,ɵ
aɵ Greekɵ tragedyɵ andɵThe|Godfather,|aɵ Shakespeareanɵpģayɵ andɵOne|Flew|
Over| the| Cuckoo's|Nest.| �nɵ otherɵ words,ɵ thereɵ isɵ aɵ techniqueɵ ofɵ focusingɵ
audienceɵ interestɵ thatɵ canɵbeɵobserved,ɵandɵ itɵ Äanɵbeɵ learned.ɵ (Masteryɵofɵ
theɵ techniqueɵwillɵnotɵautomaticallyɵassureɵ theɵcreationɵofɵ aɵviableɵplayɵorɵ
screenplay,ɵbutɵtheɵlackɵofɵaɵdeliberateɵorɵ instinctiveɵ techniqueɵwillɵalmostɵ
certainlyɵensureɵ failure.)ɵ
Theɵ screenwriter'sɵ taskɵ isɵ farɵ moreɵ thanɵ theɵ settingɵ downɵ ofɵ dialogue.ɵ

�ndeed,ɵ thisɵpartɵ ofɵ theɵ taskɵmayɵ turnɵoutɵ toɵ beɵ theɵ smallestɵ proĸlem.ɵ Theɵ
conceptɵ everyɵ screenwriterɵ mustɵ addressɵ isɵ theɵ fundamentalɵ visionɵ ofɵ aɵ
sequenceɵ ofɵ events,ɵ whichɵ includesɵ notɵ onlyɵ theɵ dialogueɵ spokenɵ byɵ theɵ
actors,ɵbutɵalsoɵtheirɵphysicalɵactivity,ɵtheirɵsurroundings,ɵ theɵentireɵcontextɵ
inɵ whichɵ theɵ stoyɵ takesɵ place,ɵ theɵ lighting,ɵ theɵ musicɵ andɵ sounds,ɵ theɵ
costumes,ɵ theɵ wholeɵ paceɵ andɵ rhythmɵ ofɵ theɵ storytelling.ɵ �etɵ stillɵ theɵ
screenwriter'sɵjobɵ isɵ notɵ done,ɵ for,ɵ inɵ additionɵ toɵ allɵ theseɵ considerations,ɵ
theɵ scriptɵ mustɵ provideɵ enoughɵ clarityɵ thatɵ itɵ enablesɵ theɵ director,ɵ theɵ
cinematographer,ɵ theɵ soundɵ designer,ɵ andɵ allɵ theɵ otherɵ ilmɵprofessionalsɵ
toɵ createɵ aɵ ilmɵthatɵ resemblesɵ theɵoriginalɵintentionsɵofɵ theɵ screenwriter.ɵ

Althoughɵ othersɵ willɵ eventuallyɵ interpretɵ theɵ writer'sɵ wordsɵ andɵ story,ɵ
theɵoriginalɵvisionɵofɵaɵilmɵisɵirstɵtheɵexclusiveɵdomainɵofɵtheɵscreenwriter.ɵ
TheɵwrȊterɵisɵ theɵveryɵirstɵ toɵ ©see"ɵ theɵ yilm,ɵ thoughɵ itɵ isɵsolelyɵ inɵ theɵmindɵ
andɵonɵ theɵpage.ɵ Theɵscreenwriterɵmustɵhaveɵconsciousɵintentionsɵforɵwhatɵ
theɵ audienceɵwillɵ seeɵ andɵ hearɵ and,ɵ mostɵ important,ɵ experienceɵwhenɵ theɵ
scriptɵisɵcastɵandɵproduced.ɵWithoutɵthisɵclarityɵinɵ theɵm|ndɵofɵ theɵscreen­
writer,ɵ thereɵ isɵ littleɵhopeɵ thatɵ theɵscript,ɵorɵ aɵilmɵmadeɵ fromɵ it,ɵ willɵhaveɵ
anyɵofɵ theɵ impactɵintendedɵbyɵ theɵauthor.ɵ

Weɵ canɵ beɵ sureɵ thatɵ theɵ authorɵ ofɵ everyɵ greatɵ screenplayɵ imaginedɵ theɵ
activityɵ ofɵ theɵ actorsɵ asɵwellɵ asɵ theirɵ dialogue,ɵ envisioningɵ where,ɵ asɵ wellɵ
asɵwhen,ɵ theyɵwouldɵbeɵmakingɵtheirɵentrancesɵandɵexists,ɵ whatɵ theɵeffectɵ
ofɵ settings,ɵ costume,ɵ andɵ musicɵ wouldɵ be,ɵ theɵ subtleɵ changesɵ ofɵ rhythmɵ
andɵ paceɵ thatɵ woɞldɵ beɵ mostɵ effective.ɵ Thisɵ isɵ notɵ toɵ suggestɵ ɒhatɵ theɵ
screenwriterɵhasɵ toɵbeɵaɵsoundɵengineer,ɵ cinematographer,ɵ setɵdesigner,ɵ orɵ
electricianɵ anyɵ moreɵ thanɵ aɵ directorɵ orɵ leadingɵactor;ɵ butɵ aɵ screenwriterɵ
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mustɵ knowɵhowɵ theɵ variousɵ artsɵ ofɵ cinemaɵ canɵ beɵ utilizedɵ toɵ giveɵ theɵ im­
pressionɵ ofɵ realityɵ onɵ ilmɵ toɵ whatɵwasɵ originallyɵ ĥornɵ inɵ hisɵ head.ɵ Thisɵ
visionɵ isɵ containedɵ inɵ theɵscreenplay,ɵ aɵ sortɵofɵ blueprintɵ forɵanɵ extremelyɵ
complexɵartɵform,ɵanɵartɵformɵrecordedɵinɵtwoɵdimensionsɵthatɵdepictsɵthreeɵ
dimensions,ɵ anɵ artɵ formɵ thatɵ hasɵ theɵ additionalɵ dimensionɵ ofɵ time,ɵ whichɵ
alsoɵ entersɵ intoɵ theɵartsɵ ofɵmusic,ɵpoetry,ɵandɵdance.ɵ
Theɵscreenwriterɵcanɵhardlyɵanticipateɵaɵ totalɵ fulillmentɵ ofɵ thisɵ vision,ɵ

anyɵ moreɵ thanɵ aɵ playwrightɵ can.ɵ Shakespeareɵ wasɵ wellɵ acquaintedɵ withɵ
actors'ɵ failings,ɵ asɵ isɵ apparentɵ inɵ Hamlet'sɵ adviceɵ toɵ theɵ players,ɵ andɵ hisɵ
awarenessɵofɵ theɵ limitedɵresourcesɵofɵ hisɵplayhouseɵledɵ himɵ toɵ callɵ itɵ anɵ
"unworthyɵ scaffold."ɵ Still,ɵhisɵplaysɵhaveɵendured,ɵandɵallɵ theɵelementsɵofɵ
dramaticɵstorytellingɵheɵemployedɵareɵjustɵ asɵ effectiveɵ todayɵasɵ theyɵwereɵ
whenɵhisɵworksɵwereɵirstɵ performed.ɵ Shakespeare'sɵdialogue,ɵmagniicentɵ
asɵ itɵ is,ɵwasɵonlyɵoneɵelementɵamongɵmanyɵ inɵ hisɵapproachɵtoɵhisɵ sto¢.ɵ
Circumstancesɵareɵmuchɵtheɵsameɵwithɵtheɵscreenwriterɵwhoɵmustɵrelin­

quishɵaɵtenderlyɵnursedɵandɵfussed-overɵvision,ɵhisɵorɵherɵ forɵothersɵ
toɵ interpret,ɵ stage,ɵcreate,ɵ andɵ displayɵ toɵ theɵ inalɵ audience.ɵ İithɵ allɵ theɵ
stepsɵbetweenɵaɵ completedɵ screenplayɵ andɵ theɵirstɵshowingɵofɵ aɵ inishedɵ
ilmɵmadeɵfromɵthatɵwork,ɵit'sɵamazingɵthatɵanyɵofɵtheɵscreenwriter'sɵoriginalɵ
visiȰnɵ makesɵ itɵ toɵ theɵ screenɵ intact.ɵ �etɵ itɵ does,ɵ preciselyɵ becauseɵ theɵ
accomplishedɵ screenwriterɵhasɵ envisionedɵ theɵ entiretyɵ ofɵ theɵ production,ɵ
hasɵcommunicatedɵwithɵ allɵ theɵ collaboratorsɵinɵtheɵprocess,ɵand,ɵmostɵ imr
portantɵ ofɵ all,ɵ hasɵ remainedɵ attunedɵ toɵ whatɵ shouldɵ beɵ communicatedɵ toɵ
theɵ audienceɵ andɵ whenɵ itɵ shouldɵ beɵ revealedɵ forɵ maximumɵ impactɵ andɵ
efectiveness.ɵ

Whatɵ followsɵ areɵ discussionsɵ ofɵ dramaticɵ constructionɵ andɵ theɵ toolsɵ ofɵ
storytelling.ɵ Manyɵofɵthemɵareɵasɵ ancientɵ asɵ theɵ theater;ɵ aɵ fewɵ areɵ asɵnewɵ
asɵ theɵ technologyɵ ofɵilmmaking.ɵ ğnɵ theɵend,ɵscreenwritingɵcomesɵdownɵ toɵ
makingɵmeticulousɵplansɵ forɵaɵphysicalɵrepresentationɵofɵaɵ storyɵonɵrealɵorɵ
realisticɵ locationsɵ (forɵ theɵ story),ɵandɵ inɵ fourɵ dimensions°itɵ isɵ theɵdimen­
sionɵ ofɵ timeɵ thatɵmakesɵpaceɵandɵrhythmɵpossibleɵasɵpartɵofɵ theɵpatternɵofɵ
tellingɵaɵ storyɵ forɵmaximumɵimpact.ɵ



S TAGE VERS US S CREEN 

A| play| is|manifestly| dfferent| from|a| screenplay.| You've| got| a|

stage,| a| proscenium;| you've| got| an| audience| sitting| there| that|

knows| it's| in| a| theater.| They|are|willing| to|accept| all| kinds| of|

conventions| that| go|with| the| theater.| It's|a| dfferent| discipline,|

almost|a|dfferent|genre.|Film|is|much|more|permissive-and|in|

that|sense,| a|much|more|dficult-medium.|

-PADDY CHAYEFSKY 

There|isn't|that|much|dfference|in|the|creativeɵprocessɵof|writing|
the|two|forms|of|drama,|except|that|one|of| them|is|to|be|put|on|
the|screen.|

-ERNEST LEHMAN 

ïthoughɵ theɵ dramaturgyɵ ofɵ screenwritingɵ (whichɵ isɵ theɵ craftɵ andɵ
practiceɵ ofɵ writingɵ dramaticɵ narrativeɵ materialɵ forɵ ilmɵ andɵ tele­
vision)ɵ owesɵ aɵ greatɵ dealɵ toɵ theɵ historyɵ andɵ developmentɵ ofɵ theɵ

theater,ɵ theɵ twoɵ artɵ formsɵ difer.ɵ ¾heɵ problemɵ ofɵ describingɵ theɵ waysɵ inɵ
whichɵ ilmɵ andɵ theaterɵ divergeɵ isɵ aɵ lotɵ likeɵ tryingɵ toɵ Ņezineɵ theɵ diferenceɵ
betweenɵ aɵ dogɵ andɵ aɵ cat;ɵ bothɵ aleɵmammalsɵ thatɵ walkɵ onɵ allɵ fours,ɵ haveɵ
tails,ɵ fur,ɵ earsɵ thatɵstickɵup,ɵ andɵ snouts.ɵ evenɵ theɵ quickestɵ glanceɵ canɵ
determineɵ theɵ diferenceɵ betweenɵ them.ɵ Onceɵ wellɵ acquaintedɵ withɵ bothɵ
dramaticɵforms,ɵmostɵpeopleɵcanɵusuaÓÔyɵteÓÔɵtheɵdiřferenceɵbetweenɵaɵworkɵ
thatɵ isɵ andɵ oneɵ thatɵ isɵ theatliȴȝl.ɵ
Theɵmostɵobviousɵdifferenceɵisɵonɵ theɵpage,ɵ theɵformatɵofɵhowɵtheɵwordsɵ

ofɵ theɵ authorɵ areɵ laidɵ out.ɵ Whileɵ thisɵ isɵ theɵ leastɵ impoltantɵ ofɵ theɵ difer­
ences,ɵ itɵdoesɵ illustrateɵtheɵmostɵimportantɵdistinction.ɵ Inɵaɵ ȳlay,ɵ theɵ bulkɵ
ofɵ whatɵ isɵ onɵ theɵ pageɵ isɵ theɵ chalacters'ɵ dialogue;ɵ inɵ aɵ screenplayɵ theɵ
balanceɵshiftsɵ towardɵsceneɵdescription,ɵ theɵ actionsɵofɵ theɵ characters,ɵandɵ
theɵ visualsɵ theɵaudienceɵsees.ɵ Atɵ theɵ riskɵ ofɵ oversimplifyingɵ twoɵ complexɵ
entitiesɵtoɵmakeɵaɵpoint,ɵitɵcanɵbeɵsaidɵ aɵplayɵdependsɵuponɵtheɵwordsɵ

6. 
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ofɵ theɵcharactersɵ toɵ carryɵ theɵweightɵ ofɵ theɵstorytelling,ɵwhileɵaɵscreenplayɵ
(andɵ theɵ ilmɵmadeɵ fromɵ it)ɵ dependsɵonɵ theɵ actionsɵofɵ ɓheɵcharacters.ɵ Thatɵ
said,ɵ ȋtɵmustɵbeɵemphasizedɵ thatɵ theɵactionsɵofɵ theɵcharactersɵ inɵ playsɵareɵ
stillɵ moreɵ crucialɵ toɵ theɵ audience'sɵexperienceɵofɵ theɵ workɵ thanɵ theɵ dia­
logue.ɵ Butɵconsiderɵtheɵstrengthsɵandɵtheɵshortcomingsɵofɵbothɵliveɵtheaterɵ
andɵilm.ɵ

Inɵtheɵtheater,ɵtheɵaudienceɵwatchesɵreal,ɵliving,ɵbreathingɵhumanɵbeingsɵ
interact.ɵ Inɵaɵilmɵthereɵisɵonlyɵtheɵrecordedɵimageɵofɵtheɵpeople,ɵtheɵactors.ɵ
Clearlyɵtheɵformerɵhasɵaɵmuchɵgreaterɵpossibilityɵforɵaɵconnectionɵbetweenɵ
performerɵ andɵ audienceɵ thanɵ theɵ latter.ɵ Anɵ accomplishedɵ actorɵ onɵ stageɵ
canɵ createɵanɵelectrifyingɵempathyɵwithɵ theɵaudienceɵthatɵ isɵ impossibleɵinɵ
ilm.ɵ otherɵ words,ɵ theɵ actorɵ onɵ stageɵ canɵ makeɵ hisɵ orɵ herɵ emotionsɵ
palpableɵ toɵ theɵ audienceɵ inɵ aɵ wayɵ theɵ actorsɵ onɵ screenɵ cannot.ɵ Theater'sɵ
strengthɵ isɵ cinema'sɵweakness.ɵ

�etɵ thereɵisɵaɵpriceɵforɵ thisɵ immediacy,ɵthisɵintimacyɵbetweenɵperformerɵ
andɵ audience.ɵ Inɵ aɵ play,ɵ theɵ stoytellerɵ hasɵ muchɵ lessɵ latitudeɵ inɵ urgingɵ
theɵ audienceɵ toɵ watchɵ anyɵ speciicɵ actionɵ orɵ reaction,ɵ orɵ toɵ registerɵ anyɵ
smallɵ bitɵ ofɵinformation.ɵThereɵ areɵwaysɵ ofɵ focusingɵ audienceɵ attentionɵ inɵ
theɵ theater,ɵ butɵ noneɵ isɵ soɵ powerfulɵ asɵ theɵ frameɵofɵ ilm,ɵ whichɵ doesɵ notɵ
allowɵtheɵaudienceɵaɵchoiceɵinɵlookingɵelsewhere.ɵAndɵinɵaɵplay,ɵitɵisɵmuchɵ
moreɵ dificultɵ toɵ changeɵ locationsɵ andɵ moveɵ aboutɵ throughɵ time.ɵ Bothɵ ofɵ
courseɵ areɵ possible,ɵ butɵ can'tɵ beɵ doneɵ withɵ anythingɵ approachingɵ theɵ fa­
cilityɵ ofɵ ilm,ɵ whichɵ canɵ jumpɵ acrossɵ town,ɵ acrossɵ theɵ country,ɵ orɵ aroundɵ
theɵ world,ɵ andɵ getɵbackɵbeforeɵanyɵ setsɵhaveɵbeenɵchangedɵ inɵ aɵ play.ɵ Forɵ
majorɵperiodsɵ ofɵ stageɵ time,ɵmostɵplaysɵ areɵ lockedɵinɵ oneɵ location,ɵ inɵoneɵ
speciicɵtime.ɵ Onceɵ theɵ screenwriterɵandɵ theɵilmmakerɵhaveɵ liberatedɵtheɵ
camera,ɵ itɵ canɵ goɵ anywhere;ɵ theɵ ilmɵ storyɵ canɵ skipɵ timeɵ orɵ goɵ backwardɵ
andɵforɨardɵinɵ timeɵandɵcomeɵbackɵagainɵinɵ lessɵscreenɵtimeɵthanɵtheɵplayɵ
hasɵspentɵinɵ oneɵlocationɵandɵ time.ɵ

Soɵtheɵtheaterɵhasɵtheɵadvantageɵofɵimmediacy,ɵofɵrapportɵbetweenɵactorsɵ
andɵaudience,ɵbutɵtheɵlimitationsɵofɵmoreɵcumbersomeɵchangesɵinɵtimeɵandɵ
place.ɵ Filmɵ hasɵ incredibleɵ latitudeɵ inɵ timeɵ andɵ place,ɵ butɵ suffersɵ fromɵ aɵ
lackɵofɵcontactɵbetweenɵtheɵactorsɵandɵ theɵaudience.ɵThisɵisɵnotɵtoɵsayɵthatɵ
screenɵactingɵisɵaɵlesserɵartɵformɵthanɵstageɵaļting,ɵjɟstɵaɵdifferentɵone,ɵoneɵ
withɵ theɵ addedɵ obstacleɵ ofɵ distanceɵ betweenɵ performerɵ andɵ audience.ɵ Aɵ
greatɵdealɵofɵthisɵdistanceɵcanɵbeɵmadeɵupɵbyɵtheɵcamera,ɵwhichɵcanɵbringɵ
theɵaudienceɵmuchɵcloserɵ toɵaɵilmɵactorɵ thanɵaɵseatedɵaudienceɵcanɵgetɵtoɵ
aɵ stageɵ actor.ɵ Becauseɵ theɵ cameraɵmag×iÈȌesɵ eɣeryɵ littleɵ gestureɵ andɵ eɬ­
pression,ɵwhatɵisɵ aɵ perfectlyɵ realisticɵ reactionɵonɵ stageɵ becomesɵ "tooɵ big"ɵ
onɵscreen.ɵ Yetɵevenɵwithɵtheɵcamera'sɵabilityɵtoɵtakeɵtheɵaudienceɵ"inside"ɵ
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aɵ characterɵ byɵ participatingɵ inɵ theɵ perpormance,ɵ itɵ stillɵ cannotɵ bridgeɵ theɵ
gapɵbetweenɵ liveɵperpormanceɵandɵrecordedɵperpormance.ɵ

Theɵ accomplishedɵ screenwriterɵ willɵ writeɵ forɵ theɵ strengthsɵ ofɵ ilmɵ andɵ
aroundɵ itsɵ limitations,ɵ andɵ theɵ accomplishedɵ playwrightɵ willɵ doɵ theɵ sameɵ
inɵ writingɵ forɵ theɵ stage.ɵ Inɵ theɵend,ɵ thisɵ translatesɵintoɵ diferencesɵ inɵ howɵ
playsɵandɵscreenplaysɵdistributeɵtheɵ loadɵofɵ tellingɵ theɵstoryɵandɵinvolvingɵ
theɵaudience.ɵ Theɵplaywrightɵcanɵallowɵtheɵactorɵlongɵspeechesɵandɵplentyɵ
ofɵ timeɵ toɵ "strutɵ hisɵ stuf,"ɵ toɵ involveɵ theɵ audienceɵ inɵ theɵ perpormance,ɵ
whileɵtheɵscreenwriterɵshouldɵgiveɵtheɵactorsɵmoreɵactionsɵthatɵhelpɵrevŉalɵ
character,ɵwants,ɵdesires,ɵandɵ theɵwholeɵrangeɵofɵemotionɵ theɵ perpormanceɵ
needsɵ toɵ evoke.ɵ Atɵ theɵ sameɵ time,ɵ theɵ screenwriterɵ shouldɵ alsoɵ writeɵ forɵ
theɵ strengthsɵofɵcinema,ɵusingɵitsɵabilityɵtoɵ forceɵ theɵaudienceɵtoɵ seeɵ onlyɵ
whatɵ theɵstorytellerɵchoosesɵandɵ itsɵabilityɵ toɵ changeɵ timeɵ andɵ placeɵ withɵ
ease.ɵWhileɵnearlyɵanythingɵthatɵ isɵpossibleɵonɵstageɵisɵpossibleɵonɵscreen,ɵ
andɵevenɵ thoughɵbothɵ ilmɵandɵtheaterɵhaveɵallɵ theɵ sameɵattributesɵ (butɵ inɵ
differentɵ proportions),ɵ theyɵ are,ɵ toɵ theirɵ core,ɵ diÇŖerentɵ animals,ɵ justɵ asɵ
certainlyɵ asɵ catsɵ andɵ dogsɵ shareɵ aɵ greatɵ manyɵ similaritiesɵ butɵ areɵ notɵ inɵ
theɵ leastɵ interchangeable.ɵ



ADAPTATION 

Very| often| you|ind| that|irst-rate| books|don't| make|irst-rate|

movies.| It's|often|a|mistake|to|try|to|preserve|the|literary|quality|

of|it.|

-WALTER BERNSTEIN 

Movies| do| some| things| wondefully| well| that| novels| don't| do.|

There's|a|mavelous|narrative| thing| that|movies| have;| they|do|

size|and|scope.| They|are|entirely|dfferent|forms.| The|only|sim­

ilarity|is| that| very|oten| they| hoth|use| dialogue.| Otherwise| the|

way|that|one|handles|a scene|in|a|movie|and|the|way|one|handles|

a|scene|in|a|book|have|nothing|to|do|with|each|other.|

-WILLIAM GOLDMAN 

g toriesɵ forɵ ilmɵ canɵ beɵ adaptedɵ fromɵ aɵ varietyɵ ofɵ sources.ɵ Plays,ɵ
novels,ɵ shortɵ stories,ɵ real-lifeɵ experiences,ɵ evenɵ poetryɵ andɵ songsɵ
haveɵ beenɵ adaptedɵ toɵ theɵ screen.ɵ Atɵ irstɵ glance,ɵ thisɵ looksɵ likeɵ anɵ

easierɵ taskɵ thanɵ deve}opingɵ aɵ wholeɵ newɵ storyɵ fromɵ scratch.ɵ Yetɵ adaptingɵ
aɵstoryɵfromɵanotherɵsourceɵusuallyɵrequiresɵgreaterɵskillɵandɵunderstandingɵ
ofɵ theɵilmɵmediumɵthanɵdoesɵcreatingɵaɵnewɵstory.ɵVeryɵfewɵstoriesɵcreatedɵ
forɵ anotherɵ orɵ storiesɵ thatɵhaveɵactuallyɵbeenɵ livedɵ through,ɵ lendɵ
themselvesɵeasilyɵanĿɵ toɵtheɵneedsɵofɵaɵscreenplay.ɵWe'veɵallɵ
heardɵ theɵ terÕɵ ¨¨dramaticɵ licenne,ðɵ comesɵ �romɵ theɵ needɵ toɵ alter,ɵ
simplify,ɵcompress,ɵorɵ�liminateɵmaterialɵtoɵmakeɵtheɵdramaɵwork.ɵAndɵweɵ
haveɵ allɵ hadɵ theɵ experienceɵ ofɵ seeingɵ aɵ ilmɵ aboutɵ aɵ real-lifeɵ eventɵ weɵ
rememberɵandɵ thinking,ɵ"Butɵ itɵwasn'tɵlikeɵ that."ɵ

Theseɵ discrepanciesɵ don'tɵ necessarilyɵ stemɵ fromɵ incompetenceɵ onɵ theɵ
partɵ ofɵ theɵ screenwriter;ɵ itɵ couldɵ beɵ thatɵ licenseɵwasɵtheɵonlyɵwayɵtoɵ solveɵ
theɵdramaticɵproblems.ɵ Realɵpeople'sɵlivesɵrarelyɵ�allɵintoɵaɵthree-ac£ɵstruc­
ture.ɵ Novelsɵ usuallyɵ haveɵ tooɵ muchɵ materialɵ orɵ areɵ notɵ terriblyɵ visualɵ orɵ
areɵ decidedlyɵ tooɵ internal.ɵ Playsɵ haveɵ beenɵ writtenɵ forɵ theɵ limitationsɵ ofɵ
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theɵstageɵandɵmustɵbeɵmadeɵmoreɵcinematicɵbyɵtheɵadditionɵ �fɵ theɵcameraɵ
asɵnarrator,ɵexpandingɵbeyondɵtheɵ fewɵsetsɵofɵ theɵplayɵ andɵbyɵdramatizingɵ
actionsɵonlyɵalludedɵtoɵinɵtheɵplay.ɵShortɵstoriesɵoftenɵdon'tɵhaveɵaɵcompleteɵ
irstɵ actɵ andɵ somŊtimesɵhaveɵ tooɵ littleɵmaterialɵor,ɵ again,ɵ areɵ tooɵ internalɵ
orɵnotɵveryɵvisual.ɵPoemsɵandɵsongsɵareɵt�picallyɵtooɵschematicąɵtooɵsketchyɵ
toɵ beɵmuchɵmoreɵ thanɵ aɵ startingɵpointɵ forɵaɵ screenwriter.ɵ

Theɵ momentɵ aɵ writerɵ beginsɵ adaptingɵ aɵ storyɵ fromɵ anotherɵ source,ɵ theɵ
questionɵ comesɵup:ɵ Howɵfaithfulɵtoɵ thatɵ sourceɵmvt|oneɵandɵ can oneɵ be?ɵ
Sometimesɵtheɵmostɵ faithfulɵadaptationsɵmakeɵtheɵworstɵilms,ɵbecauseɵtheɵ
materialɵ wasn'tɵ designedɵ forɵ aɵ ilmɵ stor�ɵ and,ɵ asɵ written,ɵ doesn'tɵ workɵ onɵ
screen,ɵhoweverɵpowerfulɵtheɵstoryɵisɵ inɵitsɵoriginalɵform.ɵ Dramaɵinɵgeneralɵ
andɵ certainlyɵ inɵ theɵ cinemaɵdemandsɵcompression,ɵ intensiication.ɵ Thereɵ
isɵ anɵ oldɵ saying,ɵ "Fictionɵ isɵ gossip,ɵ dramaɵ isɵ scandal."ɵ Theɵ twoɵ areɵ theɵ
sameɵ thingɵ exceptɵ thatɵ scandalɵ isɵmoreɵ intenseɵ andɵ spreadsɵ likeɵ qildÇÐreĆɵ
whileɵ gossipɵ canɵmeanderɵ aboutɵ andɵ goɵ onɵmuchɵ longer.ɵ Eventsɵ thatɵ takeɵ
placeɵ inɵ aɵ novelɵ orɵ inɵ realɵ lifeɵ overɵmonths,ɵ orɵ evenɵ years,ɵwillɵ oftenɵplayɵ
muchɵbetterɵ Ȅnɵ aɵ ilmɵ ifɵ theyɵallɵhappenɵinɵ theɵ sameɵday.ɵ Butɵwhenɵ oneɵ isɵ
confrontedɵwithɵaɵstoryɵinɵprintɵorɵtheɵactualɵfactsɵofɵexactlyɵhowɵsomethingɵ
happened,ɵ thereɵ isɵaɵnaturalɵ inclinationɵ toɵ goɵwithɵ theɵ factsɵorɵ theɵ printedɵ
page-atɵtheɵpriceɵofɵtheɵdrama.ɵ Someoneɵwritingɵanɵadaptationɵmustɵcon­
stantlyɵ weighɵ theseɵ twoɵ sidesɵ againstɵ eachɵ other:ɵ idelityɵ toɵ theɵ originalɵ
source,ɵ andɵ theɵ demandsɵ ofɵ dramaɵ forɵ intensityɵ andɵ compression.ɵ Theseɵ
areɵinherentlyɵdificultɵ issues.ɵ
Toɵtheɵnoviceɵscreenwriter,ɵthen,ɵadaptationɵfromɵanotherɵsourceɵisɵmoreɵ

likelyɵ toɵ beɵ aɵ stumblingɵ blockɵ thanɵ aɵ crutch.ɵ Yetɵ adaptaɌionɵ canɵ beɵ aɵ
refreshingɵchallengeɵtoɵanɵaccomplishedɵscreenwriter,ɵwhoɵwillɵknowɵwhatɵ
toɵlookɵfor,ɵwhenɵsectionsɵofɵmaterialɵcanɵbeɵkept,ɵandɵwhen,ɵwhy,ɵandɵhowɵ
othersɵmustɵbeɵalteredɵtoɵmakeɵtheɵdramaɵworkɵonɵscreen.ɵTheɵexperiencedɵ
adaptorɵ looksɵ belowɵ theɵ surfaceɵ ofɵ theɵ eventsɵ forɵ theɵ dramaɵ thatɵ liesɵ un­
dernea¤h,ɵindsɵwaysɵofɵÂringingɵdis�ara£eɵe�emen¤sɵ toŠe£herɵ toɵ i¤ɵ themat­
icallyɵ andɵ dramaticallyɵwithɵ theɵ restɵ ofɵ theɵ story,ɵ and,ɵ atɵ theɵ sameɵ time,ɵ
triesɵ toɵ remainɵ trueɵ toɵ theɵspiritɵofɵ theɵoriginalɵstory.ɵ

Anotherɵ majorɵ dificultyɵ toɵ overcomeɵ inɵ adaptationɵ isɵ transȘatingɵ theɵ
voiceɵofɵ theɵnarrator.ɵThereɵisɵnoɵexactɵilmɵequivalentɵofɵ theɵnarratorɵofɵaɵ
bookćɵ whetherɵ it'sɵ writtenɵ inɵ theɵ firstɵ orɵ thirdɵ person,ɵ andɵ yetɵ inɵ someɵ ofɵ
theɵ Âestɵiction,ɵtheɵdirectɵone-on-oneɵ communicationɵ betweenɵ theɵauthorɵ
andɵ theɵreaderɵisɵ theɵmostɵinterestingɵaspectɵofɵ theɵwork.ɵ Theɵbookɵauthorɵ
canɵ makeɵ digressionsɵ intoɵ philosophy,ɵ psychology,ɵ personalɵ andɵ regionalɵ
histor�,ɵwordplay,ɵandɵtheɵwizardryɵofɵlanguageɵthatɵcan'tɵbeɵbroughtɵtoɵtheɵ
screenɵ inɵ theɵ sameɵway.ɵ Theseɵaspectsɵofɵ theɵ voiceɵ ofɵ theɵ authorɵ canɵ foilɵ
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evenɵ theɵmostɵaccomplishedɵscreenwriterɵattemptingɵanɵadaptation,ɵ forɵtheɵ
veryɵreasonɵtheyɵcanɵbeguileɵtheɵleader:ɵtheɵautťorɵisɵprovokingɵtheɵreader'sɵ
imaginationɵinɵaɵwayɵthatɵaɵilmɵcannot.ɵWhatɵ isɵshownɵonɵscreenɵisɵñreal"ɵ
toɵtheɵaudience;ɵ theɵactorsɵare theirɵcharacters,ɵtheɵplacesɵandɵeventsɵseemɵ
asɵ realɵasɵ theɵilmmakersɵcanɵmakeɵ them.ɵ Aɵ readerɵconjuresɵupɵimagesɵofɵ
theɵpeople,ɵ places,ɵ andɵeventsɵ inɵ hisɵmind,ɵ andɵdelightsɵ inɵ theɵasiŀesɵandɵ
musingsɵ ofɵ theɵ author.ɵ Thisɵ imaginativeɵconjuringɵ andɵ theɵ leisurelyɵ wan­
deringɵ ofɵ theɵ r�aderɵ throughɵtheɵmindɵofɵ theɵ storytellerɵareɵnotɵpossibleɵ inɵ
ilm,ɵ whichɵnecessarilyɵhasɵ toɵmakeɵvisibleɵmanifestationsɵ inɵ plaĻeɵ ofɵ theɵ
imaginingsɵofɵ theɵ reader.ɵ

Theɵbŋginningɵ screenwriterɵwouldɵ beɵ betterɵ advisedɵ toɵ gainɵ someɵ com­
mandɵ overɵ theɵ toolsɵ ofɵ theɵcraftɵwhileɵpursuingɵ aɵ storyɵ thatɵ canɵ readilyɵbeɵ
changed,ɵ developed,ɵandɵemphasizedɵforɵgreaɍestɵdramaticɵimpact.ɵOnceɵaɵ
screenwriterɵdevelopsɵaɵdegreeɵofɵinesseɵwithɵtheɵtoolsɵdiscussedɵatɵlengthɵ
inɵ thisɵwork,ɵ anɵ adaptationɵbecomesɵaɵworthwhileɵeffort.ɵ



THE AUTEUR OF A FILM 

Everybodyɵgets|together|and|everybodyɵmakes|a|picture.|

-WILLIAM GOLDMAN 

I|say|this|as|a|writer:|there|is|no|more|important|person|on|a|set|

than|a|director.| But| even| then|a|movie|is|always|collaborative.|
I| believe| the| auteurɵ theory| is| merely| one| way| it| is| easier| for|

historians| to| assign|credit| or| blame| to|individuals.| It's| a| sim­

plistic|way|of|interpreting|facts,| and|it|oten|has|very|little|to|do|

with|what|actually|happened.|

-ROBERT TOWNE 

Film|is|essentially|a|collaboration.|

-BILL WITTLIFF 

LhĪɵ isɵtheɵrealɵauthorɵofɵaɵilm?ɵ Filmɵtheoristsɵandɵilmɵviewersɵ
loveɵ toɵ wrestleɵ withɵ thisɵ question.ɵ Theɵ popularɵ conception,ɵ

o iginatedɵ byɵ Fran¸´isɵ Trufautɵ writingɵ asɵ aɵ ilmɵ criticɵ inɵ Ca­
hiers|du|Cinema|andɵirstɵpromotedɵȅnɵthisɵcountryɵbyɵAndrewɵSarris,ɵholdsɵ
thatɵtheɵdirectorɵandɵtheɵdirectorɵaloneɵisɵtheɵauthorɵofɵtheɵilm,ɵ theɵauteur.|
Inɵ theɵ historyɵ oxɵ ÈȆlm,ɵ thereɵhaveɵ Ķeenɵ a number ofɵilmmakers whoɵ seeȥɵ
likeɵ trueɵ�çɎÆçȵɇ-ilmmakersɵwhoseɵworkɵ showsɵaɵ consistencyɵofɵ expres­
sionɵandɵseemsɵtoɵdemonstrateɵprimarilyɵtheɵartistryɵandɵconvictionsɵofɵoneɵ
person.ɵ Mostɵ ofɵ theseɵ auteurs|haveɵ beenɵ directors:ɵ D.ɵ W.ɵ Grifith,ɵ Billyɵ
Wilder,ɵAlfredɵHitchcock,ɵșngmarɵ»ergman,ɵFran¸´isɵTrufaut,ɵandɵWoodyɵ
Allen,ɵamongɵothers.ɵ itɵshouldɵbeɵnotedɵthatɵBergman,ɵ Truffaut,ɵ
andɵ AlȚenɵ alsoɵ haveɵ writtenɵ orɵ co-writtenɵmostɵ ofɵ theirɵ scripts,ɵ andɵ thatɵ
Hitchcockɵworkedɵinɵveryɵcloseɵcollaborationɵwithɵhisɵscreenwriters,ɵthoughɵ
heɵdidɵnotɵ takeɵwritingɵcreditɵforɵhisɵ contributions.ɵ

Writer�directorsɵorɵdirectorsɵwhoɵcollaborateɵinɵconsiderableɵdepthɵwithɵ
theirɵwritersɵonlyɵaccountɵforɵaɵportionɵofɵtheɵilmsɵcreatedɵeveyɵyear.ɵWhoɵ
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isɵ theɵauthorɵofɵ aįɵ theseɵotherɵilms?ɵ Theɵ entireɵ teamɵofɵilmmakersɵ isɵ theɵ
�èɏÆèȶ-theɵ writerɵ andɵ director,ɵbutɵ alsoɵ theɵ producer,ɵ theɵ cinematograr
pher,ɵ theɵproductionɵdesigner,ɵandɵ theɵactors.ɵ Theɵdirectorɵisɵobviouslyɵanɵ
importantɵplayerɵonɵ theɵ team,ɵbutɵwithoɛtɵaɵ script,ɵwithoutɵ actors,ɵwithoutɵ
camera,ɵ sound,ɵ sets,ɵ costumes-theɵ wholeɵ production-theɵ directorɵ isɵ
helpless.ɵ Closeɵinspectionɵshowsɵtheɵcontributionsɵofɵcollaboratingɵwriters,ɵ
theɵ sameɵcinematographerɵandɵcomposerɵandɵdesignerɵ inɵilmɵafterɵilm¦
evenɵinɵtheɵilmsɵofɵtheɵgreatɵwriter-directorsɵlistedɵabove.ɵWhereɵdoesɵtheɵ
workɵ ofɵ allɵ theɵ othersɵ endɵ andɵ theɵ workɵ ofɵ theɵ directorɵ begin?ɵ Whileɵ theɵ
directorɵ isɵ undeniablyɵ theɵ leaderɵ ofɵ theɵ teamɵonceɵ theɵ gameɵbegins,ɵ thereɵ
isɵnoɵ gameɵwithoutɵ theɵwriter,ɵandɵ theɵdirectorɵcannotɵhopeɵ toɵ accomplishɵ
muchɵwithoutɵ theɵ otherɵ teamɵmembers.ɵ

Inɵ otherɵ words,ɵ theɵ questionɵ ofɵ authorshipɵ becomesɵ aɵ mootɵ point.ɵ Theɵ
interdependenciesɵofɵtheɵfamilyɵofɵilmmakersɵwhoɵproduce,ɵshoot,ɵandɵeditɵ
aɵ ilmɵareɵmuchɵ tooɵ strongɵ forɵ any oneɵcontributorɵtoɵ beɵ theɵ soleɵ authorɵ ofɵ
theɵwork.ɵ Atɵ theɵ sameɵtime,ɵsomeɵilmsɵhaveɵ aɵ clear-cutɵ stampɵofɵ person­
alitytɵ oftenɵthisɵisɵcontributedɵbyɵtheɵdirector,ɵbutɵsometimesɵbyɵ theɵwriter,ɵ
byɵ theɵ cinematographer,ɵ or,ɵ moreɵ oftenɵ thanɵ aɵ lotɵ ofɵ auteurɵ theoristsɵ careɵ
toɵ admit,ɵbyɵ theɵ starɵwhoseɵbrandɵ isɵallɵ overɵ theɵ ŝlm,ɵnoɵmatterɵwhoɵwroteɵ
orɵdirected.ɵ Fromɵ theɵ ilmsɵ ofɵ MaeɵWestɵ toɵ theɵ Thin|Man| seriesɵ toɵ ¼amesɵ
BondɵilmsɵtoɵClintɵ�astwoodɵwesterns,ɵmanyɵilmsɵtakeɵtheirɵmostɵdistinc­
tiveɵ qualityɵ fromɵ theɵ starsɵ inɵ ŗ¡ontɵ ofɵ theɵ camera.ɵ Butɵ forɵ mostɵ films,ɵ theɵ
auteurɵ isɵ theɵ team,ɵ notɵ anyɵ singleɵ individual.ɵ Andɵ theɵ variety,ɵ depth,ɵ andɵ
vividnessɵ ofɵ anyɵ givenɵ ilmɵ isɵ strongerɵ forɵ theɵ effortsɵ ofɵ thisɵ smallɵ group,ɵ
eachɵ addingɵhisɵ orɵherɵ individualɵexpertiseɵtoɵ theɵ enterprise.ɵ



THE S CREENWRITERJS 

RELATIONS HIPS 

Basically|there|are|seven|people|who|are|essential|to|a|ilm,| and|

f|the|ilm's|going|to|be|really|any|good,| all|seven|have|to|be|at|

their|best.| In|no|particular|order,| they|are|the|director,| the|pro­
ducer,|the|players,|the|cinematographer,|the|production|designer,|

the| editor| and| certainly| the| writer.| Sometimes| the| composer| is|

essential,| absolutely|essential.|

-WILLIAM GOLDMAN 

f|everybody|does|what|they|do|well,| then|there's|a|sense|in|which|

all| the| skills| tend| to|merge.| You| call| the| writer| the|writer,| the|

actor| the| actor,| the| director| the| director.| But| they| are| really|

working|together|in|a|way|that|melds|their|respective|jobs.|

-ROBERT TOWNE 

Zhereɵ isɵ aɵ terribleɵ tendencyɵ amongɵ ilmɵ viewers,ɵ someɵ critics,ɵ andɵ
moreɵ thanɵ aɵ fewɵ peop}eɵ inɵ theɵ ilmɵ toɵ thinkɵ ofɵ yÐlmmakersɵ

andɵ asɵ twoɵ separateɵ groups,ɵ asɵ ifɵ screenwritingɵ wereɵ
notɵŞ�mmaking.ɵTŦisɵxallacyɵisɵalsoɵperpetuateŁɵbyɵaɵlargeɵnumberɵoxɵpeopțeɵ
writingɵ screenplays,ɵwhoɵ believeɵ theyɵ don'tɵ needɵ toɵ anythingɵ aboutɵ
ilmmakingɵ inɵ orderɵ toɵ writeɵaɵ goodɵ script.ɵ Playwrights,ɵnovelists,ɵjournal­
ists,ɵactors,ɵwaiters,ɵandɵhousewivesɵhaveɵallɵbecomeɵaccomplishedɵscreen­
writers,ɵbutɵthatɵdoesn'tɵmeanɵthoseɵoccupationsɵhaveɵprovidedɵtrainingɵforɵ
theirɵ screenwriting.ɵWhetherɵ aɵ writerɵwentɵ toɵ ilmɵ schoolɵ orɵ gotɵ hiredɵ toɵ
writeɵbecauseɵofɵsomeɵoutsideɵworkɵ (likeɵnovelɵwritingɵorɵacting®,ɵheɵorɵsheɵ
hadɵtoɵlearnɵwhatɵilmmakingɵwasɵallɵabout.ɵAɵwriterɵwhoɵfailsɵtoɵgraspɵhowɵ
ilmsɵ areɵmade,ɵwhatɵ theɵ needs,ɵ limits,ɵ andɵ strengthsɵ ofɵ theɵ ilmɵmediumɵ
are,ɵwhoɵ theɵotherɵprofessionalsɵare,ɵandɵhowɵ toɵ communicateɵwithɵ them,ɵ
cannotɵbecomeɵaccomplishedɵatɵ theɵcraftɵofɵ screenwriting.ɵ

14. 
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Oneɵdoesn'tɵhaveɵtoɵknowɵhowɵtoɵ playɵtheɵoboeɵtoɵwriteɵaɵsymphony,ɵbutɵ
aɵ classicalɵ composerɵhadɵ betterɵ knowɵ theɵ strengthsɵ andɵ limitationsɵ ofɵ theɵ
oboe-asɵ wellɵ asɵ ofɵ theɵ bassoon,ɵ theɵ cello,ɵ theɵviolin,ɵ andɵallɵ theɵ otherɵ
instrumentsɵ thatɵmakeɵ upɵ theɵorchestra.ɵ Anɵ architectɵneedɵ notɵ knowɵ howɵ
toɵbuildɵaɵ formɵforɵaɵcementɵfoundationɵorɵhowɵtoɵframeɵaɵpitchedɵroof,ɵbutɵ
necessaryɵknowledgeɵforɵanɵarchitectɵincludesɵknowingɵwhatɵisɵstructurallyɵ
possibleɵandɵimpossible,ɵplusɵwhatɵ theɵ requirements,ɵuses,ɵ andɵ pitfallsɵ ofɵ
variousɵconstructionɵtechniquesɵare.ɵ Theɵsameɵisɵ trueɵofɵ theɵaccomplishedɵ
screenwriter,ɵ whoɵ mustɵ communicateɵ withɵ producer,ɵ director,ɵ actors,ɵ de­
signers,ɵcomposer,ɵcinematographer,ɵproductionɵmanager,ɵsoundɵrecordist,ɵ
editor,ɵmixer,ɵandɵmanyɵmore.ɵToɵbecomeɵefectiveɵatɵscreenwriting,ɵaɵwriterɵ
mustɵ knowɵnotɵ onlyɵhowɵ toɵ tellɵ aɵ storyɵwell,ɵ butɵhowɵ toɵ communicateɵ itɵ toɵ
aɵwholeɵhostɵofɵprofessionals,ɵeachɵofɵwhomɵdoesɵpartɵofɵtheɵjobɵofɵcreatingɵ
theɵ inishedɵilm.ɵ

ilmmakingɵ isɵ aɵ groupɵ activity,ɵ relationshipsɵ areɵ crucialɵ toɵ ef­
fectiveɵworȕ.ɵTheɵscreenwriter'sɵthreeɵmostɵimportantɵrelationshipsɵareɵwithɵ
theɵ producer,ɵ theɵ director,ɵ andɵ theɵ actors.ɵ Theɵ manyɵ otherɵ ilmɵ artsɵ andɵ
craftsɵ useɵ theɵ asɵ aɵ referenceɵandɵ startingɵ pointɵ forɵ theirɵ work,ɵ butɵ
theseɵ threeɵ relationshipsɵ requireɵaɵ greaterɵdegreeɵ ofɵ understandingɵbyɵ theɵ
writer.ɵ
Theɵ producerɵ ofɵ aɵ ilmɵ asksɵ aɵ greatɵ ȩumberɵ ofɵ questions:ɵ Whoɵ wouldɵ

wantɵ toɵ seeɵ thisɵ ilmøɵ Howɵ similarɵ isɵ itɵ toɵ otherɵ ilmsɵ inɵ currentɵ orɵ recentɵ
release?ɵ Whoɵ wouldɵ wantɵ toɵ playɵ theɵ leadɵ andɵ otherɵ criticalɵ roles?ɵ Howɵ
muchɵwouldɵitɵcostɵtoɵmakeɵthisɵpicture?ɵ Thereɵareɵmanyɵmoreɵquestions,ɵ
butɵ theseɵ fewɵgiveɵanɵ ideaɵ ofɵ whatɵ isɵ goingɵ onɵ inɵ theɵbackɵ ofɵ aɵ producer'sɵ
mindɵwhenɵreadingɵ aɵ script.ɵ Itɵ isɵ aɵ badɵ ideaɵ forɵaɵscreenwriterɵtoɵproposeɵ
answersɵ toɵ anyɵ ofɵ theseɵ questions,ɵ suchɵ asɵ suggestingɵ speciicɵ actorsɵ orɵ
actresses,ɵbutɵ itɵ isɵ aɵ veryɵ goodɵ ideaɵ toɵ keepɵ inɵmindɵ thatɵ aɵ producerɵ willɵ
beɵsubjectingɵyourɵworkɵtoɵthisɵkindɵ questioning.ɵYouɵcannotɵandɵshouldɵ
notɵ attemptɵ toɵ second-guessɵwhatɵ willɵ beɵ aɵ hitɵ nextɵ yearɵ (or,ɵmoreɵ realis­
tically,ɵtwoɵyearsɵfromɵtheɵwritingɵstage®.ɵ Ěnstead,ɵwriteɵaɵstoryɵthatɵcom�elsɵ
you,ɵthatɵyouɵwouldɵlikeɵtoɵ seeɵasɵaɵilm,ɵandɵtrustɵthatɵyourɵsensibilityɵwillɵ
indɵ anɵ audience.ɵ
Theɵrelationshipɵbetweenɵtheɵwriterɵandɵdirectorɵisɵsoɵstrongɵthatɵaɵgreatɵ

manyɵ peopleɵ attemptɵ toɵ doɵ bothɵjobs-andɵ someɵ succeed.ɵ Theseɵ ĳreɵ theɵ
onlyɵtwoɵpeopleɵinvolvedɵinɵaɵilmɵproductionɵwhoɵlookɵatɵtheɵilmɵinɵnearlyɵ
theɵ sameɵ way;ɵ thatɵ is,ɵ theɵ writerɵ andɵ directorɵ lookɵ atɵ theɵ totalityɵ ofɵ theɵ
stÙɂ,ɵ howɵ itɵ isɵ to�dɵ tÙɵ theɵ ��dience,ɵ hoêɵ theyɵ ho�eɵ theɵ ��dienceɵ êillɵ
experienceɵitɵandɵreactɵtoɵit.ɵWhileɵtheɵproducerɵlooksɵatɵ theɵwholeɵpictureɵ
andɵ isɵ concernedɵ theɵ storyɵ andɵ storytellingɵ fromɵ earlyɵ onɵ throughɵ
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releaseɵandɵdistribution,ɵ theɵproducer'sɵvisionɵ mustɵ beɵ occupiedɵpartlyɵbyɵ
theɵpracticalɵconsiderationsɵofɵ �ettingɵtheɵilmɵmadeübudget,ɵscheduling,ɵ
locations,ɵandɵ allɵ theɵ rest.ɵ Butɵ theɵ writerɵandɵdirectorɵareɵpotentiallyɵeachɵ
other'sɵgreatestɵalliesɵbecau�eɵtheseɵtwoɵjobsɵinvolveɵ theɵwholeɵweaveɵandɵ
textureɵofɵ theɵ story,ɵ itsɵ fabric.ɵ Ifɵ theyɵ areɵ bothɵmakingɵ theɵ sameɵpictureí
ifɵtheyɵbothɵseeɵtheɵsameɵilmɵinɵtheirɵmind'sɵeyes�itɵcanɵbeɵaɵwonderfullyɵ
enrichingɵcollaboration.ɵThisɵisɵwhyɵtheɵwriterɵandɵtheɵdirectorɵshouldɵworkɵ
togetherɵ inɵpreproduction,ɵine-tuningɵ theɵscriptɵuntilɵtheyɵbothɵareɵseeingɵ
theɵ sameɵ storyɵ inɵ theɵ sameɵ way.ɵ

Theɵwriter'sɵrelationshipɵwithɵtheɵactorsɵisɵmuchɵcloserɵthanɵmanyɵpeopleɵ
suspectýnotɵ necessarilyɵ inɵ closelyɵ together,ɵ butɵ inɵ similarɵ ap­
proachesɵ toɵ theɵmaterialɵandɵ wȭrkɵ essentials.ɵ Aɵ greatɵdealɵ ofɵ theɵ processɵ
ofɵ screenwritingɵ beginsɵ withɵ characterɵ discovering�inventin�ɵ
whoɵ theɵcharactersɵare,ɵwhatɵ theyɵwant,ɵɥhatɵtheyɵhopeɵfor,ɵwhatɵtheyɵfear,ɵ
whatɵ makesɵ themɵ tick.ɵ Thi�ɵ �ameɵ Ȳrocessɵ isɵ doneɵ byɵ theɵ actor�ɵ asɵ well,ɵ
delvingɵ intoɵ theɵ innerɵworkinÌsɵo�ɵtheɵcharactersɵwellɵbeyondɵwhatɵwillɵbeɵ
manifestedɵonɵ screen.ɵ¾heɵ twoɵapproachesɵdivergeɵbecauseɵaɵ screenwriterɵ
mustɵ goɵ throughɵ thisɵ processɵ forɵ everyɵ importantɵ character,ɵ whereasɵ theɵ
actorɵ hasɵ toɵ doɵ itɵ forɵ onlyɵ oneɵ character.ɵ ěnɵ theɵ enłɵ thisɵ meansɵ thatɵ theɵ
actorɵ canɵ achieveɵ aɵ moreɵdepth,ɵcanɵ takeɵ theɵ characterɵ closerɵ toɵ heartɵ
thanɵtheɵscreenwriter,ɵwhoseɵattentionɵandɵenergiesɵareɵnecessarilyɵdivided.ɵ
Becauseɵofɵ this,ɵeventuallyɵ theɵcharacterɵ ©belongs"ɵ toɵ theɵactorɵevenɵmoreɵ
thanɵ itɵ doesɵ toɵ theɵ writer;ɵ theɵ actorɵ hasɵ anɵ evenɵ greaterɵ depthɵ ofɵ under­
standingɵofɵtheɵcharacter.ɵ Feedbackɵfromɵactorsɵwhoɵhaveɵtakenɵtheirɵchar­
actersɵ toɵheartɵcanɵ beɵ invaluableɵ toɵ theɵ writerɵ inɵ yÑne-tuningɵ andɵpolishingɵ
theɵ screenplayɵ toɵ production.ɵ Unfortunatelyɵ this ɵluɪuryɵ isɵnotɵalwaysɵ
possible,ɵbutɵ itɵ shouldɵnonethelessɵbeɵ aɵ goaÒ,ɵ becauseɵ itɵ canɵ helpɵ theɵ in­
ishedɵ immensely.ɵ

A C A U T I O N A R Y  N OT E  

Oneɵo� ɵtheɵ greatɵ di�icultiesɵ inɵiÒmɵandɵ analysisɵ isɵ theɵcon­
fusionɵ ofɵ itsɵ vocabulary.ɵ Whenɵ aɵ doctorɵ usesɵ theɵ wordɵ appendicitis,| orɵ aɵ
lawyerɵsubpoena,| orɵanɵ architectɵfenestration,|othersɵinɵ theɵsameɵprofessionɵ
knowɵexactlyɵ whatɵ isɵ beingɵ talkedɵabout.ɵ Whenɵ aɵ teacherɵ orɵ screenwriterɵ
orɵ Ûroducerɵusesɵ theɵfollowinšɵwordsɵ ɰallɵofɵ themɵtakenɵfromɵchapterɵhead­
ingsɵ inɵ booksɵ onɵ playwritinÌɵ andɵ screenwritin�)continuity,| progression,|
premise,| theme,|forestalling,|finger-posts,| preparation,| anticlimax,| compli­
cation,| scene,| catastrophe,| resolution,| representation,| crisis,| antagonist,| im­

pressionism,| adjustment,| peripety,| irony,| attack,| focus,| suspense,| action,|
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recogmtxn,| balance,| movement,| orchestration,| unity| of| opposites,| static,|

jumping,| transition,| incident-meaningsɵcanɵbecomeɵconfused,ɵ forɵmostɵofɵ
theɵ termsɵhaveɵ noɵpreciseɵdeinitionsɵ inɵ theɵcontextɵofɵ theɵsubjectɵmatter.ɵ
Theyɵ areɵ usedɵ toɵmeanɵ diferentɵ thingsɵbyɵ diferentɵwriters.ɵ Readingɵ halfɵ
aɵ dozenɵ booksɵ onɵ screenwritingɵ inɵ successionɵ isɵ aptɵ toɵ leaveɵ oneɵ kuiteɵ
bewildered,ɵ unlessɵ oneɵ ignoresɵ theɵ terminologyɵ andɵ thinksɵ inɵ termsɵ ofɵ
concepts.ɵ

Anyoneɵventuringɵanotherɵbookɵonɵtheɵsubjectɵmustɵalsoɵchooseɵhisɵownɵ
vocabulary,ɵ andɵ indicateɵwhatɵ everyɵ impreciseɵ termɵmeansɵ toɵ himɵorɵher.ɵ
Theɵreader,ɵ toɵavoidɵconfusion,ɵhadɵbestɵignoreɵforɵtheɵmomentɵwhatɵothersɵ
haveɵmeantɵ byɵpremise|andɵ crisis|andɵunity|andɵ soɵ on,ɵ andɵ concentrateɵonɵ
theɵmeaninŢɵinɵtheɵcontextɵofɵtheɵworkɵinɵhand.ɵ Unfortunately,ɵ thereɵseemsɵ
toɵ beɵnoɵ otherɵwayɵaroundɵthisɵdificulty.ɵ



B A S I C  

S T O R Y T E L L I N G  

A story starts with a character. 

-FRANK DANIEL 



WHAT MA K E S r c A GOOD 

S TOR Y WELL TOLD " 

You|just|never|know.| But| the|audience|always|does.| You|can|be|

so| damned|sure|that| your|ilm| is| going| to|be| a| smash| hit,| it 's|

that|good|in|the|projection|room.|And|then|suddenly|the|audience|

tells|you|what|you|newer|kney.|
-ERNEST LEHMAN 

The|biggest|sin|in| is|being|boring.|

-FRANK DANIEL 

The|irst| thing|is| content.| What|does|the|ilmmaker|have|to|say|
that| can|mean|something|that|J have|not|heard|hefore?|

-BILL WITTLIFF 

Zhere is always room for another really good story. But  what is a 

really good story or, more precisely, '"a good story well told"? 

sympathetic hero up agai nst seem i ngly insurmountable odds who 

somehow manages to prevail" accou nts for a lot of very good stories-from 

Shane| to North|by|Northwest| to One| Over| the| Cuckoo's|Nest| to Star|

Wars.|B u t  there is another whole category of equal ly  successful and riveti ng 
ilms that do not have an inherently sympathetic central character, yet 

manage to engage an audience-from The|Sweet|Smell|of|Success|to Amaz

deus|to The| Godfather.| In each of these, we sti l l  manage to care about a 

character who i s  far from admirable, far from enviable, yet with whom we 

still  manage to share some small amou nt of empathy. We see the human 

heart sufferi ng i nside the character whose actions, desires,  and possibly 
whose whole l ife we ind distasteful.  Aɵ great many good stories revolve 

around characters who are somewhere in between-not overtly sympa­

thetic, because of some of thei r thoughts or actions, yet c haracters we still  
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indɵ compelling.ɵ Casablanca,| Five|Easy|Pieces,| The| Searchers,| andɵ Body|
Heat|allɵ fallɵ intoɵthisɵcategory.ɵ

Soɵ ourɵ empathy-andɵ itsɵ outgrowth,ɵ sympathy-needɵ notɵ beɵ absoluteɵ
withɵ aɵ characterºɵ butɵ thereɵ mustɵ beɵ someɵ amoéntɵ ofɵ empathy,ɵ howeverɵ
small . ɵ Inɵ addition,ɵ theɵ characterɵmustɵ beɵ attemptingɵ toɵ doɵ somethingºɵ at­
temptingɵ not| toɵ doɵ somethingɵ orɵ attemptingɵ toɵ stopɵ somethingɵ fromɵ hap­
peningɵ areɵ stillɵ doingɵ something.ɵ Tryingɵ toɵ saveɵ aɵ life,ɵ winɵ aɵ race,ɵ avoidɵ
beingɵdrafted,ɵ keepɵ fromɵbeingɵtouched,ɵ orɵ paintɵ aɵpictureɵ areɵallɵ "waȪts"ɵ
thatɵcouldɵworkɵforɵtheɵrightɵcharacter.ɵ Butɵ thereɵmustɵbeɵobstaclesɵtoɵkeepɵ
theɵ characterɵ fromɵ achievingɵ easilyɵwhateverɵ heɵorɵsheɵwants.ɵ Ifɵitɵ isɵeasyɵ
toɵ saveɵtheɵ life,ɵwinɵ theɵrace,ɵorɵpaintɵtheɵpicture,ɵ thenɵtheɵaudienceɵsays,ɵ
"SoɵwhatĖ"ɵAudienceɵdisinterestɵ isɵ theɵ resultɵofɵaɵ lac�ɵ ofɵdificultyɵtoɵ theɵ
circumstance.ɵ

The| audience| empathize|with| a| character| not| because| they| are|

in| pain| or|oppressed,| but| because|of|what| they|are|doing|about|
it.|

-WALT E R  B E RNS T E IN 

Inɵ 1 895, GeorgesɵPoltiɵpublishedɵes|Trente-six|Situatios|Dramatique|

inɵ France.ɵ Inɵhisɵwork,ɵ heɵ soughtɵ toɵ identifyɵ thŌɵ thirty�siëɵbasicɵ dramaticɵ
situationsɵthatɵ areɵ possibleɵ toɵ tell.ɵ Basicɵandɵhelpfulɵ thoughɵ thisɵ identiÊ­
cationɵmayɵbe,ɵPolti'sɵworkɵstillɵdidɵnotɵ revealɵ theɵcommonɵ threadɵ thatɵall|
storiesɵshare.ɵ ItɵwasɵFrankɵDanielɵwhoɵirstɵformulatedɵaɵdeceptivelyɵsimpleɵ
delineationɵofɵtheɵbasicɵdramaticɵcircumstance¹ɵSomebody|wants|something|
badly|and|is|having|dficulty|getting|it.| Ifɵtheɵ audienceɵhasɵsomeɵempathyɵ
withɵ theɵ "somebody,"ɵ andɵ thatɵcharacterɵwantsɵ urgentlyɵ toɵ doɵ something,ɵ
andɵ thatɵ somethingɵ isɵ veryɵ dificultɵ toɵ doɵ orɵ get,ɵ thenɵ weɵ areɵ wellɵ onɵ theɵ
wayɵtoɵaɵgoodɵstory.ɵ Ifɵtheɵcharacterɵbarelyɵcaresɵwhetherɵheɵorɵsheɵachievesɵ
theɵ goal,ɵ orɵ ifɵ theɵachievementɵisɵ tooɵ easyɵorɵ completelyɵ impossible,ɵ thereɵ
isɵnoɵ drama.ɵ Thusɵaɵ goodɵ storyɵ couldɵbeɵ saidɵ toɵbeɵ aboutɵ aɵ characterɵwithɵ
whomɵ theɵ audienceɵ hasɵ someɵ measureɵ ofɵ em�athy,ɵ whoɵ stronglyɵ wantsɵ
somethingɵ thatɵ isɵve¢ɵdificult,ɵ yetɵpossible,ɵ toɵachieve.ɵ

"Aɵgoodɵ stoÞyɵwellɵ told"ɵ includesɵ oneɵmoreɵ crucialɵ element¹ɵ theɵ wayɵ inɵ
whichɵ theɵ audienceɵeëperiencesɵtheɵ stoɃ.ɵ¿hatɵ theɵaudienceɵ�nows,ɵwhenɵ
theìɵ�nowɵit,ɵwhatɵtheyɵknowɵthatɵoneɵorɵmoreɵcharactersɵdon«tɵ�now,ɵwhatɵ
theyɵ hopeɵ for,ɵ whatɵ theyɵ fear,ɵ whatɵ theyɵ canɵ anticipate,ɵ whatɵ séÞ�risesɵ
themþallɵofɵtheseɵareɵeȜementsɵ inɵtheɵ tellingɵofɵaɵ sto¢.ɵ ĬheɵÖanagementɵ
ofɵ theseɵ andɵ otherɵ �aâsɵ ofɵ anɵ auŃience«sɵ involvementɵ inɵ theɵ stoɄɵ isɵ theɵ
greatestɵ achievementɵ ofɵ theɵ screenwritōr.ɵ¿ithoutɵ theseɵ eleÖents,ɵ aɵ goodɵ
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storyɵ becomesɵ justɵ soɵ manyɵ eventsɵ inɵ aɵ sekuence,ɵ notɵ anɵ experienceɵ theɵ
audienceɵ craves.ɵ
Theɵbeginningɵwriterɵtendsɵtoɵfeelɵthatɵwritingɵwithɵtheɵaudienceɵinɵmindɵ

isɵ anɵ evilɵ toɵ beɵ avoidedɵ atɵ allɵ cĴsts.ɵ Butɵ thisɵ mistakesɵ writingɵ withɵ theɵ
audienceɵ inɵ mindɵ forɵ panderingɵ toɵ theɵ audience.ɵ Panderingɵ shouldɵ beɵ
avoided;ɵ justɵ deliveringɵup,ɵwithoutɵ thoughtɵ orɵ genuineɵ emotion,ɵ soɵmuchɵ
predigestedɵ emotionalɵ glopɵ forɵ anɵ audienceɵ toɵ consumeɵ isɵ aɵ wasteɵ ofɵ ev­
eryone'sɵ tiȦeɵandɵ energy.ɵ Butɵ itɵ isɵ noɵmoreɵsensible,ɵ orɵ evenɵpossible,ɵ toɵ
writeɵeffectiveɵdramaɵwithoutɵtheɵ audience'sɵexpeȸienceɵofɵ itɵ inɵmindɵ thanɵ
itɵwouldɵbeɵtoɵdesignɵclothesɵwithoutɵtheɵwearerɵ inɵmind.ɵ Threeɵarmɵholes,ɵ
noɵ legs,ɵorɵaɵseven-inchɵwaistɵwouldɵbeɵ theɵresult;ɵ theɵsameɵwouldɵhappenɵ
inɵ drama�aɵstoryɵnoɵ oneɵwouldɵwantɵ toɵexperience.ɵ
Theɵdiferenceɵbetweenɵwritingɵwithɵtheɵaudienceɵinɵmindɵandɵpanderingɵ

comesɵ downɵ toɵ whoɵ isɵ inɵ control.ɵ Ifɵ theɵ writerɵ pandersɵ toɵ theɵ audience,ɵ
whatɵdeterminesɵtheɵactionɵisɵtheɵwriter'sɵguessɵatɵwhatɵtheɵaudienceɵwantsɵ
a|priori|ofɵ theɵ storyɵ atɵ hand.ɵ Theɵ controlɵ isɵ skuarelyɵ inɵ theɵ handsɵ ofɵ theɵ
audience.ɵĭheɵwriterɵwhoɵwritesɵwithɵtheɵaudienceɵinɵmind,ɵandɵ succeedsɵ
inɵ makingɵ itɵ careɵ aboutɵ theɵ characters,ɵcircumstances,ɵ andɵ eventsúɵ ofɵ theɵ
storyɵ throughɵskillfulɵmanagementɵofɵ itsɵperceptionsɵofɵ them,ɵ isɵ inɵ control;ɵ
thisɵwriterɵ offersɵ anɵ experienceɵandɵessentiallyɵseducesɵ theɵ audienceɵ intoɵ
joiningɵ inɵ onɵ it.ɵ Theɵ storytellerɵ isɵ inɵ control.ɵ

Theɵ twoɵ principalɵ concernsɵofɵ thisɵbookɵareɵhowɵtoɵ developɵ aɵgoodɵ storyɵ
andɵ howɵ toɵ tellɵ itɵ well.ɵ Theɵ twoɵ areɵ soɵ intertwinedɵ thatɵ itɵ wouldɵ notɵ beɵ
possibleɵ toɵ dealɵ withɵ themɵseparately.ɵ AsɵFrankɵDanielɵ saysɵ inɵ theɵ intro­
ductionɵtoɵthisɵbook,ɵ��It'sɵsimple-it'sɵtellingɵexcitingɵstoriesɵaboutɵexcitingɵ
peopleɵ inɵ anɵ excitingɵ form."ɵ Theɵ essentialɵelementsɵ ofɵ "aɵ goodɵ storyɵwellɵ
told"ɵ are:ɵ

1 .  Theɵ storyɵ isɵ aboutɵ somebody|withɵ ɦhomɵweɵhaveɵ someɵ empathy.ɵ
2 .  Thisɵ somebodyɵwantsɵ something|veryɵ badly.ɵ
3 .  Thisɵsomethingɵisɵdficult,| butɵ possibleɵtoɵdo,ɵget,ɵorɵ achieve.ɵ
4 .  Theɵ storyɵ isɵ toldɵ forɵmaximumɵemotional|impact|andɵaudience|partici­

pation|inɵ theɵproceedings.ɵ
5 .  Theɵ storyɵmustɵ comeɵ toɵ aɵ satisfactory|ending| (whichɵ doesɵ noɐɵ neces­

sarilyɵmeanɵ aɵhappyɵ ending).ɵ

"Aɵgoodɵ storyɵwellɵ told"ɵ isɵ simple,ɵbutɵ it'sɵnotɵ easì.ɵ



THE DIVIS I ON I NTO 

THREE ACTS 

In| the|irst| act,| it 's|who|are|the|people|and|what| is| the| situation|

of| this| whole| story.| The| second| act| is| the| progression|of| that|
situation|to|a|high|point|of|conlict|and|great|problems.|And|the|
third|act| is|how|the|colicts|and|problems|are|resolved.|

- E RNEST LEHMAN 

writersɵ workɵ withɵ aɵ divisionɵ intoɵ iveɵ acts,ɵ televisionɵ moviesɵ
oftenɵ employɵ aɵ sevenɵ actɵ division,ɵ butɵ inɵ thisɵ workɵ weɵ dealɵ withɵ
dividingɵ theɵmaterialɵ ofɵaɵ storyɵintoɵ threeɵacts.ɵ Inɵ reality,ɵ theɵ onlyɵ

diferenceɵ inɵ theɵnumberɵofɵactsɵresultsɵfromɵ howɵ theɵwriterɵorganizesɵhisɵ
thoughtsɵ wboutɵ theɵ story,ɵ notɵ inɵ howɵ theɵ audienceɵ experiencesɵ it.ɵ Usedɵ
properlyɵandɵefectively,ɵtheɵthreeÿ,ɵive-,ɵ orɵ seven-actɵ divisionɵ wouldɵputɵ
theɵ sameɵ storyɵeventsɵandɵrevelationsɵ inɵmoreɵorɵ lessɵtheɵsameɵplacesɵ wndɵ
seÜuence.ɵ

Aɵ greatɵmanyɵteachersɵwndɵ authorsɵ talkɵ wboutɵ ô�theɵ threeɵactɵ structure"ɵ
ratherɵ thanɵ aboutɵ aɵ divisionɵ intoɵ threeɵ acts,ɵ butɵ theɵformerɵphrasingɵ givesɵ
riseɵ toɵ theɵ implicationɵ thatɵ theɵ tellingɵ ofɵ aɵ storyɵ isɵ likeɵ theɵ buildingɵ ofɵ aɵ
bridge,ɵ thatɵonceɵ theɵ designɵ isɵcomplete,ɵ itɵ remainsɵunchangedɵ forever.ɵ Inɵ
reality,ɵ aɵ evolves;| changesɵ asɵ theɵ storyɵ unfolds;ɵ itɵ is ɵ
conãtantlyɵinɵlux.ɵ Moreover,ɵ thereɵ is ɵnoɵixedɵ structureɵ thatɵ worksɵ forɵ theɵ
tellingɵofɵaɵstory;ɵeachɵnewɵstoryɵisɵitsɵownɵprototype,ɵeachɵmustɵbeɵcreatedɵ
anew.ɵ Thereɵ isɵ noɵ recipe,ɵ thereɵ isɵ noɵ blankɵ formɵ thatɵ mustɵ onlyɵ haveɵ theɵ
blaónksɵilledɵinɵforɵaɵstoryɵtoɵ takeɵshape.ɵGoodɵstorytellingɵreÜuiresɵaɵgreatɵ
dealɵmoreɵ inventionɵ thanɵ tŧat.ɵ
Theɵ reasonɵweɵ employɵaɵ threeɵactɵparadigmɵisɵ thatɵ itɵ isɵ theɵ simplestɵ toɵ

understandɵ andɵ itɵ mostɵ closelyɵ adheresɵ toɵ theɵ phasesɵ ofɵ anɵ audience'sɵ
experienceɵ ofɵ aɵ story.ɵ Theɵ irstɵ actɵ getsɵ theɵ audienceɵ involvedɵ withɵ theɵ
charactersɵ andɵ theɵ stoy.ɵ Theɵ secondɵ actɵ keepsɵ itɵ involvedɵ andɵ heightensɵ
itsɵemotionalɵcommitmentɵtoɵtheɵstory.ɵTheɵthirdɵactɵwrapsɵupɵtheɵstoryɵandɵ

2 4 . 
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bringsɵ theɵ audience'sɵ involvementɵ toɵ aɵ satisfactoryɵ end.ɵ Inɵ otherɵwords,ɵ aɵ
stoyɵ hasɵaɵ beginning,ɵ aɵmiddle,ɵandɵanɵ end.ɵ
Thereɵareɵnoɵcurtainsɵ inɵaɵilm,ɵnoɵclear-cutɵchangesɵofɵact,ɵasɵthereɵareɵ

inɵmostɵ plays.ɵ Thisɵenablesɵ aɵilmɵ storyɵ toɵ beɵ toldɵasɵ aɵ continuum,ɵ onɵ andɵ
onɵ untilɵ theɵ end,ɵwithoutɵstopping,ɵwithoutɵlookingɵback.ɵ Theɵ idealɵ expe­
rienceɵ aɵ ilmɵ canɵ giveɵ toɵ anɵ audienceɵ isɵ thatɵ ofɵ aɵ seamlessɵ dream,ɵ oneɵ
continuouslyɵ evolvingɵ andɵ forward-movingɵstoryɵ thatɵ engagesɵ theɵ audien­
ce'sɵmindɵandɵemotions,ɵallowingɵitɵ toɵ "wakeɵup"ɵfromɵtheɵstoryɵonlyɵatɵtheɵ
veryɵend.ɵ Becauseɵofɵthisɵattemptɵbyɵtheɵilmɵstorytellerɵtoɵputɵtheɵaudienceɵ
intoɵaɵ dreamlikeɵstate-aɵstateɵofɵbeingɵsweptɵupɵ inɵ theɵstoryɵtoɵtheɵ
exclusionɵ ofɵ allɵ outsideɵ worriesɵ andɵ thoughts-theɵ screenwriterɵ triesɵ toɵ
maskɵ theɵ sceneɵ divisions,ɵ toɵ smoothɵ overɵ theɵ seamsɵ wŨereɵ theɵ storyɵ isɵ
stitchedɵandɵwovenɵ together.ɵ

Soɵ theɵ divisionɵ ofɵ aɵ ilmɵ intoɵ actsɵ isɵ notɵ somethingɵ thatɵ viewersɵ areɵ
consciouslyɵ awareɵ of,ɵ thoughɵ theyɵ feelɵ theɵemotionalɵ shiftsɵ thatɵ comeɵwithɵ
pivotalɵchangesɵinɵ theɵ story.ɵ Theɵprimaryɵuseɵofɵ theɵ threeɵactɵdivisionɵisɵtoɵ
helpɵ theɵwriterɵ organizeɵ ideasɵaboutɵhowɵ toɵ tellɵ tũeɵstoryɵandɵ toɵ aidɵhimɵ inɵ
discoveringɵ theɵbestɵplacesɵ forɵmajorɵmomentsɵ inɵ theɵ storyɵ toɵ fallɵ forɵmax­
imumɵimpact.ɵ Manyɵofɵtheɵessaysɵinɵtheɵ"ScreenwritingɵTools"ɵsectionɵdealɵ
inɵ muchɵ moreɵ withɵ theɵ variousɵ componentsɵ thatɵ helpɵ theɵ
achieveɵ thisɵ goalɵ ofɵmaximumɵimpact.ɵ
Theɵ irstɵ actɵ introducesɵ theɵ audienceɵ toɵ theɵ worldɵ ofɵ theɵ storyɵ andɵ itsɵ

principalɵcharacters,ɵandɵ setsɵupɵ theɵmainɵ conlictɵaroundɵwhichɵ theɵ storyɵ
willɵ Ȁeɵbuilt.ɵ Ĝnɵmostɵ stories¯ɵ thereɵ isɵaɵ singleɵ centralɵ characterɵwhoseɵ lifeɵ
andɵ predicamentɵ areɵ focusedɵ onɵ byɵ theɵ endɵ ofɵ theɵ irstɵ act-thatɵ is,ɵ theɵ
character'sɵ goalɵ isɵ andɵ someɵ inklingɵ ofɵ theɵ obstaclesɵ isɵgiven.ɵ
Theɵ secondɵ actɵ elaboratesɵ inɵ everɵ greaterɵ detailɵ andɵ intensityɵ onɵ thoseɵ
dificulties,ɵ theɵ obstaclesɵ toɵ theɵ characterɵachievingɵ theɵ goal.ɵ Atɵ theɵ sameɵ
time,ɵthisɵcharacterɵchangesɵandɵdevelopsɵduringɵtheɵsecondɵact,ɵorɵatɵleastɵ
intenseɵ pressureɵ isɵ putɵ onɵ theɵ characterɵ toɵ change,ɵ andɵ thatɵ changeɵ isɵ
manifestedɵ inɵ theɵ thirdɵ act.ɵ Subplotsɵinɵ theɵ storyɵ areɵ developedɵ largelyɵ inɵ
theɵ secondɵ act.ɵ Inɵ theɵ thirdɵ act,ɵ theɵ mainɵ storyɵ (theɵ centralɵ character'sɵ
story)ɵandɵtheɵsubplotsɵareɵallɵresolvedɵinɵdiferingɵways,ɵbutɵallɵwithɵsomeɵ
senseɵ ofɵ inality-theɵ feelingɵ thatɵ tȁeɵ conlictɵ isɵ over.ɵ (Evenɵ ifɵ weɵ mightɵ
seeɵ anotherɵ stormɵ brewingɵ onɵ theɵ horizon,ɵ theɵ conlictsɵ ofɵ thisɵ storyɵ haveɵ
beenɵ completed.)ɵ

Itɵ isɵ aɵ goodɵ ideaɵ toɵ thinkɵ ofɵ theɵ threeɵ actsɵ notɵ asɵ aɵ moldɵ orɵ formulaɵ toɵ
beɵ illedɵ inɵ withɵ someɵ kindɵ ofɵ batterɵ theɵ writerɵ hasɵ concocted,ɵ butɵ ratherɵ
asɵaɵsetɵofɵlandmarksɵanɵexplorer�guideɵtriesɵtoɵkeepɵsightɵofɵwhenɵtravelingɵ
throughɵ newɵ andɵ dangerousɵ territory.ɵ Theɵ travelersɵ (theɵ audience)ɵ whoɵ
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followɵ theɵ guideɵ ùtheɵ writer)ɵ areɵ onlyɵ awareɵ ofɵ theɵ landɵ aroundɵ them,ɵ theɵ
potentialɵ dangersɵthatɵmayɵ lieɵ aheadɵofɵthem,ɵ theɵ hoped-forɵ beneits,ɵ theɵ
scaryɵ soundsɵ inɵ theɵ night.ɵ Butɵ thŎɵ guideɵmustɵ keepɵ trackɵ ofɵ thoseɵ land­
marks,ɵ butɵ thenɵspottingɵoneɵagainɵandɵbecomingɵ
oriented.ɵTheɵwiseɵguideɵwon'tɵpointɵoutɵallɵ theɵlandmarksɵtoɵtheɵ travelers,ɵ
butɵwillɵallowɵthemɵtoɵenjoyɵtheɵjourneyɵasɵaɵcontinuumɵandɵtoɵthinkɵofɵtheɵ
guideɵasɵ aɵmysticalɵbeingɵwithɵuncannyɵpowersɵofɵnavigation.ɵ

THE WORLD O F  

THE S TORY 

I| try| not| to| force| the| characters| into| some| setting| or| event| to|

accomodate|what| I|want,| but| rather|let| them|be| real|enough|to|

dictate|to|me|what| setting| they|want| to|be|in.|

-BILL WI TTLIFF 

There|should|be|some|kind|of|interaction|between|the|people|and|
their|milieu.|

-WALTER BERNSTEIN 

zheɵworldɵofɵaɵ storyɵ inɵanyɵilmɵ isɵaɵuniqueɵ creationûɵ aɵ variationí
fromɵ veryɵ realisticɵ toɵ veryɵ fanciful-onɵ theɵ realityɵ ofɵ ourɵ world,ɵ

todayɵ orɵ inɵ anotherɵ timeɵ peßiod.ɵ Withɵ theɵ e¥ceptionɵ ofɵ someɵ sequels,ɵ
twoɵmoviesɵ don'tɵinhabitɵe¥act�yɵtheɵɈameɵwor�d.ɵ mostɵilmsɵ
takeɵ placeɵ inɵ aɵ speciallyɵdesignedɵ universeɵ itsɵ ownɵ rules,ɵ limits,ɵ andɵ
thingsɵthatɵareɵiÕportant.ɵThisɵisɵtrueɵevenɵ ifɵatɵfirstɵglanceɵ twoɵilmsɵappearɵ
toɵ takeɵ placeɵ inɵ e¥actlyɵ theɵ sameɵ world.ɵ Forɵ instance,ɵ The| Champ| andɵ
Rocky|areɵ bothɵaboutɵstrugglingɵ andɵ theɵ worldɵofɵpȹofeååionalɵ
boxing.ɵ Bothɵ aspireɵ toɵ aɵ sortɵ ofɵ grittineäs,ɵ butɵ theɵ formerɵ isɵ morŏɵ ofɵ aɵ
parable,ɵ anɵ illustratedɵ moralɵ lesson,ɵ andɵ theɵ latterɵ moreɵ ofɵ aɵ fable,ɵ theɵ
creationɵofɵaɵ legend.ɵ

Oneɵ wayɵ toɵ testɵ theɵ speciicityɵ ofɵ theɵ worldsɵ ofɵ individualɵ ilmsɵ isɵ byɵ
imaginingɵaɵsceneɵfromɵoneɵilmɵw|thinɵanother.ɵAnɵextremeɵbutɵillustrativeɵ
Äomparisonɵ isɵ betweenɵ Moonstruck| andɵ The| Godfather.| Bothɵ storiesɵ areɵ
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aboutɵ severalɵgenerationsɵofɵ Italianɵ immigrantɵ familiesɵ inɵ Newɵıor�ɵ Ęity.ɵ
Yetɵ anyɵ singleɵmomentɵ fromɵoneɵilmɵwouldɵstandɵoutɵ asɵ glaringlyɵ inap­
propriateɵ inɵ theɵ other.ɵ Twoɵmuchɵmoreɵ similarɵ ilmsɵ haveɵ theɵ sameɵ disr
crepancy.ɵChinatown|andɵDouble|Indemnity|bothɵtakeɵplaceɵinɵĤosɵAngelesɵ
inɵ aboutɵ theɵ sameɵ timeɵ period,ɵwithɵ hard-boiledɵ charactersɵ andɵ dialogue,ɵ
andɵ bothɵhaveɵ somethingɵofɵ aɵ cynicalɵ side.ɵ Yetɵwithɵallɵ theseɵ similarities,ɵ
ġakeɵ Gittesɵ noɵ moreɵ itsɵ intoɵDouble|Indemnity|thanɵ Walterɵ Nefɵ itsɵ intoɵ
Chinatown;| it'sɵ asɵ ifɵ theyɵ cameɵ fromɵ aɵ diferentɵuniverse,ɵwhichɵ ofɵ courseɵ
theyɵ do.ɵ

Speciicityɵ inɵ theɵ worldɵ ofɵ aɵ storyɵ derivesɵ fromɵ twoɵ sources:ɵ theɵ natuȺeɵ
ofɵ theɵ centralɵ characterɵ (inɵ mostɵ ilms)ɵ andɵ theɵ natureɵ ofɵ theɵ storyteller.ɵ
Muchɵofɵwhatɵ isɵimportantɵandɵunimportantɵ inɵaɵ story¬sɵworldɵ comesɵ fromɵ
whoɵ theɵ centralɵ characterɵ is,ɵ theɵ kualitiesɵ ofɵ thisɵ personɵ andɵ hisɵ orɵ herɵ
predicament.ɵ Atɵ theɵsameɵ time,ɵwhatɵ theɵ storytellerɵhasɵ inɵmind,ɵwhatɵ theɵ
storyɵ isɵ reallyɵ aboutɵ (atɵ itsɵ core;ɵ seeɵ theɵ chapterɵ onɵ "Theme")ɵ alsoɵ hasɵ
considerableɵinluenceɵoverɵtheɵworldɵofɵtheɵstory.ɵWhatɵisɵemphasizedɵandɵ
deemphasized,ɵwhatɵgoals,ɵ fears,ɵaspirations,ɵcircumstances,ɵrealities,ɵandɵ
fantasiesɵma�eɵ upɵ theɵ peopleɵwhoɵ inhabitɵ theɵ story,ɵ allɵ comeɵ fromɵwithinɵ
theɵ storyteller.ɵ Theseɵ personalɵ (andɵ sometimesɵ unintentional)ɵ prejudicesɵ
andɵ theɵ consciousɵ choicesɵ ofɵ theɵ storytellerɵ makeɵ subtleɵ changesɵ inɵ theɵ
proportions,ɵshadings,ɵandɵviewsɵofɵtheɵworldɵofɵtheɵstoryɵasɵitɵisɵpresentedɵ
toɵ theɵ audience.ɵ Anotherɵ wayɵ toɵ lookɵ atɵ thisɵ isɵ toɵ acceptɵ thatɵ theɵworldɵ aɵ
writerɵ imaginesɵ is,ɵ toɵ itsɵveryɵ core,ɵpartɵ ofɵ thatɵwriter'sɵ style.ɵ



PROTAGONIS T ,  

ANTAGONIS T ,  AND 

CONFLICT 

I| never|work| out| the| plot| apart| from| the| characters.| For| me| to|

proceed,|I|have|to|ind|who|the|story|is|about,| the|main|character|
.| .| .| When|I'm|writing|something|in|which|there|is|a|villain,| I|try|

very|hard|to|give|the|villain|the|full|beneit|of|his|or|her|position,|

to|make|them|formidable|and|interesting|to|make|the|devil|per­
suasive|and|attractive.|

-WALTER BERNSTEIN 

Mostɵ ilmɵ storiesɵ areɵ toldɵ aroundɵ aɵ singleɵ centralɵ character,ɵ theɵ
protagonist| (seeɵ "Protagonistɵ andɵ Objective").ɵ �venɵ inɵ thoseɵ
storiesɵ thatɵ haveɵmanyɵcharactersɵorɵ anotherɵ structuralɵ formɵ (seeɵ

"Unity"),ɵeachɵ individualɵsubplotɵ inɵ theɵ overallɵ storyɵhasɵ itsɵ ownɵprotago­
nist.ɵ Inɵ theɵ basicɵ dramaticɵ circumstanceɵ ofɵ "somebodyɵ wantsɵ somethingɵ
badlyɵandɵisɵhavingɵdificultyɵgettingɵit,"ɵtheɵ"somebody"ɵisɵtheɵprotagonist.ɵ

Theɵ antagonist| ofɵ aɵ storyɵ isɵ theɵ opposingɵ force,ɵ theɵ "dificulty"ɵ thatɵ
activelyɵresistsɵ theɵprotagonist'sɵeffortsɵtoɵ achieveɵ theɵ goal.ɵ Theseɵ twoɵ op­
posingɵ forcesɵ formɵ theɵconËictɵ orɵ conËictsɵ ofɵ theɵ story.ɵ

ħanɭɵ storiesɵhaveɵ anɵ antaÍon|stɵwhoɵ |sɵ anotherɵ Ûerson,ɵ theɵ "Ãadɵ Íuy³"ɵ
FromɵNorth|by|Northwest| toɵ Star| Wars| toɵ Chinatown| toɵ Terminator,| veryɵ
effectiveɵ ilmsɵ haveɵ beenɵ madeɵ fromɵ storiesɵ inɵ whichɵ theɵ protagonistɵ andɵ
antagonistɵ areɵ clearlyɵ andɵ distinctlyɵ differentɵ peopleɵ inɵ activeɵ oppositionɵ
toɵ eachɵother.ɵ Inɵthisɵ so�ɵofɵ aɵ stoy,ɵ theɵprotagonistɵhasɵwhatɵ isɵ calledɵ anɵ
externalɵ conlict,ɵ aɵ conşictɵ withɵ someoneɵ else.ɵ Butɵ inɵ aɵ greatɵ manyɵ ilmsɵ
theɵ protagonistɵ isɵhisɵorɵherɵ ownɵantagonistɵasɵwell;ɵ theɵ centralɵ struggleɵisɵ
withinɵtheɵmainɵcharacter,ɵtwoɵpaɁsɵorɵdesiresɵorɵurgesɵofɵtheɵsameɵperson.ɵ
AmongɵtheɵclearestɵcasesɵofɵanɵinternalɵconlictɵareɵHamlet|andɵThe|Strange|
Case|of|Dr.|Jekyll|and|Mr.|Hyde,|butɵthereɵareɵalsoɵmanyɵexamplesɵinɵilm:ɵ
The|Treasure|of| the|Sierra|Madre,|Bonnie|and|Clyde,| Vertigo,| andɵRaging|

28 . 
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Bull.| Inɵ theseɵ andɵ manyɵ moreɵ ilms,ɵ theɵ principalɵ struggleɵ ofɵ theɵ storyɵ isɵ
goingɵ onɵ insideɵ theɵ centralɵ character.ɵ

Evenɵ thoughɵ thereɵ isɵ anɵ internalɵ conlictɵ inɵ whichɵ protagonistɵ andɵ an­
tagonistɵ areɵ theɵ sameɵ person,ɵ thereɵ isɵ usuallyɵ outsideɵ oppositionɵ asɵ well.ɵ
Andɵ inɵ mostɵ well-madeɵ storiesɵ ofɵ anɵ externalɵ conlict,ɵ thereɵ isɵ stillɵ anɵ
elementɵ ofɵ internalɵ conlictɵwithinɵtheɵmainɵcharacter.ɵ Mostɵ ofɵ theɵ timeɵ itɵ
isɵ aɵbalanceɵofɵ theseɵtwoɵ things,ɵ butɵ theɵ overridingɵ conlictɵ ofɵ theɵ storyɵ isɵ
eitherɵinternalɵ orɵ external.ɵ Inɵ Casablanca,| Rick'sɵ struggleɵ isɵ anɵ internalɵ
conlict-toɵgetɵ involvedɵorɵstayɵoutɵofɵ it-yetɵ thereɵ isɵ ColonelɵStrasserɵasɵ
aɵ veryɵ realɵmanifestationɵ ofɵ theɵ pressureɵ onɵ himɵ toɵ takeɵ aɵ stand.ɵ Inɵ The|
Sting,| theɵ protagonist,ɵĢohnnyɵHooker,ɵplayedɵbyɵ Robe�ɵRedford,ɵwantsɵ toɵ
getɵ revengeɵonɵ theɵ manɵ whoɵ hadɵ hisɵ friendɵ andɵ mentorɵkilled.ɵ Thatɵmanɵ isɵ
theɵantagonistɵandɵtheɵconlictɵisɵanɵexternalɵone,ɵyetɵthereɵisɵstillɵaɵstruggleɵ
goingɵonɵ insideɵtheɵRedfordɵcharacter:ɵ Isɵheɵupɵtoɵtheɵtaskɵofɵthisɵrevenge?ɵ
Whoɵ canɵheɵ trust?ɵ InɵJaws,|SherifɵBrodyɵ isɵ theɵprotagonistɵandɵ theɵ sharkɵ
isɵ theɵ antagonist,ɵ makingɵ anɵ externalɵ conlict,ɵ yetɵ Brodyɵ hasɵ hisɵ ownɵ in­
ternalɵconlictsɵtoɵovercomeɵasɵwell:ɵ hisɵ fearɵofɵwater,ɵ hisɵdesireɵnotɵtoɵightɵ
theɵ shark,ɵ toɵ getɵ aɵ biggerɵ boat.ɵ InɵBonnie|and|Clyde,| theɵ mainɵ conlictɵ isɵ
withinɵClyde,ɵwithɵhisɵownɵself-destructiveɵimpulses,ɵyetɵ thereɵisɵtheɵsheriffɵ
inɵhotɵpursuitɵofɵhimɵandɵhisɵgangɵasɵanɵexternalɵmanifestationɵofɵhisɵ innerɵ
conlict.ɵ

Anɵinternalɵconlictɵinɵaɵstoryɵwithɵanɵoutsideɵantagonistɵhelpsɵmakeɵtheɵ
protagonistɵ aɵ moreɵ complexɵ andɵ interestingɵ humanɵ being.ɵ Anɵ externalɵ
sourceɵofɵ conlictɵ inɵ aɵ storyɵwhereɵ theɵmainɵ conlictɵ isɵ essentiallyɵ internalɵ
helpsɵmakeɵ theɵ twoɵ sidesɵofɵ theɵ characterɵvisible,ɵ palpable;ɵ itɵ givesɵ themɵ
"livesɵ ofɵ theirɵ own."ɵ Inɵ fact,ɵ thisɵ isɵ theɵ nubɵ ofɵ theɵ centralɵ kuestionɵ ofɵ
screenwriting,ɵ howɵ toɵ showɵ theɵ audienceɵwhatɵ isɵ goingɵ onɵ insideɵ theɵ cen­
tral-orɵ any-character.ɵ



E X TERNALI Z ING THE 

INTERNAL 

Not|what's|on|the|page,| but|what's|on|the|screen|is|what|counts,|

even|for|writers.|

-TOM RICKMAN 

You|have|to|play|the|moment,| write|the|moment|as|fully|as|you|
can.| f|it's|done| trutfully|and|honestly|and| the|dramatic|situ{

ation|is|a|good|one,| it'll|work.|

-WALTER BERNSTEIN 

thereɵareɵ usuallyɵbothɵ internalɵ aȫdɵ externalɵ conlicts-inɵ
whateverɵ proportion-inɵmostɵ ilms,ɵ theɵ screenwriterɵ isɵ constantlyɵ
confrontedɵwithɵtheɵproblemɵofɵhowɵtoɵ showɵwhatɵisɵgoingɵonɵinsideɵ

aɵ characterɵ atɵ anyɵ givenɵ time.ɵ Storiesɵ wouldɵ becomeɵ prettyɵ shallowɵ andɵ
boringɵ ifɵɧeɵ didn¬tɵ getɵ aɵ windowɵ intoɵ theɵ innerɵ livesɵ ofɵ theɵ characters¦
theirɵ jȮys,ɵ torments,ɵ secretɵ desiresɵ andɵ aspirations,ɵhiddenɵfears.ɵ
thisɵ isɵ muchɵ easierɵ whenɵ thereɵ isɵ aɵ characterɵ inɵ activeɵ oppositionɵ toɵ theɵ
efortsɵ ofɵanotherɵcharacter.ɵ Unfortunately,ɵthisɵ oppositionɵdoesɵnotɵalwaysɵ
exist.ɵTheɵbeginningɵscreenwriterɵusuallyɵrushesɵtoɵdialogueɵtoɵillɵtheɵgap,ɵ
butɵ thisɵ isɵnotɵaɵveryɵ satisfactoryɵsolution.ɵÀhatɵweɵendɵupɵwithɵ aɵwholeɵ
hostɵ ofɵ charactersɵ whoɵ talkɵ openlyɵ andɵ honestlyɵ aboutɵ theirɵ feelingsĔɵ theɵ
onlyɵ dramaɵ inɵ theɵ theaterɵ isɵ inɵ theɵ audienceɵ stampedingɵforɵtheɵ exits.ɵ

Itɵisɵfarɵbetterɵtoɵgiveɵtheɵaudienceɵaɵpeekɵatɵtheɵinnerɵlifeɵofɵaɵ characterɵ
throughɵhisɵ orɵ herɵ actions.ɵ Oneɵ ofɵthoseɵ actionsɵ isɵ speaking,ɵbutɵ dialogueɵ
canɵ onlyɵcarryɵaɵ shareɵofɵtheɵ load.ɵ Ifɵaɵ characterɵ saysɵ "I'mɵveryɵangryɵwithɵ
you,"ɵ it'sɵ ratherɵweakɵandɵmightɵevenɵbeɵuntrue.ɵ Ifɵtheɵ characterɵ grabsɵ theɵ
otherɵ characterɵ byɵ theɵ collarɵ andɵ slamsɵ himɵ upɵ againstɵ theɵ wall,ɵ usuallyɵ
weɵ canɵ igureɵ outɵ whatɵ isɵ goingɵ onɵ insideɵ theɵ irstɵ characterɵ withoutɵ theɵ
suppo�ɵofɵdialogue.ɵ Findingɵactionsɵ thatɵ revealɵcomplexɵinnerɵemotionsɵ isɵ
oneɵ ofɵtheɵmostɵdificultɵtasksɵ aɵ screenwriterɵ faces,ɵbutɵ itɵ isɵ theɵdiferenceɵ

3 0 . 



B a s i c  S t o r y t e l l i n g  • 3 1  

betweenɵaɵstoryɵthatɵworksɵandɵoneɵthatɵtalksɵaboutɵworking.ɵ InɵAnnie Hall, 

oneɵofɵtheɵhappiestɵmomentsɵAlvyɵandɵAnnieɵhaveɵisɵwhenɵ theyɵareɵ tryingɵ
toɵcookɵ lobsters.ɵ Afterɵtheyɵhaveɵbrokenɵup,ɵ Alvyɵ triesɵ theɵ sameɵthingɵwithɵ
anotherɵwoman.ɵ Thisɵdramatizesɵwhatɵheɵmisses,ɵ whatɵ heɵwishesɵtoɵrecap­
ture.ɵAndɵwhenɵitɵgoesɵpoorly,ɵ itɵ tellsɵusɵaɵgreatɵdealɵaboutɵ howɵhe'sɵdoing.ɵ
Dialogue,ɵ whileɵpresentɵ inɵ bothɵscenes,ɵ isɵ reallyɵunnecessaryɵ forɵ ourɵ un­
derstandingɵofɵ theɵactions,ɵtheɵ characters,ɵ andɵ theɵoutcome.ɵ

Evenɵwhenɵdialogueɵisɵused,ɵitɵdoesn'tɵalwaysɵsayɵexactlyɵwhatɵitɵappearsɵ
toɵ say.ɵ Ifɵ weɵ seeɵ aɵ characterɵ sneakɵ upɵ onɵ anotherɵ withɵ aɵ butcherɵ knifeɵ
hiddenɵbehindɵhisɵbackɵwhileɵheɵ speaksɵ ofɵhisɵundyingɵ loveɵ forɵ theɵ otherɵ
person,ɵ whichɵ doɵ weɵ believe,ɵ theɵ dialogueɵ orɵ theɵ action?ɵ Inɵ factɵ itɵ isɵ theɵ
juxtapositionɵofɵdialogɜeɵandɵaction,ɵ veryɵ oftenɵmismatched,ɵ thatɵ givesɵusɵ
ourɵ clearestɵ pictureɵ ofɵ theɵ innerɵ worldɵ ofɵ aɵ character.ɵ Áhenɵ aɵ characterɵ
liesɵ toɵ anotherɵ characterɵ andɵ weɵ knowɵ theɵ truth,ɵ weɵ learnɵ aɵ secondɵ thingɵ
aboutɵ theɵ innerɵ worldɵ ofɵ theɵ lyingɵ character:ɵ theɵ truthɵ weɵ alreadyɵ knew,ɵ
plusɵ howɵ andɵ toɵ whomɵ theyɵ lied.ɵ Oftenɵ weɵ areɵ ableɵ toɵ fathomɵ whyɵ theɵ
characterɵ lied,ɵ whichɵ isɵ likeɵ aɵ snapshotɵ ofɵ thatɵ character'sɵ motivations,ɵ aɵ
directɵ inroadɵ toɵtheɵ internalɵ lifeɵofɵ theɵcharacter.ɵ
Thisɵuseɵofɵwhatɵappearsɵ toɵbeɵgoingɵonɵbetweenɵcharactersɵandɵwhatɵ isɵ

reallyɵ goingɵ onɵ isɵ calledɵ subtext.ɵ Theɵ clearestɵ exampleɵ ofɵ subtextɵ occursɵ
whenɵaɵcharacterɵliesɵaboutɵsomethingɵwhileɵweɵknowɵtheɵtrɝth,ɵbutɵsubtextɵ
isɵmuchɵmoreɵ complicatedɵ thanɵjustɵ that.ɵ Áhenɵ Ilsaɵ pullsɵ aɵ gunɵ onɵ Rickɵ
inɵ Casablanca, tryingɵtoɵforceɵhimɵtoɵgiveɵherɵtheɵ lettersɵofɵ transit,ɵ thisɵact Ĉɵ
onɵtheɵsurfaceɵisɵoneɵofɵhostilityɵandɵaggression.ɵYetɵbecauseɵweɵknowɵher,ɵ
becauseɵ weɵ knowɵ theɵ circumstancesɵandɵ weɵ seeɵ theɵ wayɵ sheɵ makesɵ herɵ
attempt,ɵ weɵ areɵ ableɵ toɵ pickɵ upɵ whatɵ isɵ goingɵ onɵ underɵ theɵ suɀace:ɵ herɵ
loveɵ forɵ Rick,ɵ herɵ admirationĎloveɵ forɵ Victor,ɵ herɵ desireɵ toɵ apologizeɵ forɵ
whatɵ happenedɵ inɵ Paris.ɵ

Byɵ theɵ carefulɵ revelationɵ ofɵ tidbitsɵ ofɵ informationɵ toɵ theɵ audience,ɵ byɵ
showingɵ usɵwhatɵ varȈousɵcharactersɵknowɵ thatɵothersɵdoɵnot,ɵ byɵ urgingɵusɵ
toɵ seeɵ anɵ actionɵ inɵaɵ complexɵ lightɵ andɵ byɵmakingɵ carefulɵ choicesɵ ȇnɵhowɵ
informationɵ isɵ revealedɵ onɵ screenĀbothɵ toɵ theɵ charactersɵ andɵ toɵ theɵ au­
dience°theɵskillfulɵscreenwriterɵcanɵbuildɵaɵsceneɵwhichɵisɵrichɵinɵsubtext.ɵ
Thisɵnotɵ onlyɵenrichesɵ theɵsceneɵandɵ revealsɵ aɵ greatɵdealɵ aboutɵ theɵ char­
actersɵandɵhowɵtheyɵplayɵwithɵtheirɵownɵknowledge,ɵbutɵitɵ{reaɑlyɵincreasesɵ
theɵ audience'sɵ enjoymentɵ andɵ participationɵ inɵ theɵ stoàyĉɵ Theɵ audienceɵ
worksɵ toɵ understandɵ eveàythin{ɵ thatɵ isɵhappening,ɵ andɵwhenɵ itɵ {raspsɵ theɵ
natureɵ ofɵ theɵ subtext,ɵ itɵ feelsɵ likeɵ aɵ realɵ p�rticipantɵ inɵ theɵ stoɅɵ andɵ un­
derstandsɵ theɵ innerɵ livesɵofɵ theɵ characte sɵmuchɵmoreɵ completely.ɵ



O B J ECTIVE AND 

S U B J ECTIVE DRAMA 

R
utɵ aɵ babyɵjustɵ oldɵ enoughɵ toɵ crawlɵ atɵ theɵ topɵ ofɵ aɵ cliffɵ andɵ
theɵcircumstanceɵisɵdramaticɵinɵ itself,ɵwithoutɵourɵknowingɵanythingɵ

aboutɵ theɵ babyɵ andɵ itsɵ habits,ɵ itsɵ wants,ɵ orɵ itsɵ Theɵ momentɵ isɵ
dramaticɵonɵ itsɵ veryɵ surface.ɵ Theɵ useɵ ofɵ violentɵ weaponsɵ andɵmartialɵ arts,ɵ
physicalɵ assaults,ɵ hugeɵpilesɵ ofɵ cash,ɵ anɵ alluringɵwomanɵ sashayingɵ pastɵ aɵ
gaggleɵofɵyoungɵmenɵloiteringɵatɵ aɵcorner,ɵ theɵpompɵandɵcircumstanceɵofɵaɵ
c�ronation-allɵ ofɵ theseɵ areɵ objectivelyɵ dramatic.ɵ Thatɵ is,ɵ theirɵ dramaticɵ
impactɵdoesɵnotɵ dependɵpaßticularjyɵonɵ ourɵknowingɵ andɵ caringɵaboutɵ theɵ
charactersɵ

Butɵ thereɵareɵaɵgreatɵmanyɵmomentsɵinɵ nearlyɵallɵwell-craftedɵilmsɵthatɵ
areɵdramaticɵ solelyɵ becauseɵweɵ knowɵ somethingɵ aboutɵ theɵ charactersɵ andɵ
careɵ aboutɵwhatɵ happensɵ toɵ them.ɵ Ifɵweɵ knowɵ aɵmanɵ hasɵhystericalɵ claus­
trophobia,ɵsimplyɵhavingɵhimɵlockedɵinɵaɵclosetɵcanɵcreateɵaɵrivetingɵscene.ɵ
Ifɵ weɵ addɵ thatɵ heɵmustɵ lockɵ himselfɵ intoɵ thatɵ closetɵ asɵ partɵ ofɵ achievingɵ
somethingɵ thatɵ heɵwantsɵ evenɵmoreɵ thanɵ avoidingɵ hisɵ claustrophobia,ɵ theɵ
dramaɵofɵtheɵmomentɵescalatesɵexponentially.ɵThisɵsituationɵisɵsubjectivelyɵ
dramatic,ɵbecauseɵ theɵdramaɵdependsɵonɵ ourɵknowledgeɵ ofɵ andɵ participaɲ
tionɵ inɵ theɵ story.ɵ Theɵ distinctionɵ betqeenɵ objectiveɵ andɵ subjectiveɵ dramaɵ
isɵ anotherɵoxɵFrankɵDaniel'sɵcontriÃutionsɵtoɵ dramaticɵ theory.ɵ

Althoughɵ someɵilmsɵattemptɵ toɵ relyɵ onlyɵ onɵ objectiveɵdramaɵorɵonlyɵ onɵ
subjectiveɵdrama,ɵ theɵmajorityɵ ofɵ effectiveɵ ilmsɵhaveɵ aɵ mixture.ɵ Relianceɵ
onɵ objectiveɵ d amaɵ usuallyɵ leavesɵ theɵ audienceɵ boredɵ andɵ uninterestedɵ
withinɵaɵshortɵ time.ɵ Theɵgunsɵhaveɵtoɵ getɵbiggerɵandɵbigger,ɵ theɵexplosionsɵ
louder,ɵ theɵ cliffsɵ andɵ still,ɵ ifɵ theɵ audienceɵ doesn'tɵ careɵ aboutɵ theɵ
individualɵ charactersɵinɵsomeɵmeasure,ɵallɵ theɵpyrotechnicsɵ canɵamountɵ toɵ
wastedɵ effo�.ɵ Onɵ theɵ otherɵ endɵ ofɵ theɵ spectrum,ɵaɵ ilmɵ thatɵ reliesɵ onɵ sub­
jectiveɵ dramaɵ canɵ alsoɵ lullɵ theɵaudienceɵwithɵ aɵ dearthɵ ofɵ identiiableɵ andɵ
anticipatableɵdanger,ɵaɵ senseɵofɵuneventfulɵsafety.ɵ Oftenɵthisɵcanɵ leadɵtoɵ aɵ
feelingɵ thatɵ "tooɵ littleɵhappens."ɵ

32 . 
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Forɵmostɵstories,ɵ then,ɵ aɵcombinationɵoŘɵ oķȓectiveɵandɵ subjectiveɵdramaɵ
isɵmostɵefective.ɵ Oneɵorɵ theɵotherɵusuallyɵdominates,ɵbutɵbothɵareɵpresent,ɵ
oftenɵ atɵ theɵ sameɵ time.ɵ Sometimesɵ theɵ mostɵ memorableɵ andɵ visceralɵ mo­
mentsɵ inɵ aɵ ilmɵ areɵ thoseɵ thatɵ combineɵ bothɵ forms.ɵ Forɵ instance,ɵ inɵWait|

Until|Dark,|weɵknowɵ Suzyɵ Hendrixɵ isɵ aɵ self-reliantɵblindɵ womanɵ whoɵ ac­
cidentallyɵhasɵdrug-dealingɵkillersɵaftemɵherĊɵĮheɵcombinationɵofɵourɵknow­
ingɵ ofɵ hemɵdisabilityɵandɵ oumɵcamingɵaboutɵherɵ well�being,ɵ andɵ thenɵ ofɵ ourɵ
beingɵ ableɵ toɵ seeɵ theɵ attemptsɵmadeɵonɵherɵbeforeɵ sheɵknowsɵaboutɵ them,ɵ
keepsɵ usɵ irmlyɵ onɵ theɵ edgeɵ ofɵ oumɵ seats,ɵ fullyɵ participatingɵ inɵ theɵ story.ɵ
Amadeus,|whichɵquiteɵeffectivelyɵusesɵprimaȻilyɵɉubjectiveɵdrama,ɵ beginsɵ
withɵ aɵ suicideɵ sceneɵ thatɵ isɵ objectivelyɵdramatic.ɵ Andɵ inɵ itsɵ veryɵmovingɵ
end,ɵwhereɵ Salieriɵ isɵliterallyɵworkingɵMozartɵ toɵ death,ɵ theɵcombinationɵofɵ
factors-ourɵknowledgeɵofɵ theɵcharacters,ɵ theɵallureɵofɵ theɵgoldɵ toɵ Mozart,ɵ
andɵ theɵ desperateɵ attemptɵ ofɵ hisɵ wifeɵ toɵ rescueɵ him-makesɵ thisɵ richlyɵ
rewardingɵ sceneɵbothɵ subjectivelyɵ anńɵobjectivelyɵdramatic.ɵ

TIM E AND TH E 

S TOR Y T E L L E R 

Try|to|make|the|time|frame|the|minimum|the|story|will|permit.|

-RING LARDNER, JR. 

Don't|have|too|much|story|for|the|time|you|have.|

-TOM RICKMAN 

� hereɵareɵthreeɵkindsɵofɵtimeɵinɵaɵilmɵstory:ɵ realɵtime,ɵscreenɵtime,ɵ
andɵtimeɵframeČɵ Realɵtimeɵisɵtheɵtimeɵanɵactionɵactuallyɵtakes-theɵ
fourɵminutesɵitɵtakesɵaɵworld�classɵrunnerɵtoɵrunɵaɵmile.ɵScreenɵtimeɵ

isɵtheɵtimeɵtheɵdepictionɵofɵanɵactionɵtakesɵupɵonɵscreen-perhapsɵtheɵ�rstɵ
thirtɮɵ seconds,ɵ anotherɵ tenɵ secondsɵinɵtheɵmiddleɵofɵ theɵrace,ɵandɵtheɵ lastɵ
�fteenɵ secondsɵofɵit,ɵeditedɵtogetherɵwithɵshotsɵofɵaɵ signi�cantɵcheerin{ɵfanɵ
inɵbetween,ɵ forɵ aɵ totalɵofɵ aboutɵ aɵminuteċɵ Theɵ timeɵ frameɵ isɵ aɵ deadlineɵorɵ
anɵ endɵ toɵ anɵ actionɵ thatɵ theɵaudienceɵcanɵ anticipateĕɵ inɵ theɵ raceɵ itɵ isɵ theɵ
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inishɵ line,ɵ theɵ momentɵ weɵ allɵ knowɵ theɵ raceɵ isɵ leadingɵ upɵ to,ɵ whenɵ theɵ
actionɵwillɵ beɵover.ɵ

Ĩostɵscenesɵtakeɵplaceɵinɵrealɵtime;ɵthatɵis,ɵ theɵactionsɵweɵseeɵonɵscreenɵ
takeɵ theɵ sameɵ amountɵ ofɵ timeɵasɵ thoseɵsameɵactionsɵwouldɵ takeɵ usɵ inɵ ourɵ
ownɵhome.ɵBecauseɵweɵareɵwitnessingɵtheɵactionsɵofɵpeopleɵinɵ(subjectively)ɵ
realisticɵ circumstancesɵandɵparticipatingɵ inɵ theirɵactions,ɵmajorɵvariationsɵ
fromɵrealɵtimeɵ seemɵjarring.ɵButɵaɵ littleɵbitɵ ofɵ timeɵ canɵbeɵ cutɵ outɵ
withoutɵ marringɵ theɵ scene.ɵ Thisɵ isɵ calledɵ ellipsis,| skippingɵ overɵ smallɵ orɵ
largeɵ amountsɵ ofɵ timeɵ shockingɵ theɵ audienceɵ outɵ ofɵ itsɵ seamlessɵ
dream.ɵ Forɵinstanceɵitɵisɵpossibleɵtoɵellipseɵtheɵtimeɵitɵactuallyɵtakesɵtoɵputɵ
onɵ aɵ pairɵ ofɵ shoesɵ andɵ socks.ɵ Inɵ fact,ɵ ifɵ weɵ don'tɵ makeɵ itɵ shorterɵ thanɵ itɵ
wouldɵ reallyɵ take,ɵ theɵ audienceɵ usuallyɵ getsɵ impatient.ɵ AtɵtÏeɵsameɵ time,ɵ
ifɵ theɵ characterɵ isɵ inɵ dangerɵ ofɵ beingɵ caughtɵ orɵ foundɵ outɵ orɵ someɵ otherɵ
dramaticɵ turn,ɵ weɵ mightɵ actual}yɵ theɵ timeɵ beyondɵ whatɵ itɵ wouldɵ
realisticallyɵ takeɵ toɵpullɵ onɵ theɵ socksɵandɵslipɵonɵ theɵshoes.ɵ Thisɵ isɵcalledɵ
elaboration.|

Examplesɵofɵbothɵellipsisɵandɵelaborationɵcanɵbeɵseenɵinɵ theɵinalɵsceneɵ
ofɵChinatown.|WhenɵEvelynɵisɵaboutɵtoɵmakeɵherɵescapeɵwithɵherɵdaughter,ɵ
sheɵ hopsɵ inɵ theɵ car,ɵ theɵ engineɵ roarsɵ toɵ life,ɵ andɵ sheɵ speedsɵ of.ɵ Aɵ smallɵ
amountɵ ofɵ realɵ timeɵ hasɵ beenɵ ellipsed-herɵ fumblingɵ withɵ carɵ keysɵ andɵ
startingɵtheɵengine.ɵ ėfterɵtheɵpoliceɵshootɵandɵtheɵcarɵcomesɵtoɵaɵstopɵwithɵ
theɵhornɵ blaring,ɵ allɵ theɵ restɵ ofɵ theɵ charactersɵrunɵ towardɵ it.ɵ Whenɵweɵcutɵ
toɵ aɵ nextɵtoɵtheɵcar,ɵ theyɵareɵstillɵrunning,ɵbutɵseemɵaɵlongɵwayɵofɵyet.ɵ
Meanwhile,ɵ we'reɵanxiousɵtoɵknowɵwhatɵhappenedɵandɵ toɵendɵtheɵdreadfulɵ
hornɵ blaring.ɵ Realɵ timeɵ hasɵ beenɵ elaboratedɵ uponɵ forɵ dramaticɵ impact.ɵ
Slowɵmotionɵ isɵ sometimesɵ usedɵ forɵ theɵ sameɵ reason,ɵ toɵ prolongɵ ourɵ expe­
rienceɵ ofɵanɵ importantɵmoment.ɵ

Screenɵ timeɵ andɵ realɵ timeɵareɵthusɵnotɵnecessarilyɵtheɵsameɵ thing.ɵ Aɵ lotɵ
ofɵ beginningɵ screenwritersɵ "getɵ stuckɵ inɵ realɵ time."ɵ Thatɵ is,ɵ theyɵ haveɵ aɵ
characterɵ getɵup,ɵ crossɵaɵ room,ɵ unlockɵ theɵ doorsɵ lockɵ itɵ behindɵ him,ɵ goɵ toɵ
hisɵ carsɵ unlockɵ it,ɵ climbɵ in,ɵ putɵ theɵ keyɵ inɵ theɵ ignition.ɵ .ɵ . . ɵ Tediumɵ hasɵ
longɵsinceɵsetɵ in,ɵunlessɵallɵofɵtheseɵactionsɵhaveɵnewɵmeaningsɵorɵconlictsɵ
ofɵ tÏeirɵ own.ɵ Theɵ four-minuteɵmileɵ aboveɵ asɵ beingɵdepictedɵ onɵ
screenɵ inɵ aboutɵ aɵ minuteɵ isɵ anɵexampleɵ ofɵ theɵdifferencesɵ eɠenɵ withinɵoneɵ
scene.ɵ Ifɵtheɵmileɵ raceɵ isɵ theɵhighestɵorɵ lowestɵmomentɵ inɵ theɵwholeɵ story,ɵ
ifɵ itɵ isɵ theɵmomentɵ theɵ entireɵÊlmɵhasɵbeenɵ buildingɵ towardsɵ thenɵweɵmayɵ
wellɵ chooseɵ toɵ makeɵ itɵ lastɵ fȯurɵ minutesɵ orɵ veryɵ nearly.ɵ Ifɵ itɵ isɵ aɵ raceɵ
someoneɵ mustɵ winɵ orɵ loseɵ asɵ paâɵ ofɵ theɵ continuingɵ developmentɵ ofɵ theɵ
story,ɵ fourɵ minutesɵ isɵ aɵ longɵ timeɵ toɵ eɫpectɵ anɵ audienceɵ toɵ maintainɵ itsɵ
tensionɵwithoutɵ newɵ actionsɵandɵ informationɵcomingɵ intoɵ theɵ scene.ɵ Thisɵ
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isɵwhyɵ itɵbecomenɵnecesnaryɵ toɵ snipɵoutɵ partɵ ofɵ theɵ realɵ timeɵ simul­
taneouslyɵmakingɵ theɵaudienceɵbelieveɵitɵ hasɵ seenɵ theɵwholeɵaction.ɵ

Oftenɵanɵellipsisɵ ofɵ thisɵkindɵisɵaccomplishedɵbyɵusingɵaɵparallelɵaction,ɵ
somethingɵhappeningɵ elsewhereɵatɵ theɵ sameɵ time.ɵ Forɵ instance,ɵ theɵ fatherɵ
ofɵ theɵmiler isɵ inɵ theɵ stands,ɵbutɵheɵhasɵ aɵheartɵ condition.ɵ Withɵ theɵ strainɵ
andɵ excitementɵ ofɵ theɵ race,ɵ heɵ collapsesɵ andɵ theɵ motherɵ mustɵ ignoreɵ theɵ
raceɵ forɵaɵmomentɵ onlyɵ toɵ dincoverɵ thatɵheɵ simplyɵ slippedɵofɵhisɵ seat.ɵ Byɵ
theɵ timeɵ theyɵ rightɵ themselves,ɵ theɵ raceɵ isɵ inɵ theɵ inalɵ stretchɵ andɵ allɵ ourɵ
attentionɵisɵ rivetedɵbackɵ toɵ theɵ zinishɵ line.ɵ Theɵaudienceɵ noticeɵtheɵ
ellipsis;ɵ itɵhasɵbeenɵdistractedɵenoughɵtoɵacceptɵthatɵtheɵfourɵminutesɵwereɵ
depictedɵ inɵ oneɵ andɵ aɵ half orɵ twoɵ minutes.ɵ Anotherɵwayɵ ofɵ ellipsingɵ timeɵ

aɵ sceneɵ isɵ toɵ giveɵ theɵ audienceɵ somethiɴgɵ elseɵ toɵ lookɵ at,ɵ toɵ drawɵ
itsɵ attentionɵ awayɵ fromɵ theɵ actionɵ thatɵ isɵ beingɵ shortened.ɵ ȉfɵ weɵ wantɵ toɵ
boilɵ aɵ three-minuteɵeggɵ inɵ aɵ one-minuteɵ scene,ɵitɵ isɵ necessaryɵ toɵdrawɵ theɵ
audience'sɵ attentionɵ awayɵ fromɵ theɵ eggɵ timerɵ andɵ theɵ boilingɵ water.ɵ Theɵ
characterɵboilingɵ theɵ eggɵ eitherɵhasɵ aɵ signizicantɵ interactionɵwithɵ anotherɵ
characterɵorɵdoesɵ something-suchɵasɵcuttingɵaɵingerɵwhileɵchoppingɵon­
ions-thatɵ helpsɵ usɵ bridgeɵ theɵ realɵ timeɵ andɵ makeɵ theɵ shortenedɵ screenɵ
timeɵseem likeɵ realɵ time.ɵ

Mostɵmajorɵellipsesɵareɵdoneɵbetweenɵ scenes.ɵ Aɵcharacterɵcanɵwalkɵoutɵ
ofɵ oneɵ sceneɵ headingɵ �orɵ Newɵ Yorkɵ fromɵ Chicagoɵ andɵ walkɵ intoɵ theɵ nextɵ
sceneɵ inɵ Newɵ York.ɵ Opticalɵdevicesɵ suchɵ asɵ fadeɵouts,ɵfadeɵ ins,ɵ andɵdisr
solvesɵ areɵ alsoɵ usedɵ toɵ ellipseɵ time,ɵ asɵ areɵ montages,ɵ butɵ itɵ isn'tɵ alwaysɵ
necessaryɵ orɵ wiseɵ toɵ relyɵ onɵ theseɵdevices.ɵ Whatɵ isɵ necessar�,ɵ whenɵ oneɵ
wantsɵ toɵ cutɵ directlyɵ fromɵ oneɵ sceneɵ toɵ anotherɵ withɵ anyɵ signiicantɵ jumpɵ
inɵ time,ɵ isɵ toɵ createɵ aɵ transitionɵ fromɵ oneɵ sceneɵ toɵ theɵ next.ɵ �xitingɵ oneɵ
sceneɵ inɵ Chicagoɵ andɵenteringɵtheɵ nextɵ inɵ Newɵ Yorkɵ isɵ possible,ɵbecauseɵ
weɵ haveɵ seenɵ theɵjourneyɵbeginɵandɵend.ɵ ďtɵisɵ alsoɵaɵgoodɵ ideaɵ toɵ giveɵ theɵ
audienceɵaɵbreatherɵ atɵ theɵendɵofɵ oneɵorɵatɵtheɵbeginningɵofɵ theɵnextɵ
scene.ɵ Theseɵ tenɵ secondsɵ couldɵ beɵ usedɵ toɵ helpɵ ellipseɵ aɵ day,ɵ aɵ week,ɵ orɵ
aɵyear.ɵ Inɵotherɵwords,ɵwhenɵtheɵcharacterɵleavesɵ theɵsceneɵ Chicago,ɵ theɵ
sceneɵ staysɵwithɵtheɵremainingɵcharactersɵ forɵaɵfewɵ seconds-oneɵ lastɵlineɵ
orɵ reactionɵ orɵ sometimesɵ aɵ gag.ɵ Thenɵ weɵ canɵ cutɵ toɵ theɵ characterɵ inɵ theɵ
newɵplace.ɵ Orɵ itɵ canɵ beɵ Åoneɵ theɵ otherɵway,ɵgivingɵaɵ fewɵ secondsɵ ofɵ sceneɵ
inɵ theɵ newɵ locationɵbeforeɵ theɵ traɡelingɵ characterɵarrives ³ ɵ

Theɵ importantɵpartɵ i s ɵthatɵ theɵ audienceɵ is ɵ toɵ bridgeɵ thisɵ gapɵ inɵ
timeɵ withɵ somethingɵ theɵ writerɵ insertsɵ forɵ thatɵ purpose:ɵ aɵ verbalɵ orɵ audioɵ
transition,ɵaɵ transitionɵbasedɵonɵvisualɵsimilaritiesɵorɵtransformations,ɵmak­
ingɵ useɵ ofɵ costumes,ɵ props,ɵ orɵ musicɵ toɵ carryɵ anɵ actionɵ overɵ theɵ ellipsis.ɵ
Forɵ instance,ɵaɵ characterɵ saysɵ he'sɵ goingɵtoɵ indɵ so-andāsoɵ andɵ punchɵ hisɵ
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lightsĳout,ĳ thenĳexits.ĳWeĳcanĳcutĳ toĳaĳpunchĳinĳtheĳfaceĳandĳshowĳtheĳ
characterĳ satisiedĳwithĳ theĳ completionĳ ofĳhisĳ action.ĳ Orĳ aĳ characterĳ couldĳ
sayĳheĳ neverĳwearĳaĳtuxedoĳasĳlongĳaęĳheĳlives,ĳandĳweĳcutĳtoĳhimĳbeingĳ

ittedĳ forĳ aĳ tuxedo.ĳ Anotherĳ wayĳ ofĳ helpingĳ theĳ audienceĳ bridgeĳ theĳ lostĳ
timeĳ isĳ toĳ startĳ aĳ procesĚĳ inĳ motion,ĳ thenĳ showĳ itĳ beingĳ completeÂĳ (asĳ

discussedĳaboveĳwithĳ theĳraceĳandĳtheĳparents).ĳ Thisĳcanĳbeĳdoneĳbetweenĳ
scenesĳwithĳ greatĳ efectiveness.ĳ Forĳ instance,ĳ aĳ characterĳbeginsĳ paintingĳ
anĳ apartment.ĳ Weĳcouldĳdissolveĳ toĳ himĳ completingĳ theĳ taskĳ orĳ weĳ couldĳ
fadeĳoutĳandĳfadeĳbackĳinĳasĳheĳ it.ĳ Butĳperhapsĳitĳwouldĳbeĳmoreĳ
cinematicĳifĳ cutĳtoĳtheĳneighborĳladyĳsnifingĳawayĳatĳtheĳhorribleĳ smell,ĳ
thenĳcutĳbackĳ toĳ theĳmanĳcompletingĳhisĳ paintingĳ job.ĳ

Timeĳframeĳisĳaĳdeviceĳtheĳstorytellerĳusesĳtoĳhelpĳtheĳaudienceĳstoreĳupĳ

itsĳemotionalĳenergyĳforĳtheĳimportantĳmomentsĳbyĳlettingĳthemĳknowĳthereĳ

isĳ aĳ deadlineĳ orĳ someĳ momentĳ whenĳ aĳ crucialĳ actionĳ mustĳ beĳ completedĳ
(seeĳ "Elementsĳ ofĳ theĳ Futureĳ andĳ pageĳ �4).ĳ Sometimesĳ theĳ
timeĳ frameĳ isĳ veryĳ obvious,ĳ asĳ inĳ bombĳ withĳ aĳ timerĳ onĳ itĳ asĳ theĳ heroĳ
triesĳtoĳdefuseĳit.ĳ Sometimesĳitĳ isĳtheĳtitleĳofĳtheĳstory:ĳ48 Hours, Seven Days 

in May, Noon. Three Days of the Condor. Weĳknowĳ thatĳthisĳstoryĳwillĳ
haveĳ toĳbeĳ toldĳwithinĳthatĳ timeĳ frame.ĳ Sometimesĳtheĳ timeĳframeĳisĳsetĳupĳ
duringĳ theĳ courseĳofĳ theĳ story:ĳ aĳ deadline,ĳ aĳmomentĳ ofĳ truth,ĳ aĳ battle,ĳ aĳ

race,ĳ orĳ aĳ contest.ĳ Inĳ Star Wars theĳ rebelsĳ haveĳ toĳ destroyĳ theĳ deathĳ starĳ
beforeĳ itĳdestroysĳ theirĳwholeĳ planetĳ inĳ x numberĳ ofĳminutes.ĳ Allĳ ofĳRocky 

buildsĳtowardĳtheĳmomentĳofĳ truth,ĳ theĳbigĳight.ĳ InĳThe African Queen, theĳ
wholeĳ questĳ isĳ toĳ getĳ downĳ intoĳ theĳ lakeĳ toĳ sinkĳ theĳ battleshipĳLouisa; weĳ
knowĳthatĳwhenĳweĳhaveĳreachedĳthatĳspot,ĳthereĳwillĳbeĳaĳmomentĳofĳtruthĳ
veryĳsoon.ĳ

Someĳ ilmsĳ haveĳ aĳ timeĳ frameĳ setĳ fromĳ theirĳ titleĳ on;ĳ othersĳ areĳ onlyĳ
establishedĳwithinĳtheĳstory,ĳoftenĳatĳtheĳendĳofĳtheĳfirstĳact;ĳ andĳstillĳothersĳ
neverĳhaveĳ anĳ overallĳ timeĳ frame,ĳ noĳdeadline.ĳ Butĳ oftenĳ thereĳwillĳ beĳuseĳ
ofĳ aĳ timeĳ frameĳ withinĳ smallerĳ portionsĳ ofĳ aĳ story.ĳ ¥orĳ instance,ĳ oneĳ se­
quenceĳ inĳ The Sting involvesĳ sneakingĳ intoĳ theĳ telegraphĳ officeĳ toĳ holdĳ aĳ

fakeĳmeetingĳwithĳ theĳ targetĳ ofĳ theĳ sting.ĳ Itĳ isĳ thatĳ theĳ bossĳ isĳ
outĳ toĳ lunchĳ forĳ oneĳ hour,ĳ andĳ thatĳ hourĳ becomesĳ theĳ timeĳ frameĳ ofĳ thatĳ
sequenceĳ ofĳ theĳ story.ĳ Useĳ ofĳ aĳ timeĳ frame-or,ĳ asĳ someĳ peopleĳ callĳ it,ĳ aĳ
tickingĳ clock-canĳ helpĳ intensifyĳ aĳ sceneĳ orĳ sequenceĳ byĳ shorteningĳ it,ĳ
makingĳ itĳmoreĳdramaticĳandĳ focused�ĳ
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UN CERTAINTY 

You don't want to explain to the audience, because that makes 

them obseoers. You want to reveal to them little by little and 

that makes them participants because then they experience the 
story in the same way the characters experience it. 

-BILL WITTLIFF 

orĳ aĳ ilmmakerĳ toĳ achieveĳ hisĳ orĳ herĳ goalsĳ withĳ aĳ narrativeĳ ilm,ĳ
oneĳ essentialĳ ingredientĳ isĳ toĳ keepĳ theĳ audienceĳ inĳ theirĳ seats,ĳ
payingĳ attentionĳ toĳ theĳ storyĳ andĳ caringĳ aboutĳ theĳ outcomeĳ andĳ

characters.ĳ Inĳ otherĳwords,ĳparticipation.ĳ Withoutĳtheĳaudienceĳparticipaty
ingĳ inĳ theĳ proceedings,ĳ theyĳ becomeĳ mereĳ witnesses,ĳ disinterestedĳ andĳ
unafected.ĳThisĳcanĳbeĳtheĳdeathĳofĳdrama,ĳbecauseĳaĳstoryĳisĳnotĳinherentlyĳ
dramatiV;ĳ itĳ isĳ onlyĳ dramaticĳ insofarĳ asĳ itĳ hasĳ anĳ impactĳ onĳ theĳ audience,ĳ

asĳitĳmovesĳthemĳinĳsomeĳway.ĳDramaĳ(includingĳbothĳcomedyĳandĳtragedy)ĳ

requiresĳanĳemotionalĳresponseĳfromĳitsĳaudienceĳ inĳ orderĳ tĆĳ exist.ĳ
Ironically,ĳnotĳallĳ"emotional"ĳstoriesĳafectĳtheĳaudience'sĳemotions,ĳandĳ

convËrsely,ĳnotĳallĳseeminglyĳstraiÚhtforward,ĳaction-packedĳstoriesĳareĳun­
emotionalĳ asĳ farĳ asĳ theĳ audienceĳ isĳ concerned.ĳ Bonnie and Clyde, The 

Godfather, andĳ North by Northwest areĳ allĳ illedĳwithĳ action,ĳ yetĳ eachĳ ofĳ
themĳgeneratesĳaĳstrongĳvisceralĳreactionĳinĳtheĳaudience.ĳ Aĳ ilmĳofĳaĳchar­
acterĳ cryingĳ hystericallyĳwon'tĳ haveĳ anĳ emotionalĳ impactĳ unlessĳ weĳknowĳ
somethingĳ aboutĳ theĳ character,ĳ theĳ context,ĳ andĳ theĳ eventĳ orĳ eventsĳ thatĳ
promptedĳ theĳcrying.ĳ

Soĳ whatĳ isĳ theĳ trickĳ behindĳ keepingĳ theĳ audienceĳ participatingĳ inĳ theĳ
storyĳ andĳ creatingĳ inĳ itselfĳ theĳ emotionalĳ responseĳ thatĳ dramaĳ dependsĳ
upon?ĳ Inĳ aĳ word,ĳ uncertainty.ĳ Uncertaintyĳ aboutĳ theĳ nearĳ future,ĳ uncer­
taintyĳ aboutĳ theĳ eventualĳ turnĳ ofĳ Ìvents.ĳ Anotherĳ wayĳ ofĳ statingĳ thiěĳ ideaĳ
isĳhopeĳ versusĳ fear.ĳ Ifĳ theĳilmmakerĳcanĳ getĳ theĳ audienceĳ toĳhopeĳ forĳoneĳ
turnĳ ofĳ eventsĳ andĳ fearĳ anotÜer,ĳwhereĳ theĳ audienceĳ trulyĳ doÍsĳ notĳ knowĳ
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whichĳwayĳ theĳ storyĳwillĳgo,ĳ thisĳ stateĳ ofĳuncertaintyĳ becomesĳaĳveryĳpow­
erfulĳtoolĳindeed.ĳ±eĳoÔĤenĳindĳourselvesĳrivetedĳ toĳaĳstoryĳthatĳhasĳaĳstrongĳ
componentĳ ofĳhopeĳ versusĳ fear.ĳ

Inĳ Casablanca, willĳRickĳstayĳuninvolvedĳ theĳcomplexĳandĳdangerousĳ
worldĳ aroundĳhim,ĳ evenĳ thoughĳ hisĳ trueĳ love,ĳ lisa,ĳ isĳ involvedĳ andĳ impli­

cated?ĳ InĳThe 400 Blows, willĳAntoineĳbeĳ toĳ aĳplaceĳwhereĳheĳitsĳ

inĳ theĳ world?ĳ Inĳ The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, willĳ Fredĳ C.ĳ Dobbsĳ
succumbĳtoĳ greed,ĳ orĳ willĳ heĳ stayĳtrueĳ toĳ hisĳ Inĳ Rear Window, willĳ
L.ĳ B.ĳJeferiesĳproveĳwhatĳhappenedĳacrossĳ theĳ courtyardĳbeforeĳ theĳkillerĳ
indsĳhim?ĳ InĳAnnie Hall, willĳAlvyĳbeĳ ableĳ toĳ sustainĳ aĳ relationshipĳwithĳ
Annie?ĳ

Sometimesĳtheĳidenticalĳsituationĳcanĳhaveĳtheĳoppositeĳhopeĳversusĳfearĳ
underĳdiferentĳcircumstances.ĳAĳyoungĳcoupleĳtryingĳtoĳhaveĳaĳbabyĳwouldĳ

hopeĳ thatĳ thisĳ monthĳ theĳwomanĳisĳ pregnantĳ andĳ fearĳ thatĳ

sheĳwasĳnot.ĳ underagedĳorĳinsuficientlyĳ involvedĳcoupleĳmayĳfearĳthatĳ

theĳ womanĳ isĳ pregnantĳ andĳ hopeĳ thatĳ sheĳ isĳ not.ĳ Atĳ theĳ sameĳ time,ĳ theĳ
audience'sĳuncertaintyĳisĳnotĳnecessarilyĳtheĳsameĳasĳtheĳuncertaintyĳofĳtheĳ
characters.ĳ Ifĳ theĳaudienceĳfeelsĳ thatĳ theĳ coupleĳ tryingĳ toĳ haveĳ aĳ babyĳ areĳ
aĳbadĳmatch,ĳ thatĳ theirĳbreak-upĳisĳimminentĳandĳ theĳ babyĳwillĳ sufferĳasĳ aĳ
result,ĳ theĳ audienceĳ mightĳ beĳ hopingĳ thatĳ sheĳ isn'tĳ pregnantĳ andĳ fearingĳ
thatĳsheĳ isĳwhileĳ theĳcharactersĳconsciouslyĳ feelĳ theĳ oppositeĳway.ĳ

Howĳ isĳ thisĳ senseĳ ofĳ uncertainty,ĳ thisĳ hopeĳ versusĳ fear,ĳ createdĳ inĳ theĳ

audience?ĳ Firstĳ andĳ foremost,ĳ theĳ audienceĳ mustĳ sympathize,ĳ toĳ atĳ

someĳ smallĳ degree,ĳ withĳ oneĳ orĳ moreĳ pivotalĳ charactersĳ (seeĳ "Protagonistĳ
andĳ Objective,}ĳ pageĳ 43,ĳ forĳ aĳdiscussionĳofĳ sympathyĳasĳ itĳ relatesĳ toĳ theĳ
centralĳcharacter).ĳTheĳnextĳmostĳimportantĳ inĳcreatingĳhopeĳversusĳ
fearĳ isĳ lettingĳ theĳ knowĳ whatĳ potentially might happen,ĳ butĳ notĳ
whatĳwill happen.ĳ

InĳModern Times, Charlieĳ Chaplinĳ isĳ aĳnightĳ watchmanĳ inĳaĳ departmentĳ
store.ĳ Heĳ strapsĳ onĳ aĳ pairĳ ofĳ rollerĳ skatesĳ andĳ showsĳ offĳ hisĳ prowessĳ toĳ
PauletteĳGoddardĳbyĳ wearingĳ aĳ blindfoldĳ heĳ skates.ĳ Theĳ areaĳ heĳ isĳ
skatingĳinĳisĳadjacentĳtoĳ aĳ remodelingĳprojectĳwhereĳ aĳ hugeĳ holeĳ isĳ cutĳ inĳ
theĳ loor.ĳ Heĳ skatesĳcloseĳ toĳ theĳ hole,ĳ thenĳaway,ĳ closerĳ still,ĳ thenĳ away,ĳ
rightĳ towardĳ it,ĳ thenĳ stops.ĳ Allĳ theĳ whiöeĳ weĳ areĳ bothĳ laughingĳ andĳ tense,ĳ
withĳ aĳ strongĳ hopeĳ versusĳ fearĳ beingĳ felt.ĳ weĳ didn'tĳ knowĳ thereĳ wasĳ aĳ
holeĳinĳtheĳ loor,ĳ ifĳ couldn'tĳforeseeĳ might happen,ĳ thereĳwouldĳbeĳ
noĳ tension,ĳ noĳhopeĳversusĳfear,ĳhenceĳnoĳdrama.ĳ Butĳbecauseĳweĳknowĳheĳ
mightĳcareenĳoverĳ theĳ side,ĳ andĳ yetĳ weĳ don'tĳ knowĳ forĳ sureĳ ifĳ heĳ will,ĳ weĳ
areĳ inĳaĳstateĳofĳuncertainty,ĳ andĳthereforeĳweĳ areĳ participating.ĳ

Theĳbasisĳofĳthisĳparticipation,ĳthen,ĳ isĳanticipation.ĳ Anticipationĳofĳwhatĳ
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may orĳmayĳnotĳhappenĳ isĳanĳinformedĳ situation,ĳnotĳoneĳ o\ĳignorance.ĳ Inĳ
otherĳwords,ĳifĳweĳdon'tĳknowĳtheĳdangersĳorĳbeneitsĳthatĳmightĳcomeĳaboutĳ

inĳ theĳ nearĳ futureĳ ofĳ theĳ story,ĳ weĳ can'tĳ anticipateĳ whatĳ may orĳ mayĳ notĳ
happen.ĳ commonĳ mistakeĳ ofĳ theĳ beginningĳ screenwriterĳ isĳ toĳ thinkĳ thatĳ
theĳ onlyĳwayĳ toĳ keepĳ theĳ audienceĳ fromĳ guessingĳ theĳ endingĳ isĳ toĳ keepĳ itĳ
inĳtheĳdarkĳaboutĳwhatĳisĳgoingĳonĳbyĳwithholdingĳinformation.ĳButĳimagineĳ

ifĳ weĳ didn'tĳ knowĳ aboutĳ theĳ holeĳ inĳ theĳ loorĳ Charlieĳ Chaplinĳ wasĳ skatingĳ
near.ĳ Imagineĳifĳweĳdidn'tĳknowĳwhoĳ theĳrealĳkillerĳwasĳinĳFrenzy. Imagineĳ

ifĳ weĳ didn'tĳ knowĳ thatĳ mobstersĳ wereĳ afterĳ theĳ twoĳ menĳ dressedĳ upĳ likeĳ
womenĳ inĳ Some Like It Hot. Whereĳ wouldĳ theĳ tensionĳ andĳ dramaĳ comeĳ
from?ĳ

Theĳ keyĳ toĳkeepingĳ theĳaudienceĳfromĳguessingĳaÝeadĳ isĳnotĳ toĳ keepĳ itĳ
inĳ theĳ darkĳ aboutĳwhatĳmightĳhappen,ĳ butĳ toĳ makeĳ itĳ believeĳ thatĳ maybeĳ
itsĳ hopeĳ willĳ comeĳ about,ĳ butĳ thatĳ itsĳ fearĳ isĳ justĳ asĳ likelyĳ toĳ happen.ĳ Inĳ
otherĳwords,ĳhavingĳ twoĳequallyĳplausibleĳ outcomesĳ toĳ anyĳgivenĳsituationĳ

keepsĳ theĳ audienceĳ bothĳ participatingĳ andĳ yetĳ stillĳ unableĳ toĳ foreseeĳ theĳ
exactĳ outcomeĳ ofĳ theĳ sceneĳ orĳstory.ĳ

This,ĳ then,ĳ isĳtheĳ furthestĳextensionĳofĳaudienceĳparticipationĳinĳaĳ story�ĳ
Theĳ audienceĳsympathizesĳ toĳ someĳdegreeĳwithĳ aĳcharacter,ĳ itĳ knowsĳwhatĳ
may orĳmayĳnotĳhappenĳandĳ hasĳ takenĳaĳvestedĳinterestĳinĳonĲĳ outcomeĳorĳ
theĳotherĳ(byĳhopingĳandĳfearing),ĳandĳitĳ trulyĳbelievesĳthatĳeitherĳoutcomeĳ

isĳpossible.ĳWhetherĳyouĳ areĳ analyzingĳAmadeus orĳApocalypse Now, Rear 

Window orĳ Gone with the Wind, The Third Man orĳ Persona, theĳ keyĳ toĳ
makingĳ theĳ individualĳscenesĳandĳ theĳ overallĳ storyĳ workĳ isĳ thatĳ theĳ ilm­

makersĳhaveĳsuccessfullyĳcreatedĳ thisĳcombinationĳofĳfeelings,ĳknowledge,ĳ

andĳ beliefĳ inĳ theĳ audience.ĳ Thisĳ combinationĳ mustĳ existĳ onĳ theĳ pageĳ forĳ

thereĳtoĳbeĳanyĳhopeĳthatĳ itĳwillĳbeĳcreatedĳ inĳtheĳaudienceĳforĳtheĳeventualĳ
ilm.ĳ Ifĳ creatingĳ thisĳrelationshipĳwithĳ theĳ audienceĳ isĳ notĳ takenĳ intoĳ con­
siderationĳinĳtheĳwritingĳstage,ĳthereĳisĳvirtuallyĳnoĳhopeĳofĳovercomingĳthatĳ
shortcomingĳ inĳ theĳproduction.ĳ



SCREENNRITING 

TOOLS 

Quoting E. M. Forster: "How do I know what I think 

until I see what I write?" 

-BILL WITTLIFF 

Someone who is involved in sef-discovery 

as a writer is, in a larger sense, discovering 

for all of us. 

-BILL WITTLIFF 



PROTAGONIST AND 

OBJECTIVE 

I have to know who the main character is. Where they come/rom, 

what their background is. I need to set them socially, intellec­

tually, historically, politically. What do they want? What are 

they fraid o? What are they taking action/or or against? 

-WALTER BERNSTEIN 

�heĳprotagonistĳofĳaĳscreenplayĳisĳusuallyĳtheĳleadingĳcharacter,ĳ butĳ

thisĳisĳ·yĳnoĳmeansĳaĳdefãnition,ĳnorĳdoesĳitĳindicateĳtheĳprotagonist'sĳ

functionĳ inĳ theĳ structureĳofĳ aĳ stoy.ĳ Theĳ chiefĳ characteristicĳ ofĳ theĳ
protagonistĳ isĳ aĳ desire,ĳ usuallyĳ intense,ĳ toĳ achieveĳaĳ certainĳgoal,ĳ andĳitĳ isĳ
theĳ interestĳ ofĳ theĳ audienceĳ inĳ watchingĳ himĳ moveĳ towardĳ thatĳ objectiveĳ
thatĳ constitutesĳ itsĳ absorptionĳ inĳ theĳ story.ĳ Indeed,ĳ itĳ isĳ theĳ movementĳ
towardĳ theĳ objectiveĳ thatĳdeterminesĳwhereĳ theĳ ilmĳshallĳbeginĳandĳend.ĳ

Nearĳ theĳbeginningĳofĳmostĳ well-constructedĳscreenplays,ĳ theĳauthorĳdiy

rectsĳ ourĳ attentionĳ stronglyĳ towardĳ oneĳ ofĳ theĳ characters.ĳ Theĳ writerĳ doesĳ
thisĳprincipallyĳbyĳ showingĳthisĳperson,ĳtheĳprotagonist,ĳinĳtheĳgripĳofĳsomeĳ
strongĳdesire,ĳ someĳintenseĳneed,ĳ bentĳonĳaĳcourseĳofĳactionĳ fromĳwhichĳheĳ
isĳnotĳtoĳbeĳdelected.ĳ Heĳwantsĳsomething-power,ĳrevenge,ĳaĳlady'sĳhand,ĳ
bread,ĳ peaceĳ ofĳmind,ĳ glory,ĳescapeĳfromĳaĳ pursuer.ĳ Whateverĳ itĳ mayĳ be,ĳ
someĳkindĳ ofĳ intenseĳdesireĳisĳ alwaysĳpresent.ĳ

InĳHigh Noon, sheriff Kaneĳ wantsĳ toĳ protectĳ theĳ towlĳ andĳ doĳ hisĳ
job.ĳ Inĳ Fiddler on the Roo, Tevyeĳ theĳ milkman,ĳ whoĳ livesĳ precariously,ĳ
wantsĳmerelyĳtoĳprovideĳdecentlyĳforĳhisĳfamilyĳandĳtoĳseeĳhisĳ daughtersĳ

properlyĳ married.ĳ Inĳ It Happened One Night, Ellieĳ Andrewsĳ wantsĳ toĳ getĳ
backĳ toĳ ªewĳ York.ĳ Inĳ Rear Window, L.ĳ B.ĳ Jeferiesĳ wantsĳ toĳ solveĳ theĳ
mysteyĳ ofĳwhatĳhappenedĳ acrossĳ theĳ courtyard.ĳ Inĳ The Third Man, Hollyĳ
Martinsĳwantsĳ toĳindĳhisĳoldĳ friend,ĳ Harryĳ Lime.ĳ

Theĳcharacter�sĳwantĳorĳdesireĳorĳ pursuitĳusuallyĳ focusesĳandĳintensiiesĳ
asĳtheĳstoyĳevolves;ĳ itĳisĳnotĳaĳstatic,ĳunchangingĳwant.ĳ Inĳotherĳwords,ĳ theĳ
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protagonistĳ needĳ notĳ beginĳ withĳ aĳ passionatelyĳ intenseĳ desireĳ toĳachieveĳ

theĳ goal,ĳ butĳ thatĳdesireĳmustĳdevelopĳduringĳtheĳ courseĳ ofĳ theĳ story.ĳ Itĳ isĳ
theĳprotagonist'sĳpursuitĳofĳhisĳobjectiveĳthatĳweĳfollowĳasĳtheĳstoryĳunfolds,ĳ
andĳ itĳ isĳ thisĳpursuitĳ thatĳdrawsĳusĳ intoĳ theĳstory.ĳTheĳprotagonist'sĳpursuitĳ
makesĳusĳcareĳaboutĳ theĳcharacterĳandĳ theĳevolutionĳofĳ theĳevents.ĳ

Aĳ goodĳprotagonistĳarousesĳaĳstrongĳemotionalĳ responseĳ fromĳ theĳ audi­
ence�ĳ Heĳcanĳbeĳsympathetic,ĳlikeĳWillĳKaneĳorĳTevye.ĳ Heĳcanĳarouseĳourĳ
pity,ĳ likeĳ Ellieĳ Andrews,ĳ ourĳ amusement,ĳ likeĳ Hollyĳ Martins,ĳ orĳ ourĳ ad­

miration,ĳ likeĳ L.ĳ B.ĳ Jeferies.ĳTheĳ importantĳthingĳ isĳ thatĳ theĳ audienceĳnotĳ
beĳ indifferentĳ toĳ theĳ protagonist.ĳ Itĳ mustĳ care,ĳ inĳ oneĳ wayĳ orĳ another,ĳ

whetherĳheĳachievesĳtheĳgoal.ĳ Aĳprotagonistĳincapableĳofĳarousingĳaĳstrongĳ
emotionalĳresponseĳisĳalmostĳcertainĳtoĳboreĳtheĳaudienceĳandĳsinkĳtheĳilm.ĳ

Thisĳ doesĳnotĳmeanĳ thatĳ allĳcentralĳcharactersĳmustĳ beĳ inherentlyĳ sym­
patheticĳorĳlikableĳorĳadmirable.ĳ¡onĳCorleoneĳinĳThe Godfather andĳSidneyĳ
Falcoĳ inĳ The Sweet Smell of Success areĳ hardlyĳadmirableĳ orĳ evenĳ likable,ĳ
yetĳ aĳ rivetingĳ storyĳ canĳ beĳ toldĳ aboutĳ them.ĳ Aĳ despicableĳ characterĳ withĳ

justĳ oneĳ shredĳ ofĳ salvageabilityĳcanĳ justĳ asĳ easilyĳ beĳ aĳ protagonistĳ asĳ anĳ

amusingĳorĳadmirableĳone.ĳConversely,ĳaĳsympatheticĳprotagonistĳmustĳhaveĳ

anĳ undesirableĳ sideĳ ifĳ anyĳ tensionĳ isĳ toĳ beĳ createdĳ inĳ theĳ audienceĳ con­
cerningĳwhetherĳheĳorĳsheĳwillĳdoĳwhatĳitĳtakesĳtoĳachieveĳtheĳdesiredĳgoal.ĳ

Itĳ shouldĳbeĳ notedĳ thatĳ ourĳ interestĳinĳwhetherĳ theĳ protagonistĳachievesĳ
hisĳorĳherĳdesireĳ isĳusuallyĳproportionateĳ toĳ thatĳ character'sĳinterestĳ inĳ theĳ
sameĳsubject.ĳTheĳmoreĳintenselyĳheĳorĳsheĳdesires,ĳtheĳgreaterĳourĳconcern.ĳ
Itĳ isn'tĳ aĳ questionĳ ofĳ whetherĳ theĳ pursuitĳ isĳ sociallyĳ desirable,ĳ moralĳ orĳ
immoral,ĳjustĳorĳunjust,ĳgenerousĳorĳselish;ĳitĳisĳhowĳiercelyĳtheĳprotagonistĳ

wantsĳsomethingĳthatĳdeterminesĳourĳemotionalĳattitudeĳtowardĳhim.ĳAĳpro­

tagonistĳ whoĳ doesn'tĳ knowĳ whatĳ sheĳ wants,ĳ orĳ knowsĳ butĳ doesn'tĳ greatlyĳ
careĳ whetherĳ sheĳ getsĳ itĳ orĳ not,ĳ isĳ poorĳ dramaticĳ material.ĳ Imagineĳ howĳ
concernedĳweĳwouldĳbeĳforĳHamletĳifĳsomewhereĳalongĳtheĳlineĳheĳdecidedĳ
theĳpathĳheĳwasĳpursuingĳwasĳmuchĳ tooĳdangerousĳandĳ thatĳ he'dĳ Þetterĳ letĳ
bygonesĳbeĳbygones.ĳ §owĳmuchĳwouldĳweĳcareĳaboutĳShaneĳ ifĳheĳhungĳupĳ
hisĳgun,ĳ vowedĳnotĳtoĳ ightĳ anymore,ĳ andĳthen,ĳ atĳ theĳirstĳ signĳofĳ trouble,ĳ
strappedĳonĳhisĳgunĳandĳrevertedĳbackĳtoĳhisĳoldĳbehavior?ĳ Itĳisĳtheĳstruggleĳ
ofĳ aĳ characterĳwhoĳ isĳ lessĳ thanĳpeđectĳbutĳ somewhatĳ shortĳ ofĳ utterlyĳ des­
picableĳ thatĳ engagesĳ anĳ audienceĳ andĳ makesĳ itĳ careĳ aboutĳ theĳ unfoldingĳ
events.ĳ

Inĳ featureĳilms,ĳ theĳ roleĳ ofĳ theĳ protagonistĳ isĳ nearlyĳ alwaysĳ theĳ starringĳ
part.ĳ Itĳisĳusuallyĳtheĳmostĳinterestingĳrole,ĳ andĳitĳisĳcertainlyĳtheĳcharacterĳ
mostĳoftenĳinĳfocus,ĳ forĳtheĳsimpleĳreasonĳthatĳitĳisĳthisĳperson'sĳfortuneĳweĳ
areĳ following.ĳ Screenwritersĳ oftenĳgiveĳ theirĳ scriptsĳ theĳ nameĳ ofĳ theĳ pro�
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tagonist:ĳMildred Pierce, Citizen Kane, Ninotchka, Tootsie-the listĳ
isĳ endless.ĳ Onceĳ inĳ aĳ whileĳ weĳ encounterĳ aĳ storyĳ whereĳ twoĳ peopleĳ wantĳ

moreĳ orĳ lessĳ theĳ sameĳ thingĳ andĳ striveĳ toĳ achieveĳ approximatelyĳ theĳ sameĳ

goal.ĳ inĳ theseĳ stories,ĳ s÷ichĳ asĳ Bonnie and Clyde, Butch Cassidy and 

the Sundance Kid, andĳ Some Like It Hot, theĳ protagonistĳ isĳ usuallyĳ theĳ

personĳ whoĳ makesĳ theĳ decæsionsĳ thatĳ createĳ theĳ story.ĳ Clyde,ĳ Butch,ĳ andĳ
whileĳ notĳ havingĳ moreĳ screenĳ timeĳ thanĳ theirĳ partners,ĳ doĳ

takeĳ theĳ ofĳ theĳ protagonistĳ becauseĳ theyĳ areĳ theĳ charactersĳ whoseĳ
actionsĳ theĳ partnerĳ folùows;ĳ itĳ isĳ theirĳdecisionsĳ thatĳ determineĳ bothĳ char­
a»ters'ĳ actions,ĳ andĳ itĳ isĳ theirĳdesireĳ thatĳ overwhelmsĳ theĳ partner'sĳ desire.ĳ

Onlyĳ inĳ theĳ lightĳ ofĳ theĳ protagonist'sĳ objectiveĳ canĳ aĳ sVreenĳ storyĳ beĳ
plotted,ĳ becauseĳ theĳ pursuitĳ ofĳ thatĳ objectiveĳdeterminesĳ theĳ courseĳ ofĳ theĳ

action,ĳ howeverĳstraightforwardĳorĳ devioøisĳ theĳ pathĳ mayĳ be.ĳ Hereĳ areĳ theĳ

threeĳmainĳ pointsĳ toĳ rememberĳaboutĳ theĳ objective:ĳ

1. Thereĳ canĳ beĳ onlyĳ oneĳ mainĳ objectiveĳ ifĳ theĳ ilmĳ isĳ toĳ haveĳ unity.ĳ Aĳ
storyĳ withĳ aĳ protagonistĳ whoĳ hasĳ moreĳ thanĳ oneĳ ultimateĳ aimĳ mustĳ
invariablyĳ dramatizeĳ theĳ successĳ orĳ failureĳ ofĳ oneĳ efortĳ beforeĳ goingĳ
onĳ toĳ theĳ other,ĳ andĳ thisĳ breaksĳ theĳ spineĳ ofĳ theĳ workĳ andĳ dissipatesĳ

ourĳ interest.ĳ Aĳ screenplayĳ isĳ likeĳ aĳ suspensionĳ bridge,ĳ withĳ oneĳ endĳ

anchoredĳinĳwhatĳ theĳprotagonistĳwants,ĳandĳtheĳotherĳendĳanchoredĳtoĳ
theĳ disclosureĳ ofĳ whetherĳ orĳ notĳ heĳ getsĳ it.ĳ Aĳ bridgeĳ thatĳ forksĳ inĳ theĳ

middle,ĳ withĳbranchesĳleadingĳtoĳ twoĳdifferentĳdestinations,ĳcanĳneverĳ
beĳstructurallyĳsound.ĳ (Theĳfactĳthatĳotherĳcharactersĳalsoĳhaveĳdesiresĳ
orĳ objectivesĳmustĳnotĳ obscureĳ theĳ factĳ thatĳ theĳ storyĳweĳ areĳ followingĳ
isĳ theĳ pursuitĳ ofĳ theĳ protagonist'sĳobjective.)ĳ

2. Theĳ objectiveĳmustĳ beĳ capableĳ ofĳ arousingĳoppositionĳ inĳ orderĳ toĳ pro­
duceĳ con¨ict.ĳ theĳ oppositionĳ comesĳ fromĳ anotherĳ character,ĳ
fromĳ nature,ĳ fromĳ theĳ circumstancesĳ ofĳ theĳ story,ĳ orĳ fromĳ withinĳ theĳ

protagonistĳhimself,ĳ itĳ isĳstillĳaĳmuchĳĜtrongerĳstoryĳifĳtheĳpursuitĳofĳanĳ
objectiveĳisĳactivelyĳopposedĳthanĳifĳ itĳ isĳ notĳopposedĳatĳ all.ĳ

3. Theĳ natureĳ ofĳ theĳ objectiveĳ isĳ aĳ leadingĳ factorĳ inĳ determiningĳ theĳ at­
titudeĳofĳtheĳaudienceĳtowardĳtheĳprotagonistĳandĳherĳopposition.ĳ Ifĳtheĳ
objectiveĳisĳaĳheroicĳone,ĳ weĳwillĳprobablyĳadmireĳtheĳprotagonist;ĳifĳitĳ
isĳ aĳ quixoticĳone,ĳ heĳmayĳamuseĳus;ĳ aĳdetestableĳobjectiveĳwillĳarouseĳ
ourĳhatredĳorĳcontemptĳforĳtheĳleadingĳcharacter;ĳandĳsoĳon.ĳ Protagonistĳ
andĳobjectiveĳareĳsoĳcloselyĳidentiiedĳinĳourĳmindsĳthatĳitĳisĳimpossibleĳ
toĳ considerĳ oneĳwithoutĳ theĳ other.ĳ



CONFLICT 

The operative word for me is always conlict. What's the colict 

of the story? What's the colict that will tell the story you want 

to tell? 

-WALTER BERNSTEIN 

e onlictĳ isĳ oneĳ elementĳ thatĳ seemsĳ toĳ beĳ anĳ essentialĳ ingredientĳ ofĳ
everyĳ forcefulĳdramaticĳ work,ĳ onĳ stageĳ orĳ onĳ ilm.ĳ Withoutĳ conlictĳ

weĳ areĳ notĳ goingĳ toĳ haveĳ aĳ storyĳ thatĳ willĳholdĳ anĳ audience.ĳ Aĳ storyĳ

depictsĳaĳcontestĳinĳwhichĳsomeone'sĳconsciousĳwillĳisĳemployedĳtoĳaccom­
plishĳ someĳ speciicĳ goal,ĳ aĳ goalĳ thatĳ isĳ hardĳ toĳ reach,ĳ andĳ whoseĳ accom­

plishmentĳ isĳ activelyĳ resisted.ĳ Conlictĳ isĳ theĳ veryĳ engineĳ thatĳ propelsĳ aĳ
storyĳ forward;ĳ itĳ providesĳ theĳ story'sĳ energyĳ andĳ movement.ĳ Withoutĳ con­
lict,ĳ theĳ audienceĳ remainsĳ indifferentĳ toĳ theĳ eventsĳ depictedĳ onĳ screen.ĳ
Withoutĳ conlict,ĳ aĳ ilmĳstoryĳcannotĳcomeĳ toĳ life.ĳ Theĳnecessityĳ ofĳconlictĳ
cannotĳbeĳoverstated.ĳ

Thereĳ isĳaĳ tendencyĳ inĳ theĳbeginningĳscreenwriterĳtoĳ thinkĳofĳconlictĳasĳ

alwaysĳ involvingĳ shouting,ĳ guns,ĳ ists,ĳ orĳ otherĳ formsĳ ofĳ extremeĳ behavior.ĳ
Whileĳallĳofĳtheseĳcanĳconveyĳconfúict,ĳtheyĳaren'tĳtheĳonlyĳmeansĳofĳshowingĳ

it.ĳ Aĳ characterĳ simplyĳ tryingĳ toĳ eatĳ lunchĳ canĳ escalateĳ intoĳ aĳ conlictĳ suf­
icientĳtoĳcarryĳaĳscene.ĳ Inĳaĳmemorableĳsceneĳ[roÿĳFive Easy Pieces, ¬obeďtĳ
Dupeaĳ triesĳ toĳ orderĳ toastĳ toĳ goĳ withĳ hisĳ meal.ĳ Whatĳ shouldĳ beĳ aĳ simpleĳ
andĳutterlyĳboringĳmomentĳturnsĳintoĳaĳfascinatingĳsceneĳwhenĳtheĳorderingĳ
ofĳ toastĳ becomesĳ aĳ testĳ ofĳ willsĳ betweenĳDupeaĳ andĳ aĳ waitressĳwhoĳ sticksĳ
toĳ theĳ restaurantĳ rulesĳ againstĳ substitutions.ĳ

Conlictĳ isĳ actuallyĳ createdĳ notĳ byĳ histrionicsĳ andĳ excessiveĳ behavior,ĳ
butĳ byĳ aĳ characterĳ wantingĳ somethingĳ thatĳ isĳ dificultĳ toĳ getĳ orĳ achieve.ĳ
Thisĳ isĳ trueĳ inĳ theĳoverallĳstory,ĳ andĳequallyĳ soĳ inĳindividualĳscenes.ĳ Ifĳnoĳ
characterĳwantsĳ somethingĳ inĳ aĳ scene,ĳ thereĳ isĳ noĳconlict,ĳ andĳ theĳ sceneĳ
itselfĳ sagsĳ intoĳ aĳ shapelessĳ andĳ ineffectiveĳ mess.ĳ Ifĳ noĳ characterĳ wantsĳ
somethingĳinĳaĳwholeĳstory,ĳ theĳ screenplayĳ fallsĳ intoĳ theĳ sameĳmire.ĳ

46 . 
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Wantingĳ somethingĳ canĳbeĳ eitherĳ forwardĳorĳ backward,ĳ positiveĳ orĳ neg­

ative.ĳ Notĳ wantingĳ toĳ doĳ somethingĳ isĳ asĳ strongĳ asĳ activelyĳ wantingĳ some­
thingĳ forĳ theĳ purposeĳ ofĳcreatingĳconlict.ĳ Tryingĳ toĳgetĳoutĳofĳaĳ situationĳ orĳ
returnĳ toĳ aĳ moreĳ desirableĳ statħsĳ quoĳ isĳ wantingĳ something.ĳ Tryingĳ toĳ doĳ
somethingĳdificultĳcreatesĳconlict.ĳ Theĳwantĳthatĳcreatesĳaĳconlictĳcanĳbeĳ
asĳsimpleĳasĳ tryingĳ toĳ pullĳ onĳ aĳ pairĳofĳboots,ĳ asĳ inĳ theĳ openingĳsceneĳ ofĳ

Dances with Wolves, orĳ asĳ aĳ cataclysmicĳ asĳ savingĳ theĳ worldĳ fromĳnuclearĳ
destruction,ĳ asĳ inĳDr. Strangelove orĳ anyĳnumberĳofĳJamesĳ Bondĳilms.ĳ Notĳ
wantingĳ toĳ doĳ somethingĳcanĳbeĳaĳ powerfulĳ want,ĳ asĳwhenĳRickĳinĳ Casa­

blanca "sticksĳhisĳneckĳoutĳforĳnoĳman."ĳWantingĳtoĳreturnĳtoĳaĳbetterĳstatusĳ
quoĳ isĳwhatĳpowersĳbothĳ theĳbookĳ andĳ theĳ ilmĳofĳ The Wizard of Oz. 

OBSTACLES 

When your characters are alive, you ind that you aren't so much 

pushing them around but following them ... that's when writing 

and storytelling is really magic. 

-BILL WITTLIFF 

: fĳ theĳ protagonistĳ andĳhisĳobjectiveĳconstituteĳtheĳirstĳ twoĳimportantĳ
elementsĳ inĳ theĳconstructionĳofĳ aĳ story,ĳ theĳ variousĳ obstaclesĳcollec­

tivelyĳ constituteĳ theĳ third.ĳ Withoutĳimpedimentsĳ toĳ theĳ attainmentĳ ofĳ
theĳ protagonist'sĳ desireĳ thereĳ wouldĳ beĳ noĳ conlictĳ andĳ noĳ story.ĳ Theĳ pro­

tagonistĳwouldĳsimplyĳaccomplishĳhisĳobjectiveĳwithoutĳdificulty.ĳDelightİ

fulĳasĳ thisĳsituationĳisĳinĳrealĳlife,ĳ itĳisĳfatalĳtoĳdrama,ĳ forĳwithoutĳaĳstruggleĳ

toĳ attainĳ aĳ desiredĳgoal,ĳ audienceĳattentionĳcannotĳbeĳ held.ĳ
Thereĳ mayĳ beĳ butĳ oneĳ obstacle,ĳ andĳ itĳ mayĳ beĳ simpleĳ andĳ easilyĳ iden­

tiied.ĳ Aĳ humanoidĳkillingĳ machineĳ fromĳ theĳ futureĳ isĳ programmedĳ toĳ killĳ
Sarahĳ inĳ Terminator; Qandamm'sĳpeopleĳ haveĳ mistakenĳ Rogerĳ Thornhillĳ

forĳ aĳ ictitiousĳ spyĳ namedĳ Georgeĳ Kaplanĳ inĳ North by Northwest; Nurseĳ
Ratchedĳ isĳ determinedĳ toĳ breakĳMcMurphy'sĳ spiritĳinĳ One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo's Nest. Whenĳ thereĳ isĳ aĳclear-cutĳopposingĳcharacter,ĳ heĳ orĳ sheĳ isĳ
knownĳasĳ theĳantagonist. 

Onĳtheĳotherĳhand,ĳ thereĳmayĳbeĳmoreĳthanĳoneĳobstacle.ĳ Jake'sĳstruggleĳ
toĳ discoverĳ theĳ secretsĳ behindĳ theĳ murderĳ inĳ Chinatown areĳ impededĳ notĳ
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onûyĳ byĳ«oahĳ Cross,ĳ butĳbyĳtheĳ andĳ byĳ theĳ reluctanceĳ ofĳ hisĳ chiefĳ
ally,ĳ EvelynĳMulwray,ĳ toĳ beĳhonestĳandĳ forthrightĳwithĳ him.ĳ Jim'sĳstrĨggleĳ
toĳ indĳ himselfĳ andĳ hisĳ placeĳ inĳ theĳ worldĳ inĳ Rebel Without a Cause isĳ
resistedĳnotĳonlyĳbyĳhisĳparents,ĳ butĳbyĳ theĳschool,ĳbyĳ aspectsĳofĳtheĳ town,ĳ
andĳbyĳJim'sĳownĳdoubtsĳaboutĳhimself.ĳ

Thereĳ mayĳ beĳ severalĳ obstacles,ĳ arisingĳ oneĳ afterĳ another.ĳ Romeoĳ andĳ
Julietĳ cannotĳopenlyĳdeclareĳ theirĳ loveĳbecauseĳofĳtheĳenmityĳofĳtßeirĳ fam­
ilies,ĳbutĳtheyĳalsoĳfaceĳaĳseriesĳofĳcomplications:ĳRomeoĳisĳexiledĳforĳkillingĳ
Tybalt;ĳ Juliet'sĳparents,ĳunawareĳofĳherĳmarriageĳtoĳ Romeo,ĳ insistĳ thatĳsheĳ
wedĳ Paris;ĳ Friarĳ Lawrence'sĳ messageĳ toĳ Romeoĳ thatĳ Julietĳ hasĳ takenĳ aĳ

potionĳfailsĳ toĳ reachĳhim;ĳ supposingĳherĳ dead,ĳ Romeoĳ triesĳ toĳ reachĳ Julietĳ
inĳ herĳ tomb,ĳ butĳ mustĳ ightĳ aĳ duÏlĳ withĳ Paris;ĳ Juliet,ĳ awakening,ĳ indsĳ
Romeoĳaĳsuicide.ĳOnlyĳbyĳJuliet'sĳkillingĳ canĳtheĳloversĳbeĳreunited.ĳ
Richardĳ Blaneyĳ inĳ Frenzy firstĳ getsĳ hämselfĳ _redĳ fromĳ aĳ low-payingĳ job;ĳ
thenĳheĳ isĳ befriendYdĳbyĳ aĳmanĳwhoĳ turnsĳ outĳ toĳbeĳaĳ viciousĳserialĳ killer�ĳ
theĳkillerĳ thenĳ targetsĳhisĳ ex-wife,ĳ withĳ whomĳ Blaneyĳ h´sĳ justĳ hadĳ aĳ fight;ĳ
andĳ thenĳ hisĳ girlfriendĳ isĳ murderedĳ byĳ theĳ kiljerĳ afterĳ sheĳ helpsĳ Blaneyĳ
hideĳ fromĳ theĳ whoĳ nćwĳ ¸elieveĳ thatĳ heĳ isĳ theĳ culprit.ĳ

Finallĭ,ĳ theĳ obstaclesĳ mayĳ beĳ veryĳ subtleĳ andĳ compjex,ĳ asĳ analysesĳ ofĳ

sex, lies and videotape andĳ Thelma and Louise indicate.ĳ (Seeĳpagesĳ252ĳandĳ

2�3.)ĳ
Theĳ protagonistĳ andĳ theĳ obstaclesĳheĳ orĳ sheĳ encountersĳ mustĳ beĳ fairlyĳ

evenlyĳ matched.ĳ Ifĳ theĳ obstacleĳ isĳ weak,ĳ thenĳ theĳ achievÎmentĳ ofĳ theĳ obı
jectiveĳ isĳ tooĳeasy,ĳ andĳ theĳ stoĐyĳ isĳlifeless.ĳ Butĳ theĳ obstacleĳ notĳbeĳ
soĳ overwhelmingĳ thatĳ theĳ protagonistĳ hasĳ no chanceĳ ofĳ overcomingĳ it.ĳ Inĳ
otherĳ words,ĳ theĳ objectiveĳ mustĳ beĳ possible,ĳ butĳ veryĳ di×cult,ĳ toĳ
accomplish.ĳ

ThisĳpointĳmayĳseemĳtoĳbYĳcontradictedĳ ¹yĳsuchĳilmsĳasĳ The Third 

andĳ Death !! a Salesman, inĳ whichĳ theĳ elementĳ ofĳ aĳ pastĳ actionĳ posesĳ
overwhelmingĳoddsĳagainstĳ theĳ achievementĳ ofĳ theĳ Ĉbjective.ĳ Itĳ shouldĳ beĳ
notedĳ thatĳ theĳprotagonistsĳdoĳ notĳ theĳ inevitabilityĳ ofĳ Öaåüureĳ
untilĳ thatĳfailureĳstaresĳthemĳinĳ theĳfaceĳandĳtheyĳmustĳbowĳtoĳit.ĳTheyĳightĳ
againstĳ theĳ odds,ĳ believingĳ theyĳ haveĳ aĳ chanceĳ ofĳ succeeding;ĳ itĳ isĳ theĳ
character'sĳbeliefĳthatĳkeepsĳtheĳstoryĳalive,ĳ thatĳgivesĳusĳ theĳneededĳ shredĳ
ofĳhopeĳ thatĳ theĳ goalĳ mightĳ stillĳ beĳ achieved.ĳ

Aĳ distinctionĳmustĳalsoĳbeĳmadeĳbetweenĳ confhictsĳ andĳhassles.ĳ Inĳdailyĳ
life,ĳ latĳ tires,ĳ lostĳ wallets,ĳ andĳ faultyĳ phone-answeringĳ machinesĳ apeĳ in­
conveniencesĳ thatĳ canĳ seemĳ likeĳ formidableĳ conlicts.ĳ Inĳ drama,ĳ eachĳ ofĳ
theseĳcouldĳbeĳeitherĳaĳconlictĳorĳaĳmereĳhassle.ĳ Theĳdeterminingĳfactorĳisĳ
whetherĳ theĳ inconvenienceĳisĳ trulyĳanĳobstacleĳtoĳaĳpreestablishedĳwant.ĳ Aĳ
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groomĳtryingĳtoĳgetĳtoĳtheĳchurchĳonĳtimeĳhasĳaĳlatĳtireĳandĳitĳisĳanĳobstacle,ĳ

itĳcreatesĳaĳconlictĳandĳ quiteĳpossiblyĳaĳwholeĳnewĳchainĳofĳevents.ĳ Thereĳ
isĳ somethingĳ atĳ stakeĳ thatĳ theĳ fëatĳ tireĳ putsĳ inĳ jeopardy.ĳ Butĳ ifĳ thereĳ isĳnoĳ
want,ĳnoĳgoal,ĳnothingĳatĳstakeĳforĳtheĳcharacter,ĳthenĳtheĳlatĳtireĳisĳsimplyĳ
theĳ sameĳ hassleĳ forĳ theĳ characterĳ itĳ wouldĳ beĳ forĳ anyone.ĳ Withoutĳ aĳ goalĳ

andĳsomethingĳatĳstakeĳforĳatĳleastĳoneĳcharacter,ĳ thereĳcanĳbeĳnoĳdramaticĳ

impactĳ fromĳaĳ givenĳeventĳ beingĳdepictedĳ inĳaĳ story,ĳ noĳmatterĳhowĳmuchĳ
ofĳ aĳ "conlict"ĳ itĳseemsĳonĳ theĳ surface.ĳ

Oneĳ lastĳ point,ĳ andĳ anĳ importantĳ one:ĳ Althoughĳ theĳ unityĳ ofĳ aĳ storyĳ
dependsĳ onĳ beingĳbutĳoneĳmainĳobjective,ĳ thereĳisĳnoĳthreatĳtoĳunityĳ
fromĳ theĳ useĳ ofĳmultipleĳ obstaclesĳ toĳ theĳachievementĳ ofĳ thatĳ objective.ĳ

PREMISE AND O PENING 

f you have a lot of action and excitement at the beginning of a 

picture, there's going to have to be some explanation, some char­

acter development along the line, and there will be a 

big sag about twenty minutes after you get into a ilm with a 

splashy opening. It's made me prefer sot openings for ilms. It's 

been my experience that an audience will forgive you almost 

anything at the beginningĳ of a picture, but almost nothing at 

the end. f they're not satisied with the end, nothing that led up 

to it is going to help. 

-ROBERT TOWNE 

; heĳbeginningĳofĳ aĳ storyĳ isĳnecessarilyĳanĳ arbitraryĳ point,ĳ selectedĳ
byĳ theĳ storyteller,ĳ inĳ aĳ largerĳ story.ĳ Theĳ circumstancesĳ thatĳ haveĳ

broughtĳaboutĳ theĳ conlictĳwithĳ whichĳ theĳ screenplayĳdealsĳcanĳusu-
allyĳ beĳ ascribedĳ toĳ thatĳ happenedĳ longĳ beforeĳ theĳ openingĳ FADEĳ
IN. Muchĳofĳ Godfather I isĳ theĳ tellingĳ ofĳ theĳstoryĳofĳDonĳ priorĳ
toĳeventsĳ thatĳ The Godfather covered.ĳ Theĳ StarĳWarsĳ trilogyĳ actuallyĳcom­
prisesĳ episodesĳ four,ĳ ive,ĳ andĳ sixĳ ofĳ aĳ nine-partĳ seriesĳ ofĳ storiesĳ Georgeĳ
Lucasĳdeveloped�ĳ

Premise isĳaĳparticularlyĳmisusedĳandĳmisunderstoodĳwordĳinĳaĳdramaticĳ
context.ĳ Inĳ logic,ĳ aĳ premiseĳ isĳpartĳ ofĳ aĳ syllogism:ĳ Allĳ humansĳhaveĳbloodĳ
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inĳ theirĳ veinsĳ (majorĳpremise);ĳ I amĳ aĳhumanĳ(minorĳpremise);ĳ thereforeĳ Iĳ
haveĳbloodĳinĳmyĳveinsĳ (conclusion).ĳ Inĳdrama,ĳ thereĳ closeĳparallelsĳ toĳ
logic.ĳ Oneĳ wayĳ toĳ lookĳ atĳ aĳ storyĳisĳ thatĳaĳ protagonistĳ andĳhisĳ goalĳ (majorĳ
premise)ĳ versusĳ anĳ antagonistĳandĳ theĳ obstaclesĳ (minorĳ premise)ĳ leadsĳ toĳ

dramaĳandĳtheĳaudience'sĳemotionalĳresponseĳ (conclusion).ĳ Ifĳaĳstoryĳfunc­

tionsĳprimarilyĳthroughĳinternalĳconlict,ĳthenĳtheĳprotagonistĳandĳantagonistĳ
areĳ twoĳpartsĳofĳ theĳpersonalityĳofĳ theĳ centralĳcharacter.ĳ Conversely,ĳ ifĳ theĳ
storyĳ functionsĳprimarilyĳwithĳ externalĳ conlict,ĳ theĳ protagonistĳ andĳantag­
onistĳ areĳ clearlyĳ deinedĳ asĳ separateĳ characters.ĳ Or,ĳ inĳ someĳ cases,ĳ theĳ
antagonistĳisĳreallyĳtheĳcircumstances,ĳasĳinĳaĳman-versus-natureĳstory.ĳTheĳ
notionĳ toĳ beĳ mostĳ waryĳ ofĳ isĳ theĳ ideaĳ thatĳ aĳ premiseĳ isĳ somethingĳ thatĳ aĳ
storyĳ setsĳ outĳ toĳ prove.ĳ (Seeĳ "Theme,"ĳ pageĳ 55ĳ forĳ additionalĳ discusĕionĳ
concerningĳ thesis, anotherĳ termĳ that,ĳ likeĳpremise, isĳ oftenĳmisused.)ĳ

Theĳ premise,ĳ asĳ theĳtermĳ isĳusedĳhere,ĳ isĳsimplyĳ entirÃĳ situationĳ thatĳ
existsĳ asĳ theĳ protagonistĳ startsĳmovingĳ towardĳhisĳ objective.ĳ Thisĳ iĀcludesĳ

allĳbackgroundĳmaterialĳpertinentĳtoĳtheĳstory.ĳTheĳprotagonist,ĳhisĳpotentialĳ
desireĳ forĳ hisĳ objective,ĳ andĳ theĳ potentialĳ obstaclesĳ (includingĳ theĳ antag­
onist)ĳtoĳhisĳachievingĳtheĳgoalĳallĳpredateĳtheĳ storyĳasĳ itĳisĳbeingĳtold.ĳ Theĳ
opening,ĳ asĳ distinguishedĳ fromĳ theĳ premise,ĳ isĳ thatĳ spotĳ inĳ theĳ extendedĳ
storyĳselectedĳbyĳ theĳstorytellerĳtoĳbeginĳrecountingĳtheĳ story.ĳ

Hereĳareĳ theĳpremisesĳandĳopeningsĳofĳ iveĳ stories�ĳ

Rick owns a trendy night spot in Casablanca at the outset of 

World War . A man with a past and a former ighter for lost 

causes, Rick is now hardened and unwilling to stick his neck out 

for anyone. As an opening, the screenwriters chose to start the 

story with an encapsulated setup of the world conditions and 

then a demonstration of the dangers inherent in this world. They 

quickly get to the point where llsa, the critical person from Rick's 
past, enters Rick's bar. 

The Capulets and the Montagues have for years been bitter en­

emies. Romeo, an impulsive young man and scion of the Mon­

tagues, and luliet, the sensitive daughter of the Capulets, fall 
deeply in love. Shakespeare chose to open the play with a street 
brawl dramatizing the enmity of the two families, then moved 
soon to a ball given by the Capulets, at which Romeo, an un­

invited guest, irst encounters luliet. 

fohn Book is a tough and cynical homicide detective in Phila­

delphia who is called in to investigate the murder of an under-
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cover in the train station. His sole witness is an Amish boy 

traveling with his young widowed mother. The screenwriters of 

Witnessĳ chose as their opening to introduce us to the Amish 

world of the boy and his mother, then swftly demonstrate the 
horrors of lfe in the city with the murder. 

Chief Brody is the sherff of a small island community, a onetime 

city cop who, despite being afraid of the water, has moved to a 

bucolic village surrounded by the sea. A great white shark attacks 

and nearly devours a young woman, then seems to remain near 

this summer island paradise. For their opening, the screenwriters 

of Jawsĳ chose a demonstration of the ferocious and horrfying 

power of the shark, then quickly moved on land to establish the 

world of the main character before he learns of this initial shark 

attack. 

Marty is a butcher, an aging bachelor who lives with his mother 

and who is constantly being harangued about when he will be 

getting married. Yet Marty has barely ever been out with a 

woman, much less contemplated marriage. But he would like to 

start dating, he just doesn't know how. The screenwriter of Martyĳ
chose as his opening a day with Marty in the butcher shop and 

the umpteenth time he's asked when he's going to settle down 

and have a family. The story quickly delves into Marty's "night 

out with the boys, " which proves to be much less than expected. 

Manyĳ screenplaysĳ areĳ conceivedĳ inĳ theĳ writer'sĳmindĳ withĳ aĳ situationĳ
thatĳ isĳ essentiallyĳ theĳpremise.ĳ Aĳ satisfactoryĳpremiseĳalwaysĳ containsĳ theĳ

potentialĳofĳ conlictĳandĳsomeĳpertinentĳandĳspeciicĳinformationĳaboutĳ theĳ
mainĳ character.ĳ (Seeĳ "Unity,"ĳ pageĳ 5�,ĳ forĳ otherĳ storyĳ formsĳ thatĳ doĳ notĳ
haveĳ aĳ singleĳ centralĳ character.)ĳNnceĳ theĳ openingĳhasĳ beenĳselected,ĳ theĳ
startĳ ofĳ thatĳ con`ictĳ shouldĳnotĳ beĳ delayedĳ forĳ long.ĳ



MAIN TENSION, 

CULMINATION, AND 

RESOLUTION 

Screenwriting is a piece of carpentry. It's basically putting down 

some kind of structural form to mess around with. And as long 

as the structural form is kept, whatever I have written is relatively 

valid; a scene will hold regardless of the dialogue. It's the thrust�ĳ

of the scene that's kept pure. 

-WILLIAM GOLDMAN 

In dramatic writing, the very essence is character change. The 

character at the end is not the same as he was at the beginning. 

He's changed-psychologically, maybe even physically. 

-ROBERT TOWNE 

Audiences reject pandering, object to being played to. They're as 

interested as I am in seeing some real human behavior. They 

want to be surprised, they want to be delighted, they want to be 

fuilled. That doesn't necessarily mean a happy ending, but they 

want some kind of closure. 

-TOM RICKMAN 

� heĳ averageĳ screenplayĳcontainsĳaĳ numberĳ ofĳ minorĳ culminationsĳ
andĳ resolutions,ĳ sceneĳ byĳ sceneĳ andĳ sequenceĳ byĳ sequence,ĳ butĳ

hereĳweĳareĳconcernedĳonlyĳwithĳ theĳmainĳ tensionĳofĳ theĳsecondĳact,ĳ
itsĳ culminationĳ andĳ theĳ resolutionĳ ofĳ theĳ overridingĳ conlictĳ ofĳ theĳ story.ĳ
Beginningĳ screenwritersĳ oftenĳ confuseĳ theĳ culminationĳ andĳ theĳ resolutionĳ
andĳthinkĳ thatĳthereĳisĳonlyĳoneĳ"climax"ĳtoĳaĳilmĳstory.ĳ Butĳinĳfact,ĳ inĳtheĳ
traditionalĳ threeĳ actĳstructure,ĳwhereĳ theĳ secondĳ actĳ isĳ approximatelyĳhalfĳ
ofĳtheĳstory,ĳ theĳmainĳtensionĳisĳ theĳconlictĳsolelyĳofĳtheĳsecondĳact.ĳ Whenĳ
itĳ isĳ resolvedĳ atĳ theĳ culmination,ĳ thisĳ createsĳ aĳ newĳ tension,ĳwhich,ĳ atĳ itsĳ

5e. 
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simplest,ĳ canĳbeĳstatedĳasĳ willĳhappen?"ĳwhichĳ leadsĳdirectlyĳ (withĳ

twistsĳ andĳ turns)ĳ towardĳ theĳ resolutionĳofĳ theĳ wholeĳ story.ĳ
Forĳ example,ĳ inĳ Chinatown, theĳ mainĳ tensionĳ isĳ notĳ "Willĳ lakeĳ helpĳ

Evelynĳ andĳherĳdaughtÄrĳescapeĳ theĳclutchesĳofĳ Noahĳ Cross?"ĳ Atĳtheĳ timeĳ
tbeĳ kainĳ tensionĳ isĳ establishedĳ (atĳ theĳ endĳ ofĳ theĳ irstĳ act),ĳ weĳdon'tĳ ênowĳ
enoughĳ toĳhopeĳorĳ fearĳaboutĳthat.ĳ Theĳmainĳtensionĳisĳmoreĳ "Willĳìakeĳbeĳ
ableĳ toĳ indĳ outĳ whoĳ andĳ whatĳ areĳbehindĳ theĳ trickĳplayedĳ onĳ him,ĳ whichĳ

ledĳtoĳhisĳembarrassment?"ĳThisĳ isĳwhatĳíakeĳspendsĳ theĳsecondĳactĳtryingĳ
toĳ unravel;ĳ toĳ thisĳ questĳ toĳ solveĳ theĳ mysteryĳ createĳ theĳ bulkĳ ofĳ
theĳ story.ĳ Onceĳ theĳ mysteyĳ isĳ completelyĳ solvedĳ andĳ heĳ knowsĳ allĳ aboutĳ

Evelyn,ĳ Noah,ĳ theĳ daughter,ĳ andĳ whoĳ killedĳ Hollisĳ Mulwray,ĳ thenĳ aĳ newĳ
tensionĳ isĳ created:ĳ "Willĳ Jakeĳ beĳ ableĳ toĳ helpĳ Evelynĳ andĳ herĳ daughterĳ
escapeĳfromĳtheĳclutchesĳofĳ Noah?"ĳTheĳresolutionĳofĳ thatĳ thirdĳactĳtensionĳ
isĳ thatĳ heĳ isĳnotĳ able,ĳ Evelynĳdies,ĳ andĳ Noahĳ takesĳhisĳ daughter.ĳ

Inĳ Casablanca, theĳ kainĳ tensionĳ mightĳ beĳ "Willĳ Rickĳ beĳ ableĳ toĳ stayĳ

uninvolvedĳ inĳ theĳ importantĳworldĳ eventsĳ swirlingĳ aroundĳhim?"ĳ Thisĳ un­

involvementĳ isĳwhatĳRickĳactivelyĳpursues,ĳ regardlessĳofĳhowĳweĳ aboutĳ

hisĳdetacbedĳ stance.ĳ Theĳobstaclesĳtoĳhisĳquestĳ toĳstayĳoutĳofĳitĳ areĳthatĳhisĳ
oldĳ lover,ĳ lisa,ĳ hRsĳ comeĳ backĳ inĝoĳ hisĳ life,ĳ thatĳ herĳ husbandĳ isĳ aĳ veryĳ
importantĳman,ĳ thatĳ theĳNaziĳcolonelĳthinksĳheĳisĳalreadyĳinvolvedĳandĳthatĳ

heĳholdsĳ theĳ lettersĳofĳ transit.ĳ Theĳ culminationĳ toĳ thisĳ tensionĳcomesĳwhenĳ
heĳ canĳ noĳ longerĳ stayĳuninvolvedĳ andĳ pullsĳ aĳ gunĳ onĳ Louis.ĳ Atĳ thisĳ pointĳ
itĳ createsĳ aĳ newĳ tension:ĳ "Willĳ Rick'sĳ helpĳ beĳ enoughĳ toĳ saveĳ lisaĳ andĳ

¯ictor,ĳ andĳwhoĳ useĳ theĳ lettWrsĳofĳ transit?"ĳ Theĳmesolutionĳofĳ theĳ storyĳ

comesĳwhenĳ lisaĳandĳQictorĳgetĳonĳtheĳplaneĳandĳRickĳwalksĳoffĳwithĳLouis.ĳ

theĳmainĳtensionĳofĳaĳscreenplayĳpointsĳ inĳ theĳdirectionĳofĳ theĳ
overallĳ conlictĳ ofĳ theĳ story�ĳ itĳ doesĳ notĳ directlyĳ askĳ theĳ question,ĳ "Whatĳ
willĳ happenĳ atĳ theĳ Theĳ successfulĳ screenwriterĳ hasĳ plantedĳ
thisĳ long�temmĳ concernĳ somewhereĳ inĳ theĳ bRckĳ ofĳ theĳ audience'sĳ mind,ĳ

concernĳaboutĳ theĳeventualĳrĉsolutionĳofĳ theĳ story.ĳ �utĳwhatĳ isĳmostĳpress­
ing,ĳ mostĳunaentĳ theĳĖecondĳSct,ĳ àsĳ thĊĳ seriesĳofĳobstaclesĳmuchĳ
closerĳ toĳ homeĳ thanĳ theĳ thoseĳ obstaclesĳ whichĳ toÙetherĳ canĳbeĳ
summedĳupĳwithĳ theĳmainĳ tension.ĳ illĳ theĳ protagonistĳstandĳupĳ forĳher­

self�"ĳ {Willĳ theĳ protagonistĳ solveĳ theĳmystery?"ĳ "Willĳ theĳ protagonistĳ for­
giveĳhisĳ brother~�"ĳ |°illĳ theĳprotagonistĳcomeĳ toĳ realizeĳwhoĳherĳ trueĳ loveĳ
reallyĳ is?"ĳ Eachĳ ofĳ theseĳ isĳ aĳ viableĳmainĳ tension.ĳ Onceĳ itĳ isĳ resolvedĳ atĳ
theĳculminationĳofĳtheĳstory,ĳ thenĳtheĳquestionĳbecomes,ĳ "Whatĳwillĳhappenĳ
asĳ aĳ resuïtĳ oZĳ thisĳ changeĳ inĳ theĳ character,ĳ inĳ hisĳ Zeeîings,ĳ gnowledge,ĳ orĳ
intentionsĳ?"ĳ

Theĳ changedĳ circumstancesĳ andĳ theĳ changedĳ characterĳ comeĳ intoĳ
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collisionĳandĳcreateĳaĳnewĳtensionĳ(theĳthirdĳactĳtension),ĳwhichĳleadsĳtoĳtheĳ
resolutionĳofĳ theĳ overallĳstory.ĳ Aĳ characteristicĳofĳ theĳresolutionĳisĳ theĳdis­
appearanceĳ ofĳ theĳ willĳ toĳ struggle.ĳ Perhapsĳ theĳ protagonistĳacknowledgesĳ
defeatĳandĳgivesĳupĳtheĳstruggle,ĳorĳsheĳmayĳachieveĳherĳobjectiveĳandĳhaveĳ
noĳfurtherĳneedĳtoĳstruggle.ĳInĳanyĳcase,ĳtheĳconlictĳsubsides,ĳandĳwithĳitĳtheĳ

drama;ĳaĳluidĳsituationĳhasĳbecomeĳaĳstahleĳone.ĳTheĳresolutionĳofĳmostĳsto­
riesĳoccursĳveryĳnearĳtheĳend,ĳforĳaudienceĳinterestĳandĳparticipationĳcannotĳ
beĳsustainedĳveryĳlongĳwithoutĳconlict.ĳInĳotherĳwords,ĳtheĳmainĳtensionĳandĳ

culminationĳareĳluidĳsituations,ĳwhileĳ theĳ resolutionĳisĳaĳ stableĳone.ĳ Itĳ re­
quiresĳnoĳfurtherĳhopeĳversusĳfearĳonĳtheĳpartĳofĳtheĳaudience,ĳevenĳifĳweĳareĳ
stillĳconcernedĳwithĳtheĳcharactersĳandĳtheirĳwell-beingĳandĳfuture.ĳ

Materialĳforĳtheĳresolutionĳisĳextremelyĳvariahle.ĳ Itĳcanĳsuggestĳwhatĳmayĳ
happenĳ toĳ charactersĳ inĳ thÅĳ futureĳ (asĳ expositionĳ inĳ theĳ heginningĳ ofĳ theĳ

storyĳ hasĳ informedĳ usĳ ofĳ eventsĳ inĳ theĳ past).ĳ Oftenĳ itĳ seemsĳ toĳ convey,ĳ inĳ

theĳ mouthĳ ofĳ oneĳ ofĳ theĳ characters,ĳ theĳ author'sĳ pointĳ ofĳ viewĳ towardĳ theĳ

protagonistĳorĳ theĳmaterialĳofĳ theĳ story.ĳ

Theĳ culminationĳ isĳ theĳ highĳ orĳ lowĳ pointĳ ofĳ theĳ screenplay,ĳ theĳ eventĳ
towardĳwhichĳ thatĳ precedesĳ isĳdriving.ĳ Theĳ resolutionĳ isĳ theĳ pointĳ afterĳ
whichĳ theĳ audienceĳ isĳ allowedĳ toĳ relax;ĳ whetherĳ thingsĳ haveĳ goneĳ asĳ itĳ
hopedĳ orĳ asĳ itĳ feared,ĳ theĳ issueĳ isĳ satisfyinglyĳ over,ĳ resolved.ĳ Thereforeĳ itĳ
isĳ extremelyĳ wastefulĳ ofĳ aĳ writer'sĳ timeĳ andĳ energyĳ toĳ heginĳ workĳ onĳ aĳ
screenplayĳ beforeĳ theĳ culminationĳ andĳ resolutionĳ areĳ clearlyĳ inĳ mind.ĳ

storyĳstartedĳwithoutĳknowingĳtheseĳtwoĳpointsĳinvariablyĳwandersĳintoĳend­

lessĳ revisionsĳandĳsuchĳ frustrationĳ thatĳ theĳ isĳ oftenĳ abandonedĳ

beforeĳ itĳ isĳ inished.ĳ Theĳ culminationĳ isĳ theĳ towardĳ whichĳ theĳ
dramatistĳsteersĳhisĳship,ĳandĳtheĳresolutionĳisĳtheĳsafeĳharhorĳ whichĳ
thatĳlighthouseĳguidesĳhim.ĳ

Givenĳ protagonist,ĳ objective,ĳ andĳ obstaÆles,ĳ theĳ writerĳ shouldĳ haveĳ noĳ
dificultyĳinĳestablishingĳwhatĳhisĳculminationĳandĳresolutionĳshouldĳbe�ĳ Inĳ
decidingĳ onĳ hisĳ culmination,ĳ theĳwriterĳwilðĳ instinctivelyĳchooseĳ oneĳ thatĳ
correctlyĳ interpretsĳ hisĳ attitudeĳ towardĳ hisĳ subjectĳ matter.ĳ (Seeĳ "Theme,"ĳ
below.)ĳ

Knowingĳtheĳmainĳtension,ĳtheĳculmination,ĳandĳtheĳresolutionĳareĳusefulĳ
toĳ theĳ screenwriterĳinĳanotherĳway,ĳforĳ theyĳcanĳhelpĳhimĳ toĳdetermineĳtheĳ
pertinenceĳandĳvalidityĳofĳ theĳvariousĳscenesĳinĳaĳ story.ĳ Ifĳtheĳ omissionĳofĳ
aĳgivenĳsceneĳleavesĳtheĳmainĳtension,ĳculmination,ĳorĳresolutionĳdamagedĳ
orĳ altered,ĳ thenĳ thatĳ sceneĳ isĳ anĳessentialĳoneĳ andĳ shouldĳbeĳkept.ĳ Nnĳ theĳ
otherĳ hand,ĳ ifĳ droppingĳ theĳ sceneĳ makesĳ noĳ diferenceĳ atĳ anyĳ ofĳ theseĳ
criticalĳ points,ĳ theĳ screenwriterĳhadĳbetterĳ regardĳ thatĳ sceneĳwithĳ aĳ skepx
ticalĳeye�ĳ



THEME 

The best thing that can happen is for the theme to be nice and 

clear from the beginning. 

�PADDY CHAYEFSKY 

A good way to destroy a play is to force it to prove something. 

�WAL TER KERR 

The trick with a subplot is what is it doing there anyway? How 

necessary is it? How does it tie into the main plot? f you take 

it out, what has the picture lost? How does it relate to the theme? 

�WALTER BERNSTEIN 

themeĳ mightĳ beĳ definedĳ asĳ theĳ screenwriter'sĳ pointĳ ofĳ viewĳ
theĳmaterial.ĳSinceĳitĳhardlyĳseemsĳpossibleĳtoĳwriteĳaĳscreen­

evenĳ theĳ mostĳ frivolousĳ one,ĳ withoutĳ anĳ attitudeĳ towardĳ theĳ

peopleĳandĳtheĳsituationsĳoneĳhasĳcreated,ĳeveryĳstoryĳmustĳthereforeĳhaveĳ

aĳ themeĳ ofĳ someĳkind.ĳ Andĳ thereĳ isĳ oneĳ spotĳ inĳ theĳ screenplayĳwhereĳ thisĳ
themeĳ canĳ invariablyĳ beĳ theĳ resolution.ĳ Forĳ hereĳ theĳ authorĳ
reveals,ĳ perhapsĳevenĳunconsciously,ĳwhatĳ interpretationĳheĳorĳsheĳputsĳonĳ
theĳmaterial.ĳ

Thisĳ isĳ wellĳ illustratedĳ byĳ comparingĳ twoĳ modernĳ comedies,ĳ
When Harry Met Sally andĳAnnie Hall. Bothĳstoriesĳareĳaboutĳtheĳdificultiesĳ
ofĳ loveĳ andĳ friendshipĳ inĳmodernĳ urbanĳ settings,ĳ withĳ brightĳ andĳ talentedĳ
people.ĳ AndĳbothĳareĳskillÐullyĳwritten,ĳdirected,ĳandĳperformed.ĳYetĳHarryĳ
andĳ Sallyĳ resolveĳ theirĳ differencesĳ andĳ stayĳ togetherĳ justĳ asĳ theĳ audienceĳ
hasĳhoped.ĳButĳAnnieĳandĳAlvyĳgoĳtheirĳseparateĳways,ĳleavingĳAlvyĳrelivingĳ
hisĳrelationshipĳwithĳ Annieĳ inĳ vain.ĳ Oneĳ isĳ aĳ happyĳ endingĳ andĳ theĳotherĳ
aĳbittersweetĳending.ĳ ¢achĳ isĳvalidĳforĳ itsĳauthorĳandĳ itsĳaudience,ĳ īetĳ theĳ
twoĳ resolutionsĳ revealĳ theĳ authors'ĳ veryĳ diferentĳ attitudesĳ towardĳ theĳ
material.ĳ
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Theĳexperiencedĳdramatistĳorĳ screenwriterĳseldomĳbeginsĳwithĳaĳ theme,ĳ
orĳ attemptsĳ toĳ fashionĳaĳ storyĳ inĳ orderĳtoĳpresentĳaĳphilosophicalĳposition,ĳ
whichĳmightĳbeĳ calledĳaĳ thesis. Thisĳmethodĳleadsĳ toĳ clichXs,ĳ propaganda,ĳ
andĳ lifelessĳ ccaracters�ĳ becauseĳ allĳ theĳ humanĳ issuesĳ ofĳ theĳ dramaĳ haveĳ
beenĳ subordinatedĳ toĳ thisĳ thesisĳ theĳ authorĳ isĳ outĳ toĳ prove.ĳ Instead,ĳ anĳ

accomplishedĳ screenwriterĳ createsĳ charactersĳ andĳ situations,ĳ andĳ thenĳ
choosesĳ aĳ culminationĳ andĳ resolutionĳ thatĳ seemĳ rightĳ andĳ satisfactoryĳ toĳ

hisĳ ownĳ feelingsĳaboutĳ theĳ subjectĳmatter.ĳ Inĳotherĳwords,ĳ aĳ goodĳ screen­
writerĳletsĳ theĳ themeĳ takeĳcareĳofĳitself.ĳTheĳ themeĳ thusĳbecomesĳnotĳsoýeĳ
pointĳ toĳ beĳ proven,ĳ butĳ theĳ subjectĳ matterĳ itself,ĳ thatĳ aspectĳ ofĳ humanĳ
existenceĳ thisĳ storyĳwillĳ explore.ĳ

Theĳseasonedĳ screenwriterĳisĳnotĳ aptĳ toĳ putĳ intoĳ theĳmouthsĳofĳhisĳ char­
actersĳ statementsĳ thatĳ spellĳ outĳ theĳ theme.ĳ Thoseĳ sortsĳ ofĳ speechesĳmakeĳ
theĳ charactersĳ soundĳ asĳ ifĳ theyĳ wereĳ onĳ aĳ soapboxĳ andĳ seriouslyĳ distanceĳ
theĳaudienceĳ Ñromĳ theĳ eþotionalĳcoreĳofĳ theĳ story.ĳ Ifĳ theĳwriterĳcrossedĳoutĳ

eveyĳ singleĳ lineĳ thatĳ saidĳ explicitlyĳwhatĳ theĳ storyĳ "meant,"ĳ theĳ audienceĳ

wouldĳ stillĳ knowĳ whatĳ itĳmeant.ĳ Theĳwriterĳ can'tĳ concealĳ hisĳ ownĳ attitude;ĳ
it'sĳ builtĳ rightĳ intoĳ theĳ story,ĳ inĳ hisĳ treatmentĳ ofĳ itĳ andĳ howĳ heĳ choosesĳ toĳ
resolveĳ it.ĳ

Inĳbothĳ andĳ theater,ĳ thisĳ ideaĳofĳ themeĳisĳnearlyĳ identical.ĳ Listenĳ toĳ
oneĳ ofĳ theĳworld'sĳ greatĳplaywrights�ĳ

They try to make me responsible for the opinions certain of the 

characters express. And yet is not in the whole work a single 

opinion, a single utterance, which can be laid to the account of 

the author. I took good care to avoid this. The very method, the 

order of technique that imposes its form on the play, forbids the 

author to appear in the speeches of his characters. My object was 
to make the reader feel that he was going a piece of real 
experience; and nothing could more efectually prevent such an 

impression than the intrusion of the author's private opinions in 

the dialogue. 

-HENRIK IBSEN 

It'sĳ veyĳ doubtfulĳ thatĳ Shakespeareĳ wasĳ tyingĳ toĳ proveĳ anythingĳ aboutĳ
jealousyĳ inĳ Othello, orĳ aboutĳ ambitionĳ inĳMacbeth. Itĳ isĳ equallyĳ doubtfulĳ
thatĳ Raging Bull wasĳ designedĳ solelyĳ toĳ teachĳ theĳ audienceĳ theĳ evilsĳ ofĳ
jealousy,ĳorĳ thatĳMoonstruck wasĳmeantĳtoĳindictĳrelationshipsĳofĳquestion­
ableĳ origin.ĳ Aĳ themeĳ isĳ thatĳ areaĳ ofĳ theĳ "humanĳ dilemma"ĳ thatĳ theĳauthorĳ
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hasĳ chosenĳ toĳ exploreĳ fromĳaĳ varietyĳ ofĳ anglesĳ andĳ inĳ aĳ complex,ĳ realistic,ĳ

andĳ believableĳ way.ĳ Aĳ storyĳ canĳ haveĳ somewhatĳ differentĳ meaningsĳ forĳ

differentĳ people,ĳ forĳ eachĳ ofĳ usĳ bringsĳ personalĳ attitudesĳ andĳ experiencesĳ

toĳbearĳonĳtheĳinterpretationĳofĳtheĳwork.ĳ Weĳindĳtheĳclueĳtoĳ interpretationĳ
inĳ theĳwayĳ theĳ storyĳends.ĳ

Anotherĳ aspectĳofĳthemeĳtoĳkeepĳinĳmindĳisĳthatĳitĳappliesĳ toĳtheĳentiretyĳ
ofĳ theĳ screenplay,ĳ notĳ justĳ toĳ theĳ protagonist.ĳ Eachĳ ofĳ theĳ subplotsĳ isĳ aĳ
variationĳonĳ theĳ themeĳofĳ theĳ story,ĳwithĳ aĳdifferentĳconlictĳandĳresolutionĳ
ofĳ itsĳown.ĳ Evenĳ thoughĳ theĳ subplotĳhasĳaĳdifferentĳconlictĳandĳresolution,ĳ
theĳ underlyingĳ "subject"ĳ ofĳ theĳ subplotĳ isĳ theĳ sameĳ asĳ theĳ themeĳ ofĳ theĳ

mainĳ storyĳ line.ĳ
Forĳ instance,ĳ inĳMoonstruck, theĳ title-or,ĳ ifĳ youĳ wish,ĳ infatuation-isĳ

theĳ theme.ĳ Whetherĳitĳ leadsĳ toĳ trueĳ romanceĳorĳ not,ĳ eachĳofĳ theĳ signiicantĳ
charactersĳ inĳ theĳ storyĳ isĳ moonstruck.ĳ Ronnyĳ andĳ Lorettaĳ areĳ obviouslyĳ
bothĳ infatuated,ĳ butĳ soĳ areĳ theĳ mother,ĳ theĳ father,ĳ and,ĳ inĳ anĳ oddĳ sortĳ ofĳ
way,ĳ Johnny,ĳ whoĳ isĳmoreĳ infatuatedĳwithĳ theĳnotionĳofĳ loveĳ andĳ devotionĳ
thanĳheĳisĳwithĳtheĳfeelingĳofĳitĳorĳinĳfollowingĳthroughĳonĳit.ĳ InĳRocky, eachĳ
ofĳ theĳ signiicantĳ charaTtersĳ isĳ strivingĳ toĳ proveĳ himselfĳ "goodĳ enough."ĳ

Rocky'sĳ centralĳ storyĳ isĳ aboutĳ beingĳ goodĳ enoughĳ toĳ getĳ inĳ theĳ ringĳ withĳ

theĳheavyweightĳchampion,ĳbutĳhisĳopponent,ĳhisĳcoach,ĳhisĳgirlfriend,ĳandĳ
herĳbrotherĳ areĳallĳ strugglingĳwithĳvariationsĳonĳbeingĳ goodĳenough.ĳ

Eachĳ subplot,ĳ then,ĳ hasĳ itsĳ ownĳ conlictĳ regardingĳ theĳ sameĳ subjectį
theĳ themeĳ andĳ variations-andĳhasĳ itsĳ ownĳ resolutionĳ ofĳ thatĳ conlict.ĳ Inĳ
thisĳwayĳ theĳauthorĳbroadensĳ andĳ deepensĳ theĳmeaningĳ andĳ impactĳofĳ theĳ
work,ĳ andĳhelpsĳ toĳuniversalizeĳtheĳdrama.ĳ



UNITV 

The structural unity of the parts is such that, f any one of them 

is displaced or removed, the whole will be disjointed and dis­

turbed. For a thing whose presence or absence makes no visible 

dfference is not an organic part of the whole. 

-ARISTOTLE 

Ultimately, what you are trying to do-as I said, structure is 

crucial-is to ind what the story's going to be: the ultimate, 

basic thread that you can hang everything else on. Once I have 

the spine of the piece, and everything that can be threaded to 

hang of that spine, that is it. f I can use it, super. f I can't 

use it, no matter how good the material is, it has to go. 

-WILLIAM GOLDMAN 

j wingĳperhapsĳ toĳ theĳphysicalĳ formĳ ofĳ theirĳ theater,ĳ theĳ Greeksĳ setĳ

theĳ entireĳ actionĳ ofĳ theirĳplaysĳ inĳ aĳ singleĳ locale,ĳ usuallyĳ theĳ en­
Ġranceĳ toĳ aĳ royalĳpalace.ĳ Theyĳalsoĳ limitedĳ theĳ dramaticĳpassageĳofĳ

timeĳ toĳ aĳ singleĳday.ĳ Theseĳpracticesĳ cameĳ toĳ beĳ knownĳ asĳ theĳ unitiesĳ ofĳ
placeĳ andĳ time.ĳ �rissotleĳ laddĳ downĳ theĳ ruleĳ forĳ unityĳ o[ĳ action,ĳ ċuĄtedĳ
above,ĳ whichĳ statesĳ thasĳmaterialĳ notĳ essentialĳ toĳ theĳ developmentĳ ofĳ theĳ
plotĳshouldĳbeĳ eliminated.ĳ

buildingĳaĳ storyĳforĳaĳilm,ĳ theĳ screenwriterĳmustĳadhereĳ toĳoneĳofĳ theĳ
threeĳunities,ĳbutĳnotĳallĳthree.ĳ Oneĳofĳ theĳgreatĳaspectsĳofĳilmĳisĳitsĳabilityĳ
toĳ transportĳ theĳ audienceĳ fromĳ placeĳ toĳ place,ĳ andĳ toĳ ellipse,ĳ repeat,ĳ orĳ
evenĳreverseĳtime.ĳTherefore,ĳ forĳmostĳilms,ĳ theĳunityĳthatĳhelpsĳgiveĳshapeĳ
toĳ theĳ rawĳmaterialĳofĳ theĳ storyĳ isĳ theĳ unityĳ ofĳ action.ĳ Atĳ itsĳ simplest,ĳ thisĳ
isĳ theĳ reasonĳweĳneedĳoneĳ centralĳcharacterĳinĳmostĳ ilmĳ stories.ĳ Thatĳ oneĳ
character'sĳpursuitĳ ofĳ herĳ objectiveĳcreatesĳ thisĳ unityĳ ofĳ action;ĳ theĳ story,ĳ
then,ĳ followsĳ theĳcharacterĳ inĳpursuitĳofĳherĳ goal.ĳ
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Thusĳ theĳ tellingĳofĳ aĳ storyĳbecomesĳtheĳ sequenceĳofĳ eventsĳ thatĳhappenĳ
toĳ aĳ centralĳcharacterĳinĳactiveĳpursuitĳofĳ anĳobçective.ĳ Evenĳwhenĳtimeĳisĳ

notĳ followed-byĳ meansĳ ofĳ lashbacks,ĳ lash-forwards,ĳ reversalsĳ ofĳ time,ĳ
recollections,ĳ andĳallĳ theĳotherĳwaysĳinĳwhichĳ theĳilmĳstorytellerĳcanĳvaryĳ
timeĳoutĳofĳ theĳ strictlyĳchronological-theĳunityĳ ofĳ theĳ character'sĳpursuitĳ

ofĳ hisĳ goalĳ keepsĳ theĳaudienceĳorientedĳandĳmakesĳ theĳ storyĳ seemĳ "allĳ ofĳ
aĳ piece."ĳ Theĳ sameĳ canĳ beĳ doneĳwithĳplace-weĳcanĳ goĳ halfwayĳ aroundĳ
theĳ worldĳ andĳ backĳ againĳ fromĳ oneĳ sceneĳ toĳ theĳ newt,ĳ orĳ weĳ canĳ followĳ
eventsĳ thatĳareĳunfoldingĳsimultaneouslyĳinĳtwoĳdifferentĳlocations.ĳ Yetĳsoĳ
longĳasĳthereĳisĳunityĳofĳaction,ĳ theĳaudienceĳwillĳbeĳableĳtoĳstayĳgroundedĳ
andĳparticipatingĳinĳtheĳ story.ĳ

Itĳ isĳ entirelyĳ possible,ĳ thoughĳ infrequentlyĳ triedĳ andĳ rarelyĳ successful,ĳ

toĳ µuildĳ aĳ storyĳ aroundĳ theĳ unitiesĳ ofĳ timeĳ orĳ place.ĳ (­eeĳ theĳ analysesĳ ofĳ

Rashomon andĳ Diner, pagesĳ 240 andĳ 227 respectively,ĳ forĳ moreĳ detailedĳ
discussion.)ĳ Inĳ theseĳ sortsĳofĳmovies,ĳthereĳ isĳnoĳneedĳ forĳ aĳ singleĳcentralĳ
characterĳwhoseĳactionĳweĳfollowĳasĳtheĳstoryĳunfolds.ĳInĳplaceĳofĳthatĳunity,ĳ
weĳ canĳhaveĳ aĳ locationĳ (asĳ inĳDiner orĳNashville) aroundĳwhichĳ theĳactionĳ
isĳ cÇntered.ĳ thisĳ socialĳ andĳ atmosphericĳ contewt,ĳ theĳ audienceĳ isĳ
stillĳableĳtoĳparticipateĳ inĳtheĳvariousĳ inteĒwiningĳstories.ĳ ¤orĳ theĳunityĳofĳ

timeĳtoĳfocusĳaĳstoryĳ (asĳinĳRashomon orĳitsĳAmericanĳremakeĳasĳaĳwestern,ĳ
The Outrage), aĳsingleĳoverridinglyĳimportantĳeventĳbecomesĳtheĳfocalĳcen­
terĳ ofĳ theĳ story.ĳ Theĳ variousĳcharacters'ĳperspectivesĳ onĳ thatĳ eventĳ makeĳ
theĳ storyĳ stillĳseemĳ"allĳofĳ aĳpiece."ĳ



EX POSITION 

One of the tricks is to have the exposition conveyed in a scene of 

colict, so that a character is forced to say things you want the 

audience to know-as, for example, f he is defending himsef 

against somebody's attack, his words of defense seem Justiied 

even though his words are actually expositoryĳwords. Something 

appears to be happening, so the audience believes it is witnessing 

a scene (which it is), not listening to expository speeches. Humor 

is another way of getting exposition across. 

-ERNEST LEHMAN 

actsĳ notĳ evidentĳ toĳ theĳ audienceĳ fromĳ theĳ unfoldingĳ eventsĳ onĳ

screen,ĳ butĳ factsĳ ofĳ whichĳ theyĳmustĳbeĳmadeĳaware,ĳ areĳhandledĳ
byĳ theĳ deviceĳ calledĳ exposition. Theseĳ factsĳ mayĳ beĳ thingsĳ thatĳ

haveĳhappenedĳinĳtheĳpast,ĳ beforeĳ theĳactionĳofĳ theĳ storyĳbegins;ĳ theyĳmayĳ
beĳfeelings,ĳdesires,ĳshortcomings,ĳ orĳ aspirationsĳofĳ theĳ characters;ĳ orĳ theyĳ
mayĳbeĳtheĳspeciicĳcircumstancesĳandĳ"worldĳofĳtheĳstory"ĳ thatĳhelpĳcreateĳ
theĳ story'sĳpremise.ĳ

Theĳproblemĳwithĳexpositionĳisĳ thatĳ itĳ isĳonlyĳnecessaryĳtoĳtheĳaudience;ĳ

itĳ isĳ notĳwhatĳ theĳcharactersĳneedĳ toĳknowĳ forĳ themselvesĳ inĳ theĳ courseĳ ofĳ
theĳstory.ĳ Mostĳexpositionĳrevealsĳwhatĳtheĳ charactersĳalreadyĳknowĳ (theirĳ
oĩnĳ pastĳ andĳ ceocĥmqtSlces�,ĳ butĳ weĳ muqtĳ gāowĳ too,ĳ toĳ getĳ tÛeĳ Òvlleėtĳ
experienceĳofĳtheirĳstoryĳandĳactions.ĳExpositionĳshouldĳbeĳusedĳsparingly,ĳ
becauseĳ itĳ isĳ aĳ narrativeĳ deviceĳ ratherĳ thanĳ aĳ dramaticĳ one.ĳ Overuseĳ ofĳ
expositionĳ quicklyĳbecomesĳtediousĳ forĳ theĳ av¼ience.ĳ Theĳ noviceĳ screen­
writerĳmayĳbeĳ surprisedĳbyĳhowĳlittleĳ expositionĳ isĳ needed,ĳ particularlyĳ inĳ
theĳ beginningĳ ofĳ aĳ ilm.ĳ Theĳ audienceĳ quicklyĳgraspsĳ theĳ essentialsĳ ofĳ aĳ
situationĳwithoutĳaĳ lotĳofĳ preliminayĳbackgroundĳmaterial.ĳ

Thisĳ isĳ notĳ toĳ sayĳ thatĳ expositionĳ canĳ beĳ eliminated;ĳ itĳ isĳ anĳ essentialĳ
ingredientĳinĳcookingĳupĳaĳgoodĳstory,ĳbutĳitĳshouldĳbeĳusedĳasĳaĳspice,ĳnotĳ
aĳ iller.ĳ Mostĳ storiesĳ requioeĳ atĳ leastĳ someĳ expositoyĳ informationĳ inĳ orderĳ
toĳgetĳmoving,ĳ andĳoverĳ theĳcenturies,ĳ dramatistsĳhaveĳbeenĳ supplyingĳ thisĳ
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inĳ aĳ numberĳ ofĳ ways.ĳ Greekĳ playsĳ oftenĳ openedĳ withĳ aĳ formalĳ chorusĳ inĳ

whichĳtheĳhistoricalĳeventsĳleadingĳupĳ toĳtheĳplayĳwereĳreviewed.ĳTheĳpro­
logueĳ orĳ chorusĳ hasĳ survivedĳ theĳ theaterĳ inĳ theĳ formĳ ofĳ aĳ narratorĳ orĳ
characterĳwhoĳ talksĳdirectlyĳ toĳ theĳaudience,ĳ asĳ inĳWilder'sĳOur Town andĳ
Williams'sĳ The Glass Menagerie. 

Theĳilmĳcounterpartĳofĳtheĳnarratorĳorĳchorusĳisĳtheĳvoice-overĳnarration,ĳ

oftenĳbyĳtheĳcentralĳcharacter.ĳWhenĳexpertlyĳhandled,ĳasĳ BillyĳWilderĳdidĳ

inĳSunset Boulevard andĳDouble Indemnity, thisĳcanĳbeĳaĳveryĳe^ectiveĳtool,ĳ
butĳ itĳ isĳ notĳ theĳ toolĳ ofĳ firstĳchoiceĳunderĳmostĳ circumstances.ĳ Expositionĳ
canĳusuallyĳbeĳ madeĳmoreĳ engrossingĳ ifĳ itĳ isĳreveale½ĳ inĳ conAict,ĳ andĳ thisĳ

isĳ theĳ mostĳ widelyĳ practicedĳ methodĳ ofĳ handlingĳ it.ĳ Theĳ expositoryĳ infor­
mationĳ thenĳ becomesĳ aĳ sortĳ ofĳ by�productĳ ofĳ aĳ sceneĳ thatĳ isĳ dramaticallyĳ
interestingĳinĳ iuself.ĳ

Forĳexample,ĳ inĳ theĳopeningĳsequenceĳofĳAmadeus, Salieriĳ givesĳaĳ greatĳ

dealĳ ofĳ backgroundĳ informationĳ aboutĳhimselfĳ andĳ ©ozaruĳ asĳ heĳ isĳ tryingĳ
toĳ tellĳ theĳ youngĳpriestĳwhoĳheĳ is.ĳ Butĳbecauseĳ theseĳ scenesĳ areĳ aboutĳ theĳ
priest'sĳdesireĳtoĳhearĳSalieri'rĳconfessionĳandĳtoĳgrantĳhimĳabsolution,ĳ andĳ
becauseĳtheĳpriestĳisĳjustĳasĳ impatientĳtoĳgetĳoĂĳwithĳitĳasĳSalieriĳisĳanxiousĳ
toĳ haveĳ hisĳ tunesĳ remembere¾,ĳ theĳ scenesĳ areĳ ¿ramaticallyĳ richĳ andĳ ful­
illingĳ forĳ theĳ audience.ĳ Theĳ expositionĳisĳ "snuckĳ onĳ theĳ audience;ĳ itĳ
isĳmerelyĳsomethingĳweĳlearnĳwhileĳweĳareĳengrossedĳinĳtheĳconAictĳbetweenĳ

twoĳinterestingĳcharacterr.ĳ

tacticĳ isĳ toĳ thruĘtĳ theĳaudienceĳ intoĳ theĳ storyĳandĳmakeĳ itĳworkĳ
toĳ igureĳoutĳ theĳpast,ĳ theĳ relationships,ĳ andĳ theĳcircumstancesĳbehindĳtheĳ

scenesĳ beingĳ shown.ĳ Forĳexample,ĳ The 400 Blows opensĳwithĳ Antoineĳ al­
readyĳ gettingĳhimselfĳ intoĳ trouble,ĳ showingĳ theĳmischiefĳ andĳ theĳhumorĳ inĳ
hisĳcharacter,ĳ andĳ theĳnatureĳ ofĳhisĳ friendshipĳwithĳRenX.ĳ Atĳ irstĳweĳ canĳ
onlyĳguessĳaboutĳAntoine'sĳ reasonsĳforĳbeingĳmischievous;ĳ weĳareĳmadeĳtoĳ
workĳtoĳtryĳtoĳigureĳitĳout.ĳ Onceĳheĳisĳhomeĳwithĳhisĳmotherĳandĳhisĳnightlyĳ

routineĳ andĳ weĳ seeĳ theĳ expositionĳ ofĳ hisĳ livingĳ circumstances,ĳ weĳ areĳ al­
readyĳhookedĳonĳ theĳboyĳ andĳhisĳplight.ĳ

Inĳ otherĳ words,ĳ theĳ expositionĳ shouldĳ usuallyĳ beĳ delayeÀĳ asĳ longĳ asĳ
possible.ĳ If,ĳ atĳ theĳ sameĳ time,ĳ theĳaudienceĳ isĳtantalizedĳwithĳ littleĳ bitsĳ ofĳ
informationĳ thatĳpointĳforwardĳtoĳfutureĳrevelationsĳorĳ informationĳthatĳ theĳ
audienceĳ wantsĳ toĳ grasp,ĳ thisĳ leadsĳ toĳ audienceĳ interestĳ inĳ theĳ charactersĳ
andĳ theirĳ actions.ĳ Psingĳ actionsĳ ofĳtheĳ charactersĳ thatĳ allowĳ theĳ audienceĳ
toĳexperienceĳandĳdiscoverĳ forĳ itselfĳtheĳwho,ĳ what,ĳ where,ĳ when,ĳ andĳwhyĳ
ofĳtheĳcharactersĳisĳ anĳextremelyĳusefulĳwayĳofĳaccomplishingĳexposition.ĳ

Anotherĳefectiveĳtechniqueĳisĳtoĳuseĳhumor,ĳ ideallyĳinĳconjunctionĳwithĳ
con�ict.ĳ Forĳ example,ĳ inĳChinatown itĳbecomesĳnecessaryĳ forĳ Jakeĳ toĳ indĳ
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outĳwhoĳownsĳallĳtheĳlandĳ inĳtheĳvalleyĳ thatĳ isĳatĳtheĳ centerĳofĳtheĳmystery.ĳ
Heĳ goesĳ toĳ theĳ hallĳ ofĳ recordsĳ andĳ looksĳ theĳ informationĳ upĳ inĳ hugeĳ platĳ
books�potentiallyĳ oneĳ ofĳ theĳ mostĳ boringĳ ofĳ allĳ possibleĳ scenes,ĳ yetĳ oneĳ

thatĳ isĳessentialĳtoĳtheĳunravelingĳofĳ theĳstory.ĳWhenĳlakeĳasksĳfąrĳ theĳplatĳ

booksĳ fromĳanĳ oficiousĳ andĳ impatientĳ littleĳclerk,ĳaĳ conlictĳ isĳ establishedĳ

betweenĳtheĳtwoĳcharacters.ĳTheĳclerk'sĳreluctanceĳtoĳrevealĳ informationĳtoĳ
lakeĳ (andĳ us)ĳ makesĳ himĳ (andĳ us)ĳ workĳ toĳ getĳ it.ĳ Whenĳ lakeĳ asksĳ forĳ aĳ
ruler,ĳweĳ don'tĳ quiteĳunderstandĳwhatĳ he'sĳ upĳ to,ĳ butĳ whenĳ hisĳ littleĳ trickĳ
worksĳ andĳ theĳ clerk,ĳ weĳ areĳ pleasedĳ andĳ amused.ĳ Andĳ alongĳ theĳ
way,ĳweĳlearnĳallĳ theĳ informationĳweĳneed.ĳ Insteadĳofĳbeingĳaĳboringĳsceneĳ
ofĳ aĳ manĳ lookingĳ informationĳ upĳ inĳ aĳ book,ĳ thisĳ sceneĳ isĳ turnedĳ intoĳ anĳ
enjoyableĳandĳmemorableĳmoment,ĳoneĳthatĳexpandsĳourĳaffectionĳandĳad­
mirationĳ forĳlake.ĳ

Theĳ inexperiencedĳ screenwriterĳ oftenĳ triesĳ toĳ crowdĳ aĳ lotĳ ofĳ expositionĳ
intoĳ theĳ beginningĳ ofĳ aĳ script.ĳ Thisĳ resultsĳ inĳ aĳ staticĳ openingĳ thatĳ boresĳ
theĳaudienceĳbeforeĳtheĳ storyĳ itselfĳbeginsĳ toĳmove.ĳ Aĳfarĳbetterĳtacticĳ isĳtoĳ
useĳhinġsĳandĳpartialĳ revelations,ĳlittleĳmysteriesĳandĳ puzzles,ĳdenialsĳandĳ
conlictingĳ opinionsĳ ofĳ charactersĳaboutĳexpositionalĳ matters.ĳ Allĳ ofĳ theseĳ
areĳ waysĳ toĳ makeĳ theĳ audienceĳ workĳ (andĳ thereforeĳ participate)ĳ toĳ gatherĳ

itsĳbackgroundĳknowledgeĳ ofĳ theĳ eventsĳ onĳ screen.ĳ Byĳ gettingĳ onĳwithĳ theĳ

storyĳandĳ lettingĳ theĳaudienceĳdiscoverĳtheĳmajorityĳ ofĳ theĳ expositionĳ asĳ itĳ

unfolds,ĳtheĳscreenwriterĳbecomesĳableĳtoĳputĳ theĳcharactersĳinĳactiveĳpur­
suitĳofĳtheirĳdailyĳlivesĳandĳletĳusĳuncoverĳtheĳmysteriesĳbehindĳthoseĳlives.ĳ

Aĳfewĳrulesĳofĳthumbĳmightĳbeĳkeptĳ inĳmindĳwhenĳdealingĳwithĳtheĳneedĳ
forĳexposition:ĳ

1 .  Eliminateĳexpositionĳthatĳisn'tĳessentialĳorĳthatĳwillĳsoonĳbecomeĳclearĳ

inĳ theĳ courseĳ ofĳ theĳ stoy.ĳ

2 .  Presentĳnecessaryĳ expositionĳ inĳ scenesĳ thatĳ containĳ conlictĳ and,ĳ pos­
si¶ly,ĳ humor.ĳ

3 .  Postponeĳusingĳexpositoryĳmaterialĳwheneverĳpossibleĳuntilĳlaterĳ inĳ theĳ
story,ĳandĳ thenĳ revealĳ itĳ atĳ itsĳmomentĳ ofĳmaximumĳdramaticĳ impact.ĳ

4 .  Pseĳ anĳ eyedropperĳ insteadĳofĳ aĳladleĳwheneverĳ youĳdoleĳ outĳ theĳ nec­
essaryĳexposition.ĳ



C H ARA CTER I Z ATI O N  

When you are drawing characters to serve a plot purpose, you 

tend to get lat, stereotyped, unliving characters. 

-TOM RICKMAN 

e haraÉĢerizationĳandĳstoryĳareĳinterdependentĳonĳtheĳscreen,ĳandĳtheĳ

tieĳ thatĳ bindsĳ themĳ togetherĳ isĳ theĳ objective-whatĳ aĳ characterĳ

wants-forĳ thatĳ isĳ theĳ foundationĳ onĳ whichĳ theĳ writerĳ buildsĳ andĳ

leshesĳoutĳeachĳofĳ theĳcharacters.ĳTheĳobjectivesĳofĳ theĳvariousĳcharactersĳ
determineĳ theĳ courseĳofĳ eventsĳandĳ areĳ theĳkeyĳ toĳunderstandingĳtheĳchar­
actersĳ andĳ theirĳ behavior.ĳ evenĳbeyondĳthat,ĳ objectivesĳ leadĳ directlyĳ
toĳtheĳ ofĳtheĳstorĬ,ĳasĳtheĳpeopleĳinvolvedĳtryĳ variousĳmeansĳ
ofĳ attainingĳ theirĳ goals.ĳ

InĳCasablanca, Rick'sĳobjectiveĳisĳquiteĳclearlyĳstated:ĳ "Iĳstickĳmyĳneckĳ
outĳ forĳ noĳ man�"ĳ Theĳ lastĳ thingĳ thatĳ Rickĳ wantsĳ isĳ toĳ getĳ involved;ĳ hisĳ

pursuitĳ ofĳ thatĳ "personalĳ isolationism"ĳ createsĳ manyĳ ofĳ theĳ eventsĳ ofĳ theĳ

story,ĳ asĳhisĳwillĳ toĳ remainĳuninvolvedĳisĳ testedĳwithĳ everĳ increasingĳpres­
sureĳ fromĳ allĳ thoseĳ aroundĳhim.ĳ InĳRocky, Rocky'sĳ objectiveĳ isĳ toĳbeĳgoodĳ

enoughĳ toĳ getĳ inĳ theĳ ringĳ withĳ theĳ heavyweightĳ champion.ĳ ¦isĳ pursuitĳ ofĳ
thatĳ goalĳ determinesĳ howĳ theĳ plotĳ unfoldsĳ andĳ revealsĳ theĳ natureĳ ofĳ hisĳ
character.ĳ The 400 Blows, Antoineĳwantsĳ toĳindĳhisĳplaceĳ inĳtheĳworld,ĳ

someplaceĳheĳ isĳwantedĳ andĳappreciated.ĳ Hisĳ pursuitĳ ofĳthatĳobjectiveĳ re­
vealsĳaĳgreatĳdealĳ aboutĳ theĳ mischievoĦsĳ sideĳandĳtheĳ troubledĳ sideĳofĳhisĳ
character,ĳ andĳ helpsĳ toĳ createĳ theĳ sequenceĳ ofĳ eventsĳ thatĳ makesĳ upĳ theĳ
story.ĳ

Thereĳareĳalsoĳsupericialĳtraitsĳthatĳhelpĳtoĳdepictĳcharacter-language,ĳ
mannerĳ ofĳ speaking,ĳ dress,ĳ gesture,ĳ physicalĳ condition,ĳ mannerisms,ĳ andĳ
soĳon.ĳ Butĳ theĳ keyĳfactorĳ stillĳcomesĳbackĳ toĳ theĳ character�sĳobèectiveĳ andĳ
theĳ meansĳ employedĳ toĳ attainĳ it.ĳ Manyĳ ofĳ theĳ lessĳ impoēantĳ facetsĳ ofĳ aĳ
personalityĳ `owĳfromĳthisĳUentralĳandĳcontrollingĳelement,ĳ andĳ Uanĳ beĳ dex
terminedĳ toĳ someĳdegreeĳbyĳ theĳ actor'sĳ interpretationĳ ofĳtheĳ role.ĳ Butĳ onlyĳ
thÈĳ screenwriterĳ canĳ beĳ responsibleĳ forĳ theĳ mainspringĳ ofĳ theĳ character'sĳ
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behaviorĳ thatĳ enablesĳ theĳ actor'sĳinterpretation.ĳ Soĳ clearlyĳ itĳ isĳ importantĳ
toĳhaveĳ theĳobjectivesĳinĳmindĳwhenĳ attemptingĳ toĳcreateĳcharacters.ĳ

Aĳ commonĳmistakeĳ ofĳ theĳ noviceĳ screenwriterĳ isĳ toĳ confuseĳ character­

isticsĳwithĳcharacterization,ĳ toĳ feelĳ thatĳ byĳ givingĳattributesĳ toĳaĳ character,ĳ

oneĳ hasĳ alsoĳ givenĳ personality.ĳ Toĳ beĳ tall,ĳ short,ĳ fat,ĳ thin,ĳ bald,ĳ orĳ wild­

hairedĳ isĳ merelyĳ aĳ characteristicĳ thatĳ revealsĳ noĳ moreĳ ofĳ theĳ innerĳ lifeĳ ofĳ
theĳ characterĳ thanĳ theĳ colorĳ ofĳ aĳ Tarĳ revealsĳ theĳ powerĳ ofĳ itsĳ engine.ĳ Theĳ
essentialĳ ingredientĳ thatĳ theseĳ characteristicsĳ lackĳ isĳ theĳ attitudeĳ ofĳ theĳ
characterĳ towardĳ theĳ attribute.ĳ Aĳ characterĳcanĳ beĳ describedĳ asĳ havingĳ aĳ
bigĳnose,ĳandĳitĳtellsĳusĳnothingĳofĳhisĳinnerĳ ButĳinĳCyrano de Bergerac, 

theĳprotagonist'sĳhugeĳnoseĳ isĳ veryĳmuchĳ aĳpartĳ ofĳ hisĳ characterizationĳ forĳ
theĳ simpleĳreasonĳthatĳ itĳisĳ toĳhisĳattitudeĳ towardĳ himself.ĳ Hisĳnoseĳ
isĳ theĳ sourceĳ ofĳh isĳ senseĳofĳ inferioČityĳ andĳ hisĳ senseĳ ofĳ superiority;ĳ itĳ isĳ aĳ
drivingĳ forceĳ becindĳ whatĳ heĳ hasĳ eĪcelledĳ at,ĳ andĳ behindĳ hisĳ fears.ĳ Weĳ

comeĳtoĳseeĳCyrano'sĳnoseĳ³sĳaĳcWntralĳformativeĳelementĳo\ĳhisĳentireĳbeing,ĳ

thusĳmakingĳtheĳcharacteristicĳaĳwindowĳintoĳtheĳinnerĳlifeĳofĳtheĳcharacter.ĳ
Althoughĳnotĳal lĳphysicañĳ attributesĳandĳ physicalĳ affectsĳareĳquiteĳsoĳover­
riding,ĳ theĳ basicĳ lessonĳ remainsĳ true:ĳ theĳ character'sĳ attitudeĳ towardĳ anyĳ
ofĳtheseĳconditionsĳisĳwhatĳmustĳbeĳprovidedĳinĳtheĳstoryĳifĳcharacterizationĳ
isĳ toĳlower.ĳ

Itĳ isĳ notĳ onlyĳ theĳprotagonistĳofĳ aĳ storyĳwhoĳhasĳ anĳ objectiveĳ thatĳ helpsĳ

formĳaĳ Otherĳmaéorĳcharactersĳhaveĳtheirĳownĳdesires,ĳandĳ
conlictingĳdesiresĳareĳtheĳstuffĳofĳdrama.ĳ NurseĳRatchedĳwantsĳtoĳdominateĳ
allĳ ofĳ theĳ menĳ inĳ herĳ chargeĳ inĳ One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest. Itĳ isĳ theĳ

head-to-headĳ confõictĳ betweenĳ herĳ andĳ theĳ free-spiritedĳ McMurphyĳ thatĳ
createsĳ theĳstoryĳasĳwellĳasĳ rÊvealsĳ theĳessentialĳcharacterĳ ofĳeachĳofĳthem.ĳ
InĳBody Heat, Nedĳwantsĳ toĳhaveĳandĳsustainĳanĳaffairĳwithĳMatty,ĳ butĳ sheĳ
hasĳherĳownĳagendaĳthatĳinvolvesĳtricks,ĳlies,ĳmanipulation,ĳandĳseduction.ĳ
Atĳ theĳ sameĳ time,ĳ Oscarĳ andĳLowensteinĳwanòĳ 10 unravelĳ theĳmysteryĳ sur­
roundingĳ theĳdeathĳofĳ Matty'sĳhusband,ĳEdmund.ĳ Theseĳ forcesĳcoó l ideĳanÁĳ
createĳ theĳ story,ĳ puģtingĳ pressureĳ onĳtheĳ charactersĳ toĳ revealĳ theirĳ innerĳ
selves.ĳ Thisĳ isĳ theĳ essenceĳ ofĳ characterization,ĳ theĳ revelationĳ ofĳ theĳ innerĳ
lifeĳ ofĳ theĳ character.ĳ ®heirĳ actions,ĳ whichĳ areĳ basedĳ onĳ theirĳ wantsĳ orĳ
objectives,ĳ formĳ oučĳ condudtĳ toĳ understandingĳ theĳ innerĳ lifeĳ ofĳ theĳ
characters.ĳ

Oersonalitiesĳcanĳbeĳdepictedĳonĳ theĳ foundationĳofĳ suchĳdesires,ĳ andĳonĳ
conlictingĳ desiresĳscenesĳ canĳbeĳ built.ĳ Theĳconlictĳmayĳbeĳ noĳmoreĳ thanĳ
aĳslightĳfrictionĳofĳtemperamentsĳ grateĳuponĳeachĳother,ĳorĳitĳmayĳdepictĳ
anĳoverwheômingĳclashĳofĳwillpower;ĳ butĳwithoutĳatĳ leastĳ someĳmeasureĳ ofĳ
con]hictĳaĳ sceneĳwillĳ surelyĳbeĳ lifeless.ĳ
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Aĳ delightfulĳ sceneĳ inĳ Intimate Lighting (aĳwonderfulĳ ilmĳ fromĳ Czecho­

slovakia,ĳ whichĳunfortunatelyĳ isĳ notĳ availableĳ onĳ videoĳ atĳ theĳ timeĳ ofĳ thisĳ
writing)ĳ isĳ builtĳ onĳ aĳ seeminglyĳ simpleĳlittleĳconlict.ĳ Aĳ countryĳ familyĳ ofĳ
]áve,ĳ ofĳquiteĳmodestĳmeans,ĳhaveĳtwoĳdinnerĳguestsĳfromĳtheĳbigĳcityĳwhomĳ
theyĳ wishĳ toĳ treatĳ wellĳ andĳ impress.ĳ Aĳ chickenĳ isĳ cookedĳ andĳ served,ĳ butĳ

thereĳareĳ onlyĳ sixĳ pieces.ĳ theĳ sceneĳ hilariouslyĳunfolds,ĳ everyĳpieceĳ ofĳ

chickenĳchangesĳplatesĳseveralĳtimesĳ inĳ theĳ family'sĳattemptĳ toĳ serveĳ theĳ
foodĳequitablyĳandĳwithĳ respectĳ toĳstatus.ĳ Inĳ theĳprocess,ĳ theĳ interrelation­

shipsĳ ofĳ allĳ theĳ familyĳmembers,ĳ asĳwellĳ asĳ withĳ theirĳ guests,ĳ areĳ revealedĳ
moreĳ poeticallyĳ andĳ cinematicallyĳ thanĳ ifĳ thereĳ hadĳ beenĳ aĳ hugeĳ familyĳ
blow�out.ĳ

Di^eringĳpersonalities,ĳ asĳ wellĳ asĳ opposingĳobjectives,ĳ canĳsetĳconlictsĳ
inĳ motion.ĳ Thisĳ meansĳ theĳ screenwriterĳ mustĳ thoroughlyĳ understandĳ hisĳ
characters-everythingĳaboutĳthem,ĳasĳifĳtheyĳwereĳcloseĳpersonalĳacquain­
tanºes.ĳ Inĳ fact,ĳ theĳ screenwriterĳshouldĳ knowĳ aĳ greatĳ dealĳmoreĳ aboutĳ theĳ

importantĳ charactersĳ thanĳ canĳ possiblyĳ Øtĳ intoĳ theĳ story.ĳ Onlyĳ byĳ under­

standingĳtheĳdeeplyĳrootedĳdesiresĳofĳtheĳcharactersĳcanĳtheĳwriterĳplausiblyĳ

depictĳ theirĳmotives,ĳ makingĳ theĳcharactersĳbelievableĳ andĳ theirĳ behaviorĳ
naturalĳ andĳ consistent.ĳ Andĳ onlyĳ byĳ knowingĳ moreĳ aboutĳ theĳ charactersĳ
thanĳcanĳpossfblyĳbeĳ usedĳ inĳ theĳ storyĳ canĳ theĳ screenwrfterĳmakeĳaĳ scriptĳ
richĳandĳ full,ĳ livelyĳandĳ lifelike,ĳ texturedĳand,ĳ ultimately,ĳ believable.ĳ

Itĳ isĳ aĳ goodĳ ideaĳ toĳ rememberĳ thatĳ theĳ charactersĳ don'tĳ knowĳ whoĳ theĳ
protagonistĳ is,ĳ whoĳ theĳ antagonistĳ is,ĳ andĳwhoĳ theĳ supportingĳ playersĳ are.ĳ

£achĳ characterĳ isĳ theĳ centralĳ characterĳ ofĳ hisĳ ownĳ lifeĳ andĳ behavesĳ ac­
cordingly.ĳ Thisĳ ideaĳ isĳ theĳ genesisĳ ofĳ theĳ stageĳ playĳ andĳ subsequentĳ ilm,ĳ

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead. Theseĳ twoĳminorĳ charactersĳ fromĳ
Hamlet believeĳtheyĳareĳatĳtheĳcenterĳofĳtheirĳstory,ĳasĳ indeedĳtheyĳare,ĳandĳ
theirĳactionsĳbasedĳonĳ thisĳbeliefĳcreateĳtheirĳ story.ĳ

Aĳ secondaryĳ characterĳ whoĳ knowsĳ herĳ relativeĳ unimportanceĳ (or,ĳ moreĳ
precisely,ĳ isĳwrittenĳ inĳ suchĳ aĳwayĳ asĳ toĳ beĳ awareĳ ofĳ herĳ unimportance)ĳ isĳ
unlikelyĳtoĳcomeĳtoĳlifeĳonĳtheĳpageĳandĳonĳtheĳscreen.ĳButĳaĳcharacterĳwhoĳ
doesĳnotĳknowĳsheĳisĳsecondaryĳisĳ"reluctant"ĳtoĳbeĳpartĳofĳtheĳprotagonist'sĳ
storyĳ andĳ doesĳ notĳ easilyĳ orĳ readilyĳ doĳ allĳ theĳ actionsĳ thatĳ theĳ plotĳ �andĳ
plotter)ĳ wouldĳ likeĳ herĳ toĳ do;ĳ thisĳ conlictĳ leshesĳ outĳ theĳ characterĳ withĳ
sometimesĳ amaĮingĳ economyĳ andĳ simplicity.ĳ Aĳ characterĳ whoĳ knowsĳ sheĳ
isĳsubordinateĳwillĳobedientlyĳdoĳwhatĳisĳrequiredĳtoĳfacilitateĳtheĳobjectivesĳ
ofĳ theĳ mainĳ character,ĳ insteadĳ ofĳ activelyĳ pursuingĳ herĳ ownĳ goals.ĳ Thisĳ
underminesĳ theĳ potentialĳ forĳ conlict,ĳ whichĳ inĳ turnĳ decreasesĳ theĳ possi­
bilityĳ ofĳdrama.ĳ



D EVELO P M ENT O F  

T H E  STOR Y 

Pictures are written as well as acted and directed and photo­

graphed and edited and scored and all that. The screenwriter 

determines what scenes are in and what scenes are out; decides 

whether that bit of information is dramatized or just referred to; 

whether it takes place on or of screen. There are millions of 

decisions made by the screenwriter. 

-ERNEST LEHMAN 

Every little scene that you can cut, you cut. 

-WILLIAM GOLDMAN 

Write what you do not know, because you will ind that there is 

some part of you that does know. It teaches you something you 

knew that you didn't know you knew. There's always that sense 

of discovery, personal discovery. 

- B ILL WITTLIFF 

� heĳ protagonist'sĳ progressĳ towardĳ hisĳ goalĳ is tracedĳ inĳ aĳ seriesĳ ofĳ
scenes,ĳ eachĳ ofĳ which,ĳ evenĳ thoughĳ heĳ mayĳ notĳ beĳ presentĳ inĳ theĳ

scene,ĳmovesĳtheĳcentralĳchaĎacterĳtowardĳorĳawayĳfromĳhisĳobjective.ĳ
Outĳ inĳ anotherĳ way,ĳ onceĳ theĳ mainĳ tensionĳ isĳ established,ĳ eachĳ sceneĳ ofĳ
anyĳsigniicanceĳpromotesĳeitherĳtheĳaudience'sĳhopeĳorĳitsĳfear-orĳcausesĳ
changesĳ fromĳ oneĳ toĳ theĳ otherĳ inĳ theĳ courseĳ ofĳ theĳ scene.ĳ Evenĳ afterĳ theĳ
mainĳtensionĳhasĳbeenĳresolvedĳbyĳtheĳcreationĳofĳtheĳthirdĳactĳtension,ĳ theĳ
scenesĳcontânueĳ toĳpromoteĳourĳnewĳhopeĳversusĳfear.ĳ Butĳtheĳscenesĳdon'tĳ
remainĳ static;ĳ theĳ intensityĳ ofĳ theĳ audience'sĳ feelingsĳshouldĳ escalateĳ andĳ
focus�ĳThisĳideaĳofĳrisingĳactionĳinvolvingĳeverĳgreaterĳhopeĳandĳeverĳgreaterĳ
fearĳ isĳ theĳ veryĳ nubĳ ofĳ whatĳ keepsĳ anĳ audienceĳ involvedĳ throughoutĳ theĳ
stoĔ.ĳ
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Anotherʖaspectʖofʖ theʖdevelopmentʖofʖ theʖ stoy,ʖ promʖ theʖ t imeʖthatʖ theʖ
mainʖ tensionʖ isʖ establishedʖ untilʖ i t ʖ isʖ resolvedʖ andʖ turnedʖ intoʖ theʖ thirdʖ
actʖtension,ʖhasʖtoʖdoʖwithʖtheʖvariousʖpossibleʖsolutionsʖtoʖtheʖprotagonist'sʖ
predicament.ʖ Inʖdrama,ʖasʖ inʖ life,ʖweʖattemptʖtheʖeaɵiestʖsolutionʖirstʖandʖ
tryʖtoʖputʖoffʖtheʖmostʖdificultʖorʖ solutionʖtoʖanyʖgivenʖproblem,ʖ
hopingʖ thatʖ weʖ willʖ neverʖneedʖ toʖ tyʖ that.ʖ Oftenʖ theʖirstʖ recourseʖ isʖ toʖ
denyʖ thereʖ is ʖaʖ predicament,ʖandʖ theʖsecondʖis ʖtoʖaskʖsomeʖauthorityʖ
igureʖtoʖ solveʖ i t ʖforʖusʖ (MomʖorʖDad,ʖaʖ cop,ʖaʖjudge,ʖ theʖprincipal) .ʖOnlyʖ
whenʖthoseʖalternativeʖ solutionsʖfai l ʖdoʖweʖ tryʖ toʖfaceʖ theʖproblemʖhead­
on,ʖ toʖreasonʖwithʖ i t ʖ(ipʖi t 'sʖaʖ person) ,ʖ orʖmakeʖitʖgoʖaway.ʖ In ʖaʖ ilm,ʖwhenʖ
allʖ theʖalternativesʖhaveʖbeenʖel iminatedʖexceptʖ theʖoneʖ thatʖ i s ʖmostʖdif­
icultʖforʖourʖprotagonist,ʖtheʖaudienceʖi s ʖcompletelyʖfocusedʖonʖanʖeitherÅʖ
orʖ situation.ʖ EitherʖDanʖ acceptsʖ his ʖbrother'sʖ disabilityʖ andʖ theyʖ forgiveʖ
eachʖother,ʖorʖDanʖwillʖbecomeʖpermanentlyʖestrangedʖfromʖhisʖfamilyʖandʖ
everyoneʖheʖloves.ʖEitherʖtheʖsecretʖagentʖmanagesʖtoʖbreakʖintoʖtheʖseem­
inglyʖ impregnableʖfortressʖaroundʖtheʖnuclearʖweaponʖ (inʖorderʖtoʖd isarmʖ
it),ʖorʖlifeʖonʖthisʖplanetʖasʖweʖ knowʖ i t ʖwillʖend.ʖ
Theʖdevelopmentʖofʖaʖ storyʖ revolvesʖaroundʖtheʖvariousʖattemptsʖaʖ pro­

tagonistʖmakesʖatʖsolvingʖhisʖpredicament.ʖForʖi nstance,ʖinʖNorth by North­

west, Thornhill 'sʖ predicamentʖ isʖ thatʖ heʖ hasʖ beenʖ mistakenʖ forʖ aʖ secretʖ
agent.ʖ Hisʖirstʖattemptʖisʖtoʖdenyʖthatʖheʖ isʖtheʖagent,ʖbutʖwhenʖ heʖi s ʖnotʖ
believedʖandʖhisʖopponentsʖtryʖtoʖ killʖ him,ʖheʖgoesʖtoʖtheʖpolice . ʖ heʖ
i s ʖnotʖbelievedʖbyʖthem,ʖheʖ triesʖ toʖindʖtheʖrealʖ agent.ʖThenʖheʖattemptsʖ
toʖfaceʖ"LesterʖTownsend"ʖatʖ theʖUN,ʖonlyʖtoʖbeʖsuspectedʖofʖTownsend'sʖ
unexpectedʖmurder.ʖNowʖonʖ tșeʖ lamʖfromʖtheʖpolice,ʖheʖtriesʖagainʖtoʖindʖ
theʖ realʖ agent.ʖWhenʖheʖ isʖ nearlyʖ ki l ledʖ inʖhisʖmostʖdesperateʖ attemptʖtoʖ
reachʖ him,ʖ heʖ turnsʖbackʖonʖ theʖoppositionʖandʖ facesʖ themʖdirectly,ʖ nowʖ
hopingʖtoʖconvinceʖthemʖthatʖheʖrepresentsʖnoʖdangerʖtoʖ them. ʖWhenʖthatʖ
doesn'tʖworkʖ andʖ heʖ indsʖ outʖ theʖ truthʖ aboutʖ theʖ realʖ agent,ʖ heʖ isʖ i n ʖanʖ
eitheɡäorʖsituation:ʖ eitherʖheʖgoesʖawayʖandʖ letsʖ theʖchipsʖfallʖwhereʖ theyʖ
may,ʖ includingʖ theʖcertainʖdeathʖ ofʖaʖwomanʖwithʖwhomʖ heʖ hasʖ fallenʖ inʖ
love,ʖ orʖheʖactuallyʖ becomesʖ theʖ secretʖ agentʖ forʖ aʖ timeʖ in ʖorderʖtoʖ saveʖ
herʖandʖdefeatʖhisʖunwantedʖopposition.ʖAt ʖtheʖmomentʖheʖfacesʖtheʖeitherÆʖ
orʖdec ision,ʖallʖtheʖalternativeʖsolutionsʖbutʖoneʖhaveʖĲeenʖel iminated.ʖThis ʖ
i s ʖtheʖendʖof ʖtheʖsecondʖact,ʖandʖwi thʖhisʖdecision,ʖtheʖthirdʖact ʖtensionʖisʖ
created.ʖ
Butʖaʖscreenʖstoryʖisʖnotʖsimplyʖtheʖpursuitʖbyʖaʖprotagonistʖofʖaʖsolutionʖ

toʖhis ʖorʖherʖpredicament.ʖAʖgoodʖstoryʖis ʖnotʖcreatedʖforʖtheʖcharactersʖorʖ
theʖprotagonist .ʖAʖ storyʖisʖcreatedʖsolelyʖforʖtheʖaudience.ʖRemember,ʖtheʖ
charactersʖ onʖ screenʖ areʖ notʖ theʖ onlyʖ onesʖ whoʖ wantʖ something;ʖ theʖ
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aʇdienceʖwantsʖ somethingʖ relativeʖ toʖ theʖprotagonist-theʖmainʖ tension.ʖ
Anyʖscene,ʖrevelation,ʖentanglement,ʖorʖobstacleʖthatʖimpactsʖonʖth is ʖwantʖ
ofʖtheʖaudience'sʖwillʖveryʖ l ikelyʖdovetailʖ intoʖtheʖoverallʖ s toyy,ʖwhetherʖ itʖ
i nc ludesʖtheʖprotagonistʖorʖnot.ʖTheseʖareʖo¤tenʖ theʖ sortsʖofʖmomentsʖ inʖ aʖ
stoyʖthatʖheightenʖtheʖaudience'sʖi nvolvementʖandʖ makeʖtheirʖexperienceʖ
ofʖtheʖstoyʖmoreʖ visceralʖasʖwellʖasʖmoreʖmeaningful . ʖ

DRAMATIC IRONY 

upposeʖweʖ seeʖ aʖ manʖ walkingʖslowlyʖalongʖ someʖ rai lroadʖ tracks . ʖ
Thereʖi s ʖnothingʖparticularlyʖdramaticʖamoutʖth is ; ʖnoʖdoubtʖheʖhasʖaʖ
reasonʖforʖwalkingʖthatʖway.ʖButʖsupposeʖweʖlearnʖthatʖtheʖmanʖ isʖdeafʖ

andʖthereʖisʖaʖtrainʖspeedingʖupʖbehindʖhiv.ʖIʖnstantlyʖtheʖsi tuationʖisʖchargedʖ
withʖdrama,ʖ andʖweʖwantʖtoʖ shoutʖaʖwarning.ʖ fnʖ theʖmovieʖtheaterʖweʖdon'tʖ
shoutʖwarningsʖtoʖtheʖactorsʖonʖscreen,ʖbutʖifʖweʖknowʖsomethingʖthatʖoneʖorʖ
moreʖcharactersʖdon'tʖknow,ʖtheʖsituationʖi s ʖintrinsicallyʖdyamat ic . ʖ
CharlieʖChaplinʖconidentlyʖwalksʖaʖhighʖwireʖ i n ʖtheʖc ircus.ʖHeʖdoesn'tʖ

know,ʖasʖweʖdo,ʖthatʖh is ʖsafetyʖbeltʖi sn'tʖoperative,ʖandʖweʖareʖheldʖi n ʖcomicʖ
suspense.ʖ
WhenʖRomeoʖindsʖJulietʖapparentlyʖdeadʖin ʖherʖtomb,ʖbutʖweʖknowʖthatʖ

herʖdeathʖ isʖ onlyʖfeigned,ʖweʖhaveʖ intenseʖfeel ingsʖofʖ hopeʖandʖfearʖwhenʖ
heʖisʖaboutʖtoʖtakeʖtheʖpoison-muchʖmoreʖsoʖthanʖifʖweʖdidn'tʖknowʖJulietʖ
wasʖreallyʖst i l l ʖaliveʖandʖwouldʖawakenʖsoon.ʖ
Imagineʖtheʖsceneʖi n ʖNorth by Northwest inʖwhichʖThornhi l l ʖtakesʖaʖbusʖ

outʖtoʖtheʖmiddleʖofʖ toʖmeetʖtheʖȉct it iousʖGeorgeʖKaplan.ʖġeʖknowʖ
bothʖthatʖKaplanʖ e½istʖandʖtReʖwRoȻeʖveet ingʖis ʖaʖsetup,ʖmutʖ
h i l l ʖisʖawareʖofʖneither.ʖOurʖtensionʖmountsʖfrovʖtheʖveryʖmeginning,ʖ longʖ
beforeʖ theʖcropdusterʖirstʖattanksʖhim. ʖ
In ʖtheʖ incrediblyʖintenseʖ sceneʖ veryʖ lateʖ inʖAmadeus whereʖ Salieriʖ i s ʖ

transcrib ingʖthe ʖ"Requiem"ʖas ʖĕozartʖ dictatesʖ i t ʖl i terallyʖfromʖ his ʖŁeath­
bed,ʖaʖ greatʖ dealʖ ofʖtheʖ impactʖ oȃʖtheʖ sceneʖ stemsʖfromʖ theʖ factʖ thatʖweʖ
knowʖ thatʖSalieriʖ isʖattemptingʖtoʖworkʖMozartʖtoʖdeathʖandʖstealʖh is ʖcrown­
ingʖcomposit ion. ʖWithoutʖthatʖknowledge,ʖweʖwouldʖhaveʖquiteʖtheʖopposi teʖ
feelingʖaboutʖ Sal ieriʖ atʖ thatʖmoment;ʖweʖwouldʖ feelʖ theʖwayʖ Mozartʖ doesʖ
whenʖthankingʖhimʖforʖhisʖhelp.ʖ
Tryʖ toʖ imagineʖ theʖ tel l ingʖ ofʖ theʖ stoyyʖ ofʖ Oedipusʖ withoutʖ revealingʖtoʖ
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theʖ audi¡nceʖ thatʖ theʖ kingʖ hasʖ marriedʖ hisʖ ownʖ mother.ʖ Thereʖ wouldʖ beʖ
veryʖ audienceʖ involvementʖ indeedʖ untilʖ thatʖ inalʖ revelation,ʖwhichʖ
wouldʖ beʖ nearlyʖasʖ greatʖ aʖ shockʖ toʖusʖasʖ itʖ isʖ toʖ him.ʖ It ʖwouldʖdiminishʖ
theʖtragedyʖbeyondʖaȼʖ recognition.ʖ
Eveyʖscreenwriterʖ(andʖeveryʖplaywrightʖasʖwell)ʖusesʖtheʖdeviceʖofʖdra­

maticʖirony,ʖoftenʖseveralʖtimesʖinʖaʖstory,ʖsometimesʖfromʖbeginningʖtoʖend.ʖ
TheʖentireʖstoryʖofʖSome Like It  Hot isʖbasedʖonʖaʖmultiplicityʖofʖi ronies,ʖfromʖ
ourʖ thatʖJoeʖandʖJerryʖareʖmenʖ womenʖtoʖescapeʖtheʖ
mob,ʖtoʖourʖknowingʖthatʖatʖoneʖpointʖJerryʖis ʖactivelyʖtryingʖtoʖinterfereʖwithʖ
theʖbuddingʖromanceʖbetweenʖJoeʖ(playingʖJunior)ʖandʖSugar.ʖ
jetʖ anotherʖ ofʖ Frankʖ Daniel'sʖ contributionsʖ toʖ dramaticʖ theoryʖ isʖ theʖ

understandingʖ ofʖ theʖ principleʖ ofʖ revelationʖ andʖ recognition . ʖ Whenʖ theʖ
audienceʖlearnsʖ»omethingʖthatʖatʖleastʖoneʖpersonʖonʖscreenʖdoesʖnotʖknowʖ
(whichʖ createsʖ aʖ dramaticʖ irony),ʖ thatʖ momentʖ isʖ calledʖ theʖ revelation. 

Wheneverʖthereʖ isʖ aʖ revelationʖofʖ thisʖkindʖtoʖ theʖ audience,ʖ it createsʖanʖ
obligationʖ forʖtheʖ storytellerʖtoʖ createʖ aʖ momentʖofʖrecognition, whenʖ theʖ
characterʖindsʖ outʖwhatʖweʖ alreadyʖ know.ʖ Reʈelationʖ putsʖ theʖ audienceʖ
i ntoʖaʖsuperiorʖposi tionàknowingʖmoreʖthanʖsomeoneʖonʖscreen-andʖthisʖ
translatesʖintoʖaʖfeelingʖofʖ´articipat ion.ʖRevelationʖandʖrecoȒnitionʖgoʖrightʖ
toʖ theʖ heartʖ ofʖ whatʖ makesʖ drama;ʖ wi thoutʖ themʖ aʖ storyʖ becomesʖ moreʖ
narrativeʖthanʖdramatic.ʖWi thoutʖuseʖofʖthe»eʖcrucialʖtoolsʖinʖ theʖtellingʖofʖ
aʖ story,ʖ theʖ audienceʖ isʖ relegatedʖ toʖ theʖ posi tionʖ ofʖwitnessesʖ whoʖ watchʖ

theʖ sequenceʖ ofʖ events,ʖ butʖ don'tʖenjoyʖ theʖ anticipationʖ ofʖ futureʖ eventsʖ
thatʖ i s ʖatʖ theʖcoreʖ ofʖtheʖdramaticʖexperience.ʖ
Forʖe]ample,ʖlookʖatʖSome Like It Hot. Fromʖtheʖmomentʖweʖknowʖthatʖ

JoeʖandʖJerryʖareʖdressingʖupʖlikeʖwomenʖtoʖsaveʖtheirʖlives,ʖweʖareʖawaitingʖ
theirʖunmasking.ʖIfʖweʖdidn'tʖgetʖthatʖmomentʖofʖrecognitionʖthatʖtheseʖtwoʖ
Ìgirls"ʖ areʖ reallyʖ men,ʖ weʖ wouldʖ feelʖ suchʖ aʖ strongʖ resentmentʖ andʖ dis­
appointmentʖ thatʖ itʖ couldʖ quiteʖ possiblyʖ destroyʖ ourʖentireʖ experienceʖofʖ

theʖ story . ʖ Itʖ wouldʖ beʖ likeʖ Oedipusʖ neverʖ findingʖoutʖ heʖ hasʖ marriedʖhisʖ
motherʖorʖCharl ieʖChapl inʖneverʖlearningʖhowʖ closeʖheʖroller-skatedʖtoʖanʖ
openʖholeʖ inʖModern Times. ImagineʖtheʖendingʖofʖRomeo and Juliet ifʖweʖ
didnÔtʖ knowʖ thatʖ wasʖ reallyʖ aliveʖ whenʖ Romeoʖfindsʖ herʖ seeminglyʖ
dead.ʖ Imagineʖ theʖ endingʖ ofʖE. T. ifʖweʖ didn'tʖ knowʖ thatʖ E.T.ʖ wasʖ reallyʖ
aliveʖin ʖthatʖironʖlung.ʖ
Frequentlyʖtheʖscreenwriterʖmustʖchooseʖbetweenʖtheʖdeviceʖopʖdramaticʖ

ironyʖandʖ theʖ useʖ ofʖsurpriseìʖ thatʖ is , ʖbetweenʖ lettingʖtheʖ spectatorsʖinʖonʖ
theʖ secretʖ andʖ startl ingʖ themʖ withʖ itʖ later.ʖ Surpriseʖ canʖ beʖ veryʖ effectiveʖ
dramatically .ʖ In ʖtheʖfamousʖ sceneʖfromʖ Chinatown inʖwhichʖ Evelynʖ says,ʖ
"She'sʖmyʖsister,ʖmyʖdaughter,ʖmyʖsisterʖand myʖdaughter,"ʖweʖareʖshocked.ʖ
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Thisʖmomentʖofʖsurɓriseʖwouldʖbeʖspoiledʖ ifʖweʖ hadʖ knownʖth«sʖattʖatong.ʖ
Butʖtakeʖanotherʖsceneʖ fromʖ theʖsameʖȇlm,ʖ whenʖ Jakeʖ i s ʖ tel l ingʖ aʖ dirtyʖ

jokeʖ andʖ Evelynʖ is ʖ standi ngʖ behindʖ him. ʖWeʖ knowʖ she'sʖ there,ʖ butʖJakeʖ
doesn't;ʖ i n ʖfact,ʖ heʖ is ʖtheʖonlyʖoneʖwhoʖdoesn'tʖknow.ʖ Itʖ i s ʖtheʖuseʖofʖi ronyʖ
thatʖgivesʖthi s ʖsceneʖitsʖpower.ʖ

surpri seʖcanʖcreateʖaʖveryʖ powerfulʖ moment,ʖ andʖmostʖassur­
edlyʖ hasʖ itsʖ placeʖ i n ʖ anyʖ narrativeʖilm,ʖ itʖ isʖ aʖ lessʖ efectiveʖ toolʖ overallʖ
thanʖ suspense,ʖwhichʖ isʖ createdʖ throughʖ i rony.ʖ Theʖ famousʖ exampleʖ thatʖ
AlfredʖH itchcockʖgaveʖ concernsʖ aʖ bombʖthatʖ isʖ placedʖ underʖaʖ table.ʖ If ʖaʖ
groupʖofʖcharactersʖ areʖ sittingʖaroundʖ aʖ tableʖ andʖ thereʖ i s ʖaʖ bombʖ underʖ
it,ʖbutʖweʖdon'tʖknowʖ it'sʖthereʖandʖneitherʖdoʖtheʖcharacters,ʖthereʖ i s ʖoneʖ
majorʖmomentʖofʖsurprise-whenʖtheʖbombʖgoesʖoff.ʖ weʖknowʖtheʖbombʖ
isʖ thereʖ andʖ theʖ charactersʖ don't,ʖ weʖ canʖ sustainʖ theʖ audience'sʖ part ic i­
pationʖin ʖhopingʖandʖfearingʖforʖaʖ t ime,ʖsolelyʖbecauseʖofʖtheʖ
audience'sʖ knowledgeʖ andʖ theʖ characters'ʖ ignorance.ʖ Inʖ theʖ caseʖ ofʖsur­
prise,ʖ theʖ audienceʖwillʖ loseʖ interestʖ inʖ theʖ sceneʖ i n ʖveryʖ shortʖ order,ʖbutʖ
inʖ theʖ caseʖ ofʖ suspense,ʖ itʖ willʖ sitʖ throughʖ otherwiseʖ boringʖ detai lsʖ withʖ
batedʖbreath,ʖwaitingʖforʖtheʖcharactersʖtoʖdi scoverʖtheʖbombʖorʖperishʖforʖ

fai l ingʖto.ʖClearly,ʖsuspenseʖisʖ theʖstrongerʖtool,ʖandʖitʖ isʖbasedʖonʖrevealingʖ
someʖthingsʖtoʖtheʖaudienceʖbeforeʖtheyʖareʖreveaWedʖtoʖoneʖorʖmoreʖofʖtheʖ
charactersʖonʖscreen.ʖ

PREPARATION AND 

AFTERMATH 

A
ɝeparationʖandʖaftermath,ʖtwoʖmoreʖdramaticʖtoolsʖFrankʖDanielʖhasʖ
reined,ʖareʖunnecessayʖ in ʖtheʖdevelopmentʖ ofʖtheʖ plotʖ ofʖaʖ story,ʖ
butʖ theyʖ areʖ veryʖ effectiveʖ toolsʖ forʖ heighteningʖ theʖ audience'sʖ ex­

perienceʖofʖtheʖstory . ʖAʖ sceneʖofʖpreparation i s ʖoneʖinʖwhichʖtheʖaudience,ʖ
andʖ oftenʖ theʖ characterʖ orʖ characters,ʖ bracesʖ forʖ anʖ upcomingʖ dramaticʖ
scene.ʖWarʖmoviesʖandʖsportsʖmoviesʖdependʖheavilyʖonʖthi s ʖsortʖofʖsceneʖ
toʖgetʖallʖ ofʖus,ʖ charactersʖ andʖaudienceʖalike,ʖ preparedʖ forʖ theʖ bigʖbat­
tleʖ orʖgame.ʖ Aʖ sceneʖ ofʖaftermath isʖ oneʖ inʖ whichʖtheʖ characterʖandʖ au­
dienceʖareʖ allowedʖ toʖ "digest"ʖ aʖ dramaticʖ sceneʖ immediatelyʖ afterwards . ʖ
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Inʖbothʖ sortsʖo f ʖscene,ʖmusicʖ andʖ atmosphere,ʖ alongʖwithʖ vi sualʖ andʖ au­
dioʖ poetry,ʖ areʖ usedʖ toʖ appealʖ directlyʖ toʖ theʖ emotionsʖ ofʖ theʖ aud­
Ăence.ʖ
WhenʖtheʖyoungʖpriestʖirstʖentersʖtheʖsanatoriumʖwhereʖSalieriʖi s ʖbeingʖ

keptʖinʖAmadeus, itʖi s ʖaʖsceneʖofʖpreparationʖforʖtheʖapparentʖmadnessʖweʖ
areʖaboutʖtoʖencounterʖwhenʖtheʖtwoʖmenʖinterview.ʖTheʖfamousʖtitleʖnum­
berʖ fromʖ Singin' in the Rain i s ʖ reallyʖ aʖ longʖ sceneʖ ofʖaftermath, ʖ oneʖ i n ʖ
whichʖtheʖ character'sʖ emotionsʖareʖ expoundedʖ uponʖand ʖwe ʖareʖmadeʖ toʖ
feelʖ theʖ sameʖway.ʖAfterʖRockyʖlosesʖtheʖ ightʖtoʖApolloʖCreedʖandʖ dancesʖ
aroundʖtheʖringʖcryingʖoutʖforʖAdrienne,ʖitʖi s ʖaʖsceneʖofʖaftermathʖthatʖhelpsʖ
usʖdigestʖhisʖtriumphʖdespiteʖtheʖlossʖofʖtheʖight.ʖVeryʖatmosphericʖilms,ʖ
suchʖ asʖ Taxi Driver andʖRed River, haveʖ numerousʖscenesʖofʖpreparationʖ
andʖaftermathʖ fromʖbeginningʖtoʖend.ʖ Inʖtheʖlatter,ʖ theʖfamousʖ"jeehawÃ"ʖ
sceneʖ isʖ aʖ sceneʖofʖpreparation.ʖ
Anotherʖformʖofʖpreparationʖ is ʖpreparationʖ byʖ contrast.ʖ thisʖ k indʖ ofʖ

scene,ʖtheʖaudienceʖis ʖbuiltʖupʖtoʖanʖemotionalʖexpectationʖthatʖi s ʖoppositeʖ
fromʖ theʖ efectʖtheʖ forthcomingʖdramaticʖ sceneʖwillʖ actuħl lyʖdeliver.ʖ Justʖ
priorʖtoʖbadʖnewsʖorʖanʖunwantedʖturnʖofʖevents,ʖpreparationʖbyʖcontrastʖcanʖ
beʖusedʖtoʖmakeʖtheʖaudienceʖfeelʖgoodʖorʖhopefulʖorʖpositive. ʖTheʖreverseʖ
alsoʖworksʖquiteʖeffectively.ʖPreparationʖbyʖcontrastʖincreasesʖtheʖimpactʖofʖ
theʖupcomingʖdramaticʖmomentʖbyʖmakingʖtheʖemotionalʖswingʖofʖtheʖau­
dienceʖthatʖmuchʖgreater.ʖForʖexample,ʖ inʖKramer vs. Kramer, TedʖKramerʖ
comesʖhomeʖfromʖ"oneʖofʖtheʖiveʖbestʖdaysʖofʖmyʖlife,"ʖonlyʖtoʖindʖ hisʖwifeʖ
leavingʖhimʖwithoutʖwarningʖandʖ givingʖhimʖcustodyʖofʖtheirʖson.ʖ In ʖAnnie 

Hall, whenʖAlvyʖandʖAnnieʖareʖseparated,ʖAlvyʖgoesʖonʖaʖdateʖwithʖaʖRoll­

ing Stone reporterʖandʖ isʖ toldʖ hisʖ lovemakingʖ isʖ "reallyʖaʖ KaȊaesqueʖex­
perience."ʖFeelingʖmoreʖlonelyʖthanʖifʖheʖwereʖalone,ʖAlvyʖi s ʖdi stressed,ʖbutʖ
justʖatʖthi sʖmomentʖAnnieʖcallsʖhimʖtoʖbattleʖaʖspiderʖinʖherʖbathroom.ʖSoonʖ

theyʖareʖinʖbedʖtogether,ʖvowingʖneverʖtoʖbreakʖupʖagain . ʖ
Inexperiencedʖ screenwritersʖ oftenʖ overlookʖ theʖpotentialʖ ofʖ scenesʖ of ʖ

preparationʖandʖaftermath, ʖto ʖtheʖ detrimentʖof ʖtheʖstoriesʖbeingʖtoldʖ andʖ
theʖaudience'sʖexperienceʖofʖthem.ʖTheseʖtwoʖ typesʖof ʖsceneʖareʖ valuableʖ
toolsʖinʖkeepingʖtheʖaudience'sʖinterestʖandʖpartic ipationʖexactlyʖwhereʖtheʖ
storytellerʖwantsʖthem.ʖTheʖplotʖaloneʖdoesʖnotʖmakeʖtheʖscreenplayʖorʖtheʖ
ilm.ʖOftenʖaʖstory'sʖplotʖi s ʖneitherʖnewʖnorʖparticularlyʖinnovative,ʖbutʖthatʖ
factʖdoesn'tʖnecessarilyʖdiminishʖtheʖilmʖi f ʖtheʖstoryʖ isʖtoldʖwell .ʖ Itʖisʖhowʖ
aʖstoyʖi s ʖtoldʖthatʖtrulyʖmatters,ʖwhichʖmeansʖthatʖ preparationʖandʖafter­
mathʖareʖveryʖ importantʖpartsʖofʖtheʖscript,ʖ evenʖwhenʖtheyʖ don'tʖadvanceʖ
theʖplotʖorʖstoryʖ l ine . ʖ



PLANTING AN D PAY OFF 

: "plant"ʖ isʖ aʖ preparatoryʖdeviceʖthatʖhelpsʖtoʖweaveʖ theʖ fabricʖ ofʖ
aʖ screenplayʖ together.ʖ Itʖ canʖ beʖ aʖ l ineʖ ofʖdialogue,ʖ aʖ character'sʖ
gesture,ʖaʖmannerism,ʖaʖprop,ʖaʖcostume,ʖorʖaʖcombinationʖofʖthese.ʖ

Asʖ theʖ storyʖ unfolds,ʖ th isʖplantʖ i s ʖ repeated,ʖ thusʖ keepingʖ itʖ aliveʖ in ʖtheʖ
audience'sʖ mind.ʖ Usuallyʖ nearʖtheʖ resolutionʖ ofʖtheʖ story,ʖ whenʖ theʖ c ir­
cumstancesʖ ofʖtheʖ charactersʖ andʖ theʖ audienceʖ haveʖ changed,ʖ thereʖ i s ʖaʖ
"payofŌ'ʖ onʖ thisʖplantʖ i n ʖwhichʖ theʖ gesture,ʖ prop,ʖ orʖwhateverʖtakesʖ onʖ aʖ
newʖmeaning.ʖThisʖresemblesʖaʖpoeticʖmetaphor,ʖwhenʖ theʖ plantʖtakesʖonʖ
newʖmeaningʖatʖtheʖpayoff.ʖ
Anʖexpertʖ useʖ ofʖ plantin§ʖandʖ payoffʖ theʖpottedʖpalmʖ treeʖ inʖMister 

Roberts. Theʖ containerʖ isʖ labeledʖ "Propertyʖ ofʖ Captain , ʖ Ďeepʖ Away."ʖ
Theʖ Pirstʖ pieceʖ ofʖbusinessʖ inʖ theʖilmʖ andʖ theʖplayʖ toʖ callʖ ourʖ atten­
tionʖ toʖ theʖ treeʖ andʖ toʖ theʖ crew'sʖ lowʖ opinionʖ ofʖ itʖ and,ʖ byʖ relection,ʖ
theirʖ attitudeʖ towardʖ theʖ captai n. ʖ ēomentsʖ later,ʖ Robertsʖ explainsʖ h is ʖ
hatredʖ ofʖ theʖ tree,ʖ awardedʖ toʖ th is ʖ supplyʖ shipʖ forʖ "deliveringʖ moreʖ
toothpasteʖ andʖ toi letʖ paperʖ thanʖ anyʖ otherʖ cargoʖ ship,"ʖ becauseʖ itʖ rep­
resentsʖ theirʖ lackʖ ofʖ i nvolvementʖ inʖ theʖ realʖ war.ʖ Duringʖ theʖ storyʖ weʖ
areʖ neverʖ permittedʖ forʖ longʖ toʖ forgetʖ theʖ palmʖ treeʖ orʖ theʖ tyrannicalʖ
captain'sʖ prideʖ inʖ it .ʖ Weʖ seeʖ himʖ wateringʖ it;ʖ weʖ seeʖ howʖ theʖ crewʖ de­
testsʖit.ʖ Lateʖ in ʖtheʖ storyʖ Roberts ,ʖ i n ʖexuberantʖ rebellion,ʖjerksʖ theʖ palmʖ
treeʖ fromʖ theʖcontainerʖandʖ throwsʖ itʖoverʖtheʖsȢde.ʖ Andʖwhenʖ theʖ angryʖ
captainʖ isʖ tryinȍʖ toʖ learnʖ whoʖ didʖ i t , ʖ heʖ remarksʖ thatʖ itʖ couldn'tʖ haveʖ
beenʖ EnsignʖPulver,ʖ becauseʖ "heʖ hasn'tʖ theʖ guts ."ʖ Soonʖ theʖ captainʖhasʖ
replacedʖ theʖ missingʖpalmʖ withʖ twoʖsmallʖ ones.ʖ Inʖ theʖ inalʖ momentsʖ ofʖ
theʖ story,ʖ afterʖ Ęobertsʖ hasʖ beenʖ ki lled,ʖ �ulverʖ throwsʖ theʖ twoʖ palmsʖ
overboardʖ andʖ confrontsʖ theʖ captain . ʖ fnʖ thisʖ symbolic ʖ gestureʖ
hasʖ replacedʖ Roberts,ʖ andʖ theʖ audienceʖ roarsʖ withʖ pleasure.ʖ I t ʖ i s ʖ theʖ
carefulʖ preparationʖ allʖ throughʖ theʖ story,ʖ ofʖcourse,ʖ thatʖ makesʖ theʖ ges­
tureʖ soʖ effectiveʖ andʖ turnsʖ theʖ palmʖ intoʖ aʖ metaphor.ʖ
Theʖtechniqueʖofʖplantingʖandʖpayoffʖalsoʖservesʖtoʖ increaseʖtheʖaudien­

ce'sʖfeelingʖofʖi nvolvementʖi n ʖtheʖstory,ʖforʖweʖsenseʖweʖhaveʖspecial,ʖins ideʖ
i nformation,ʖweʖknowʖsecretsʖandʖhaveʖdiscoveredʖnewʖorʖh iddenʖmeaningsʖ
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i n ʖtheʖveryʖ fabricʖof ʖtheʖstory.ʖAnotherʖadvantageʖofʖplanting ʖandʖpayoffʖi s ʖ
that,ʖby ʖrequiringʖtheʖaudienceʖto ʖgraspʖandʖretainʖinformationʖforʖlaterʖuseʖ
andʖbyʖhavingʖanʖ efectiveʖ "wrappingʖup"ʖ ofʖtheʖplantʖatʖ theʖtimeʖofʖtheʖ
payof,ʖ i t ʖmakesʖtheʖwholeʖstoryʖ seemʖmoreʖ uniied,ʖmoreʖofʖaʖ piece.ʖ
Planti ngʖ andʖ payoffʖ canʖ haveʖ aʖ moreʖmundaneʖ useʖ in ʖ theʖ telli ngʖ

ofʖaʖ story.ʖ Itʖ canʖ provideʖ usʖ withʖ aʖ bitʖ ofʖ i nformationʖ thatʖ i s ʖ relativelyʖ
meani nglessʖ atʖ theʖ time,ʖ butʖ thatʖ becomesʖ muchʖ moreʖ criticalʖ laterʖ i n ʖ
theʖ story. ʖ Forʖexample,ʖ i f ʖaʖ handgunʖ is ʖ "planted"ʖ i n ʖ theʖ bedroomʖn ight­
standʖ earlyʖ inʖ aʖ story-thatʖ is,ʖ theʖ gunʖ i s ʖ revealedʖ toʖ us-andʖ thenʖ
laterʖ ourʖ protagonistʖ i s ʖ tryingʖ toʖ escapeʖ fromʖ orʖ subdueʖ someoneʖ bentʖ
onʖ homicide,ʖ weʖ rememberʖ theʖ gunʖ andʖ hopeʖ theʖ protagonistʖ willʖ alsoʖ
rememberʖandʖmanageʖ toʖgetʖtoʖ it.ʖ This ʖpayofʖonʖ theʖ thingʖ plantedʖ ear­
l ierʖ increasesʖ ourʖ i nvolvementʖ andʖ strengthensʖ ourʖ hope-versus-fearʖ
response.ʖ
Inʖgeneral ,ʖ itʖi s ʖaʖ goodʖ ideaʖtoʖseparateʖ andʖtheir ʖpayoffsʖ withʖ asʖ

muchʖ screenʖtimeʖ asʖpossible.ʖ Ifʖweʖlearnʖthatʖaʖ characterʖhasʖaʖ hundredʖ
dollarsʖ inʖ herʖpurseʖ in ʖoneʖ scene,ʖ andʖ inʖ theʖ veryʖ nextʖ sceɄeʖ sheʖ needsʖ
ninety-iveʖdollarsʖtoʖbuyʖtheʖtrainʖticketʖthatʖwi llʖsecureʖherʖescape,ʖ itʖjustʖ
seemsʖ tooʖeasy,ʖtooʖ falseʖ toʖtheʖaudience.ʖ Sometimesʖ i t ʖ i sn'tʖpossibleʖtoʖ
separateʖ aʖ plantʖ andʖ aʖ payoffʖbyʖ veryʖmuchʖ screenʖ time,ʖ becauseʖ theʖ lo­
cationʖorʖcostumeʖorʖpropʖhasn'tʖappearedʖearl ierʖi n ʖtheʖstory . ʖInʖthisʖkindʖ
ofʖsituation,ʖ i t ʖ i s ʖ bestʖ toʖattemptʖ toʖdistractʖ theʖ audienceʖ fromʖ theʖ plantʖ
withʖ aʖmajorʖdramaticʖ orʖ excitingʖeventʖthatʖ takesʖ itsʖmindʖofʖtheʖ plantʖ
beforeʖ theʖpayoff.ʖ



ELEMENTS OF THE 

FUTURE AND 

ADVERTISING 

neʖ of theʖ importantʖ jobsʖ ofʖ theʖ screenʖ storytellerʖ isʖ toʖ keepʖ theʖ
audienceʖlookingʖforward,ʖworryingʖaboutʖtheʖfuture,ʖhopingʖsome­
thingʖmightʖ happen,ʖfearingʖsomethingʖelseʖmightʖhappen. ʖInʖaʖway,ʖ

plantingʖandʖpayoffʖworkʖonʖthisʖarea,ʖbecauseʖatʖtheʖtimeʖofʖtheʖpayoffʖtheʖ
audienceʖbecomesʖ awareʖ thatʖ itʖhasʖbeenʖanticipating,ʖ lookingʖforwardʖ toʖ
aʖmoment,ʖbutʖwithoutʖrealizingʖwhy.ʖButʖifʖtheʖaudienceʖisʖ lookingʖforʖtheʖ
payofʖfromʖtheʖmomentʖsomethingʖisʖplanted,ʖtheʖplantʖisʖtooʖobvious,ʖtooʖ
supericial,ʖ orʖeȾphasizedʖ outʖ ofʖproportion.ʖAdvertising andʖ elements of 

the future, onʖtheʖotherʖhand,ʖareʖtwoʖtoolsʖthatʖmoreʖovertlyʖhelpʖpushʖ theʖ
audienceʖi ntoʖtheʖfuture,ʖmakingʖit ʖcontinueʖtoʖthinkʖinʖtermsʖofʖwhatʖmight 

happenʖwithoutʖknowingʖwhatʖwill happen . ʖ
Advertisingʖis ʖthe ʖindicationʖto ʖtheʖaudienceʖof ʖsomeʖupcomingʖexperi­

enceʖaʖcharacterʖmightʖhave.ʖIf,ʖearlyʖinʖaʖstory,ʖaʖmotherʖandʖdaughterʖareʖ
havingʖ aʖ ittingʖ forʖ theʖ daughter'sʖ weddingʖ dressʖ andʖ theʖ daughterʖ isʖ aʖ
signiicantʖ characterʖ inʖ theʖ story,ʖweʖ suspectʖ thatʖ theʖ weddingʖwillʖ takeʖ
placeʖasʖ aʖ ¤utureʖ i n ʖ theʖ story.ʖ I t ʖ isʖadvertisingʖanytimeʖaʖ principalʖ
characterʖ setsʖ upʖ aʖ rendezvousʖ orʖ indicatesʖ aʖ deadlineʖ orʖ appointment,ʖ
anytimeʖ aʖ characterʖ isʖ dyingʖorʖ isʖaboutʖ toʖ giveʖbirth,ʖhasʖ aʖ test,ʖ"headsʖ
intoʖtown,"ʖgoesʖoutʖ searchingʖforʖ someoneʖorʖforʖ theʖHolyʖGrail,ʖ i ntendsʖ
toʖgetʖsomething,ʖmakeʖsomething,ʖseeʖsomeone,ʖgoʖsomewhere.ʖTheʖcentralʖ
elementʖofʖadvertisingʖ isʖ thatʖ theʖ characterʖi ntendsʖ toʖ haveʖ thisʖmoment,ʖ
andʖ ifʖi t ʖseemsʖ importantʖ toʖ theʖ story,ʖweʖexpectʖtoʖ haveʖ thatʖmomentʖ asʖ
well.ʖ Sometimesʖthingsʖchange,ʖweʖseeʖtheʖdaughterʖandʖherʖiancŅʖ breakʖ
upʖandʖcallʖ theʖ weddingʖof,ʖbutʖ thatʖmeansʖtheʖfutureʖ eventʖ isʖ stillʖdealtʖ
withʖ inʖ itsʖ ownʖ way.ʖ Anytimeʖ weʖ areʖ toldʖ orʖ shownʖ thatʖ theʖ charactersʖ
expectʖ thatʖthereʖ willʖbeʖanʖeventʖ inʖ theʖfutureʖofʖaʖ story,ʖ itʖ isʖ advertising,ʖ
andʖtheʖefectʖi s ʖtoʖencourageʖtheʖaudienceʖtoʖlookʖforward,ʖtoʖanticipate¿
whichʖ is ʖtheʖkeyʖtoʖgettingʖthemʖtoʖparticipate .ʖ
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Elementsʖ ofʖ ɸheʖ futureʖ wereʖ firɪtʖ delineatedʖ asʖ storytelȱingʖ toolsʖ byʖ
Frankʖ Daniel.ʖ Theyʖ arņʖ hopesʖ andʖ fearsʖ ofʖ theʖ characters-sometimesʖ
realistic ,ʖ sometimesʖ merelyʖ alsoʖ encourageʖ theʖ audi­
enceʖ toʖ lookʖ toʖ theʖ futureʖ ofʖ tȤȰÇʖ story.ʖ Predictions,ʖ omens,ʖ daydreams,ʖ
andʖ assurancesʖ areʖallʖ elementsʖ ofʖtheʖ future.ʖ Ifʖaʖ fortune-tellerʖ tellsʖ aʖ
characterʖ sheʖ willʖ meetʖ aʖ manʖ whoʖ isʖ dark,ʖ andʖ handsome,ʖ weʖ be­
ginʖ toʖ lookʖ outʖ forʖthatʖpossibility.ʖ Itʖ mightʖ beʖ thatʖ sheʖmeetsʖ theʖ exactʖ
oppositeʖ ofʖ theʖ prediction,ʖ Ĭutʖ theʖ importantʖ thingʖ i s ʖ thatʖ theʖ audienceʖ
willʖ beʖ lookingʖ forwardʖ toʖ somethingʖ thatʖ may orʖ mayʖ notʖ happenʖ theʖ
wayʖ theʖ characterʖ hopesʖ orʖ fears . ʖ Expectations,ʖ premonitions, ʖ promises,ʖ
doubts ,ʖ plans,ʖ warnings,ʖ forebodT ngs,ʖ faith,ʖ andʖ aspirationsʖ areʖ allʖ ele­
mentsʖ ofʖtheʖ future . ʖ
Inʖ The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, whenʖFʊdʖ C . ʖ Dobbsʖ assuresʖ hisʖ

partnersʖheʖwillʖreachʖhisʖlimitʖandʖnotʖtakeʖaʖ pennyʖmoreʖinʖgold , ʖitʖisʖanʖ
elementʖofʖtheʖfuture.ʖ úeʖhasʖmadeʖaʖpredictionʖĨboutʖhisʖfutureʖbehavior,ʖ
andʖweʖwonderʖifʖitʖwil lʖhappenʖtheʖwayʖheʖpredicted.ʖInʖBonnie and Clyde, 

whenʖtheʖgangʖpieksʖupʖ theʖdelightfulʖ coupleʖ ofʖEugeneʖ andʖVelma,ʖ anyʖ
formʖofʖpredictionʖseemsʖtheʖfarthestʖthingʖfromʖourʖminds. ʖButʖwhenʖClydeʖ
indsʖoutʖEugeneʖisʖaʖmorticianʖandʖdumpsʖtheʖpairʖatʖtheʖsideʖofʖtheʖroad,ʖ
hisʖ dreadfulʖ ofʖmortalityʖ isʖ madeʖevident.ʖ Itʖisʖ aʖ subtleʖ butʖeffectiveʖ
pointerʖ intoʖ theʖ futureʖ ofʖtheʖ story .ʖ InʖRed River, whenʖ Valence,ʖ oneʖ ofʖ
Groot'sʖmen,ʖandʖDunsonʖbothʖ showʖ howʖ goodʖ theyʖareʖwithʖ aʖ gun,ʖGrootʖ
predictsʖtheʖtwoʖwillʖeventuallyʖfaceʖ eachʖotherʖinʖaʖshowdown . ʖLaterʖtheyʖ
doʖfaceʖeachʖother,ʖandʖĞalenceʖshootsʖDunsonʖinʖtheʖhand,ʖdisarmingʖhim,ʖ
andʖ Dunsonʖdeclaresʖ heʖ[illʖ killʖValenceʖ someday.ʖ Inʖ theʖ endʖtheyʖ faceʖ

eachʖ otherʖagain,ʖ andʖ [oundʖ eachʖ other,ʖ beforeʖ bigʖightʖ withʖ
Garth.ʖ Eachʖ ofʖtheseʖ momentsʖ isʖ anʖ elementʖ ofʖ theʖ futureʖ thatʖ givesʖ usʖ
somethingʖtoʖanticipateʖ withoutʖoʃrʖbeingʖableʖ toʖ guessʖ whatʖ theʖ outcomeʖ
reallyʖwillʖbe.ʖ Inʖ aʖ famousʖ sceneʖfromʖAnnie Hall, whenʖAlvyʖandʖAnnieʖ
talkʖsupericiallyʖwhileʖsubtitlesʖtellʖtheirʖrealʖthɌughts,ʖthereʖareʖexamplesʖ
ofʖbothʖadvertisingʖandʖ ofʖtheʖfuture .ʖAnnieʖtalksʖaboutʖherʖgrand­
motherʖwhoʖhatesʖ�ews,ʖ andʖweʖ ʋonderʖifʖtheʖ twoʖwillʖ everʖmeet.ʖ theʖ
endʖofʖtheʖscene,ʖ asksʖAnnieʖforʖaʖdate,ʖ whichʖcomesʖupʖquiteʖ soon.ʖ
InʖShane, whenʖJoeyʖasksʖhisʖfatherʖȣfʖheʖcouldʖ"whip"ʖShaneʖinʖaʖight,ʖitʖ
isʖ anʖ elementʖofʖtheʖfutureʖthatʖpresagesʖ theʖ actualʖightʖtheʖtwoʖ menʖhaveʖ
laterʖon. ʖ
Aʖ goodʖ storytellerʖpulȯsʖ outʖallʖ theʖ stopsʖwhenʖit ʖcomesʖtoʖurgingʖ theʖ

audienceʖintoʖtheʖfutureʖofʖtheʖstory,ʖtoʖwory,ʖtoʖhope,ʖtoʖfear,ʖtoʖanticipaɹe .ʖ
Advezisingʖworksʖ toʖ pointʖ theʖ audienceʖ forward,ʖ usingʖ theʖ intentionsʖ ofʖ
theʖcharactersʖtoʖhaveʖorʖmakeʖfutureʖevents.ʖElementsʖofʖtheʖfutureʖpushʖ
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theʖ audienceʖ forwardʖ byʖ usingʖ theʖ hopesʖ andʖ fearsʖ ofʖ theʖ characters,ʖ
whetherʖ theyʖ actuallyʖ expectʖ themʖ toʖ materializeʖ orʖ not.ʖ Bothʖ areʖ veryʖ
efectiveʖ toolsʖ forʖ keepingʖ theʖ audienceʖ inʖ theirʖ seatsʖ andʖ makingʖ themʖ
participate.ʖ

TH E OUTL INE AND TH E 

STEP OUTL INE 

I usually work from an outline. I will know irst in a general 

sense where I'm going. What is it I want to say? Who do I want 

to say it through? What is the story about? What's the colict 

of the story? What is the resolution? 

-WALTER BERNSTEIN 

I'll write down a list of scenes-thirty,forty, eighty scenes. They 

won't be scenes really, but key words-like ity words, and each 

word is supposed to remind me of a scene that promotesʖthe story. 

Since we are dealing with structure, that is crucial. 

-WILLIAM GOLDMAN 

A lot of the time what happens is that the little impulse that gets 

me started on a story leads to something that's more interest­

ing-and the little impulse disappears. 

-BILL WITTLIFF 

) nexperiencedʖscreenwritersʖoftenʖ say,ʖ"Oh,ʖ Iʖ couldn'tʖworkʖ fromʖ anʖ
outline.ʖ Myʖ writingʖ wouldʖ loseʖ itsʖ spontaneity ."ʖ Theʖ experiencedʖ
writerʖknowsʖthatʖwhetherʖsheʖhasʖ committedʖ theʖoutl ineʖtoʖ paperʖorʖ

whetherʖ (inʖ veryʖ rareʖ instances�ʖ itʖ isʖ allʖ in ʖ herʖ head,ʖ sheʖ is ʖ followingʖ aʖ
preconceivedʖframeworkʖonʖwhichʖtheʖ storyʖwillʖbeʖbui lt.ʖToʖbeginʖwritingʖ
withoutʖknowingʖwhereʖoneʖis ʖgoingʖis ʖtoʖheadʖforʖtheʖwi lderness,ʖwithʖveryʖ
l i ttleʖprospectʖofʖindingʖone'sʖwayʖ outʖ again . ʖAʖ screenplayʖbegunʖi n ʖsuchʖ
aʖ wayʖ is ʖ almostʖ alwaysʖ wastedʖ efort,ʖ abandonedʖ longʖbeforeʖ theʖ projectʖ
nearsʖconclusion,ʖforʖtheʖscreenwriterʖhasʖlostʖherʖway.ʖTheʖresultʖi s ʖaʖgreatʖ
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dealʖofʖdi scardedʖ someʖofʖwhichʖmayʖbeʖveryʖgoodʖbyʖitself,ʖ butʖ
doesn'tʖitʖwith in ʖtheʖstoryʖbeingʖtold.ʖ
Forʖtheʖrareʖ writerʖwhoʖ canʖ formulateʖ aʖ planʖ in ʖ h is ʖ headʖ andʖ keepʖ itʖ

thereʖwithoutʖgoingʖtoʖtheʖtroubleʖofʖputtingʖitʖonʖpaper,ʖworkingʖwithoutʖaʖ
formalʖoutl ineʖmayʖbeʖpossible.ʖMostʖmortals,ʖinclʄdingʖmostʖaccomplishedʖ
screenwriters,ʖindʖanʖoutl ineʖessential.ʖForʖoneʖthing,ʖ anʖoutl ineʖpermitsʖ
aʖ criticalʖ scrutinyʖofʖtheʖ skeletonʖ beforeʖ theʖleshʖofʖactionʖ andʖ dialogueʖ
areʖ applied.ʖ Inʖ fact,ʖ theʖ veryʖ actʖ ofʖputtingʖ theʖ "spine"ʖ downʖ onʖ paperʖ
revealsʖ thingsʖ aboutʖtheʖ storyʖ thatʖwouldn'tʖbeʖ evidentʖwithoutʖoutl in ing.ʖ
Itʖi s ʖobviousʖthatʖchangesʖareʖeasierʖtoʖmakeʖin ʖanʖoutline-andʖaʖlotʖeasierʖ
forʖ aʖwriterʖtoʖ accept-thanʖ in ʖaʖ irstʖ draft,ʖ whenʖ aʖ lotʖofʖworkʖmustʖ beʖ
discardedʖ ifʖplansʖ change.ʖ
Onceʖ theʖ screenwriterʖ i s ʖ sati sfiedʖ thatʖ sheʖ hasʖ aʖ soundʖ foundationʖ onʖ

whichʖtoʖbuild,ʖ herʖcreativeʖ facultiesʖ areʖ freeʖ toʖ concentrateʖ onʖ theʖ ineʖ
pointsʖ ofʖcharacterization,ʖaction,ʖandʖ dialogue.ʖ Inʖ otherʖwords,ʖ outl in ingʖ
actuallyʖmakesʖtheʖwriterʖmore ɫpontaneous. ʖThereʖ isʖnoʖlongerʖtheʖworryʖ

(whichʖ impedesʖspontaneity)ʖthatʖ aʖ sceneʖmightʖnotʖitʖ intoʖ theʖ story,ʖ andʖ
thereʖ i s ʖnoʖnecessityʖ forʖcloud ingʖone'sʖmindʖwithʖthoughtsʖaĭoutʖwhereʖ aʖ
storyʖmightʖbeʖ headingʖandʖ [hetherʖaʖ sceneʖbeingʖwritɺenʖ isʖ lead ingʖ theʖ
rightʖ Thoseʖ haveʖ beenʖ madeʖ outȲ iningʖ
phase-atʖleastʖforʖ theʖ irstʖ draft.ʖ
Allʖ thatʖ i s ʖ leftʖ afterʖ anʖ effectiveʖ outlineʖ hasʖ beenʖ createdʖ isʖ writingʖ

theʖ scenes-leshingʖ outʖ theʖ characters,ʖ determiningʖ theirʖ speciicʖ ac­
tionsʖ ĩndʖ short-termʖ motivations,ʖ creatingʖ atmosphereʖ andʖ speciicʖ c ir­
cumstances,ʖ and,ʖ ofʖ course,ʖ writingʖ theʖ dialogue.ʖ Butʖ atʖ anyʖ givenʖ
moment,ʖ theʖ writerʖ i s ʖ onlyʖ workingʖ onʖ thoseʖ thingsʖ forʖ aʖ s ingleʖ scene,ʖ
notʖtheʖ entiretyʖ ofʖtheʖ storyʖ orʖ anʖ actʖorʖ evenʖ aʖ wholeʖ sequence.ʖ Statedʖ
simply,ʖ onceʖ theʖ writerʖ hasʖ establ ishedʖ theʖ macrocosmʖ ofʖ theʖ storyʖ (byʖ
outlin ing),ʖ heʖ orʖ sheʖ isʖ ableʖ toʖ focusʖ allʖ energyʖ andʖ creati vityʖ onʖ theʖ
microcosm,ʖ oneʖ sceneʖ atʖ aʖ time.ʖ
Theʖ mostʖ rudimentaryʖ µlanʖ forʖ aʖ screenplayʖ shouldʖ containʖ theʖ fol­

lowingʖ elements :ʖ whoʖ theʖ centralʖ characterʖ is ʖ (ifʖtheʖ unityʖ ofʖ actionʖ isʖ
used;ʖ seeʖ "Unity,"ʖ pa§eʖ �é)ʖ andʖ whatʖ heʖ orʖ sheʖ wants;ʖ whoʖ theʖ otherʖ
principalʖ charactersʖ areʖ andʖ whatʖ theyʖ eachʖ want;ʖ actualʖ outl ineʖ ofʖ
theʖ generalʖ sequenceʖ ofʖ eventsʖ andʖ theʖ actʖ divi sions;ʖ andʖ formulationsʖ
ofʖ theʖ mainʖ tension,ʖ theʖ culmination,ʖ andʖ theʖ resolution. ʖ Manyʖ screen­
writersʖ takeʖ theʖ outl in ingʖ further.ʖ Onceʖ theʖ bare-bonesʖ skeletonʖ ofʖ theʖ
storyʖ existsʖ inʖ outlineʖ form,ʖ moreʖ andʖ moreʖ detai lʖ canʖ beʖ addedʖ priorʖ
toʖ theʖ actualʖ sceneʖwriting.ʖ This ʖ i s ʖ aʖ relativelyʖ easyʖ wayʖ ofʖmaintainingʖ
perspectiveʖ onʖ theʖwholeʖ storyʖ whileʖleshingʖ itʖ out.ʖ Theʖ outl ineʖ ofʖ theʖ
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storyʖ withʖ aʖ listingʖofʖallʖ ofʖtheʖ scenesʖ thatʖ theʖ writerʖplansʖtoʖ useʖtoʖ tellʖ
theʖstoryʖ(eachʖwithʖ someʖindicationʖofʖwhoʖisʖinvolved,ʖandʖwhatʖhappensʖ
whereʖ andʖwhen),ʖ isʖ knownʖasʖ aʖstep outline. Thisʖmethodʖ ofʖstoryʖ devel­
opmentʖ encouragesʖ aʖ kindʖ ofʖ organicʖ growthʖ ofʖ theʖ work,ʖ andʖ helpsʖ toʖ
achieveʖtheʖbalanceʖandʖunityʖ thatʖareʖessenti alʖ ifʖtheʖ screenplayʖisʖ beʖ
successfullyʖcompleted.ʖ
Onceʖ aʖ stepʖoutlineʖ isʖ completedʖ andʖtheʖwriterʖ knowsʖ exactlyʖ whereʖ

thisʖ storyʖ isʖ heading,ʖ theʖ actualʖ sceneʖ writingʖ canʖ begin .ʖ Itʖcanʖ progressʖ
withʖ surprisingʖ speed .ʖ Theʖquicknessʖ ofʖwritingʖ aʖ irstʖ draftʖ inʖ thisʖwayʖ
actuallyʖcontributesʖtoʖtheʖqualityʖandʖtheʖunityʖofʖtheʖscript,ʖbecauseʖtheʖ
writingʖisʖnotʖspreadʖoutʖoverʖtimeʖandʖsubjectedʖtoʖuncertainties,ʖsecondʖ
thoughts,ʖandʖmajorʖchangesʖinʖplan.ʖ
Butʖaʖstepʖoutlineʖsh³uldʖnotʖbeʖthoughtʖofʖasʖbeingʖchi seledʖinʖ stone.ʖ

Itʖisʖaʖplanʖforʖtheʖwritingʖofʖtheʖirstʖļraōtʖ³fʖtheʖscreenplay,ʖnoʖmoreʖthanʖ
that.ʖAsʖtheʖwritingʖofʖtheʖf¬rstʖdra¥ɻʖprogresses,ʖtheʖwriterʖinevitaĮlyʖlearnsʖ
moreʖ aboutʖ theʖ charactersʖ asʖ theyʖ "getʖ upʖ onʖ theirʖfeet,"ʖ thatʖ is,ʖ asʖ theyʖ
interactʖwithʖeachʖ otherʖinʖ completeʖ scenes.ʖ Asʖtheʖwriter'sʖ knowledgeʖofʖ
theʖcharactersʖdeepensʖandʖbroadens,ʖaspectsʖofʖtheʖstepʖoutlineʖmayʖneedʖ
toʖ beʖ alteredʖorʖadjusted,ʖįutʖitʖ isʖ stilȳʖ thereʖ asʖ aʖ guide,ʖ luringʖtheʖwriterʖ
everʖ onwardʖ towardʖ theʖ ofʖtheʖ story .ʖ Theʖ outlineʖ canʖ keepʖ theʖ
writerʖsafelyʖonʖtrackʖandʖenableʖmoreʖfreedomʖinʖtheʖwritingʖofʖindividualʖ
scenesʖ andʖmoreʖ latitudeʖ inʖmakingʖminorʖadjustmentsʖ toʖ theʖoutlineʖonʖ
theʖly.ʖ

PLAUS IB IL ITV 

Dramatic efect derives from what is probable, and not from what 

is possible. 

-ARISTOTLE 

�eus ex machina, Latinʖ forʖ "theʖ godʖ fromʖ theʖ machine,"ʖidentiiesʖ
aʖ Greekʖ invention.ʖ Frequentlyʖ aʖ Greekʖ playʖ endedʖwithʖ aʖ godʖ
beingʖloweredʖtoʖtheʖactingʖareaʖbyʖmeansʖofʖaʖcraneʖfromʖabove.ʖ

Thisʖgodʖwouldʖthenʖtieʖ upʖallʖtheʖlooseʖendsʖofʖtheʖstory .ʖ Butʖtheʖdeus ex 

machina isʖ ofʖ littleʖ useʖ toʖ modernʖ playwrightsʖ andʖ ofʖ noʖ useʖ toʖ screen-
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writers,ʖ forʖwe ʖno ʖlongerʖacceptʖ theʖ notionʖ thatʖaʖ supernaturalʖ beingʖwillʖ
i ntercedeʖ i n ʖ humanʖ affairs . ʖ Theʖ Greekʖ dramatistʖ couldʖ disentangleʖ theʖ
knottedʖthreadsʖofʖhis ʖplotʖbyʖintroducingʖaʖgodʖtoʖtakeʖchargeʖofʖtheʖaction,ʖ
butʖtheʖmodernʖ dramatistʖmustʖbeʖmoreʖ resourcefulʖ in ʖ resolvingʖaʖ plot'sʖ
complexities . ʖ
Weʖ haveʖ modernʖ equivalentsʖ forʖ theʖ device,ʖ butʖ theyʖ mustʖ sti l l ʖ beʖ

avoided.ʖ Theʖ unexpectedʖ arrivalʖ ofʖ aʖ powerfulʖ igure,ʖ theʖ convenientlyʖ
timedʖ heartʖ theʖ suddenʖ inheritance,ʖ anythingʖ i ntroducedʖ byʖ theʖ
writerʖfromʖ outsideʖ theʖ boundariesʖ ofʖ theʖ storyʖ toʖ helpʖ resolveʖ theʖ plot,ʖ
mustʖbeʖ shunned.ʖAudiencesʖ recognizeʖ shoddyʖcraftsmanshipʖandʖ refuseʖ
toʖacceptʖaʖresolutionʖthatʖdoesn'tʖevolveʖnaturallyʖfromʖtheʖc ircumstancesʖ
ofʖtheʖstory .ʖ
Whenʖ Bonnieʖ andʖ Clydeʖ areʖ ambushedʖ andʖ riddledʖ withʖ bulletsʖ atʖ

theʖ endʖ ofʖthatʖ ilm,ʖ itʖ isʖ notʖdeus ex machina becauseʖ theʖ questʖofʖ theʖ
sheriffʖ theyʖ humil iatedʖ isʖ partʖ ofʖ theʖ veryʖ fabricʖ ofʖ theʖ story.ʖ Whenʖ
Georgeʖ Baileyʖ f¬nallyʖ changesʖ andʖ is ʖ ecstaticʖ toʖ getʖ baĴkʖ toʖ his ʖ familyʖ
atʖ theʖ endʖ ofʖ It 's a Wondeful Lfe, evenʖ thoughʖ anʖ angelʖ hasʖ beenʖ aʖ
crucialʖ partʖ ofʖ theʖ story,ʖ itʖ isʖ notʖ deus ex machina. Inʖ thisʖ case,ʖ theʖ
changeʖ comesʖ fromʖ insideʖ Georgeʖ andʖ theʖ angelʖ isʖ anʖ i ntrinsicʖ partʖ ofʖ
theʖ story,ʖ notʖ tackedʖ onʖ atʖ theʖ endʖ toʖ clearʖeverythingʖup.ʖ Whenʖ Evelynʖ
is ʖ shotʖ deadʖ atʖ theʖ endʖ ofʖChinatown, itʖ i s ʖ theʖ i nevitableʖ extensionʖ ofʖ
theʖ overallʖ story,ʖ theʖ natureʖ ofʖ theʖ Noahʖ Crossʖ characterʖ andʖ theʖ imÁ
possibil i tyʖ ofʖJakeʖ changingʖ hisʖ willʖ orʖ Evelyn'sʖ fate . ʖ Evenʖ in ʖ The A­

rican Queen, whereʖ theʖ handʖ ofʖ Godʖ seemsʖ veryʖ closeʖ toʖ theʖ suɢace,ʖ
bothʖ i n ʖ termsʖ ofʖ theʖ rain ʖ thatʖ loatsʖ theʖ boatʖ ontoʖ theʖ lakeʖ andʖ atʖ theʖ

veyʖ end,ʖ whenʖ theʖ sunkenʖ boatʖ resurfaces,ʖ itʖ isn'tʖ reallyʖ deus ex ma­

china. Faithʖ andʖ prayer,ʖ theʖ ideaʖ thatʖ "Godʖ helpsʖ thoseʖwhoʖ helpʖ them­
selves,"ʖ andʖ Rosie'sʖ beliefʖ inʖ bothʖ Charl ieʖ andʖ theʖ boatʖ itselfʖ haveʖ allʖ
beenʖ partʖ ofʖ theʖ story'sʖ development,ʖ andʖ theseʖ elementsʖ allʖ comeʖ toʖ
fruitionʖ atʖ theʖ endʖ throughʖ theʖ designʖ ofʖ theʖ story.ʖ
Manyʖ storiesʖ haveʖ whatʖ isʖ onʖ theʖ surfaceʖ anʖ unbelievableʖ premiseʖ orʖ

circumstance:ʖ ghosts,ʖ carsʖ thatʖ ly,ʖ thoughtʖ transference,ʖ creaturesʖ thatʖ
won'tʖ dieʖ orʖ comeʖ fromʖ anotherʖ planet-theʖ l istʖ goesʖ onʖ andʖ on.ʖ Theseʖ
thingsʖ don'tʖ existʖ inʖ theʖworldʖweʖ allʖ inhabit,ʖ butʖtheyʖ areʖ veryʖoftenʖtheʖ
stuffʖ ofʖsuperbʖ storytelling.ʖ Inʖ anyʖ storyʖ thatʖ containsʖ anʖ elementʖ ofʖtheʖ
unbelievable,ʖ evenʖ ifʖallʖ theʖotherʖcircumstancesʖareʖveryʖ reali stic,ʖthereʖ
isʖ aʖcrucialʖmomentʖtheʖ screenwriterʖmustʖcreate.ʖThi s ʖi s ʖtheʖmomentʖwhenʖ
theʖ audienceʖ suspendsʖ itsʖ di sbel iefêʖ whenʖ theʖ audienceʖ "buysʖ
into"ʖtheʖunbelievableʖpartʖforʖtheʖpurposeʖofʖenjoyingʖtheʖstoryʖbeingʖtold . ʖ
Ifʖtheʖstorytellerʖfai ls ʖto ʖbringʖtheʖ audienceʖalong,ʖtoʖgetʖ itʖto ʖsuspendʖ itsʖ
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di sbeliefʖi n ʖorderʖ toʖ enjoyʖ theʖ story,ʖ allʖ thatʖfolXowsʖ thatʖ Ŏai lureʖ wȥlȶʖ playʖ
asʖj ustʖsoʖmuchʖhokumʖtoʖtheʖaudience.ʖ
Inʖanyʖsuccessfulʖfilmʖofʖthisʖtype-fromʖKing Kong toʖStar Wars toʖBack 

to the Future toʖFrankenstein-the will ingʖsuspensionʖofʖdisbeliefʖisʖ care­
ful ly ʖcreatedʖ andʖ nurturedʖ byʖ theʖ storytel ler.ʖ At ʖ itsʖ simplest,ʖ theʖmethodʖ
comesʖ downʖ toʖ facingʖ theʖ disbeliefʖhead-onʖ ratherʖthanʖ tryingʖtoʖ glossʖ itʖ
over.ʖTheʖ audienceʖ wi l l ʖ usuallyʖ spotʖ theʖ laʀerʖandʖ dec l ineʖ toʖ part ic ipateʖ
inʖ theʖ storyʖ beingʖ told . ʖ Usuallyʖ theʖ bestʖ approachʖ isʖ toʖ haveʖ aʖ principalʖ
character-veyʖoftenʖtheʖ protagonist,ʖ butʖ notʖ always-voiceʖ aʖ disbeliefʖ
theʖ audienceʖshares. ʖ Asʖ thisʖcharacterʖbecomesʖconvincedʖofʖtheʖ truthʖofʖ
theʖ unbelievableʖ thing,ʖ soʖ doesʖ theʖ audience.ʖ InʖBack to the Future, theʖ
protagonistʖdoesn'tʖbelieveʖinʖtheʖtimeʖmachineʖatʖirst , ʖbutʖwhenʖheʖtravelsʖ
in ʖ itʖandʖcomesʖtoʖbelieve,ʖweʖ suspendʖourʖownʖdi sbel iefʖandʖ signʖ onʖ forʖ
theʖ restʖofʖtheʖ story .ʖ InʖKing Kong. theʖ apeʖalreadyʖe\ists;ʖheʖmerelyʖ
hasʖ toʖ beʖ found.ʖ Butʖ thereʖ isʖ veryʖ carefulʖ preparationʖforʖtheʖ momentʖ ofʖ
revelationʖofʖtheʖtitleʖcharacter,ʖandʖconsiderableʖresi stanceʖtoʖbeliefʖamongʖ
theʖcrewʖuntilʖthisʖmonsterʖisʖbeforeʖtªeirʖvŇȵģʖeyes.ʖSometimes,ʖasʖ inʖStar 

Wars, theʖunbelievableʖthi ngsʖareʖpar¼ʖ ofʖtheʖeverydayʖ l ifeʖ ofʖourʖprotago­
nist,ʖ soʖ weʖ don'tʖ haveʖ hisʖdisbeliefʖ toʖ use.ʖ I n ʖthisʖ instance,ʖ itʖ isʖ theʖ au­
dience'sʖownʖworldʖe]perienceʖthatʖuustʖbeʖusedʖandʖbuiltʖupon.ʖWeʖknowʖ
spaceshipsʖnowʖe]ist , ʖthoughʖnoneʖsoʖbigʖandʖsophist icatedʖasʖtheʖonesʖ inʖ
theʖ i lm. ʖWeʖ knowʖ computerizedʖ rɍbotsʖ canʖmove,ʖ andʖwe'veʖ seenʖ holoʓ
grams.ʖOnʖ andʖ onʖ unt i l ʖinallyʖLukeʖgetsʖ intoʖaʖ carʖ thatʖlies,ʖandʖ weʖhaveʖ
noʖ acceptingʖtheʖwoɞldʖofʖthisʖstoryʖ andʖal l ʖ theʖgloriousʖth ingsʖ inʖ

it.ʖEachʖofʖtheʖearlyʖe]amplesʖ inʖ theʖfi lmʖ basedʖonʖ somethingʖweʖ knowʖ
toʖbeʖpossible;ʖi t' s ʖsimplyʖaʖbitʖbetterʖi n ʖtheʖ¥Ȧlmʖthanʖwhatʖisʖpossibleʖrightʖ
now.ʖWe areʖevenʖgivenʖtimeʖtoʖadjustʖtoʖtheʖnotionʖofʖspaceʖcreatures.ʖTheʖ
irstʖ onesʖ weʖ meetʖareʖ smallʖ andʖ hooded,ʖ andʖ theʖ onlyʖ reallyʖ oddʖ tİingʖ
aboutʖthemʖis ʖthatʖtheirʖeyesʖglowʖred .ʖûyʖtheʖtimeʖweʖgetʖi ntoʖtheʖ©arʖwithʖ
theʖ ful l ʖvarietyʖofʖ weʖhaveʖbouȎhtʖ theʖstoryʖcompleteȴyʖandʖ
doʖnotʖresistʖbelieving.ʖ
Oneʖcriticalʖcomponentʖofʖtheʖaudienne'ɬʖwil l ingʖsuspensionʖofʖdi sbeliefʖ

i s ʖthatʖitʖcanʖonlyʖhappenʖonceʖ inʖaʖ story .ʖ Inʖotherʖwords,ʖweʖwil l ʖsignʖonʖ
toʖ believe,ʖ butʖ atʖ thatʖ moment,ʖ whatʖweʖ haveʖ decidedʖ toʖ acceptʖ alsoʖ in­
c ludesʖaʖ sortʖofʖsetʖofʖru les.ʖTheseʖrulesʖofʖaʖicti tiousʖuniverseʖmustʖthenʖ
bňʖ scrupulouslyʖobeyed,ʖ orʖ theʖaudienceʖwil l ʖleeʖfromʖ theʖ story .ʖ Forʖin­
stance,ʖifʖweʖestablishʖearlyʖonʖthatʖcarsʖcanʖfsyʖbutʖbusesʖcannot,ʖweʖbetterʖ
notʖseeʖaʖ busʖ lyingʖlaterʖon,ʖ orʖwe'llʖ quitʖtrustingʖtheʖ storytel lerʖandʖ stopʖ
partic ipatingʖ inʖ theʖ stoɟy.ʖWeʖoftenʖfeelʖ thatʖtheʖ storytellerʖ isʖ "cheating"ʖ
whenʖthisʖhappens.ʖForʖinstance,ʖinʖBack to the Future aʖgreatʖdealʖi s ʖmadeʖ
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o f ʖhowʖfastʖtheʖcarʖmʅstʖb e ʖgoingʖtoʖtravelʖ throughʖt ime.ʖI t ʖbecomesʖoneʖofʖ
theʖ "rules"ʖ ofʖ thisʖ newʖ worldʖ weʖ haveʖ entered.ʖ If,ʖ i n ʖ theʖ end,ʖ theʖ carʖ
managesʖtoʖt ime-travelʖwhileʖstandingʖstillʖorʖgoingʖslowerʖthanʖtheʖspeedʖ
thatʖ we'veʖ beenʖ toldʖ isʖ crucial , ʖ weʖ wouldʖ feelʖ cheatedʖ andʖ wouldʖ rebelʖ
againstʖtheʖilm,ʖ theʖstory,ʖandʖ theʖstoryteller.ʖ
Anotherʖcharacteristicʖ ofʖtheʖ inestʖ storiesʖ i s ʖ theʖ effectʖ ofʖi nevitabil i tyʖ

theʖwriterʖhasʖbeenʖableʖtoʖachieve.ʖTheʖ courseʖofʖeventsʖtheʖscreenwriterʖ
setsʖin ʖmotionʖhasʖnotʖonlyʖfollowedʖtheʖplausibleʖpath;ʖtheʖaudienceʖcomesʖ
toʖ believeʖ thereʖ couldʖ notʖ possiblyʖ haveʖ beenʖ anyʖ otherʖ outcome.ʖ Thi s ʖ

feelingʖo f ʖi nevitabil i ty-aʖcombinationʖo f ʖcharactersʖmovingʖalongʖaʖcourseʖ
fromʖwhichʖthereʖ is ʖnoʖpossibleʖturning-isʖperhapsʖaʖscreenwri ter'sʖinestʖ
achievement.ʖ
Inevitabi l i tyʖ shouldʖnotʖbeʖconfusedʖwithʖpredictabil i ty . ʖ Inevi tabi l i tyʖ i s ʖ

theʖsense,ʖasʖtheʖeventsʖunfold,ʖ thatʖtheyʖcouldn'tʖhaveʖhappenedʖanotherʖ
way,ʖ whi leʖpred ictabi lityʖrelatesʖ toʖ tªeʖaudience'sʖcapacityʖ toʖguessʖwhatʖ
isʖ aboutʖ toʖ happen.ʖ Soʖ longʖasʖ thereʖ areʖ twoʖ equallyʖ plausibleʖoutcomesʖ
preventingʖtheʖaudienceʖfromʖguessingʖwhatʖi s ʖgoingʖtoʖhappenʖinʖtheʖnextʖ
sceneʖorʖsequenceʖorʖatʖ theʖresolution,ʖtheʖstoryʖ is ʖnotʖpredictable.ʖAndʖi f,ʖ
atʖ theʖ sameʖ t ime,ʖeachʖ stepʖalongʖ theʖ journeyʖofʖtheʖ storyʖ feelsʖprobableʖ
andʖtheʖhandʖofʖneitherʖGodʖnorʖtheʖwri terʖisʖvisible,ʖtheʖstory'sʖunfoldingʖ
eventsʖwill ʖseemʖinevitable.ʖ

AC T IVITY AND AC T ION 

The dfference between activity and action: f there 's lots of run­

ning around with no colict between the characters, it means 

there is no dramatic action. 

-FRANK DANIEL 

�heʖneophyteʖ screenwriterʖoftenʖ thinksʖofʖaʖ screenplayʖasʖ endlessʖ
dialogueʖ i nsteadʖ ofʖasʖ aʖ planʖofʖaction.ʖThoseʖwhoʖdon'tʖ fullyʖ un­
derstandʖscreenwrit ingʖthinkʖthatʖtheʖwrit ingʖofʖdialogueʖisʖtheʖwholeʖ

craft.ʖWhileʖcharactersʖdoʖtal®ʖasʖpartʖofʖtheirʖattemptsʖtoʖreachʖ theirʖgoalsʖ
andʖ achieveʖ theirʖ objectives,ʖ theirʖ dialogueʖ is ʖ ultimatelyʖ lessʖ importantʖ
thanʖ theʖ actionsʖ theyʖ take.ʖ Theʖbulkʖofʖaʖ screenplayʖ isʖ theʖdescriptionʖofʖ



B e  • The Tools o f  Screenwriting 

theʖ actionsʖandʖactivitiesʖofʖtheʖ characterɭ-inʖaddition,ʖofʖcourse,ʖtoʖtheʖ
wholeʖsetʖofʖcircumstancesʖandʖtheʖpremiseʖofʖtheʖstory .ʖTheʖski llfulʖdram­
atistʖthinksʖofʖwhatʖisʖhappeningʖonʖtheʖstage,ʖandʖtheʖefectiveʖscreenwriterʖ
thinksʖofʖtheʖactionsʖofʖtheʖcharactersʖandʖhowʖtSeyʖshouldʖbeʖseenʖbyʖtheʖ
audience.ʖThisʖ isʖtheʖheartʖofʖdramaticʖwriting.ʖ
Actionʖandʖactivityʖareʖnotʖ interchangeableʖ inʖthisʖcontext.ʖ Anʖ activityʖ

isʖ anythingʖ thatʖ aʖ characterʖmigȕtʖ beʖ doingʖ inʖ aʖ scene,ʖ fromʖ knittingʖtoʖ
illetingʖaʖ ishʖ toʖ typingʖtoʖmemorizingʖ songʖ lyricsʖoutʖ loud;ʖ thisʖ isʖ oftenʖ
calledʖ"business."ʖOnʖtheʖotherʖhand,ʖanʖactionʖisʖanʖactivityʖwithʖaʖpurposeʖ
behindʖ it,ʖ anʖ thatʖ furthersʖ aʖ character'sʖ pursuitʖ ofʖanʖ objective.ʖ
Sometimesʖ theʖexactʖsameʖ actionʖ isʖmerelyʖ anʖactivityʖ in ʖoneʖ setʖofʖcir­
cumstancesʖandʖ anʖ actionʖ inʖ another.ʖ Forʖ example,ʖ aʖ characterʖmightʖ beʖ
choppingʖonȧonsʖ inʖ aʖ sceneʖ solelyʖasʖ anʖactivity.ʖ Butʖ anotherʖtime,ʖwhenʖ
theʖcharacterʖwantsʖtoʖelicitʖsympathyʖfromʖanotherʖcharacter,ʖheʖmayʖchopʖ
onionsʖtoʖmakeʖSimselfʖcry. ʖTheʖlatter,ʖ then , ʖisʖclearlyʖanʖaĵtion, ʖbecauseʖ
thereʖ isʖaʖ goalʖ behindʖ it.ʖ
Anotherʖexampleʖ beʖtheʖmemorizingʖofʖsongʖlyrics . ʖ oneʖ sceneʖ

theʖ characterʖ isʖ simplyʖ theʖ lyricsʖ toʖ commitʖ themʖtoʖ memoryʖ
becauseʖ sheʖ l ikesʖ theʖ song.ʖ Inʖ anotherʖ sceneʖ sheʖ mightʖ repeatʖ theʖ sameʖ

inʖ anʖ attemptʖ toʖwarnʖ orʖwooʖanotherʖ character,ʖ orʖ toʖ girdʖ upʖ herʖ
courageʖ forʖ someʖparticularlyʖ diȄcultʖmomentʖ sheʖ is ʖ facing.ʖ Theʖ
takeʖonʖaʖmeaningʖwhenʖconnectedʖwithʖtheʖpurposeʖbehindʖthemʖthatʖtheyʖ
Ľon'tʖ haveʖ onʖ theirʖ own.ʖ Inʖfact,ʖ inʖ thisʖ sortʖ ofʖscene,ʖ theʖ dialogueʖ itselfʖ
canʖbeʖ completelyʖmeaningless,ʖbutʖ sti l l ʖnecessaryʖ andʖeffectiveʖbecauseʖ
ofʖtheʖpurposeʖbehindʖit.ʖ
Aʖskil lful ʖscreenwriterʖcanʖcauseʖdialogueʖtoʖbecomeʖeitherʖanʖactivityʖorʖ

anʖaction,ʖdependingʖonʖtheʖintentionsʖofʖtheʖcharacterʖperfɎɠmingʖit.ʖOftenʖ
theʖmostʖeffectiveʖscenesʖconsistʖofʖactivity,ʖaction,ʖandʖminimalʖorʖevenʖnoʖ
dialogue.ʖTrulyʖsigniicantʖactionsʖmustʖbeʖdeterminedʖbeforeʖtheʖdialogueʖ
isʖwritten . ʖ�urposefu l ʖactivityʖtSatʖexpressesʖtheʖemotionʖandʖtheʖdesireʖofʖ
theʖcharacterʖmustʖkeʖknownʖinʖorderʖtoʖcreateʖeffectiveʖandʖrevealiʖngʖscenes.ʖ
Theʖexperiencedʖscreenwriterʖtriesʖ ofʖallʖtoʖdetermineʖwhatʖaʖchar­

acte
Ñ
rʖwantsʖ andʖ whatʖ actionsʖ heʖorʖ sheʖ takesʖ toʖ tryʖtoʖ achieveʖ it.ʖ Thisʖ i s ʖ

trueʖbothʖof ʖshort-termʖobjectivesʖandʖtheʖlong-termʖobjee²iveʖof ʖtheʖwholeʖ
story .ʖ I n ʖotherʖwords,ʖirstʖdetermineʖtheʖactionsʖ thatʖ revealʖ characterʖandʖ
carryʖtheʖstoryʖforward,ʖthenʖinventʖtheʖactivitiesʖandʖdialoȏueʖthatʖsupportʖ
thoseʖactions.ʖ
Effectiveʖactionsʖandʖactivitiesʖareʖvisualʖelements,ʖthingsʖtheʖaudienceʖ

canʖ see, becauseʖ ourʖmemoriesʖ andʖ experiencesʖ ofʖwhatʖ weʖ seeʖ areʖ farʖ
strongerʖthanʖofʖwhatʖweʖhear.ʖTheʖdegreeʖofʖhostil ityʖbetweenʖtheʖCapuletsʖ
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andʖtheʖMontaguesʖi s ʖshownʖbyʖduel ingʖandʖstreetʖbrawl ing.ʖI n ʖBody Heat, 

Racine'sʖ passionʖforʖMattyʖ isʖ effectivelyʖ demonstratedʖ whenʖ heʖ throwsʖ aʖ
chairʖthroughʖ theʖ windowʖ andʖ essentiallyʖ breaksʖ intoʖ herʖhouseʖ toʖmakeʖ

loveʖ withʖ her.ʖ InʖNinotchka, theʖ transformationʖ inʖ theʖ titleʖ characterʖ i s ʖ
clearlyʖshownʖwithʖherʖactionʖof ʖbuyingʖtheʖ"decadent"ʖhatʖ seenʖearlierʖin ʖ
theʖ shopʖwindow.ʖTheʖactionʖstaysʖwithʖ usʖmoreʖeffecti velyʖthanʖ ifʖany ʖofʖ
theseʖcharactersʖhadʖsimplyʖspokenʖdialogueʖexpressingʖtheirʖhatred,ʖpas­
sion,ʖorʖchange.ʖ
Examplesʖ ofʖthi s ʖ kindʖ couldʖ beʖ repeatedʖ endlessly. ʖ Itʖmustʖ beʖ c lear,ʖ

however,ʖthatʖtheʖdialogueʖforʖanyʖofʖtheseʖ scenesʖcouldʖnotʖhaveʖ
beenʖwrittenʖunlessʖtheʖactionʖwasʖknownʖirst-atʖleastʖbyʖtheʖwriter.ʖOftenʖ
theʖbeginningʖ screenwriterʖfeelsʖthatʖaʖcharacterʖdoesn'tʖwantʖ anythingʖorʖ
doesn'tʖknowʖwhatʖ heʖorʖ sheʖ wants .ʖ This ʖmayʖbeʖ trueʖ ofʖtheʖ characterʖatʖ
anyʖ givenʖmoment,ʖ butʖ itʖ shouldn'tʖbeʖ trueʖ ofʖtheʖ writer.ʖTheʖwriterʖmustʖ
knowʖwhatʖaʖcharacterʖwants,ʖconsciouslyʖo r  unconsciously,ʖandʖtheʖwriterʖ
mustʖknowʖwhatʖaʖ characterʖi s ʖ in ʖpursuitʖofʖatʖ anyʖgivenʖmoment,ʖ evenʖ ifʖ
theʖcharacterʖi s ʖobliviousʖtoʖ i t . ʖ
Efectiveʖactivitiesʖforʖcharactersʖneedʖtheʖadditionʖof ʖanʖactionʖto ʖmoveʖ

theʖ storyʖ forward.ʖ Theʖbestʖprocedureʖ is ʖfirstʖtoʖ indʖtheʖ acȷʖionʖorʖactionsʖ
thatʖcreateʖtheʖsceneʖand/orʖareʖpartʖofʖtheʖpursuitʖofʖaʖ longer-termʖobjec­
tive,ʖ thenʖindʖactivitiesʖthatʖwouldʖbeʖ inʖtheʖgivenʖsi tuation,ʖactiv­
itiesʖ thatʖhelpʖtoʖ revealʖtheʖnatureʖ ofʖtheʖcharacters .ʖ Onceʖtheseʖelementsʖ
haveʖbeenʖ found,ʖwhateverʖ isʖ necessaryʖ andʖ appropriateʖ canʖ beʖ
added.ʖTheʖweakestʖscenesʖareʖonesʖinʖwhichʖdialogueʖisʖexpectedʖtoʖcarryʖ
allʖ ofʖtheʖ dramaticʖweightʖbyʖ itself.ʖ
Activitiesʖthatʖ revealʖcharacter,ʖ butʖ thatʖ aren'tʖreallyʖpartʖofʖtheʖ pursuitʖ

ofʖanyʖcharacter'sʖgoal,ʖcanʖbeʖeffectiveʖtoolsʖforʖenrichi ngʖtheʖaudience'sʖ
experienceʖofʖaʖ story.ʖ Forʖexample,ʖ in ʖChinatown, whenʖ Evelynʖ cleansesʖ
Jake'sʖhorriblyʖcutʖnose,ʖsheʖhasʖnoʖobjectiveʖotherʖthanʖtoʖcleanʖtheʖwound,ʖ

yetʖ theʖ tendernessʖ sheʖ demonstratesʖ inʖ theʖ activityʖ aʖ sideʖ ofʖherʖ
characterʖweʖ haven'tʖ seenʖ before.ʖ In ʖAnnie Hall, whenʖ andʖ Annieʖ
cookʖ lobsters,ʖ itʖi s ʖanʖactivity;ʖthereʖ isʖnoʖpurposefulʖactionʖbehindʖi t . ʖĤetʖ
theʖwayʖinʖwhichʖtheyʖbattleʖtheʖcreatureʕsʖandʖshareʖtheʖmomentʖofʖintimacyʖ
withʖeachʖotherʖrevealsʖaspectsʖofʖbothʖofʖtheirʖcharactersʖasʖwellʖasʖshow­
ingʖ theirʖbondʖwithʖ eachʖ other.ʖ Theseʖ activitiesʖdon'tʖmoveʖ theʖstoryʖfor­
ward,ʖ yetʖ theyʖ expandʖ ourʖ involvementʖandʖ understandingʖofʖtheʖ livesʖ ofʖ
theʖ charactersʖand,ʖ i n ʖthisʖway,ʖenrichʖtheʖ storytell ing.ʖ



D IALOGUE 

Dialogue comes because 1 know what 1 want my characters to 

say. 1 envision the scene; 1 can imagine them up on the screen; 

1 try to imagine what they would be saying and how they would 

be saying it, and 1 keep it in character. And the dialogue comes 

out of that. 1 think that goes for every writer in world. Then 

1 rewrite it. Then 1 cut it. hen 1 reine it untill get the scene as 

precise as 1 can get it. 

-PADDY CHAYEFSKY 

Most people think screenwriting is only dialogue, and that we 're 

those people who write those dreadful lines that all those nice, 

wondeful actors have to say. And the reality is the single 

most important thing contributed by the screenwriter is the 

structure. 

-WILLIAM GOLDMAN 

f you have a lcility with writing dialogue, it can be a trap. 

You write exchanges, things that sound great, but are not really 

doing anything. Dialogue has to be functional. 

-WALTER BERNSTEIN 

Dialogue works the least well when it 's telling you what '5 going 

on. 

-TOM RICKMAN 

The amazing thing about screenwriting is that the screenwriter 

does not, like the stage dramatist, hear his dialogue spoken until 

it's too late Jor him} to know whether it plays or not. 

-ERNEST LEHMAN 

� hereʖ isʖ endlessʖ varietyʖ inʖ theʖ dialogueʖ ofʖdifferentʖ periodsʖ andʖ
diferentʖwriters .ʖ Thereʖ areʖ theʖhumorʖandʖeasyʖcharmʖ ofʖPrestonʖ
SturgesʖorʖBil lyʖWilderʖwritingʖwithʖI . ʖA . ʖL.ʖDiamond;ʖtheʖhard�boiledʖ

butʖ richlyʖ texturedʖ voiceʖ ofʖRaymondʖ Chandlerʖandʖ hisʖmanyʖ imitators;ʖ
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theʖ angst-ridden,ʖ self-deprecatingʖ humorʖ ofʖWoodyʖ Al len;ʖ orʖ theʖ angst­
riddenʖwealthʖofʖimageʖandʖfeel ingʖofʖIngmarʖBergman.ʖThereʖ isʖtheʖurban, ʖ
"real i sticÉʖ voiceʖofʖDavidʖMametʖo¹ʖ Scorceseʖandʖhisʖcollaborators .ʖ
Thereʖ isʖ theʖ l i teraryʖ real ismʖofʖMarioʖ Puzoʖ andʖ Franc is ʖ Fordʖ Coppolaʖ in ʖ
theʖGodfather tri logy.ʖAndʖthereʖ isʖtheʖheartfeltʖearnestnesºʖof ʖFrankʖCapraʖ
andʖhis ʖcollaborators .ʖ
Noʖ twoʖ screenwritersʖ writeʖ exactlyʖ theʖ sameʖ kindʖ ofʖd ialogue,ʖ thoughʖ

obviouslyʖtheʖdiferencesʖareʖnotʖalwaysʖsoʖwideʖasʖthoseʖl istedʖabove.ʖButʖ
thereʖ areʖ certainʖ characteristicsʖthatʖ areʖ commonʖ toʖ goodʖ dialogueʖ fromʖ
anyʖ writer.ʖGood,ʖ effectiveʖdialogueʖarisesʖoutʖ ofʖcharacter,ʖ si tuation,ʖandʖ

itʖrevealsʖ andʖmovesʖtheʖstoryʖforward.ʖTheʖcharacterʖonʖ
screenʖ isʖ usuallyʖmoreʖ articulateʖ thanʖ heʖwouldʖ beʖ l i fe-evenʖwhenʖaʖ
naturallyʖ inarticulateʖ characɼerʖ iɮʖ beingʖ presented-forʖ Ȑoodʖ  ialogueʖ i s ʖ
an ʖ intensiPicationʖ of ʖno¹malʖ speech.ʖ So-cal ledʖ real isticʖ speechʖ is ʖ hardlyʖ
realʖ atʖa l X ;ʖ althoughʖ itʖmayʖcreateʖ thatʖ i l lusion,ʖ theʖ confusion,ʖ excesses,ʖ
fumblings,ʖ andʖbacktrack ingʖofʖor inaryʖ conversationʖhaveʖbeenʖ trimmedʖ
away,ʖandʖtheʖdialogueʖhasʖ beenʖgivenʖdirentionʖandʖ aʖpattern.ʖ Inʖ addition,ʖ
mostʖ everydayʖ socialʖ nicľiesʖareʖdi spensedʖwithʖ unleɯsʖ theyʖ serveʖ someʖ
useful ʖpurposeʖ in ʖtheʖseeɣʖatʖhaȿÄ�ʖ
Dialogueʖcarriesʖaʖ tremendousʖ�urden.ʖConsiderʖallʖ itʖ mustʖaccomplishʖ

forʖtheʖscreenwriter:ʖ

1. Itʖmustʖcharacterizeʖtheʖspeaker,ʖandʖperhapsʖtheʖpersonʖaddressed.ʖ
2. Itʖmustʖbeʖ idiomatic,ʖ maintain ingʖ theʖ individual ityʖ ofʖtheʖ speaker,ʖ

ʎetʖsti l l ʖ�lendʖ intoʖ theʖstyleʖofʖtheʖ asʖaʖwhole.ʖ

3. Itʖ mustʖ árePsectʖ theʖ speakerÒsʖ mood,ʖ conveyʖ hisʖ orʖ herʖ emotion,ʖ orʖ
proviĿeʖsomeʖwindowʖ i ntoʖ hisʖorʖherʖinnerʖl i fe.ʖ

4. I t ʖmustʖ oftenʖ revealʖ theʖspeaker'sʖ motivationʖr anʖ attemptʖ toʖhideʖ
his ʖorʖherʖmotivation.ʖ

S. Itʖmustʖreleetʖtheʖrelat ionshipʖofʖtheʖɰpeakerʖtoʖtheʖotherʖcharacters .ʖ
6. ătʖ mustʖ beʖ connective,ʖ thatʖ is,ʖ growʖ outʖ ofʖ aʖ precedingʖ speechʖ orʖ

actionʖ andʖ l eadʖ intoʖ anotherâʖ
7. Itʖmustʖadvanceʖ theʖ action.ʖ
B. I t ʖmustʖ sometimesʖcarryʖ informationʖorʖ
S. Oftenʖ itʖmustʖforeshadowʖwhatʖ is ʖtoʖcome.ʖ

1 0 . Itʖmustʖbeʖclearʖandʖcomprehensibleʖtoʖtheʖaudience.ʖ

Inʖ additionʖ toʖ fulill ingʖ theseʖ functions,ʖ someʖ otherʖcharacteristics ʖ ofʖ
goodʖdialogueʖare :ʖ
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1 .  Actorsʖmustʖbeʖ ableʖ toʖ sɔeakʖ itʖ withoutʖ stumblingʖoverʖ theʖ words . ʖ Itʖ
mustʖavoidʖtongue-twistersʖandʖtooʖmuchʖalliteration,ʖunlessʖ itʖi s ʖusedʖ
(sparingly)ʖforʖefect.ʖ

2 .  Whenʖ longʖ speechesʖareʖnecessary,ʖtheyʖshouldʖbuildʖtowardʖ theʖend,ʖ
withʖ theʖ strongestʖ ideaʖ orʖ imageʖ savedʖ forʖ last.ʖTheʖmostʖemphaticʖ
positionʖin ʖaʖspeechʖisʖatʖtheʖend,ʖtheʖsecondʖstrongestʖatʖtheʖbeginning.ʖ
Puttingʖaʖmodifyingʖclauseʖatʖtheʖendʖofʖaʖ speech,ʖorʖtheʖnameʖofʖtheʖ
characterʖaddressed,ʖ invariablyʖweakensʖtheʖimpactʖofʖtheʖspeech. ʖ

3 .  Theʖconcreteʖ image,ʖoneʖthatʖcanʖbeʖvisualizedʖbyʖtheʖactorʖandʖtheʖ
audience,ʖ i s ʖmoreʖefectiveʖthanʖanʖ abstractʖone.ʖMountain i s ʖaʖmoreʖ
vividʖ wordʖ thanʖ grandeur, hurricane isʖ moreʖ visceralʖ thanʖ turmoil, 

roller-coaster isʖmoreʖevocativeʖthanʖbupy. Givingʖactorsʖ"vis ions"ʖin ʖ
theirʖdialogueʖmakesʖ themʖbetterʖableʖ toʖ deliverʖtheʖ performanceʖ in ­
tendedʖby ʖtheʖwriter.ʖ

Oneʖofʖtheʖmajorʖproblemsʖinexperiencedʖscreenwritersʖrunʖ intoʖ isʖoverÀ
writing.ʖTheirʖscreenplaysʖcontainʖtooʖmuchʖdialogue,ʖwhichʖmakesʖ themʖ
tooʖ long;ʖ thisʖ isʖ aʖ badʖcombinationʖbecauseʖitʖ theʖaudienceʖtoʖ"getʖ
aheadʖ ofʖtheʖstory ."ʖItʖ isʖ rarelyʖaʖ goodʖ ideaʖtoʖ makeʖ theʖaudienceʖwaitʖforʖ
theʖ storyʖtoʖcatchʖupʖwithʖit.ʖAʖprincipalʖreasonʖforʖlongʖandʖ tediousʖscriptsʖ
fromʖbeginningʖscreenwritersʖ isʖ theyʖhaven'tʖyetʖlearnedʖtheʖsecretʖofʖ
compressingʖtheʖdialogue,ʖofʖmakingʖitʖdoʖseveralʖthingsʖatʖonce.ʖTheʏʖwillʖ
useʖoneʖsectionʖofʖdialogueʖsolelyʖtoʖcharacterizeʖtheʖspeakerʖandʖanotherʖ
toʖ giveʖ neededʖ exposition,ʖ insteadʖ ofʖaccomplishingʖ bothʖ goal sʖ atʖ once.ʖ
Beginningʖ screenwritersʖ alsoʖtendʖtoʖcoverʖtheʖ sameʖ groundʖ in ʖ bothʖ theʖ
d ialogueʖ andʖtheʖ sceneʖdescription.ʖ Inʖ ifʖ aʖ writerʖindsʖ aʖ redun­
dancyʖbetweenʖaʖ describedʖactionʖandʖtheʖaccompanyingʖdialogue,ʖ itʖi s ʖaʖ
goodʖ ideaʖtoʖtrimʖorʖcutʖoutʖtheʖdialogueʖandʖ letʖtheʖactionʖandʖvisualʖimageʖ
carryʖ theʖmoment.ʖ
Inʖwritingʖdialogue,ʖtheʖscreenwriterʖshouldʖrememberʖnotʖonlyʖ thatʖac­

tionʖ isʖ goingʖtoʖ carryʖ aʖ signiicantʖpartʖofʖtheʖ burden,ʖ butʖthatʖ theʖactorsʖ
themselves,ʖwithʖ theirʖ physicalʖ presenceʖandʖtheirʖvoices,ʖ willʖ alsoʖmakeʖ
anʖ immenseʖ contribution.ʖ Evenʖ aʖ singleʖ lineʖ orʖ anʖ entireʖ speechʖ canʖ beʖ
spokenʖ inʖ aʖ scoreʖ ofʖ indiferenceʖorʖpassion,ʖwithʖ respectʖorʖ
suspicion,ʖwithʖhope,ʖwithʖanger,ʖ facetiouslyʖorʖwithʖgreatʖearnestness.ʖAʖ
ski llfulʖactor,ʖaidedʖbyʖtheʖ guidanceʖofʖaʖperceptiveʖdi rector,ʖsupportsʖandʖ
reinforcesʖtheʖ screenwriter'sʖ i ntentʖandʖ i lluminatesʖtheʖ l inesʖwithʖhisʖownʖ
understandingʖofʖtheʖi nnerʖlifeʖofʖtheʖcharacter.ʖGoodʖdialogueʖleavesʖroomʖ
forʖtheʖactorʖtoʖcontributeʖ inʖ thisʖ way.ʖ Inʖ otherʖwords,ʖtheʖ l inesʖareʖ notʖsoʖ
ãʖ e�plicit ʖasʖtoʖputʖtheʖactorʖinʖanʖ interpretiveʖstraitjacket.ʖ
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Dialogueʖ isʖ theʖoneʖareaʖwhereʖaʖscreenwriterʖhasʖanyth ingʖapproachingʖ
theʖdirectʖ communicationʖ withʖ theʖaudienceʖ thatʖ theʖ novel istʖ enjoys.ʖ Aʖ
goodʖ l ine,ʖaʖwell-turnedʖphraseʖdeliveredʖi n ʖj ustʖtheʖ rightʖwayʖ byʖ anʖ actor,ʖ
canʖhaveʖaʖ veryʖ powerfulʖ impactʖonʖtheʖaudience.ʖThoughʖ rumorsʖalwaysʖ
c irculateʖthatʖtheʖgreatʖl inesʖwereʖmadeʖupʖonʖtheʖsetʖbyʖtheʖactor,ʖthisʖ isʖ
rarelyʖaccurate.ʖ Moreʖoftenʖthanʖnot,ʖtheseʖareʖtheʖl inesʖɽhatʖsurvivedʖfromʖ
theʖ scriptʖ throughʖ theʖ productionʖ andʖ editingʖ processes,ʖ andʖ thusʖ areʖ aʖ
reasonablyʖ directʖ l inkʖ betweenʖ theʖ screenwriterʖandʖ theʖ audience.ʖ Fromʖ
"Frankly,ʖmyʖdear,ʖIʖdon'tʖgiveʖaʖdamn,"ʖtoʖ"Iʖmadeʖhimʖanʖofferʖheʖcouldn'tʖ
refuse,"ʖ completelyʖ effectiveʖ andʖ memorableʖ momentsʖ deliveredʖ inʖ dia­
logueʖhaveʖtwoʖthingsʖ in ʖcommon-theyʖareʖ shortʖ andʖ sweet.ʖTheyʖhaveʖ
allʖ theʖ attributesʖ l i stedʖ above,ʖ andʖ inʖaddition,ʖtheyʖareʖtoʖtheʖ pointʖandʖ
enjoyʖaʖ simplic ityʖthatʖ is ʖinspirationʖ itself.ʖ

becauseʖ itʖ i s ʖ theʖ onlyʖ partʖ ofʖ theʖ screenplayʖ theʖ audienceʖ
experiencesʖdirectly,ʖisʖtheʖareaʖwhereʖaʖscreenwriterʖcanʖexpressʖh is ʖi nnerʖ
poetryʖtoʖgreatestʖadvantage.ʖSceneʖdescriptionsʖ(includingʖcharacters'ʖac­
tions)ʖ areʖ thereʖ forʖ theʖ makersʖ ofʖtheʖilm-theʖ actors ,ʖ theʖ director,ʖ theʖ
cinematographer,ʖ theʖ costumeʖ designer,ʖ andʖ soʖ on-andʖ thusʖ shouldʖ beʖ
straightforward,ʖ clear,ʖ concise,ʖ andʖworkmanlike.ʖWhileʖ theʖexpressionʖofʖ
vi sualʖ andʖ audioʖ poetryʖ is ʖbothʖ possibleʖ andʖ desirableʖ inʖ theʖ sceneʖ de­
scription,ʖtheʖultimateʖarbiterʖofʖhowʖtheyʖareʖgivenʖtoʖtheʖaudienceʖi s ʖnotʖ
theʖ screenwriterʖbutʖ theʖ director.ʖ Butʖ theʖ screenwriterʖcanʖuseʖallʖ ofʖtheʖ
burdensʖ ofʖdialogueʖ l istedʖ aboveʖtoʖ greatʖ advantageʖʌithʖ theʖdelicateʖ in­
fusionʖofʖwit , ʖcadence,ʖwordʖchoice,ʖ rhythm, ʖandʖ"vi sionsʖ"-allʖtheʖchar­
acteristicsʖofʖpoetry.ʖ
Itʖ cannotʖ beʖ statedʖ tooʖ emphatically:ʖDialogue alone cannot sustain a 

ilm or screenplay for very long. ÊTalkingʖheads"ʖ andʖ anʖ overdependenceʖ
onʖperformanceʖareʖtheʖresult.ʖEvenʖwhenʖperformanceʖi s ʖsuperb,ʖi t ʖi s ʖsti l l ʖ
betterʖtoʖgiveʖactorsʖactions, toʖ themʖ toʖ act,ʖ notʖj ustʖtalk . ʖTalkʖ isʖ aʖ
smallʖ partʖ whatʖweʖ doʖ asʖ humanʖbei ngs,ʖ andʖ itʖ shouldʖbeʖ aʖ smallʖ partʖ ofʖ
howʖweʖexpectʖtoʖtel l ʖourʖstoriesʖtoʖ theʖaudience.ʖAndʖveryʖoften, ʖbyʖgivingʖ
theʖactorʖanʖeffectiveʖandʖclear-cutʖaction,ʖtheʖscreenwriterʖcanʖmakeʖtheʖ
necessityʖ forʖdialogueʖdiminishʖorʖevenʖdisappear.ʖ



VISUALS 

In a book you might start with some dialogue, and then describe 

the room, and start with some more dialogue, and then describe 

your clothing, more dialogue. The camera gets that in an 

instant.ʖ Boom,ʖ flnd you're on. Get on, get on. The camera is 

relentless. Makes you keep running. 

-WILLIAM GOLDMAN 

When I started out, I was scripts by putting in shots all 

over the place until I realized directors paid absolutely no Ltten­

tion to it. So now I very rarely do thal except f I want to make 

a speciic point. 

-WALTER BERNSTEIN 

The main thing is I write master scenes. And I write stage direc­

tions in, as I would on a stage play: Heʖ crossesʖ theʖ roomʖ
quickly,ʖopensʖtheʖwindowʖandʖleapsʖout.ʖI do not describe what 

setups the camera should he set up for in order to pick up that 

action. 

-PADDY CHAYEFSKY 

I see everything. It 's almost like I 'm playing the scene in my 

head. I never, just never,ʖput down only dialogue; I'm always 

acting it out in my head. 

-ERNEST LEHMAN 

eʖhaveʖdiscussedʖatʖlengthʖ theʖ ofʖgiv ingʖactionsʖtoʖ
theʖcharactersʖandʖofʖcreatingʖvividʖandʖsuccinctʖdialogue,ʖbutʖ
thereʖ is ʖyetʖanotherʖaspectʖofʖtheʖ screenplayʖthatʖmustʖbeʖdealtʖ

with-whatʖtheʖ audienceʖ sees,ʖ andʖ howʖ itʖseesʖ it.ʖ In ʖaʖ word,ʖ theʖvisuals. 

Althoughʖmanyʖ directorsʖ andʖ moreʖ thanʖ aʖ fewʖ ilmʖ reviewersʖ mayʖ bristleʖ
atʖtheʖnotionʖthatʖtheʖvisualsʖofʖaʖilmʖbeginʖonʖtheʖpage,ʖor,ʖmoreʖpreci sely,ʖ
i n ʖtheʖmindʖofʖtheʖ screenwriter,ʖtheʖdirectorʖmustʖeitherʖbecomeʖhisʖ ownʖ
writerʖorʖbecomeʖ helplessʖwithoutʖtheʖstartingʖpointʖgivenʖbyʖ theʖ screen-

aa. 
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writer.ʖThereʖ isʖ aʖ famousʖ storyʖ aboutʖFrankʖCapra,ʖ aʖ superbʖdirectorʖwhoʖ
wasʖ widelyʖ renownedʖ in ʖ theʖ d�ebsʖ andʖ d�èbsʖ forʖ hisʖ "Capraʖ touch."ʖ Aʖ
screenwriterʖonceʖ handedʖ himʖ �2bʖblankʖpagesʖ neatlyʖboundʖ asʖ aʖ scriptʖ
andʖsaid,ʖ"Goʖahead,ʖgiveʖitʖthatʖɏldʖCapraʖtouch."ʖ
It'sʖ inaccurateʖ toʖsayʖthatʖtheʖdirectorʖhasʖ noʖ roleʖ in ʖtheʖ vi sualsʖ orʖ isʖ

incapableʖ ofʖinventingʖvisuals.ʖ However,ʖtheʖstartingʖpointʖofʖhowʖaʖ ilmʖ
storyʖisʖshownʖtoʖtheʖaudienceʖisʖtheʖscript,ʖandʖaʖwiseʖdirectorʖlooksʖthereʖ
irstʖ forʖcluesʖonʖ howʖ toʖcomposeʖindividualʖshots,ʖorʖforʖtheʖoverallʖvisualʖ
design.ʖAtʖthisʖpointʖtheʖdirectorʖmust,ʖofʖnecessity,ʖtakeʖoverʖresponsibilityʖ
forʖtheʖvisuals,ʖasʖwithʖmostʖotherʖinterpretiveʖaspectsʖofʖcreatingʖtheʖ ilm,ʖ
butʖatʖtheʖveryʖleastʖtheʖdirectorʖhasʖtheʖsuggestionʖofʖtheʖwriterʖrightʖthereʖ
onʖ theʖpage.ʖ
Butʖtheseʖsuggestionsʖhaveʖtoʖbeʖputʖthereʖbyʖtheʖwriter,ʖwithʖforethought,ʖ

knowledge,ʖ andʖmoreʖthanʖaʖ l ittleʖdelicacy.ʖThereʖareʖfewʖthingsʖdirectorsʖ
hateʖmoreʖ thanʖ toʖhaveʖtheʖ screenwriterʖdictatingʖtheʖ sizeʖofʖaʖ shot,ʖwhenʖ
toʖmoveʖ theʖ camera,ʖ orʖ howʖ toʖ composeʖ anʖ image.ʖ Instead,ʖ theʖ skil lfulʖ
screenwriterʖwillʖimplyʖhisʖintentionsʖthroughʖsentenceʖconstruction,ʖchoiceʖ
ofʖwords,ʖandʖtheʖdetailsʖdescribed.ʖ
Forʖinstance,ʖtheʖwriterʖmayʖwrite,ʖ"Maggieʖtoysʖnervouslyʖwithʖherʖʍed­

dingʖ ring,ʖ thenʖ slipsʖ itʖ offʖ andʖ pocketsʖ it."ʖ Theʖ wedŀingʖ ringʖ is ʖ clearlyʖ
important,ʖ andʖ aʖ goodʖ directorʖwillʖ knowʖ thatʖ itʖwon'tʖ showʖ upʖ inʖ aʖ longʖ
shotʖorʖperhapsʖnotʖevenʖin ʖaʖmediumʖshot.ʖButʖtheʖdirectorʖhasʖtheʖchoiceʖ
ofʖcuttingʖtoʖ aʖ closerʖshot,ʖmovingʖtheʖcameraʖtoʖtheʖcharacterʖ(andʖring),ʖ
orʖmovingʖtheʖactorʖcloserʖtoʖtheʖcameraʖtoʖgetʖthisʖ importantʖimageʖacrossʖ
toʖ theʖ audience.ʖ Likewise,ʖ "Maggieʖ hidesʖ herʖcashʖ underʖ herʖbeltʖwhileʖ
sheʖgoesʖtoʖanswerʖtheʖdoor"ʖgivesʖspeciicityʖtoʖtheʖactionʖandʖyetʖallowsʖ
theʖdirectorʖtheʖ choiceʖ ofʖdollyingʖwithʖ theʖmove,ʖpanningʖwithʖ it,ʖ lettingʖ
Maggie'sʖ imageʖ shrinkʖ asʖ sheʖ goesʖ awayʖ fromʖ theʖcamera,ʖ orʖ letti ngʖherʖ
imageʖgrowʖasʖ sheʖapproachesʖtheʖcamera.ʖ
Besidesʖindicatingʖsomeʖaspectsʖofʖhowʖindividualʖmomentsʖandʖactionsʖ

canʖ beʖ shotʖ forʖ maximumʖ effectiveness,ʖ theʖ descriptionʖ ofʖ visualsʖ in ʖ aʖ
screenplayʖ canʖ doʖ aʖ greatʖ dealʖ toʖ establishʖ theʖ styleʖ ofʖ storyʖ (real ism,ʖ
fantasy,ʖ Gothicʖ romance).ʖ Inʖ addition,ʖ itʖ helpsʖ establishʖtheʖworldʖofʖtheʖ
storyʖandʖgivesʖindicationsʖofʖtheʖmanyʖkindsʖofʖcontrastsʖbetweenʖscenesʖ
orʖevenʖchangesʖwithinʖscenesʖ(fromʖnearlyʖblackʖandʖwhiteʖtoʖveryʖcolorful , ʖ
fromʖloudʖtoʖquiet,ʖfromʖfastʖtoʖslow,ʖfromʖtalkyʖtoʖnon-dialogue,ʖfromʖlyricalʖ
toʖearthy).ʖOnʖtopʖofʖallʖthis,ʖtheʖsceneʖdescriptionʖinʖaʖ scriptʖshouldʖgiveʖ
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indicatȨonsʖofʖchangesʖ in ʖpaceʖandʖ rhythmʖthroughoutʖtheʖ story.ʖ
Inʖ summary,ʖsceneʖdescriptionʖshouldʖincludeʖdetailedʖi nformationʖcon­

cerningʖoneʖorʖmoreʖofʖtheʖfollowingʖareas:ʖ

1 .  Theʖphysicalʖlocationʖofʖtheʖscene.ʖ

2. Indicationsʖaboutʖtheʖworldʖofʖtheʖstory.ʖ

3 .  Whichʖcharactersʖareʖpresent,ʖandʖ indicationsʖofʖtheirʖ con­
ditionʖorʖappearance.ʖ

4. Theʖspeci ficʖactionsʖofʖtheʖvariousʖcharacters .ʖ
5 .  Anʖ indi cationʖofʖ theʖ imageʖ size,ʖmotionʖofʖtheʖ cameraʖ orʖ theʖ char­

acter,ʖ and/orʖaʖ hintʖatʖ theʖ compositionʖofʖv isualsʖwith in ʖtheʖ frame,ʖ
d ictatingʖexactʖparticularsʖtoʖtheʖdirector,ʖwȖoʖc learlyʖmakesʖ

theʖinalʖdecisions.ʖ

6. Cluesʖaboutʖtheʖstyleʖ ofʖstoryʖbeingʖtoldʖ andʖ aboutʖtheʖstyleʖofʖtheʖ
individualʖ scenesʖwhenʖ thereʖ areʖ changesʖ (fromʖ theʖ presentʖ toʖ aʖ
fȸashbac®,ʖfromʖrealityʖtoʖfantasy,ʖ fromʖsurrealʖtoʖlucid).ʖ

7. Contrastsʖbetweenʖscenesʖorʖbetweenʖvariousʖmomentsʖwith in ʖscenes.ʖ

B. Indicationsʖaboutʖchangesʖin ʖpaceʖandʖrhythm.ʖ

9 .  Indicationsʖofʖl ight,ʖtexture,ʖ andʖcolor.ʖ
1 0 .  ofʖ sounds,ʖ bothʖ objectiveʖ (generatedʖ byʖ sourcesʖ onʖ

screen)ʖandʖsubjectiveʖ(usedʖforʖdramaticʖefect,ʖasʖ inʖ aʖ character'sʖ
heartbeatʖduringʖaʖdangerousʖmoment).ʖ

1 1 . Cluesʖ tɐʖ theʖ costumeʖ theʖ productionʖ designer,ʖ theʖ hair­
dresser,ʖ theʖ landscapers,ʖ andʖ allʖ theʖ otherʖ professionalsʖwhoʖ con­
tribʆteʖtoʖwhatʖtheʖaudienceʖactuallyʖseesʖandʖhearsʖonʖscreen . ʖ



TH E D RAMATIC SC E NE 

You always attack a movie scene as lateʖas you possibly can. 

You always come into the scene at the lastʖpossible moment. 

-WILLIA M  GOLO MAN 

Most scenes are rarely about what the subject matter is. Most 

people rarely confront things head-on. They're afraid to. I think 

that most people try to be accommodating in lfe, but in back f 

their accommodation is suppressed fear or anger or both. What 

happens in a dramatic situation is that it sufaces. And it 

shouldn 't suface too easily or it 's not realistic. 

-R OBERT T O WNE 

Scenes really don 't work when characters are being distorted to 

seve plot. 

-TOM RICKMAN 

What makes a good scene is that it becomes part of the whole 

without showing its edges . . .  it 's inevitable. 

-BILL WITTLIF F 

�heʖsceneʖis , ʖ inʖ aʖsense,ʖaʖone-actʖplayʖi n ʖitself,ʖ butʖoneʖthatʖdove­
tailsʖwithʖ theʖprecedingʖandʖsubsequentʖscenesʖtoʖformʖ partʖ ofʖtheʖ
longerʖscreenplay.ʖConventionallyʖconstructedʖ (asʖmanyʖofʖtheʖbestʖ

scenesʖ are),ʖ theʖ sceneʖ hasʖ aʖ protagonist,ʖ justʖ asʖ theʖ fullʖ storyʖ does.ʖ Ąnʖ
addition,ʖ theʖbestʖ scenesʖhaveʖanʖobjective,ʖobstacles,ʖaʖ culmination,ʖandʖ
aʖ resolution.ʖ Itʖ shouldʖ beʖ emphasizedʖ thatʖ theʖ scene'sʖ protagonistʖ isn't ʖ
necessarilyʖ theʖ sameʖ asʖ theʖ story's.ʖ Ratherʖ thanʖ complicateʖ mattersʖ byʖ
thinkingʖ i n ʖ termsʖ ofʖ theʖ protagonistʖ forʖ eachʖscene,ʖ theʖ screenwriterʖ i s ʖ
beʖbetterʖadvisedʖtoʖaskʖËWhoseʖsceneʖi s ʖi tě' ʖ-yetʖanotherʖof ʖFrankʖDan­
iel'sʖ contributionsʖ toʖ storytell ingʖ theory . ʖ I t ʖ canʖ beʖ phrasedʖ thisʖ way:ʖ

9 1  • 
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"Whoseʖwantʖ (orʖpursuit ʖofʖa n ʖobjective)ʖmakeɱʖ aʖ givenʖ sceneʖhappen?"ʖ
Evenʖ inʖ scenesʖwhereʖ theʖ protagonistʖ ofʖtheʖoverallʖ storyʖ i s ʖpresent,ʖ i t ʖ isʖ
notʖnecessarilyʖhis ʖorʖherʖwantʖthatʖmakesʖtheʖsceneʖhappen . ʖ
I n ʖNorth by Northwest theʖinitialʖmeetingʖofʖtheʖprotagoni st,ʖRogerʖThorn­

hi l l , ʖandʖ theʖantagonist,ʖPhill ipʖğandamm,ʖhappensʖafterʖRogerʖhasʖbeenʖ
k idnappedʖ byʖVandamm'sʖmen.ʖTheʖsceneʖ"belongs"ʖtoʖVandammʖasʖ heʖ
triesʖ toʖ unmaskʖ whatʖ heʖ believesʖ i s ʖ aʖ secretʖ agentʖ pretendingʖtoʖ beʖ anʖ
impatientʖandʖofendedʖadvertisingʖman. ʖInʖ Up Baby, theʖ grandʖ
inale,ʖ theʖ sceneʖ i n ʖwhichʖ allʖ ofʖtheʖprincipalsʖ andʖ bothʖ ofʖtheʖ leopardsʖ
windʖupʖ inʖ theʖtownʖjailhouse,ʖtheʖ sceneʖis ʖcreatedʖbyʖtheʖsheriff.ʖ Heʖ isʖ aʖ
minor-thoughʖmemorable-character,ʖandʖhisʖdesireʖtoʖgetʖ toʖtheʖbottomʖ
ofʖ allʖ theʖ goings-onʖ isʖ whatʖ drivesʖ theʖ scene,ʖ whatʖ forcesʖ theʖ sceneʖ toʖ
happen.ʖThereforeʖ itʖ isʖ his ʖscene.ʖ
Theʖ dramaticʖ sceneʖ givesʖ oneʖ aspectʖ ofʖtheʖ conlict,ʖ butʖ atʖ theʖ

endʖ itʖleavesʖtheʖ largerʖconüictʖsti llʖunresolved.ʖ I f ʖaʖ sceneʖcomesʖtoʖaʖ fuȹlʖ
andʖcompleteʖresolution,ʖitʖstopsʖtheʖforwardʖmomentumʖofʖtheʖstory,ʖwhichʖ
thenʖtakesʖpreciousʖscreenʖtimeʖtoʖgetʖrol l i ngʖagain .ʖTheʖstory'sʖprotagonistʖ
i s ʖe i therʖc loserʖtoʖorʖfartherʖfromʖhisʖgoal ;ʖorʖheʖstartedʖtheʖ sceneʖbyʖmovingʖ
closerʖtoʖthatʖ goal ,ʖ but ʖendedʖ i t ʖevenʖ fartherʖȀromʖ it ʖ (orʖ viceʖ versa).ʖ Theʖ
subsequentʖ sceneʖ willʖ keʖanotherʖ in ʖtheʖencompassingʖstory,ʖ
andʖwil l ʖagainʖ alterʖtheʖpositionʖofʖtheʖprotagonistʖ inʖ relationʖtoʖhis ʖobjec^
tive.ʖIn ʖ asʖtheʖstoryʖprogresses,ʖtheseʖswingsʖfromʖhopeʖtoʖfearʖandʖ
backʖagainʖ i ntensify , ʖbecomeʖ andʖmoreʖpronounced.ʖ
InʖSha(le, afterʖShaneʖandʖStarrettʖhaveʖhadʖaʖ brawlʖ withʖ Ryker'sʖmenʖ

inʖ theʖtownʖ generalʖ storeʖ andʖ haveʖ beenʖ patchedʖ backʖ togetherʖ byʖ Mrs . ʖ
Starrett,ʖtheʖactionʖofʖtheʖstoryʖ shiftsʖ forʖ aʖ fewʖ scenes.ʖWeʖfollowʖRyker'sʖ
dirtyʖworkʖ inʖ clearingʖtheʖhomesteadersʖ offʖtheirʖ land,ʖ andʖestablishʖTor­
rey'sʖ toʖ getʖ revengeʖ onʖ Ryker.ʖ Thoughʖ theseʖ scenesʖ don'tʖ i ncludeʖ
Shane,ʖtheyʖ i ntensifyʖ hisʖquestʖtoʖkeepʖfromʖ strappi ngʖh is ʖgunsʖbackʖ
on,ʖbecauseʖtheʐʖ ȩɆcreaseʖtheʖpressureʖonʖhimʖtoʖtaȪeʖupʖgunsʖtoʖso± veʖtheʖ
problemsʖofʖtheʖ settlersʖwithʖwhomʖheʖisʖaligned.ʖTheʖscenesʖworkʖ
onʖtheʖaudience'sʖhopeʖversusʖfear,ʖ inʖthisʖcaseʖpromotingʖitsʖfearʖonʖbehalfʖ
ofʖShane.ʖLater,ʖwhenʖTorreyʖ is ʖk i l ledʖbyʖRyker'sʖmen,ʖthereʖ i s ʖevenʖmoreʖ
intensityʖ toʖ theʖ pressureʖ onʖ Shane,ʖ andʖ ourʖ consequentʖ feelingsʖ ofʖhopeʖ
andʖfearʖi ncrease.ʖ
Oftenʖ theʖ separationʖ ofʖscenesʖ isʖmuchʖ lessʖ d istinct.ʖ ąnsteadʖ ofʖ com­

pletelyʖ separateʖ scenesÙʖ tinyʖbitsʖofʖinformationʖ thatʖ urȑeʖ onʖ ourʖ hopeʖ orʖ
fearʖareʖdeliveredʖ inʖ andʖ aroundʖscenesʖthatʖhaveʖotherʖpurposesʖasʖwell .ʖ
Sometimesʖ willʖseeʖthatʖaʖcharacterʖoverhearsʖsomethingʖorʖseesʖ some­
thingʖthatʖtheʖotherʖcharactersʖ don�tʖ suspectʖheʖknows .ʖ Sometimesʖweʖ seeʖ
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aʖgunʖhiddenʖ insideʖaʖ ÖÓoat,ʖwhichʖhasʖnotʖbeenʖ revealedʖtoʖanotherʖchar­

acter,ʖ orʖ anʖ engagementʖ ri ngʖ orʖ theʖ necessaryʖ moneyʖ toʖ completeʖ someʖ
objective.ʖTheʖaccomplishedʖscreenwriterʖattemptsʖtoʖmakeʖtheseʖmomentsʖ
ýowʖ togetherʖ seamlessly,ʖ toʖobscureʖ theʖ stitchesʖ thatʖholdʖ togetherʖwhatʖ
are,ʖ inʖ fact,ʖ parallelʖ storyʖ lines.ʖ Theseʖ variousʖ ofʖactionʖareʖwovenʖ
togetherʖi ntoʖoneʖcontinuum,ʖwhichʖi s ʖtheʖwayʖweʖe\perienceʖthem.ʖ
Theʖdramaticʖsceneʖ(whichʖincludesʖcomedyʖasʖwell)ʖi s ʖtheʖbasicʖbuild­

i ngʖ blockʖ ofʖaʖ screenplay.ʖ Aʖ screenwriterʖwhoʖcannotʖcreateʖ anʖeffectiveʖ
andʖ convincingʖ dramat icʖ sceneʖwillʖ notʖ beʖ ableʖ toʖ holdʖ anʖ audience,ʖ noʖ
matterʖhowʖcompell ingʖtheʖstoryʖmightʖbeʖwhenʖ summarized.ʖĆustʖasʖwithʖ
theʖoverallʖstory , ʖaʖsceneʖatʖitsʖs implestʖi s ʖSomebody wants something badly 

is having dficulty getting it. Theʖ somebodyʖ isʖ theʖ personʖwhoʖ ownsʖ
theʖscene,ʖtheʖwantʖis ʖtheʖobjective,ʖandʖtheʖdiȁficultyʖi s ʖtheʖobstacleʖ(thereʖ
areʖoftenʖmoreʖthanʖone� .ʖAʖsceneʖmustʖatʖtheʖveryʖleastʖanswerʖwho,ʖwhere,ʖ
when,ʖ andʖ whatʖ happens,ʖ butʖ scenesʖ oftenʖ carryʖ muchʖ moreʖ thanʖ that.ʖ
Sometimesʖwhy i s ʖdealtʖwithëʖsometimesʖaʖsigniicantʖnewʖcharacterʖi s ʖirstʖ
seenʖandʖmustʖbeʖgivenʖaʖrevealingʖandʖmemorableʖintroduction;ʖsometimesʖ
aʖ sceneʖwil l ʖhelpʖcreateʖ aʖdramaticʖ i ronyʖorʖwillʖhaveʖaʖmomentʖofʖrecog­

nition;ʖ sometimesʖ timeʖ isʖ ellipsedʖbetweenʖ scenesʖ (or,ʖ muchʖmoreʖ rarely,ʖ
with inʖaʖ scene);ʖ sometimesʖadvertisingʖorʖelementsʖofʖtheʖ futureʖ areʖem­
ployedʖtoʖpointʖtheʖaudienceʖforwardʖ in ʖtheʖstory;ʖandʖsometimesʖoneʖlineʖ
ofʖactionʖi s ʖresolvedʖonlyʖtoʖhelpʖcreateʖtheʖnext.ʖ
Whenʖsittingʖdownʖtoʖwriteʖaʖirstʖdraftʖ ofʖaʖ scene,ʖ i t ʖi s ʖcri t icalʖ toʖhaveʖ

inʖ mindʖwhoseʖsceneʖitʖis,ʖwhĪtʖheʖorʖsheʖwantsʖwith in ʖtheʖsceneʖ(notʖtheʖ
overridingʖobjectiveʖofʖtheʖ storyʖ asʖ aʖwhole),ʖwhatʖ obstacle(s)ʖcouldʖbeʖ inʖ
thatʖ character'sʖ way,ʖ whenʖ andʖ whereʖ theʖ sceneʖ takesʖ place,ʖ andʖ whatʖ
principalʖ charactersʖ areʖ present.ʖ Itʖ isʖ notʖ aʖ goodʖ ideaʖ toʖ putʖ anyʖ moreʖ
pressureʖonʖ theʖwritingʖofʖtheʖirstʖdraftʖthanʖthat.ʖFirstʖgetʖ theʖsceneʖdownʖ
onʖpaper,ʖ haveʖitʖmakeʖsenseʖandʖapproximateʖwhatʖi t ʖwasʖintendedʖtoʖdo;ʖ
then,ʖwhenʖ it ʖi s ʖtimeʖtoʖ rewrite,ʖanalyzeʖtheʖsceneʖbyʖas¯ingʖaʖ numberʖofʖ
questionsʖaboutʖ it.ʖ Notʖallʖofʖtheʖfollowingʖquestionsʖapplyʖ toʖallʖscenes:ʖ

1. Isʖi t ʖclearʖwhoseʖsceneʖi t ʖis , ʖandʖwhatʖheʖorʖsheʖwants?ʖ

2. Whatʖ is ʖtheʖconlictʖofʖtheʖscene?ʖIsʖitʖwithʖoneʖorʖmoreʖofʖtheʖcharʔ
acters,ʖ withʖ theʖcircumstancesʖorʖtheʖ surroundingsʖofʖtheʖ sceneÚʖorʖ
isʖ theʖconlictʖwithinʖtheʖcharacter?ʖ

3. Whereʖandʖwhenʖ doesʖ theʖ sceneʖ ta¯eʖ place?ʖ ðouldʖ anotherʖ t­meʖ orʖ
locationʖserveʖtoʖheightenʖtheʖ impact?ʖ

4. WhatʖcharactersʖareʖpresentʖatʖtȗeʖıeginningÛʖwȘ­ĶhʖoneɲʖenterʖdurÂ
ingʖtheʖ scene,ʖ andʖwhoʖ is ʖthereʖ atʖ theʖend?ʖ
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5 .  Isʖ anyʖ newʖ characterʖ introduced?ʖ Ifʖ so,ʖ doesʖ theʖ introductionʖ giveʖ
theʖ audienceʖ aʖ glimpseʖ intoʖ theʖnatureʖ ofʖtheʖ characterʖ andʖmakeʖ
theʖcharacterʖmemorableʖenough?ʖ

s. Whereʖwereʖtheʖcharactersʖ beforeʖ theʖ sceneʖ started,ʖandʖwhereʖ areʖ
theyʖgoingʖafterʖitʖends?ʖ

7. Hasʖtimeʖbeenʖell ipsedʖsi nceʖtheʖlastʖscene?ʖ Ifʖso,ʖ i s ʖitʖclearʖtoʖ theʖ
audienceʖthatʖtimeʖhasʖpassedʖandʖhowʖmuchʖtimeʖhasʖpassed?ʖAreʖ
anyʖminorʖellipsesʖofʖtimeʖ withinʖtheʖ sceneʖclearʖandʖbelievableÕʖ

B .  Hasʖ thereʖ beenʖaʖ transitionʖfromʖtheʖpreviousʖscene,ʖandʖi s ʖthereʖaʖ
transitionʖtoʖ theʖ nextʖscene?ʖ

9. Is ʖthereʖ aʖ sceneʖofʖpreparationʖorʖaʖ sceneʖofʖaftermath?ʖ Isʖoneʖnec­
essary�ʖNotʖallʖscenesʖrequireʖ tSem.ʖ

1 0 . Doesʖtheʖsceneʖcontrastʖinʖ someʖwayʖwithʖ theʖprecedingʖsceneʖorʖtheʖ
sceneʖ toʖfollow?ʖAgain,ʖnotʖallʖ scenesʖwillʖ contrast.ʖ

1 1 .  Doʖtheʖactionsʖofʖtheʖcharactersʖitʖtheirʖ"throughʖl ines"?ʖThatʖ is,ʖdoʖ
theʖcharactersʖ stayʖtrueʖtoʖwhoʖtheyʖareʖ andʖwhatʖtheyʖwant?ʖ

1 2 . AreʖtheʖactionsʖofʖtheʖcharactersʖcȺearʖandʖmotivated?ʖDoʖtheyʖrevealʖ
characterʖandʖmoveʖtheʖ storyʖforward?ʖ

1 3 . Isʖ thereʖ anyʖ useʖ ofʖdrauaticʖ irony?ʖ
1 4 . Isʖthereʖ ofʖaction?ʖ

1 5 . Isʖtheʖsceneʖthematicallyʖrelatedʖtoʖtheʖrestʖofʖtheʖ story?ʖ

1 s .  Areʖ theʖ obstaclesʖdificultʖenough?ʖAreʖ theyʖtooʖdificult?ʖ

1 7 . Areʖ theʖ eventsʖ plausible?ʖ Mustʖ disbeliefʖbeʖ suspended?ʖ Doʖ theseʖ
eventsʖobeyʖtheʖ"rules"ʖofʖpreviouslyʖsuspendedʖdisbelief?ʖ

1 B .  Doesʖ theʖ audienceʖ knowʖ whatʖ mightʖ goʖ rightʖ orʖ wrongʖ withinʖ theʖ
scene?ʖ Whenʖ inʖ theʖ sceneʖdoʖtheyʖ know?ʖWhenʖdoesʖ oneʖorʖmoreʖ
ofʖtheʖcharactersʖknow?ʖ

1 9 . Doesʖtheʖdialogueʖrelectʖcharacter?ʖ
2 0 .  Areʖ theʖ i nnerʖ l ivesʖ ofʖtheʖ charactersʖ throughʖ action,ʖ dia­

logue,ʖandʖreaction?ʖ
2 1 . Areʖanyʖelementsʖofʖtheʖfutureʖused�ʖShouldʖtheyʖbeʖused?ʖDoesʖtheʖ

sceneʖbringʖtheʖactionʖofʖtheʖstoryʖtooʖmuchʖtoʖ aʖ standsti l l , ʖorʖdoesʖ
itʖpropelʖtheʖstoyʖfoɧard?ʖ

2 2 .  Areʖthereʖvisualʖandʖaudioʖclues,ʖsuggestions,ʖandʖplansʖforʖtheʖotherʖ
professionalsʖwhoʖwillʖmakeʖtheʖilm?ʖ

2 3 .  Doesʖtheʖ sceneʖbelongʖinʖ theʖɳtoɩʖbeingʖtoldíʖ



RE W RITING 

/ really believe in rewriting, but it isn't just rewriting, it 's rethink­

ing, reconceptualizing, approaching things anew. 

-TO M RIC K M AN 

When you 're rewriting, very often you're doing the scenes that 

don 't work. The toughest scenes in a piece of material may not 

only have been the toughest for the writer who worked ahead of 

you, but may also be the most dficult scenes to solve, period. So 

they are the ones you have to keep redoing. 

-ROBERT T O WNE 

Writing is rewriting. Sometimes even when a picture is done, you 

say, wish / could get my hands on it again. " 

-WALTER BERN STEIN 

0 discussionʖofʖscreenwritingʖwouldʖbeʖ completeʖwithoutʖdeal ingʖ
withʖrewriting.ʖWhetherʖorʖnotʖitʖincludesʖtheʖscreenwriterʖperʖse, ʖ
theʖrewritingʖofʖaʖ screenʖ storyʖ isʖnotʖcompleteʖ unti l ʖtheʖilmʖ is ʖ in ʖ

theʖ theaters .ʖ Evenʖthen,ʖthereʖ areʖ reissuesʖof ʖilmsʖwithʖmaterialʖ i ncludedʖ
thatʖwasʖ cutʖ fromʖ theʖ initialʖ release.ʖ Butʖ forʖ allʖ practicalʖ puɥosesʖ theʖ
revisingʖandʖ ine-tuningʖ ofʖaʖ screenplay'sʖ storyʖ cont«nuesʖ throughoutʖ theʖ
shootingʖandʖtheʖeditingʖprocess,ʖandʖendsʖwithʖtheʖ releaseʖprint ʖtheʖirstʖ
audiencesʖsee.ʖ
Mostʖofʖtheʖtime,ʖtheʖscreenwriter'sʖinvolvementʖ in  rewritingʖendsʖwhenʖ

theʖ shootingʖ begins. ʖ Sometimesʖ aʖ writerʖmustʖ rewriteʖ tomoɦow'sʖ pagesʖ
whileʖtoday'sʖareʖbeingʖshot,ʖbutʖthis ʖisʖaʖlessʖthanʖdesirableʖcircumstance.ʖ
Andʖsometimesʖtheʖwriterʖis ʖbroughtʖin ʖatʖ theʖeditingʖphaseʖtoʖcreateʖnewʖ
dialogueʖ thatʖ canʖbeʖloopedʖ in,ʖ orʖtoʖwriteʖ aʖ voice-over,ʖor,ʖ i f ʖtheʖbudgetʖ
allows,ʖtoʖwriteʖnewʖpagesʖforʖaʖfewʖdaysʖofʖreshootingʖtoʖimproveʖtheʖilm.ʖ
Wheneverʖtheʖ screenwriter'sʖ involvementʖ ends,ʖ oneʖ thingʖ is ʖ c lear,ʖ thereʖ
hasʖbeenʖaʖ greatʖ dealʖofʖrewriting�ʖAnyoneʖwhoʖ shootsʖ theʖȈrɴtʖdraftʖ ofʖaʖ
scriptʖ isʖ eitherʖaʖfoolʖ orʖhasʖ aʖgenuineʖgeniusʖforʖaʖ screenwriter.ʖ

9 6 . 
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Theʖh ighlyʖrespectedʖnovelistʖPatʖConroy,ʖwhoseʖnovelsʖhaveʖoftenʖbeenʖ
madeʖi ntoʖilmsʖ (The Great Santini, The Lords of Discipline, andʖConrack), 

triedʖhisʖ handʖ atʖscreenwritingʖbyʖadaptingʖhisʖ novelʖPrince of Tides (withʖ
Beckyʖćohnston).ʖThisʖ isʖwhatʖheʖhadʖtoʖsayʖaboutʖtheʖexperience:ʖ

Writing scripts is simply one of the most dficult things a human 

being can do. There 's something so naked about screenwriting. 

I can fake you out with a paragraph in a book. I can throw 

verbiage and I can throw narratives where they make a weak 

scene look better. You can 't do that with movie writing. It 's got 

to be visual. t 's like they hand you musical notes and then give 

you a haikuʖand say '"Put this together. " 

Oneʖcannotʖexpectʖtoʖdoʖsomethingʖasʖcomplicatedʖandʖdificultʖasʖwrit­
ingʖ aʖ screenplayʖ withoutʖmistakesʖonʖ theʖ irstʖ try .ʖ Theʖbeginningʖscreen­
writerʖ whoʖ expectsʖ toʖ doʖ litɾleʖ orʖ noʖ is ʖ settingʖ himselfʖ upʖ forʖ
seriousʖdisappointmentʖ andʖ failure.ʖ Itʖ isʖ aʖ farʖ betterʖ ideaʖtoʖ embraceʖ theʖ
notionʖofʖrewritingʖasʖ anʖ opportunityʖ forʖ improvingʖaʖ projectʖthatʖalreadyʖ
exists.ʖThereʖ isʖ aʖ realʖ senseʖofʖdi scoveryʖ in ʖtheʖwriti ngʖofʖaʖ firstʖdraft,ʖ noʖ
matterʖhowʖdetailedʖ theʖ stepʖoutlineʖmayʖ be.ʖ Byʖ theʖ timeʖ oneʖwritesʖ theʖ
FADE OUT atʖtheʖbottomʖɑfʖtheʖlastʖpage,ʖ theʖpagesʖnearʖtheʖ i nitialʖFADE IN 

noʖlongerʖitʖquiteʖ soʖneatlyʖtogetherʖwithʖtheʖstory .ʖTheʖwriterʖhasʖd iscov­
eredʖaʖ greatʖdealʖaboutʖtheʖ characters,ʖ aboutʖtheʖ story,ʖ andʖaboutʖhisʖ orʖ
herʖownʖi ntentionsʖwhileʖwri tingʖthatʖirstʖdraft.ʖ
Justʖ l ikeʖ theʖ characters,ʖ theʖ screenwriterʖ doesn'tʖ alwaysʖ consciouslyʖ

knowʖwhatʖ sheʖwantsʖorʖwhatʖsheʖ isʖafter,ʖ butʖthatʖdoesn'tʖmeanʖshe'sʖnotʖ
afterʖsomething. ʖOneʖhopesʖthat,ʖbyʖtheʖendʖofʖtheʖirstʖdraft,ʖi t ʖhasʖbecomeʖ
clear.ʖSo,ʖatʖtheʖveyʖleast,ʖtheʖearlyʖpartʖofʖtheʖirstʖdraftʖmustʖbeʖrewrittenʖ
toʖmatchʖ theʖ end.ʖ Andʖ thereʖ areʖallʖmannerʖofʖplantingsʖ andʖpayofsʖ thatʖ
needʖtoʖbeʖwovenʖintoʖtheʖ story.ʖThenʖthereʖareʖtheʖ scenesʖthatʖneverʖreallyʖ
worked,ʖwhichʖmustʖbeʖ redone.ʖ (Theʖ l istʖ onʖ pagesʖ 9eß9�ʖ ofʖquestionsʖ toʖ
askʖ aboutʖscenesʖ shouldʖgiveʖyouʖ anʖ ideaʖofʖhowʖ manyʖwaysʖaʖ sceneʖcanʖ
goʖwrong.)ʖ
Butʖthisʖi s ʖonlyʖtheʖ tipʖofʖtheʖ icebergʖofʖrewriting.ʖ Onceʖthatʖirstʖdraftʖ

i s ʖ touchedʖ up andʖmadeʖ toʖ match,ʖ andʖ theʖ necessaryʖ itemsʖ haveʖ beenʖ
plantedʖandʖelementsʖofʖtheʖfutureʖ haveʖbeenʖwovenʖ in,ʖ itʖi s ʖtimeʖforʖoneʖ
ofʖtheʖscreenwri ter�sʖmostʖdreadedʖmoments :ʖ givingʖtheʖ scriptʖtoʖ someoneʖ
toʖread.ʖĜheʖ nakednessʖConroyʖtalksʖaboutʖi s ʖneverʖmoreʖpalpableʖthanʖatʖ
this ʖmoment.ʖKnowingʖandʖe�periencingʖthatʖmoment,ʖwhenʖsomeoneʖelseʖ
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readsʖwhatʖyouʖhaveʖbeenʖslavingʖover,ʖ i s ʖaʖ timeʖwhenʖaʖ sensibleʖscreen­
writerʖthinksʖquiteʖposi t ivelyʖaboutʖ saying,ʖ"Iʖcanʖmakeʖitʖbetter.ʖ
Justʖgiveʖ i t ʖbackʖandʖ letʖmeʖworkʖonʖ itʖaʖ l ittleʖ longer."ʖ Don'tʖ succumbʖtoʖ
theʖ temptationʖ toʖ putʖ offʖtheʖ inevitableʖ outsideʖ feedback; ʖ itʖ doesn'tʖ getʖ
easier.ʖ Rather,ʖ acceptʖtheʖ reactionsʖofʖyourʖ irstʖ readers,ʖ thenʖgoʖbackʖtoʖ
work .ʖ
This ʖdoesn'tʖmeanʖ youʖ haveʖtoʖ changeʖeverythingʖthatʖanyoneʖobjectedʖ

toʖ orʖdidn'tʖunderstandʖ orʖdidn'tʖbuyʖ i nto.ʖ Theʖ feedbackʖ hasʖ i dentiiedʖ aʖ
potentialʖproblem,ʖ butʖ youʖ mustʖdetermineʖforʖyourselfʖwhetherʖ itʖ trulyʖi s ʖ
aʖ problemʖthatʖ needsʖtoʖbe ʖixed.ʖ I f ʖallʖo r ʖmostʖo f ʖyourʖearlyʖreadersʖhaveʖ
theʖsameʖproblem,ʖthenʖtheʖanswerʖis ʖclearʖthatʖyouʖmustʖreworkʖit . ʖSome­
timesʖ rewritingʖ isʖmerelyʖpatchingʖandʖ repairing,ʖ l ikeʖi�ingʖaʖ holeʖ inʖ theʖ
wal l . ʖOtherʖtimes-andʖtheseʖareʖtheʖrewritesʖthatʖareʖmostʖnecessaryʖandʖ
mostʖ toʖ face-theʖ entireʖ storyʖ orʖ aʖ largeʖ portionʖ ofʖ i t ʖmustʖ beʖ
rethoughtʖfromʖtheʖgroundʖup.ʖDon'tʖthrowʖyourʖhandsʖupʖandʖstartʖbuildingʖ
anotherʖhouseʖbecauseʖthisʖoneʖneedsʖrepair.ʖThat'sʖtheʖsameʖasʖthrowingʖ
awayʖallʖtheʖwork,ʖthought,ʖandʖheartacheʖyouʖhaveʖputʖi ntoʖdevelopingʖtheʖ
storyʖandʖwritingʖtheʖirstʖdraft.ʖ
Itʖ isʖ aʖ farʖ betterʖ ideaʖtoʖ goʖbackʖ andʖ lookʖ atʖtheʖ structureʖ ofʖtheʖ house,ʖ

seeʖwhereʖtheʖfoundationʖis ʖsoundʖandʖwhereʖ itʖi s ʖweak,ʖwhereʖtheʖframingʖ
(readʖ skeleton) i s ʖ solid,ʖ andʖ whereʖ itʖ i s ʖ i ndistinctʖ orʖ missing.ʖ Goʖ backʖ
throughʖtheʖentireʖtoolʖchestʖweʖhaveʖbeenʖdiscussing,ʖindʖtheʖelementʖorʖ
elementsʖ thatʖ areʖmissing,ʖ incomplete,ʖ orʖ unclear,ʖ andʖ goʖ rightʖ backʖ toʖ
workʖonʖthemʖjustʖasʖyouʖdidʖwhenʖyouʖwereʖdevelopingʖtheʖstoryʖtheʖirstʖ
timeʖthrough.ʖOnceʖtheʖsuperstructureʖhasʖbeenʖbolsteredʖandʖixed,ʖ studyʖ
theʖscenesʖtoʖdiscoverʖwhichʖonesʖnoʖlongerʖitʖandʖwhatʖnewʖonesʖmustʖbeʖ
created.ʖSometimesʖthis ʖprocessʖmustʖbeʖrepeatedʖmoreʖthanʖonce,ʖbutʖoneʖ
hopesʖthatʖwithʖeachʖsuccessiveʖdraft,ʖtheʖscriptʖi s ʖimproving.ʖ
Atʖtheʖsameʖtime,ʖkeepʖin ʖmindʖthatʖitʖi s ʖalsoʖpossibleʖtoʖrewriteʖaʖstoryʖ

toʖ death,ʖ toʖ damageʖ beyondʖ allʖ recognitionʖ theʖ spontaneityʖ andʖ l ifeʖ thatʖ
foundʖtheirʖwayʖontoʖtheʖpageʖwhenʖtheʖ storyʖwasʖ newer,ʖwhenʖ theʖwriterʖ
wasʖȂresher,ʖ andʖwhenʖenthusiasmʖsti l l ʖexisted.ʖSoʖitʖisʖnecessaryʖtoʖ strikeʖ
aʖ balancŉ:ʖrewriteʖ asʖmuchʖasʖ theʖscriptʖdemands,ʖbutʖnoʖmore.ʖ Whenʖaʖ
producer,ʖ aʖ d irector,ʖ andʖ severalʖ actorsʖ stazʖ puttingʖ theirʖmoney,ʖ i deas,ʖ
andʖ heartsʖ i ntoʖ theʖ project,ʖ anotherʖwholeʖ roundʖofʖrewritingʖwillʖ begin, ʖ
butʖthatʖ i s ʖtheʖsubjectʖofʖanotherʖdiscussion.ʖTheʖpurposeʖofʖthi s ʖbookʖ is ʖ
toʖhelpʖyouʖindʖwaysʖtoʖsatisfyʖyourselfʖwithʖyourʖefforts,ʖtoʖgetʖtoʖtheʖpointʖ
whereʖyourʖthirdʖ orʖfourthʖorʖifthʖ draftʖ givesʖyouʖtheʖ sameʖ senseʖofʖcomÂ
pletionʖ(readʖresolution) youʖhaveʖbeenʖattemptingʖtoʖgiveʖtoʖyourʖaudience.ʖ
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hatʖ fol lowsʖareʖdetailedʖdiscussionsʖofʖtheʖ variousʖtoolsʖi ntro­
ducedʖ i n ʖ thisʖ bookʖ asʖ theyʖ areʖ putʖ intoʖ ɕracticeʖ i n ʖ eachʖ ofʖ
s ixteenʖwidelyʖdisparateʖilms.ʖTheseʖessaysʖareʖnotʖmeantʖtoʖbeʖ

deinitiveʖanalysesʖofʖtheʖilms;ʖrather,ʖtheyʖareʖi ntendedʖasʖdemonstrationsʖ
ofʖtheʖwayʖscreenwritin¦ʖtoolsʖhaveʖbeenʖemployedʖin ʖsuccessful ʖandʖwell­
madeʖilms.ʖTheʖtoolsʖhaveʖnotʖbeenʖusedʖequallyʖi n ʖallʖPilms,ʖasʖtheʖreaderʖ
willʖquicklyʖgrasp.ʖ Itʖ i s ʖessentialʖtoʖbeʖveryʖfami l iarʖwithʖeachʖofʖtheʖilmsʖ
beforeʖ read ingʖ itsʖ analysis,ʖ i n ʖ orderʖ toʖ mostʖ effectivelyʖ fromʖ thisʖ
section,ʖevenʖ if ʖthatʖmeansʖ reviewingʖanʖoldʖfavorite .ʖ Watchʖ theʖilmʖwithʖ
anʖeyeʖtoʖpickingʖoutʖtheʖtoolsʖdiscussedʖhere,ʖthenʖuseʖtheʖanalysis ʖasʖaʖ
studyʖguide.ʖ
Theʖilmsʖanalyzedʖwereʖchosenʖwithʖgreatʖcare .ʖ Itʖwou ldʖbeʖnaturalʖforʖ

youʖ toʖ supposeʖ thatʖ Iʖ seeʖ theseʖasʖ theʖ si\teenʖ bŊstʖilmsʖorʖscreenplaysʖofʖ
allʖtime.ʖSurelyʖeachʖofʖtheʖ ilmsʖdealtʖwithʖhereʖ isʖ superblyʖmade,ʖwithʖasʖ
muchʖ careʖ givenʖ toʖ theʖ craftʖ ofʖilmmakingʖasʖ toʖ art,ʖ style,ʖ stars,ʖ andʖ allʖ
theʖotherʖelementsʖthatʖmakeʖupʖaʖirstʖrateʖilm.ʖjetʖmyʖlistʖofʖ"best"ʖilmsʖ
wasʖ notʖtheʖcriterionʖforʖ selection,ʖhoweverʖmuchʖ Iʖ admireʖ theʖilmsʖcon­
tainedʖhere. ʖ
Iʖwantedʖilmsʖthatʖ demonstrateʖnotʖonlyʖtheʖbasic ʖprinc iplesʖdealtʖ

withʖ in ʖtheʖ book,ʖbutʖalsoʖmanyʖofʖtheʖ variationsʖandʖ distortionsʖthatʖtheʖ
storytell ingʖ formʖ canʖ withstand.ʖ Soʖ Iʖ haveʖ chosenʖ ilmsʖ withʖ s imple,ʖ
straightforwardʖ by-the-numbersʖ storytelling,ʖandʖ I haveʖchosenʖilmsʖ thatʖ
soʖthoroughlyʖmaskʖtheirʖunderlyingʖstructuralʖelementsʖthatʖtheyʖseemʖtoʖ
theʖnoviceʖtoʖhaveʖnoʖstrue²ureʖandʖtoʖdefyʖallʖtheoriesʖofʖdrama.ʖThereʖareʖ
ilmsʖthatʖseeɀʖtoʖhaveʖtwoʖcentralʖcharactersʖinsteadʖofʖone,ʖandʖilmsʖthatʖ
seemʖtoʖhaveʖfourʖorʖiveʖcharactersʖallʖelbowingʖeachʖotherʖoffʖcenterʖstage.ʖ
Thereʖ areʖ ilmsʖ thatʖ areʖ adaptationsʖ ofʖ superbʖ plays,ʖ andʖmanyʖ thatʖ areʖ
originalʖ toʖ theʖ screen.ʖThereʖ areʖ oldʖHollywoodʖ classics , ʖ newʖHollywoodʖ
classics,ʖandʖEuropeanʖandʖJapaneseʖilms.ʖ
Thereʖ areʖ dozensʖ ifʖ notʖ hundredsʖ ofʖilmsʖthatʖ I wouldʖ gladlyʖ haveʖ i nÁ

cludedʖ ifʖonlyʖthereʖ wereʖ space,ʖ time,ʖandʖenergy.ʖ Unfortunately,ʖ I couldʖ
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not.ʖI haveʖnotʖi ncludedʖaʖtokenʖrepresentationʖofʖeveryʖnationʖwithʖaʖonceʖ
orʖpresentlyʖthriv ingʖilmʖindustry,ʖnorʖhaveʖIʖattemptedʖtoʖrepresentʖeveryʖ
"school"ʖofʖwhatʖ i s ʖartisticallyʖorʖpolit icallyʖcorrect,ʖ norʖ haveʖIʖ soughtʖoutʖ
theʖsocially,ʖpolitically,ʖspiri tually,ʖorʖart ȡsticallyʖi nlammatory.ʖRather,ʖtheʖ
basis ʖofʖdecid ingʖ uponʖwhichʖ ilmsʖ toʖ includeʖwasʖ aʖ compositeʖ ofʖɷheseʖ
cri teria:ʖ (d)ʖ masterfullyʖ craftedʖ storytell ing;ʖ (2)ʖ clearʖandʖ effectiveʖ dem­
onstrationʖofʖoneʖorʖmoreʖofʖtheʖdramatic ʖtheoriesʖdealtʖwithʖ i n ʖtheʖbook;ʖ
(e)ʖwideʖenoughʖdistributionʖtoʖexpectʖthatʖmostʖprospectiveʖreadersʖwouldʖ
beʖ familiarʖwithʖ theʖilm;ʖ (�)ʖ broadeningʖofʖtheʖ spectrumʖofʖtypes,ʖ styles,ʖ
genres,ʖstoryʖpatterns , ʖandʖstorytellingʖapproachesʖdelineatedʖin ʖtheʖbook;ʖ
andʖ(�)ʖavailabil i tyʖofʖtheʖilmʖonʖvideotapeʖforʖi ntensiveʖstudyʖandʖanalysisʖ
byʖtheʖreader.ʖ
Soʖ I offerʖmyʖunrestrai nedʖ apologiesʖ toʖ allʖ theʖgreatʖ filmmakersʖ whoseʖ

ilmsʖ areʖ notʖ inclʂdedʖ hereʖ andʖallʖ theʖ nationsʖ whoseʖilmmakersʖ areʖnotʖ
represented .ʖ Noʖ ofʖanyʖkindʖ isʖi ntended .ʖ
Regardingʖtheʖorderʖofʖtheʖ followingʖanalyses,ʖIʖdecidedʖtoʖavoidʖsimpleʖ

chronologyʖandʖoptedʖi nsteadʖforʖanʖapproachʖthatʖwouldʖlendʖitselfʖtoʖstudyʖ
byʖ theʖ reader.ʖ Iʖ haveʖ begunʖ withʖ ilmsʖ thatʖ utrlizeʖ moreʖ easilyʖ graspedʖ
dramaturgyʖandʖhaveʖattemptedʖtoʖputʖtheʖilmsʖinʖanʖorderʖthat,ʖif ʖfol lowedʖ
byʖtheʖreader,ʖ bui ldʖknowledgeʖofʖtheʖbasicsʖofʖstoryte l l ingʖandʖscreen­

wri t ing,ʖ willʖ exposeʖ someʖ ofʖtheʖ innumerableʖ variationsʖ andʖ exploreʖ theʖ
i ncredibleʖrangeʖofʖstorytell ingʖtechniquesʖ available,ʖ andʖ willʖ inʖ theʖ endʖ
leadʖtoʖsomeʖkindʖofʖcomprehensiveʖunderstandingʖofʖwhatʖcanʖandʖcannotʖ
beʖusedʖasʖeQectiveʖ toolsʖ ofʖscreenwrit ing.ʖ
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�neʖ ofʖ theʖ h ighestʖ grossingʖilmsʖ ofʖ allʖ time,ʖ aʖ landmarkʖ inʖ theʖ useʖ ofʖ
specialʖeQectsʖand,ʖinʖparticular,ʖ puppetry,ʖE. T. i s ʖoneʖofʖthoseʖ
ilmsʖthatʖtouchedʖanʖemotionalʖchordʖ forʖyoungʖandʖoldʖal ikeʖandʖ"madeʖ
themʖbelieve."ʖAlthoughʖi t ʖi s ʖaʖcertiiedʖHollywoodʖblockbuster,ʖi t ʖhasʖfewʖ
ifʖ anyʖ ofʖtheʖusualʖtrappings;ʖthereʖ isʖ noʖkindʖ ofʖwarfare,ʖ thereʖ isʖ noʖcharÀ
ismaticʖrogueʖmaleʖ leadʖ doingʖsuperheroicʖdeedsʖatʖeveryʖ turn,ʖ andʖ thereʖ
i s ʖnoʖ sex,ʖswearing,ʖorʖsadism. ʖInstead,ʖweʖhaveʖaʖs impleʖstory,ʖoneʖvergingʖ
onʖaʖ fableʖorʖ tale,ʖoneʖwithʖuniversalʖ appeal-aʖchi ld ʖwithʖaʖ specialʖ
secretʖ thatʖ heʖ mustʖ keepʖ fromʖ adultsʖ whoʖwouldʖ destroyʖ i t . ʖ Theʖ storyʖ i s ʖ
wellʖ toldʖ a t ʖeveryʖ level,ʖ andʖ this,ʖ moreʖ thanʖ theʖ impressiveʖwizardry,ʖ i s ʖ
whatʖmadeʖaudiencesʖlockʖto ʖtheʖtheatersʖandʖbringʖfriendsʖforʖreturnʖvisi ts . ʖ

S Y N O P S I S  

Aʖ spaceshipʖlandsʖin ʖaʖdesolateʖforestʖandʖaʖ l i ttleʖcreatureʖwithʖaʖ glowingʖ
redʖmidriQʖwandersʖaboutʖ i n ʖtheʖnight.ʖ I t ʖisʖscaredʖbyʖtheʖhootingʖofʖowlsʖ
andʖtheʖbarkingʖofʖdogs,ʖ i t ʖmarvelsʖatʖ tallʖtrees,ʖandʖi t ʖrunsʖforʖitsʖl i feʖfromʖ
menʖ inʖ pickupʖ trucksʖ withʖ ringsʖ ofʖ keysʖ onʖ theirʖ beltsʖ andʖ threaten ingʖ
lashl ightsʖplayingʖoverʖtheʖunderbrush.ʖTheʖmenʖscareʖtheʖshipʖi ntoʖtak ingʖ
off,ʖleavingʖtheʖcreatureʖtoʖfendʖforʖhimself.ʖMeanwhile, ʖnearby,ʖEliotʖTaylorʖ
triesʖ toʖjo inʖ aʖ gameʖ withʖ hisʖ olderʖbrotherʖandʖ hisʖ buddies,ʖ butʖ he'sʖ anʖ
outsider,ʖunaccepted.ʖ
Eliotʖhearsʖtheʖcreatureʖ in ʖtheʖfamilyʖshedʖandʖgetsʖscaredʖoQʖbyʖ it,ʖbutʖ

whenʖ heʖ tellsʖ everyone,ʖ heʖ i sn'tʖ bel ieved.ʖ Inʖ theʖ middleʖ ofʖtheʖ nightʖ heʖ
goesʖ in ʖ searchʖ andʖ comesʖ faceʖ toʖ faceʖ withʖ theʖ l i ttleʖ troll- l ikeʖ creature . ʖ
Theyʖrunʖ i n ʖoppositeʖdirections,ʖfearingʖforʖtheirʖl ives,ʖbut ʖEl iotʖseesʖwhichʖ
wayʖi t ʖheaded .ʖ Theʖnextʖ dayʖ heʖmakesʖ aʖ trail ʖ ofʖcandy,ʖ tɨingʖtoʖ lureʖ i t , ʖ
thenʖsitsʖupʖal l ʖnightʖtoʖseeʖi t ʖagain.ʖTheyʖmeet,ʖȔothʖgetʖoverʖtheirʖmutualʖ
fear,ʖandʖEliotʖ luresʖtheʖcreatureʖ intoʖhisʖbedroom. ʖHeʖpretendsʖtoʖbeʖs ickʖ
theʖnextʖdayʖandʖspendsʖtheʖdayʖwithʖi t , ʖdubbingʖh imʖE.T.ʖ(hisʖownʖi nitials) . ʖ
HeʖtriesʖtoʖcommunicateʖandʖindsʖthatʖE . ʖT.ʖ i s ʖcurious;ʖsoonʖtheʖcreatureʖ
i s ʖimitatingʖEliot'sʖeveryʖmove.ʖ

- 1 0 3  



1 04 • The Tool s  of Screenwriting 

îfterʖ h is ʖ brotherʖMikeʖ comesʖ homeʖ fromʖ school,ʖ ñliotʖ swearsʖ h imʖ toʖ
secrecy,ʖ thenʖ showsʖ himʖ E .T.,ʖ butʖ atʖ theʖ sameʖ momentʖ hisʖ l i ttleʖ s is ter,ʖ
Gertie,ʖwalksʖin,ʖgetsʖoneʖlookʖatʖE.T.,ʖandʖscreamsʖherʖheadʖoff.ʖ E .T.ʖdoesʖ
theʖsame,ʖandʖeveyoneʖ i s ʖin ʖaʖ frightʖandʖaʖ panicʖ thatʖMomʖwillʖ indʖ out.ʖ
Theʖ threeʖ kidsʖ tyʖ toʖindʖoutʖwhereʖ he'sʖ from,ʖ andʖwhenʖ theyʖ showʖ h imʖ

the ʖsolarʖsystemʖheʖputsʖballsʖin ʖorbitʖl i ke ʖthe ʖplanetsʖandʖletsʖthemʖknowʖ
he'sʖfromʖouterʖspace-"home."ʖTheʖnextʖday,ʖwhenʖEliotʖisʖatʖschool,ʖE .T.ʖ
i s ʖhomeʖaloneʖandʖgetsʖintoʖmischief,ʖdrinkingʖbeerʖandʖrewiringʖnumerousʖ
electricalʖgadgetsʖwhileʖlearningʖaboutʖearthʖfromʖTVʖandʖnewspaperʖcom^
ics�ʖ �eʖ seesʖ aʖ televisionʖ adʖ forʖ longʖdistanceʖ andʖ wantsʖ toʖ phoneʖ homeʖ
h imself.ʖ ButʖEliot,ʖ atʖ school,ʖgetsʖ"drunk"ʖ inʖ syncʖ withʖ E.T.,ʖ l iberatesʖanʖ
armyʖofʖfrogsʖthatʖareʖaboutʖtoʖbeʖdissected,ʖandʖlandsʖ inʖtroubleʖforʖbeingʖ
drunk. ʖ
GezieʖdiscoversʖE.T. ʖhasʖlearnedʖtoʖtalkʖandʖnowʖwantsʖ phoneʖhome.ʖ

Theʖkidsʖhelpʖhimʖgatherʖanythingʖthatʖlooksʖl ikeʖ i t ʖmightʖwork,ʖandʖE.T.ʖ
setsʖaboutʖcreati ngʖaʖ phoneʖforʖhimself.ʖ �utʖMikeʖ noticesʖ thatʖE.T.ʖ isʖ notʖ
lookingʖveryʖ healthy.ʖ Eliotʖ declaresʖ thatʖ "we'reʖ ine,"ʖ c ȫearlyʖ react ingʖ toʖ
thisʖ l inkʖbetweenʖ theʖ twoʖofʖthem.ʖOhenʖ cutsʖ hisʖinger,ʖ �.T.ʖ
theʖwoundʖwithʖoneʖtouchʖofʖhis ʖfinger.ʖTheʖphoneʖi s ʖready,ʖbutʖtheyʖneedʖ
toʖgoʖbackʖ upʖtoʖ theʖclearingʖ inʖ theʖforest ʖtoʖuseʖ it.ʖ Itʖ isʖ Halloweenʖnightʖ
andʖ theʖ threeʖ kidsʖ conspireʖ toʖ sneakʖ E.T.ʖ outʖ ofʖ theʖhouseʖdressedʖ asʖ aʖ
ghostʖandʖgetʖ h imʖupʖ thereʖ toʖdoʖtheʖcal l ing.ʖWhenʖtheʖhouseʖ isʖ empty,ʖtheʖ

menʖwithʖkeysʖonʖtheirʖbelts,ʖwhoʖhaveʖbeenʖhoveringʖallʖaroundʖtheʖfamilyʖ
withʖ h igh-techʖ equipment,ʖ enterʖtheʖ houseʖ andʖ inspectʖ i t . ʖTheʖ kid{ʖ getʖ
away,ʖ andʖ onʖ theʖ way,ʖ E.T.ʖ makesʖ Eliot'sʖ bikeʖ lyʖ andʖ dropʖ themʖ inʖ theʖ
forest.ʖButʖE .T.'sʖphoneʖdoesn'tʖseemʖtoʖwork,ʖandʖEliotʖfal l� asleep.ʖ
heʖwakesʖupʖinʖtheʖmorning,ʖE.T.ʖi s ʖnowhereʖtoʖbeʖseenʖandʖEliotʖ i s ʖfeel ingʖ
totallyʖ
Whenʖheʖgetsʖhome,ʖheʖsendsʖMikeʖou¼ʖtoʖfindʖE.T.ʖHeʖi s ʖfoundʖfacedownʖ

inʖ aʖ river,ʖ allʖ whiteʖ andʖ in ʖse¶iousʖ �tʖhome,ʖwhenʖ E .T.ʖ
andʖEliotʖareʖtogether,ʖ i t ʖi s ʖclearʖthatʖtheyʖareʖbothʖsufferingʖfromʖtheʖsameʖ
malady.ʖ Momʖ isʖ inallyʖ toldʖaboutʖE.T.ʖandʖquicklyʖremovesʖherʖkidsʖ fromʖ
thisʖ "monster,"ʖ butʖ whenʖ sheʖ triesʖ toʖ leadʖ themʖ fromʖ theʖ house,ʖ
andʖ hisʖ menʖ takeʖover,ʖturningʖtheʖhouseʖ in toʖ anʖotherworldlyʖnightmare.ʖ
Theʖtechniciansʖandʖdoctorsʖ examiningʖďT.ʖ andʖEliotʖ indʖ theyʖareʖcom^
pletelyʖ l inkedʖandʖ fearʖ theyʖareʖ losingʖbothʖofʖthem.ʖ El iotʖbegsʖthemʖnotʖ
toʖhurtʖ E.T.ʖandʖtellsʖthemʖfromʖhisʖownʖfeel ingsʖthatʖtheyʖareʖscaringʖh imʖ
or ʖhurtingʖh im . ʖ
ButʖE .T.ʖ separatesʖhimselfʖfromʖ Eliot,ʖandʖas ʖEliotʖrecovers,ʖE.T.ʖ sl ipsʖ

intoʖsomeʖkindʖofʖcomaʖthatʖallʖtheʖdoctorsʖcan'tʖseemʖtoʖarrest . ʖOnceʖtheyʖ
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inallyʖ pronounceʖ E .T.ʖ deadʖ andʖ "putʖ h imʖ onʖ ice,"ʖ Eliotʖ isʖ d i straʁght,ʖ
knowingʖthatʖ theyʖwillʖ dissectʖ hisʖ friend.ʖ Keysʖ allowsʖ himʖ aʖ fewʖminutesʖ
aloneʖ withʖ theʖbody,ʖandʖ Eliotʖ discoversʖ theʖ refrigeratedʖ compartmentʖ isʖ
exactlyʖwhatʖE.T.ʖneeded;ʖheʖ isʖveəyʖmuchʖalive,ʖandʖEl Ȝotʖ learnsʖ thatʖ theʖ
phoneʖ hasʖworked,ʖandʖaʖ shipʖ i s ʖcomingʖforʖE .T.ʖ El iotʖ getsʖ Mike ʖtoʖhelpʖ
him,ʖ thenʖ sendsʖ aʖ noteʖ toʖ Momʖ throughʖ Gertie.ʖWithʖM ikeʖ driving,ʖ t heyʖ
manageʖ toʖ stealʖ E .T.ʖ fromʖ theʖ menʖ andʖ arrangeʖ aʖ rendezvousʖ withʖ theirʖ
otherʖyoungʖfriendsʖtoʖescapeʖonʖbikes.ʖTheyʖleadʖaʖhell ishʖchaseʖoverʖtheʖ
hi l ls ʖofʖsuburbia,ʖwithʖhundredsʖofʖpoliceʖandʖKeys'sʖmenʖafterʖthem.ʖ
whenʖi t ʖseemsʖtheyʖareʖtrapped,ʖE .T.ʖhasʖal lʖiveʖbikesʖi n ʖtheʖairʖandʖlyingʖ
upʖ toʖmeetʖtheʖ ship.ʖMom,ʖGertie,ʖandʖeventuallyʖKeysʖallʖ arriveʖ i n ʖ t imeʖ
toʖseeʖE.T.ʖoff.ʖThereʖareʖsadʖgood-byes,ʖE .T.ʖtel lsʖEliotʖ heʖwi l l ʖbeʖal iveʖinʖ
h is ʖmind,ʖandʖ thenʖboardsʖ theʖspaceʖship,ʖinallyʖgoingʖhome.ʖ

P R O T A G O N I S T A N D  O B J E C T I V E  

Thisʖwouldʖ seemʖtoʖbeʖaʖ storyʖ withʖdualʖprotagonists,ʖ theʖtwoʖE .T.s . ʖTheyʖ

haveʖaʖ specialʖ l inkʖthatʖconnectsʖthemʖphysically,ʖwhichʖbolstersʖ thisʖfeel ­
ing.ʖButʖuponʖcloserʖconsiderationʖ itʖ becomesʖc Xearʖthatʖwhatʖtheyʖwantʖi s ʖ
notʖ theʖsameʖth ing.ʖEliotʖwantsʖt o ʖkeepʖh i s ʖspec ialʖrelationship/friendshipʖ
wi thʖ E.T. , ʖ butʖ E .T.ʖ wantsʖ toʖ getʖ home,ʖ toʖ returnʖ toʖ h is ʖ ownʖ kind . ʖ Theʖ
obstaclesʖ theyʖbothʖface,ʖwhileʖ l inked,ʖareʖnotʖ theʖsame,ʖandʖtheʖpredica­
mentʖaroundʖwhichʖth is ʖstoryʖ i s ʖtoldʖbelongsʖ squarelyʖtoʖEliot . ʖ
Soʖi t ʖi s ʖEl iot'sʖs tory,ʖandʖhisʖobjectiveʖi s ʖtoʖkeepʖsomethingʖthatʖweʖhaveʖ

seenʖhimʖestablish, ʖaʖ specialʖ mysticalʖbondʖwithʖE .T.ʖBecauseʖth is ʖobjec­
t iveʖ i s ʖnotʖ anʖ especial Xyʖaggressiveʖandʖactiveʖoneʖ (thoughʖ theʖ executionʖ
ofʖitʖbecomesʖveryʖactive),ʖtheʖtel l ingʖofʖthisʖs toryʖdependsʖonʖestabl ishingʖ
circumstancesʖthat ʖact ivelyʖimpingeʖonʖtheʖobjectiveʖÍandʖmakeʖi t ʖd ifŋȝcult . ʖ

O B S T A C L E S  

Thereʖ areʖ twoʖ basicʖ sourcesʖ ofʖ obstaclesʖ toʖ El iot'sʖ attemptʖ toʖ keepʖ h i s ʖ
specialʖ relat ionshipʖ withʖ ô.T`-thoseʖ fromʖ worldʖ andʖ thoseʖ fromʖ
E.T.'s . ʖFromʖE l iot'sʖworldʖcomeʖtheʖobstaclesʖthatʖnoʖadultsʖcanʖbeʖtrusted,ʖ
evenʖ Mom,ʖ andʖ thatʖ ĉoysʖ andʖ hisʖ menʖ areʖ activelyʖ tryingʖ toʖ ȅnd-andʖ

takeʖ FromʖE.T.ʖhimselfʖcoȽeʖtheʖotherʖtwoʖobsta­
cles-heʖcan'tʖ surviveʖ forʖ longʖ inʖourʖ and ʖheʖ wantsʖ toʖ
goʖhome.ʖEachʖofʖtheseʖfourʖsourcesʖplaysʖdirectlyʖagainstʖEl iot'sʖobjective.ʖ

P R E M I S E  A N C  O P E N I N G  

Theʖ premiseʖ i n ʖthisʖ storyʖ doesn'tʖ predateʖ theʖ tell ingʖofʖ theʖ story,ʖ butʖ i s ʖ
establ i shedʖwithʖt he ʖopening-whichʖdoesʖsl ightlyʖpredateʖtheʖintroductionʖ
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ofʖtheʖprotagonist . ʖAʖharmlessʖandʖ lovingʖalien,ʖwhoʖindsʖourʖworldʖfright¾
ening,ʖ i s ʖacc identallyʖabandonedʖ inʖaʖforestʖbyʖhisʖspaceship, ʖwhichʖmustʖ
leeʖ humanʖ trackers .ʖ This ʖpremiseʖ is ʖɖuicklyʖ establi shedʖ inʖ theʖ openingʖ
sceneʖ andʖ thenʖ weʖ goʖ immediateȬyʖ toʖ Eliotʖ i n ʖ theʖ midstʖ ofʖ
h is ʖ world. ʖ Beforeʖ theyʖ evenʖ meetʖ eachʖ other,ʖ weʖ beginʖ toʖ seeʖ parallelsʖ
betweenʖ theseʖ twoʖ l i tt leʖ outsiders-bothʖ areʖ underestimatedʖ andʖ
misunderstood.ʖ

M A I N  T E N S I O N ,  C U L M I N A T I O N ,  

A N D  R E S O L U T I O N  

Theʖmainʖ tensionʖi s ʖestablishedʖwhenʖallʖtheʖparametersʖareʖi n ʖplace: ʖE.T.ʖ
andʖ Eliotʖhaveʖformedʖ aʖ specialʖbond;ʖEliotʖwantsʖ toʖkeepʖh imʖandʖ com­
municateʖ withʖ h imʖ andʖ heʖ hasʖ swornʖ his ʖ brotherʖandʖ s isterʖ toʖ absoluteʖ
secrecy,ʖ thusʖclearlyʖ identifyingʖadultsʖasʖtheʖenemy.ʖ Soʖtheʖmainʖ tensionʖ
couldʖbeʖ statedʖasʖ s implyʖasʖ this : ʖ"WillʖEliotʖ beʖableʖ toʖkeepʖ hisʖ specialʖ
bondʖwithʖh is ʖunusualʖ littleʖfriend,ʖE.T.?"ʖ
Theʖculminationʖcomesʖwhenʖthatʖbondʖi s ʖbroken.ʖWhenʖtheyʖareʖbothʖ

underʖ adultʖ medicalʖ careʖ andʖ seemʖ toʖ beʖ dyingʖ together,ʖ E .T.ʖ separatesʖ
h imselfʖfromʖElioZ , ʖphysicallyʖbutʖnotʖemotionally.ʖThi s ʖcomesʖ shortlyʖbe­
foreʖ E .T.ʖ isʖ pronouncedʖdeadʖbyʖ theʖadults .ʖ
Theʖ resolutionʖcomesʖ Eliotʖ saysʖgood-byeʖtoʖE .T.ʖandʖi s ʖtoldʖthatʖ

heʖ wil l ʖ beʖ i n ʖh is ʖmind,ʖ in ʖhisʖmemoryʖ andʖ imagination.ʖThenʖ E.T.ʖ
boardsʖhisʖ shipʖforʖhome.ʖ

T H E M E  

Theʖthematicʖl inkʖi n ʖthisʖstoryʖbecomesʖc learʖin ʖtheʖveryʖ lastʖscene,ʖwhenʖ
E.T.ʖtouchesʖhis ʖl ightedʖingerʖtoʖEliot'sʖheadʖandʖsaysʖthatʖheʖwil l ʖbeʖaliveʖ
i n ʖhis ʖmind. ʖĀmplicitʖin ʖthisʖmomeɃtʖis ʖthatʖthisʖis ʖtrueʖlecauseʖEliotʖbelieves 

inʖ h im. ʖThi s ʖisʖ broughtʖ upʖoverZlyʖearl ier,ʖwhenʖ El iotʖthinksʖheʖ isʖ talkingʖ
toʖE.Tɇ 'sʖcorpseʖandʖsaysʖthatʖheʖwillʖalwaysʖbelieveʖi n ʖh im. ʖButʖtheʖsubjectʖ
ofʖ believingʖ andʖ notʖ believingʖ hasʖ beenʖ thereʖ fromʖ theʖ veryʖ
WhenʖEliotʖ triesʖ toʖ tellʖ everyoneʖaboutʖ theʖmonsterʖin ʖ theʖ shed,ʖ heʖ i sn'tʖ
believed.ʖ Whenʖ heʖ tellsʖ themʖ aboutʖ theʖ creatureʖ heʖ hasʖ found,ʖ heʖ isn'tʖ
believed.ʖWhenʖ inallyʖshowsʖE .T.ʖtoʖMikeʖandʖ�ert ie , ʖtheyʖ butʖ
theyʖ swearʖsecrecyʖ fromʖ Mom,ʖ whoʖ theyʖ don'tʖ expectʖ toʖ believe.ʖ
�ertieʖte l ls ʖMomʖaboutʖ E .T. , ʖsheʖisn'tʖbelieved.ʖTheʖsameʖgoesʖ forʖ El iotʖ
whenʖheʖ tellsʖM ike'sʖfriendsʖaboutʖ theʖ spacemanʖatʖtheirʖhouse.ʖ
Butʖi t ʖi sn'tʖs implyʖaʖmatterʖofʖbeingʖbelievedʖorʖnotʖbelievedʖi n ʖtheʖreal-
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worldʖ sense.ʖThereʖ isʖ magicʖ inʖ theʖairʖwithʖthisʖstory,ʖ theʖst�fʖofʖfantasy.ʖ

Itʖ i s ʖ noʖ acciĸentʖ thatʖ Momʖ read|ʖ õertieʖ theʖ sectionʖ o£ʖPeter Pan aboutʖ
believingʖi nÈʖfairińs-itʖgoesʖrightʖtoʖtheʖthematȞcʖcoreʖofʖtheʖstorya ʖI t ʖisʖnotʖ
just ʖforʖtheʖs ight ʖgagsʖthatʖcriticalʖpartsʖo£ʖth is ʖstoryʖ takeʖplaceʖonʖ�allow­
een,ʖaʖfestivalʖdevotedʖtoʖbeliefʖi n ʖtheʖsupernatural .ʖAndʖthereʖ isʖaʖ noteʖofʖ
i rony,ʖinʖaʖthematicʖsense,ʖwithʖtheʖcharacterʖKeys,ʖwhoʖhasʖbeenʖperceivedʖ
asʖ theʖringleaderʖofʖtheʖbadʖguys,ʖbutʖwhoʖ tuɤsʖoutʖtoʖbelieveʖ inʖjust ʖ theʖ
sameʖwayʖEl iotʖdoes.ʖThi s ʖi s ʖwhyʖKeysʖis ʖallowed,ʖandʖjust iiablyʖso,ʖatʖtheʖ
inalʖ good-byeʖscene�heʖ i s ʖtheʖadultʖwithʖ aʖ ten-year�oldʖEl iotʖ s t i l l ʖaliveʖ
andʖwellʖ i nsideʖofʖhim.ʖ Soʖ thisʖ storyʖ i s ʖanʖ explorationʖofʖbelievingʖ inʖ theʖ
childl ikeʖsense,ʖtheʖsameʖbelievingʖthatʖmakesʖPeterʖPanʖly.ʖ

U N I T V 

Sinceʖ objectiveʖis ʖtoʖmaintainʖhis ʖspecialʖbondʖwithʖ E.T.,ʖ andʖ itʖ isʖ
hisʖpursui t ʖofʖthisʖgoalʖthatʖis ʖactivelyʖopposedʖbyʖtheʖn�merousʖobstacle|,ʖ
theʖuni tyʖ ofʖact ionʖ i s ʖatʖworkʖ here,ʖevenʖthoughʖtheʖactionʖ i | ʖ largelyʖofʖaʖ
defensiveʖ nature.ʖ Maintainingʖaʖ Ytatusʖquoʖ i s ʖaʖ v iableʖ dramaticʖobjectiveʖ
ifʖthatʖstatusʖquoʖi s ʖact ivelyʖthreatened.ʖ

E X P O S I T I O N  

Theʖearl iestʖexposit ion,ʖtheʖpremiseʖofʖtheʖ story-E.T.'sʖabandonmentʖonʖ
earth-isʖdel iveredʖd irectlyʖandʖsimplyʖtoʖtheʖaudience.ʖWithʖaʖmasterfulʖ
useʖofʖsoundʖandʖv isualʖdesignʖandʖnoʖdialogue,ʖweʖareʖshownʖallʖ weʖneedʖ
toʖ knowʖ aboutʖ howʖ E .T.ʖ cameʖ toʖ beʖ strandedʖ onʖ earth . ʖTheʖ soundsʖ thatʖ
scareʖ theʖ creaturesʖ thatʖ weʖ knowʖ toʖ beʖ harmlessʖ areʖ anʖ effect iveʖ wayʖ ofʖ
makingʖusʖ feelʖ sympatheticʖ towardʖ them.ʖTheʖearlyʖexposi t ionʖofʖEl iotʖ isʖ
handledʖ s imi larly. ʖThoughʖ thereʖ i s ʖd ialogue,ʖ noneʖofʖ itʖ reallyʖ pertainsʖ toʖ
theʖ importantʖthingsʖweʖlearn .ʖ Instead,ʖ itʖ isʖ El iot'sʖestrangementʖfromʖtheʖ
groupʖandʖhisʖefortsʖtoʖjo inʖi t ʖthatʖcomeʖthrough;ʖ i t ʖ hisʖbeingʖaloneʖandʖ
lonelyʖ thatʖweʖ see.ʖAndʖwhenʖheʖgoesʖtoʖexploreʖ theʖ so�ndsʖ inʖ theʖ shed,ʖ
weʖseeʖ theʖsameʖk indʖ ofʖcuriosityʖ andʖ i nnocentʖcourageʖ thatʖE aTaʖ showedʖ
whenʖexploringʖourʖscaryʖworldʖatʖtheʖveryʖbeginning.ʖ
Elsewhereʖ theʖ exposit ionʖ i s ʖ deliveredʖ withʖ bothʖ conlictʖ andʖ humor.ʖ

Whenʖ theʖ chi ldrenʖ t ryʖ toʖ indʖ outʖ whereʖ E .T.ʖ isʖ from,ʖ theʖ dificultyʖ ofʖ
communicatingʖ lendsʖ conlictʖ toʖ theʖ scene.ʖ Whenʖ weʖ d iscɈverʖ theʖ
strengthʖandʖdepthʖofʖtheʖphysicalʖ l inkʖbetweenʖ E .T.ʖ andʖ El iot , ʖ�eʖ haveʖ
theʖ humorʖ andʖ theʖ conlictʖ ofʖ hisʖ gett ingʖ drunkʖ inʖ schoolʖ andʖ freeingʖ
theʖ frogs .ʖ



1 0 B • The Tools of Screenwriting 

C H A R A C T E R I Z A T I O N  

Theʖmostʖ importantʖcharacterizationsʖareʖobviouslyʖE.T.ʖandʖEliot . ʖUnl ikeʖ
aʖprotagonistʖandʖanʖantagonist,ʖhereʖweʖhaveʖtwoʖkindredʖspiritsʖwhoʖwouldʖ
atʖirstʖseemʖtoʖbeʖjustʖtheʖsame,ʖbutʖasʖtheʖstoryʖevolvesʖweʖdiscoverʖtheirʖ
differences.ʖFirs t ʖweʖ areʖgivenʖtheirʖs imi lari t ies : ʖ theyʖareʖ outsiders,ʖ scar­
able,ʖ curious,ʖandʖmoreʖ thanʖ aʖ l i ttleʖclever;ʖ Eliot'sʖthermometerʖtri ck ʖhasʖ
noʖdoubtʖbecomeʖaʖ standardʖ forʖallʖ truantsʖs inceʖthisʖilm'sʖrelease.ʖ
�utʖwhereasʖ E l iotʖ wantsʖ toʖ keepʖ hisʖ specialʖ friendʖ andʖ theʖ loveʖ rela­

t ionshipʖȓeʖ hasʖ formed,ʖ E .T.ʖ wantsʖ toʖgoʖhome;ʖ heʖwantsʖ toʖreturnʖ toʖh i s ʖ
ownʖk ind , ʖdespi teʖthe ʖloveʖrelationship.ʖNeitherʖi s ʖanʖoutrightʖreject ionʖof ʖ
the ʖother,ʖ but ʖtheseʖtwoʖpeasʖ inʖaʖ podʖ carryʖwi th in ʖthemʖ theʖseedsʖofʖ
con�ictʖnecessaryʖ toʖmakeʖ thisʖ storyʖwork .ʖ
Theʖ characterizationsʖofʖtheʖadultsʖareʖ especiallyʖ i nteresting.ʖ Unt i l ʖ theʖ

end,ʖtheʖonlyʖadultʖweʖseeʖi s ʖMom.ʖThoughʖsheʖi s ʖnice,ʖsheʖi s ʖgenerallyʖinʖ
aʖ hurry,ʖ comingʖorʖgoingʖin ʖsomeʖdirectionʖandʖsett ingʖdownʖsomeʖkindʖofʖ
rulesʖonʖwhichʖweʖwillʖ l earnʖsheʖis ʖactual lyʖquiteʖlax.ʖAllʖtheʖotherʖadultsʖ
areʖ seenʖ fromʖ waistʖ level , ʖ characterizedʖ byʖ theirʖkeys,ʖ theirʖ lashlights,ʖ
theirʖequipment,ʖandʖtheʖurgencyʖofʖtheirʖpursu i t . ʖThis ʖanonymityʖmakesʖ
themʖthatʖmuchʖmoreʖfrightening,ʖandʖshootingʖthemʖfromʖlowʖanglesʖhelpsʖ
toʖputʖusʖ i ntoʖ theʖshoesʖofʖourʖprotagonist,ʖaʖ boyʖagainstʖ theʖadultʖworld,ʖ
outgunnedʖatʖeveryʖ turn.ʖ

C E V E L O P M E N T  O F  T H E  S T O R Y  

Onceʖ theʖ bondʖ i s ʖestablishedʖ betweenʖ Eliotʖ andʖ E .c'. , ʖ i t ʖi s ʖtheʖ con�ictsʖ
i nherentʖ i n ʖ theirʖ twoʖworldsʖ thatʖ forceʖ thisʖ s toryʖ i ntoʖ beingʖ andʖ makeʖ i t ʖ
continueʖt o ʖdevelop.ʖ E .c'. 'sʖi nabi l i tyʖt o ʖadaptʖt o ʖourʖwoɚldʖandʖh i s ʖdes ireʖtoʖ
goʖhomeʖforceʖmuchʖofʖtheʖaction,ʖwhileʖtheʖhoveringʖpresenceʖofʖKeysʖandʖ
h is ʖmenʖseemsʖtoʖjust ifyʖEliot'sʖlackʖofʖtrustʖi n ʖadultsʖandʖatʖtheʖsameʖt imeʖ
givesʖ anʖ ominousʖ forebodingʖ toʖ everyʖ momentʖ in ʖ whicRʖ E .å'. 'sʖ presenceʖ
mightʖbeʖrevealed.ʖ

C R A M A T I C  I R O N Y  

Dramaticʖ i ronyʖ i s ʖusedʖ extensivelyʖ inʖ theʖ tell ingʖofʖ th is ʖ story.ʖ Fromʖ theʖ
momentʖwhenʖEl iotʖirstʖgoesʖtoʖexploreʖtheʖsheĹʖandʖweʖknowʖmoreʖorʖlessʖ
whatʖ i s ʖ i n ʖthere,ʖweʖareʖ withʖ i rony.ʖ Onceʖheʖ hasʖ befriendedʖ E.æÎ.ʖ
theʖ i ronyʖshifts ʖtoʖ theʖ restʖofʖtheʖ household,ʖ asʖ oneʖbyʖoneʖ theyʖ eachʖindʖ
outʖaboutʖh is ʖexistence.ʖAnotherʖi ronyʖatʖplayʖ hereʖ i s ʖthatʖweʖknowʖaboutʖ
Keysʖandʖhisʖmenʖhoveringʖaroundʖtheʖhouse,ʖbutʖtheʖfamilyʖandʖE.c'.ʖareʖ
allʖ obliv iousʖtoʖthem.ʖ
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Muchʖofʖtheʖ humorʖi n ʖthisʖilmʖ stemsʖ fromʖ theʖ i ronies:ʖ whenʖGert ieʖ i s ʖ

tel l in¦ʖ Momʖaboutʖ E.T.ʖ andʖ isn'tʖ believedʖ evenʖ asʖ E .T.ʖ i s ʖ i n ʖ the ʖscene;ʖ
whenʖEliotɶellsʖM ike'sʖfriendsʖthatʖheʖhasʖaʖspacemanʖatʖhisʖhouseʖandʖisʖ
laughedʖat;ʖwhenʖEliotʖgetsʖ"drunk"ʖi n ʖclassʖandʖcollapsesʖunderʖhisʖdesk;ʖ
whenʖMomʖtakesʖaʖpictureʖofʖEliot,ʖMike,ʖandʖE .T.ʖasʖaʖgoblin ; ʖwhenʖEliotʖ
fakesʖaʖ feverʖusingʖaʖ l ightʖbulbʖonʖ theʖthermometer;ʖwhenʖMomʖreadsʖ theʖ
sceneʖfromʖPeter Pan toʖGertieʖwhileʖEliotʖandʖE.T.ʖl i stenʖin.ʖEachʖofʖtheseʖ
momentsʖ i s ʖfunnyʖ inʖpartʖbecauseʖweʖknowʖsomethingʖthatʖoneʖorʖmoreʖofʖ
theʖcharactersʖdonÏtʖknow.ʖ

P R E P A R A T I O N  A N D  A F T E R M A T H  

Thereʖ i s ʖaʖ niceʖsceneʖofʖpreparationʖforʖtheʖirstʖmeetingʖofʖEl iotʖ andʖE.T.ʖ
Eliotʖ i s ʖcampedʖ outʖ withʖ theʖ lashl ightʖ andʖ aʖ cover.ʖ ÷eʖ i s ʖ soundʖ asleep,ʖ
havingʖfai ledʖ atʖ hisʖguardʖ duty,ʖ andʖ theʖwholeʖ l ightheartedʖmoodʖofʖtheirʖ
irstʖmeet ing-frighteningʖtoʖ Eliot,ʖ butʖweʖ knowʖ i t ʖ is ʖ safe-isʖ setʖ beforeʖ
heʖwakesʖupʖ andʖ theʖ sceneʖbeginY.ʖAfterʖEliotʖ hasʖ introducedʖE.T.ʖtoʖM ikeʖ
andʖGeɛtie,ʖ thereʖ isʖ anʖ aftermathʖwithʖ theʖsibli ngsʖ andʖ E.T.ʖ h idingʖi n ʖtheʖ
closetʖ stari ngʖatʖ eachʖ other,ʖ whileʖ throughʖ theʖdoorʖlouverYʖ weʖ seeʖ El iotʖ
bei ngʖreadʖ theʖriotʖactʖ byʖ đom.ʖTheʖ detai l s ʖofʖtheʖsceneʖ inʖ theʖotherʖroomʖ
aren'tʖ important,ʖbutʖ theʖreactionsʖofʖtheʖ trioʖ inʖ theʖ andʖ theirʖcon^
tinuedʖamazementʖwithʖeachʖother,ʖareʖfocusedʖbyʖtheʖsenseʖofʖdangerʖthatʖ
Mom'sʖpresenceʖbrings.ʖ
Thereʖ i s ʖaʖ seriesʖofʖfineʖaftermathYʖtoʖmajorʖscenesʖin ʖtheʖthirdʖ act.ʖTheʖ

irstʖcomesʖatʖ theʖendʖofʖtheʖe{capeʖin ʖ theʖvanʖwhenʖĒ ike'sʖ buddiesʖirstʖ
seeʖE .T.ʖwhileʖEl iotʖ andʖMik¢ʖ com¢ʖdownʖfromʖ theirʖsuccessʖ atʖ stageʖoneʖ

ofʖtheʖescape.ʖAfterʖtheyʖhaveʖpedaledʖl ikeʖmadʖallʖoverʖsuburbiaʖandʖE .T.ʖ
hasʖinallyʖlownʖthemʖallʖupʖtoʖ theʖwoods,ʖthereʖ is ʖanotherʖniceʖaftermathʖ
whenʖ allʖ iveʖboysʖ andʖ E.T.ʖ watchʖ theʖ spaceshipʖ landʖ andʖ areʖ illedʖ withʖ
awe.ʖ then,ʖ afterʖallʖ ofʖtheʖgoɉd-byes,ʖ thereʖ is ʖ E .T.'sʖ protractedʖ exit,ʖ
whichʖenablesʖallʖtheʖemotionalʖaftermathʖthatʖEl iot,ʖtheʖboys,ʖöertie,ʖMom,ʖ
an�ʖ Ċeysʖ canʖ deliverʖwatch Ungʖ hUmʖ loardʖ theʖ shipʖan�ʖ thenʖ watchingʖ i t ʖ
takeʖoffʖwhileʖtheʖmusicʖ

P L A N T I N G  A N C  P A Y O F F  

Bothʖfunctionalʖplantsʖandʖmetaphoricalʖplantsʖareʖusedʖin ʖthisʖstory. ʖTheʖ
trailʖ ofʖcandyʖEl iotʖ usesʖ toʖ lureʖ E .T.ʖ is ʖ establishedʖ andʖ paidʖ offʖ inʖ theirʖ
irstʖmeeting,ʖirstʖwhenʖE l U otʖ± u re{ʖh rmʖintoʖh r } ʖroomʖandʖlackʖin ʖtheʖwoods,ʖ
andʖlaterʖwhenʖKeysʖindsʖaʖstashʖandʖevenʖeatsʖaʖ piece.ʖTheʖclosetfulʖofʖ
stuffedʖanimalsʖ isʖ alsoʖaʖ niceʖplantʖwithʖaʖveryʖeffectiveʖpayoffʖwhenʖE.T.ʖ
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hidesʖfromʖMomʖbyʖpretendingʖtoʖbeʖoneʖofʖthem.ʖ Inʖ fact , ʖKeysʖhimselfʖisʖ
aʖ plant,ʖ andʖ hisʖ nameʖ comesʖ fromʖ theʖ plant.ʖ Sinceʖweʖ onlyʖ seeʖ himʖ andʖ
hisʖ menʖfromʖ theʖwaistʖdown,ʖ theʖloopʖofʖkeysʖ i s ʖanʖ efectiveʖwayʖofʖdis­
t i nguishingʖoneʖofʖtheʖgroupʖforʖusʖtoʖfocusʖon.ʖLater,ʖwhenʖheʖbecomesʖaʖ
v is ibleʖcharacterʖforʖus,ʖweʖareʖshownʖourʖfamil iarityʖwithʖh imʖthroughʖtheʖ
payoqʖonʖtheʖkeys .ʖ
WhenʖEliotʖcutsʖhimselfʖandʖ saysʖ"Ouch,"ʖE.T.ʖpicksʖupʖonʖ theʖmeaningʖ

ofʖtheʖwordʖandʖrepeatsʖi t . ʖLater,ʖwhenʖheʖi s ʖtell ingʖh imʖhowʖmuchʖheʖwantsʖ
toʖgoʖhome,ʖthereʖ i s ʖaʖpayoffʖonʖtheʖuseʖofʖtheʖword `ʖAt ʖtheʖend,ʖwhenʖE.T.ʖ
saysʖ "Ouch"ʖ rightʖ beforeʖ theʖ spaceshipʖ lands,ʖ theʖwordʖhasʖ reachedʖ theʖ
metaphoricalʖ level.ʖ ForʖEliotʖ andʖ E.T.,ʖ theʖwordʖ hasʖ comeʖ toʖmeanʖ emo­
t ionalʖpainʖmoreʖ thanʖphysicalʖpain ` ʖAndʖ theʖloweri ngʖplantʖ inʖpa·t icularʖ
takesʖonʖaʖmetaphoricalʖroleʖin ʖth Ts ʖstory . ʖTheʖfirs tʖ timeʖE.T.ʖresurrectsʖtheʖ
dyingʖ plant,ʖ i t ʖ drawsʖ ourʖ attentionʖ toʖ i t . ʖ Whenʖ theʖ plantʖ wil tsʖ withʖ hisʖ
"dying,"ʖ andʖ thenʖ rejuvenatesʖ whenʖ heʖ i s ʖ aliveʖ again,ʖ i t ʖ hasʖ becomeʖ aʖ
metaphorʖforʖh is ʖresurrection.ʖ

E L E M E N T S  O F  T H E  F U T U R E  

A N O  A O V E R T I S I N G 

WhenʖEliotʖstates,ʖshortlyʖafterʖbringingʖE.T.ʖhome,ʖthatʖadultsʖwouldʖ"giveʖ
himʖaʖlobotomyʖorʖexperimentʖɊnʖit ,"ʖheʖisʖmakingʖaʖkindʖofʖpredict ionʖthatʖ
is ʖ anʖ elementʖ ofʖ theʖ future.ʖ Whenʖ Momʖ sendsʖ theʖ kidsʖ oqʖforʖ trick-or­
treati ngʖandʖ demandsʖthatʖ theyʖ beʖbackʖoneʖ hourʖafterʖdark,ʖ sheʖ isʖ estab­
l ishingʖtheʖk indʖofʖdeadl ineʖthatʖis ʖalsoʖanʖelementʖofʖtheʖfuture;ʖweʖwonderʖ
ifʖtheyʖ allʖgetʖbackʖ in ʖt ime.ʖAndʖwhenʖMikeʖassertsʖtoʖEl iotʖ thatʖE .T.ʖ
i sn' t ʖlookingʖtooʖgood,ʖthatʖheʖseemsʖtoʖbeʖgett ingʖsick,ʖ itʖis ʖalsoʖanʖelementʖ
ofʖ theʖ future,ʖ contain ingʖ asʖ i t ʖ doesʖ theʖ germʖ ofʖ aʖ predictionʖ ofʖ futureʖ
deterioration.ʖ
øalȭoweenʖnight, ʖwhichʖi s ʖsuchʖaʖc¶ucialʖ t imeʖin ʖthȟsʖs to·y , ʖi s ʖadvert i sedʖ

early,ʖwhenʖ theʖ kidsʖ discussʖwhatʖcostumesʖ they'llʖwearʖforʖtrickÞor-treat .ʖ
WhenʖE .T.ʖ tellsʖEl iotʖ thatʖ theʖphoneʖmachineʖ hasʖ reallyʖworkedʖandʖ thatʖ
theʖspaceshipʖi s ʖreturningʖforʖhim,ʖi t ʖis ʖalsoʖadvert is ing.ʖ

P L A U S I B I L I T Y 

Allʖstoriesʖ thatʖ containʖ supernaturalʖ elementsʖ needʖ toʖ createʖ theʖc i rcum­
stancesʖthatʖleadʖtheʖaudienceʖtoʖsuspendʖtheirʖdisbeliefʖwil l ingly .ʖ �nʖmostʖ
supernaturalʖstoriesʖweʖbeginʖ in ʖourʖownʖrecognizableʖworld,ʖthenʖtheʖsu­
pernaturalʖelementʖintrudes,ʖandʖasʖtheʖprotagonistʖcomesʖtoʖbelieveʖinʖ i t , ʖ
the ʖaudienceʖi s ʖconvincedʖas ʖwell . ʖ
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Here,ʖ however,ʖ Mathisonʖ andʖ Spielbergʖ haveʖ usedʖ aʖ diferentʖ tact ic . ʖ
Theyʖ haveʖopenedʖ theʖ storyʖ withʖ theʖ supernaturalʖ beingʖ andʖ haveʖxuiteʖ
effectivelyʖputʖ usʖ intoʖ itsʖ shoes-orʖatʖ leastʖ itsʖ feet.ʖ Weʖ xuicklyʖ learnʖ ofʖ
itsʖfearʖofʖourʖharmlessʖsounds,ʖitsʖterrorʖatʖtheʖsightʖofʖpickupʖtrucksʖandʖ
bobbingʖ lashli ghts;ʖ weʖ seeʖ peopleʖ fromʖ lowʖ anglesʖ andʖ onlyʖ upʖ toʖ theʖ
waist-inʖotherʖwords,ʖweʖhaveʖbeenʖforcedʖc inematicallyʖtoʖbeʖi nsideʖtheʖ
alien,ʖtoʖi nhabitʖi tsʖpointʖofʖview.ʖAfterʖthat,ʖhowʖcanʖweʖnotʖbelieveʖ inʖ it?ʖ
Weʖhaveʖalreadyʖidentiiedʖwithʖi t ʖbeforeʖwe'veʖevenʖgottenʖaʖgoodʖlookʖatʖ
i t . ʖAndʖtheseʖstorytellersʖknowʖthatʖtheʖaudienceʖwil l ʖgoʖalongʖwithʖalmostʖ
anythi ngʖ atʖ theʖoutsetʖofʖaʖ ilmʖ in ʖhopesʖofʖindingʖ aʖ storyʖ theyʖ canʖ s inkʖ
their ʖemotionsʖandʖdesiresʖ i nto.ʖWithʖanʖ openingʖ l ikeʖ this , ʖweʖ haveʖ sus­
pendedʖourʖd isbeliefʖbeforeʖweʖmeetʖourʖhumanʖcharcters .ʖ

A C T I O N  A N O  A C T I V I T V 

WhenʖMikeʖ backsʖMom'sʖ carʖ outʖ ofʖtheʖ garage,ʖ itʖ isʖ plantingʖforʖ theʖvanʖ
escape,ʖbutʖi t ʖi s ʖalsoʖanʖactivity . ʖThereʖis ʖnothingʖmoreʖtoʖi t ʖthanʖaʖkidʖwhoʖ
i s ʖdyingʖtoʖ learnʖ toʖdrive.ʖ Butʖwhenʖheʖdrivesʖtheʖvan,ʖ heʖ i s ʖnotʖdyingʖtoʖ
learnʖ toʖdri ve,ʖ heʖ isʖ afraidʖofʖdyingʖbecauseʖofʖnotʖ knowingʖhowʖtoʖdrive.ʖ
Theʖ activityʖ ofʖ driv ingʖ hasʖ becomeʖ anʖ action,ʖ andʖ thereʖ i s ʖ aʖ veryʖ realʖ
purposeʖbehindʖ i t . ʖ
WhenʖEl iotʖ scratchesʖhis ʖfaceʖ thoughtfullyʖ soonʖafterʖ getting ʖE.T.ʖ i ntoʖ

hisʖ room,ʖ itʖ isʖ merelyʖanʖ activity.ʖ Butʖwhenʖ heʖdiscoversʖ E.T.ʖmimickingʖ
h im, ʖheʖtr iesʖaʖnumberʖofʖmovementsʖthatʖhaveʖnowʖbecomeʖactionsʖbecauseʖ
heʖ isʖattemptingʖtoʖindʖaʖwayʖ toʖcommunicateʖwithʖ E.T.ʖ
Whenʖ Eliotʖ hasʖ discoveredʖ thatʖ E.T.ʖ i s ʖ stillʖ al i veʖ andʖ heʖdoesn'tʖwantʖ

theʖ adultsʖ toʖ indʖout,ʖ allʖ ofʖhisʖ actionsʖareʖclearʖandʖ haveʖ aʖ d iscern ibleʖ
purpose.ʖHeʖcoversʖtheʖglowingʖheartʖwithʖhis ʖblanket,ʖheʖzipsʖupʖtheʖbodyʖ

bag,ʖ heʖ closesʖ theʖcover,ʖ heʖcriesʖoverʖtheʖwindow,ʖheʖd istractsʖ Keys.ʖ All ʖ
ofʖtheseʖareʖactionsʖwithʖpurposeʖbehindʖ them.ʖ

C I A L O G U E  

Thi s ʖi s ʖaʖ storyʖ toldʖ fromʖ theʖchild'sʖpointʖofʖview,ʖ thoughʖ obviously,ʖfromʖ
itsʖenormousʖandʖwideʖappeal,ʖ itʖ i sn'tʖmerelyʖforʖchi ldren.ʖTheʖ dialogueʖi s ʖ
generallyʖxuiteʖ naturalʖ "kidspeak."ʖTheʖ wayʖ theyʖ talk , ʖ theirʖconceptionsʖ
andʖmisconceptions,ʖcomeʖthroughʖ in ʖdialogue,ʖandʖeachʖofʖtheʖthreeʖpri­
maryʖchi ldrenʖi s ʖgivenʖaʖdist inctiveʖvoice.ʖEl iot'sʖvoiceʖirstʖcomesʖthroughʖ
whenʖhe'}ʖ}ho�ingʖE �T�ʖhisʖtoyʖsoldiers,ʖhisʖshaɜk,ʖandʖhisʖȆshʖtank.ʖM ike'sʖ
i s ʖ in troducedʖ inʖ theʖ momentsʖ rightʖ beforeʖ heʖirstʖ seesʖ E .T. , ʖwhenʖ heʖ i s ʖ
teasingʖh i s ʖl i ttleʖbrother.ʖAndʖGertie'sʖvoiceʖcomesʖthroughʖafterʖsheʖirstʖ
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meetsʖE .T.ʖandʖsheʖasksʖ ifʖ i t'sʖaʖboyʖorʖaʖgirlʖ andʖ tel lsʖM ikeʖ toʖ "giveʖmeʖ aʖ
break."ʖ
Aʖ ilmʖthatʖcreatedʖaʖ l ineʖ thatʖhasʖbecomeʖpartʖofʖtheʖAmericanʖargot,ʖ
T. gaveʖusʖtheʖ l i neʖ"phoneʖhome."ʖ

V I S U A L S  

Aʖ signiicantʖelementʖofʖtheʖ v isualʖdesignʖhasʖ alreadyʖbeenʖ alludedʖ toʒ
shootingʖtheʖadultsʖfromʖ theʖwaistʖdownʖuntilʖ theʖ lastʖsectionʖofʖtheʖstory.ʖ
Thi s ʖi s ʖtheʖessenceʖofʖhowʖtheʖcameraʖ interpretsʖaʖ storyʖ forʖ theʖaudience;ʖ
i t ʖleadsʖthemʖtoʖseeʖonlyʖwhatʖi Z ʖ(andʖ theʖpersonʖbehindʖ i t)ʖ wants . ʖ� n ʖthisʖ
case,ʖtheʖstorytellersʖdon'tʖwantʖtheʖadultsʖotherʖthanʖMomʖtoʖbeʖrealʖhumanʖ
beingsʖyet,ʖandʖsoʖweʖareʖgivenʖthemʖonlyʖfromʖ theʖchi ld'sʖpoi ntʖofʖview.ʖ
Anotherʖwayʖin ʖwhichʖ theʖ visualsʖareʖ usedʖ toʖ accentuateʖ aʖ signiicantʖ

elementʖi n ʖtheʖstoryʖis ʖbyʖhelpingʖusʖintoʖtheʖmagicʖofʖtheʖstory.ʖ E .T.ʖ
andʖ Eliotʖ irstʖmeetʖ andʖ leeʖforʖtheirʖ l ives,ʖweʖ seeʖ theʖ wakeʖ ofʖċT.ʖ st i l l ʖ
descendingʖtheʖsZepsʖupʖ towardʖ theʖforest.ʖOhenʖČT.ʖ takesʖ theʖballsʖandʖ
makesʖthemʖorbi t ʖ l ikeʖ ourʖsolarʖsystem,ʖweʖseeʖsomeʖofʖtheʖmagicʖ i n ʖhisʖ
hands. ʖAndʖ especiallyʖwithʖ theʖtwɋʖ©ike-ridingʖscenes,ʖ weʖ areʖ givenʖthoʖ
magicalʖju\taposedʖwithʖtheʖearth Ȯy . ʖThoughʖ theʖboysʖr ideʖwithʖi ncreĺ ib leʖ
ski l l , ʖtheir ʖfeatsʖonʖ theʖbikesʖupʖandʖdownʖtheʖh i l l s ʖandʖoverʖtheʖcarsʖ areʖ
al l ʖth ingsʖ thatʖ canʖ happenʖ inʖ world . ʖDaringʖandʖ spectacu lar,ʖ butʖ pos¾
sible.ʖ Rightʖonʖ theʖheelsʖofʖ thisʖ Ļazzl ingʖdi splay,ʖweʖ lyʖ withʖ E .Ě.ʖ onʖ theʖ
bikesʖ andʖ aʖ wholeʖ differentʖ moodʖ setsʖ in-usingʖ thɿʖ music,ʖ ofʖcours~¿
butʖalsoʖ inʖ larg~ʖ partʖ becauseʖofʖth~ʖvi suals,ʖirstʖ fsyingʖoverʖforests×ʖ thenʖ
lyingʖ inʖfrontʖofʖtheʖmoonʖ(or,ʖinʖtheʖinalʖescape,ʖ theʖsett ingʖsun).ʖ

D R A M A T I C  S C E N E S  

Aʖ part icularlyʖeqectiveʖdramaticʖ sceneʖ i s ʖtheʖoneʖwhenʖ Mikeʖandʖ Gert ie ʖ
irstʖmeetʖE .T.ʖThereʖ i s ʖaʖ sceneʖof ʖpreparationʖof ʖMikeʖcomingʖhomeʖfromʖ
schoolʖ andʖ beingʖ inʖ aʖ goodʖ mood.ʖ Heʖ teasesʖ Eliotʖ andʖ reluctantl y ʖmakesʖ
theʖbigʖpromiseʖhisʖb¸otherʖinsistsʖ on.ʖThisʖ is ʖpreparationʖbyʖ contrast;ʖheʖ
i s ʖ cockyʖ andʖ jokingʖ and,ʖ becauseʖ ofʖtheʖ i ¸onyʖ ofʖwhatʖweʖ knowʖ thatʖ heʖ
doesn't,ʖweʖwai tʖ e½citedlyʖ forʖ hisʖ reaction.ʖThenʖ theʖ sceneʖ weʖ haveʖbeenʖ
anticipatingʖsuddenlyʖchanges:ʖthereʖ i s ʖaʖ twistʖwhenʖGert ie ʖabruptlyʖstepsʖ
i ntoʖ theʖ room,ʖ seesʖ E.T. , ʖ andʖ screamsʖ l ikeʖ mad .ʖ Thereʖ areʖ verbalʖ andʖ
physicalʖ reactionsʖfromʖ al l ʖfourʖcharactersʖ inʖ theʖscene,ʖandʖ thenʖanotherʖ
twistʖ whenʖ Momʖ starts ʖcomingʖclose.ʖ Andʖ thenʖ thereʖ Ƞsʖ theʖ aftermathʖ i n ʖ
t h e ʖcloset.ʖ
Anotherʖeffectiveʖdramatic ʖsceneʖis ʖtheʖoneʖinʖwhichʖ discoversʖthatʖ



E . T  . •  1 1 3 

E.T.ʖ isʖ st i l l ʖ al ive.ʖ Thereʖ isʖ aʖ briefʖpreparationʖ ofʖEl iotʖ standingʖ onʖ theʖ
outsideʖ look ingʖ throughʖ plasticʖ atʖ theʖgroupʖaroundʖ theʖ nowʖ"dead"ʖE .T.ʖ
čeysʖ intercedesʖandʖgivesʖEliotʖ someʖtimeʖaloneʖwithʖE.T.ʖHereʖourʖfearsʖ
andʖ dreadʖ ofʖE .T. 'sʖdeathʖareʖelaboratedʖupon ,ʖ andʖ whileʖth is ʖ isʖ theʖ heartʖ
ofʖtheʖ scene,ʖ itʖ isʖ alsoʖpreparationʖbyʖcontrastʖforʖ theʖ twistʖthatʖ isʖ aboutʖtoʖ
come.ʖ El iotʖ concludesʖwhatʖ heʖ thinksʖwil l ʖbeʖ hisʖ lastʖmomentsʖ withʖ E.T.ʖ
withoutʖd iscoveri ngʖanyʖchange.ʖWeʖ areʖ cluedʖ i n ʖtoʖ theʖ factʖ thatʖE.T.ʖ isʖ
al iveʖbyʖ theʖredʖglowʖofʖhisʖheart,ʖbutʖEliotʖ doesn'tʖseeʖ i t , ʖcreati ngʖaʖ newʖ
i rony.ʖ Butʖasʖ heʖ i s ʖdraggingʖhimselfʖoff,ʖ heʖseesʖtheʖlowerʖcomingʖ toʖ l i feʖ
(theʖ metaphorʖhasʖ beenʖ created),ʖ andʖ goesʖ backʖ toʖ indʖ h is ʖ friendʖ alive.ʖ
Fromʖ hereʖ i t ʖchangesʖ i ntoʖ aʖ totallyʖdifferentʖscene,ʖoneʖ ofʖhopeʖ andʖ fearʖ
ratherʖthanʖdread .ʖ Hopeʖ thatʖ heʖwill ʖbeʖableʖ toʖcoverʖupʖ this ʖresurgentʖl i feʖ
andʖ fearʖ thatʖ theʖ adultsʖwil l ʖindʖ outʖ andʖ goʖ backʖ toʖ torturingʖE.T.ʖ Afterʖ
EliotʖhasʖsuccessfullyʖmaskedʖtheʖfactʖthatʖE .T.ʖisʖaliveʖandʖheʖi s ʖledʖaway,ʖ
thereʖ i s ʖ aʖ momentʖ ofʖ aftermathʖ withʖ theʖ fullyʖ lowerʖ andʖ thenʖ h is ʖ
deliveri ngʖtheʖnewsʖ toʖMikeʖthatʖE.T.ʖ i s ʖalive.ʖ

S P E C I A L  N O T E S  

Oneʖ schoolʖ ofʖthoughtʖ statesʖ thatʖ thereʖ areʖ twoʖbasicʖkindsʖofʖstories: ʖor­
dinaryʖ peopleʖ inʖ extraordinaryʖ circumstancesʖandʖextraordinaryʖpeopleʖ i n ʖ
ordinaryʖ c ircumstances.ʖ Whileʖ theseʖ twoʖ kindsʖ accountʖ forʖ aʖ greatʖ per­
centageʖ ofʖallʖ theʖ stories,ʖ ordinaryʖ peopleʖ inʖ ord inaryʖ c i rcum­
stancesʖcanʖcreateʖveryʖ compell ingʖandʖwell-toldʖ storiesʖ i f ʖtheʖwantsʖandʖ
theʖobstaclesʖareʖ suficientlyʖstrongʖandʖevenlyʖpittedʖ againstʖeachʖother.ʖ
Sti l l , ʖasʖ thisʖ ilmʖ shows,ʖ theʖirstʖofʖtheseʖstoryʖtypesʖworksʖ quiteʖwell .ʖ
We areʖencouragedʖtoʖbelieveʖthatʖEliotʖi s ʖanʖordinaryʖboyʖinʖanʖordinaryʖ

family . ʖTheʖextraordinaryʖc ircumstanceʖofʖbeingʖvis i tedʖbyʖaʖstrandedʖalienʖ
i s ʖwhatʖcreatesʖ thisʖstory. ʖTheʖfactʖ thatʖEliotʖ i s ʖjustʖ l ikeʖmi l l ionsʖofʖotherʖ
youngʖ boysʖ makesʖ itʖ easyʖ forʖ usʖ toʖ identifyʖ withʖ h im, ʖ evenʖ i f ʖweʖ can'tʖ
identifyʖ soʖread i ly ʖwithʖhisʖ c ircumstance.ʖTheʖ interestingʖthingʖaboutʖ thisʖ
dynamic i s  that i t  seems to require that the ord inary protagonist  eventuallyʖ
attemptʖ someʖ extraordinaryʖ featʖ toʖ itʖ theʖ natureʖ ofʖtheʖ c i rcumstance.ʖ Inʖ
thisʖcase,ʖEl iot'sʖengineeringʖaʖdaringʖescapeʖfromʖhundredsʖofʖtrainedʖmenʖ
constitutesʖanʖextraordinaryʖfeat .ʖ
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�oʖ bookʖ ofʖilmʖ analysesʖ wouldʖ beʖ completeʖ withoutʖ atʖ leastʖoneʖ B i llyʖ
Wilderʖilm;ʖ theʖ onlyʖ dificultyʖ is ʖ choosingʖ fromʖ amongʖ soʖ manyʖ worthyʖ
ilms.ʖWilderʖ usuallyʖ co-wroteʖ hisʖ scripts,ʖ forʖtheʖ firstʖ halfʖofʖh i s ʖ careerʖ
withʖ Charlesʖ Brackettʖ andʖ thenʖ withʖ I . ʖ A . ʖ L.ʖ whoʖ oftenʖ co­
produced.ʖ Forʖ thisʖ fVlmʖheʖandʖDiamondʖwereʖnominatedʖforʖanʖïcademyʖ
AwardʖforʖtheʖscriptʖandʖWi lderʖforʖdirect ing.ʖWeʖhaveʖchosenʖthisʖO i lderʖ
ilmʖbecauseʖitʖallowsʖforʖaʖdiscussionʖofʖwhatʖwouldʖseemʖtoʖbeʖdualʖleadʖ
characters,ʖ s inceʖ thisʖ aʖveryʖearlyʖexampleʖofʖtheʖnowʖprevalentʖ_�buddyʖ
picture."ʖ

iĢ��Ėi ā i ʖ
Inʖtheʖgangster-riddenʖChicagoʖofʖ ç929,ʖ SpatsʖColomboʖrunsʖaʖ speakeasyʖ
withʖ free-lowingʖ boozeʖ andʖ aʖ l ivelyʖ band.ʖ Butʖ heʖ i s ʖ fVngeredʖ toʖ federalʖ
agentsʖbyʖToothpickʖCharl ie . ʖJoeʖandʖJerryʖplayʖsaxʖandʖbassʖ inʖ theʖbandʖ
atʖ theʖ speakeasy,ʖ andʖareʖ anxiouslyʖ awaiti ngʖ theirʖ irstʖ paycheckʖ inʖ fourʖ
months.ʖ theʖfedsʖbustʖtheʖjoint,ʖ andʖherryʖmanageʖtoʖescapeʖi ntoʖ
theʖ coldʖ nightʖ withʖ theirʖ i nstrumentsʖ andʖ coats,ʖ butʖ noʖ paychecks.ʖ Joeʖ
wondersʖ i f ʖtheirʖbookieʖwouldʖ takeʖ theʖovercoatsʖ toʖcoverʖaʖ bet .ʖ Theʖnextʖ
day,ʖwithoutʖovercoats,ʖtheyʖvisitʖmusicʖagencies,ʖlookingʖforʖbutʖnotʖindingʖ
aʖjob.ʖ
SweetʖSueʖandʖherʖmanagerʖBeinstockʖvis i t ʖanʖagentʖlookingʖforʖaʖbassʖ

andʖaʖ saxʖplayerʖforʖherʖ_�all-girlʖ band."ʖLaterʖJoeʖ hisʖwayʖ i n ʖ
toʖseeʖtheʖsameʖagentʖt o ʖtryʖt o ʖgetʖ theʖjobʖwithʖSweetʖSueʖi n ʖFlorida.ʖWhenʖ
theyʖfVndʖoutʖit 'sʖforʖwomenʖmusiciansʖonly,ʖJerry'sʖreadyʖtoʖdonʖaʖwig,ʖbutʖ
hoeʖ nixesʖtheʖ ideaʖandʖ insteadʖgetsʖ aʖone-n ightʖstandʖ forʖ�alentine'sʖDayʖ
andʖtalksʖtheʖsecretaryʖ intoʖloaningʖthemʖherʖcar.ʖWhenʖtheyʖgoʖtoʖpickʖupʖ
theʖcar,ʖ theyʖstumbleʖ i ntoʖSpatsʖColombo'sʖrevengeʖ onʖToothpickʖCharl ie ʖ
forʖfVngeringʖh im. ʖUnseenʖa t ʖtheʖback,ʖJoeʖandʖJerryʖwitnessʖthe ʖfamousʖSþ.ʖ
�alentine'sʖDayʖMassĦcre,ʖbutʖthenʖareʖdiscovered .ʖTheyʖnarrowlyʖescapeʖ

theʖbassʖiddleʖbeingʖ_Ðwounded ."ʖ
Inʖ aʖ panicʖ toʖ disappear,ʖ callsʖ theʖ agentʖ and,ʖ speaki ngʖ i n ʖfalsetto,ʖ
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becomesʖJosephineʖwantingʖtoʖtakeʖtheʖFloridaʖjob.ʖJosephineʖandʖDaphne,ʖ

asʖJerryʖnamesʖh imself,ʖnowʖin ʖdressesʖandʖwigs,ʖtryʖtoʖlearnʖaboutʖwalkingʖ
l ikeʖwomenʖbyʖwatchingʖSugarʖKaneʖboardʖ theʖtrain . ʖTheʖpair ʖjo inʖSweetʖ
Sueʖandʖtheʖbandʖonʖboardʖ theʖtrainʖforʖFlorida.ʖTheyʖmeetʖSugarʖstealingʖ
anʖi l l ic i t ʖsipʖ fromʖherʖlaskʖ i n ʖtheʖladies'ʖ room, ʖandʖJerryʖ i s ʖreallyʖ takenʖ

withʖher.ʖTheʖbandʖhasʖaʖrehearsalʖonʖtheʖtrain, ʖandʖduringʖi t , ʖSugarʖdropsʖ
herʖlask,ʖwhichʖcouldʖgetʖherʖired.ʖJeryʖtakesʖtheʖblameʖandʖformsʖaʖbondʖ
withʖ Sugar.ʖ Theʖ trainʖ tripʖ turnsʖ intoʖ aʖ slumberʖpartyʖ inʖ Daphne'sʖ berth,ʖ
andʖJoeʖhasʖtoʖcautionʖJeryʖ toʖcontrolʖh imself-noʖmeanʖfeatʖwithʖSugarʖ
snuggl ingʖcloseʖ andʖ beingʖ veryʖ friendlyʖ inʖ theʖ t ightʖ berth . ʖ Inʖ aʖ momentʖ
alone,ʖawayʖfromʖtheʖparty,ʖSugarʖtellsʖJosephineʖaboutʖherʖchronicʖattrac­
tionʖ toʖmaleʖ saxʖ playersʖ andʖ tellsʖ ofʖherʖplanʖforʖaʖ change�toʖmeetʖ andʖ
marryʖ aʖFloridaʖmill ionaire . ʖ
WhenʖtheʖbandʖarrivesʖatʖtheʖFloridaʖhotel,ʖancientʖOsgoodʖFieldingʖI I I ʖ

takesʖanʖi nstantʖl ik ingʖtoʖDaphne,ʖwhoʖhasʖto ʖfendʖoffʖh is ʖboyishʖadvancesʖ
whileʖlearningʖthatʖhe'sʖilthyʖrich. ʖJoeʖandʖJerryʖshareʖaʖ roomʖrightʖacrossʖ
fromʖSugarʖandʖareʖvisi tedʖbyʖBeinstockʖlookingʖforʖhisʖ lostʖsuitcase.ʖWhileʖ
DaphneʖandʖSugarʖgoʖforʖ aʖ swim,ʖJoeʖtakesʖ Beinstock'sʖ stolenʖ resortʖ
clothesʖ andʖ his ʖextraʖ pairʖofʖglasses.ʖ Heʖ goesʖ toʖ theʖbeachʖ andʖcontrivesʖ
toʖmeetʖSugarʖasʖ "Junior,"ʖ theʖheirʖtoʖShellʖ Oil.ʖ Jerryʖ i s ʖ lividʖ andʖ triesʖtoʖ
showʖhimʖupʖinʖhisʖmasqueradeʖbyʖrushingʖSugarʖbackʖtoʖtheʖroomʖtoʖcheckʖ
onʖJosephine . ʖùeʖi s ʖquiteʖsurpri sedʖtoʖindʖherʖthereʖ in ʖtheʖbath , ʖandʖwhenʖ
they'veʖgone,ʖJoeʖstepsʖfromʖtheʖbubbleʖbathʖfullyʖdressedʖandʖreadyʖtoʖki l l ʖ
Jerry.ʖ Butʖjustʖ thenʖOsgoodʖ callsʖ forʖ Daphneʖ andʖ i nvitesʖ h im/herʖ toʖ hisʖ
yachtʖforʖ theʖevening.ʖJoeʖformsʖ aʖ wil l ʖ getʖ Osgoodʖ ashoreʖ so Øʖ
thatʖhe,ʖJoe/Junior,ʖcanʖentertainʖSugarʖonʖ theʖyacht . ʖ
Whileʖ theʖ bandʖplaysʖ andʖSugarʖlooksʖ inʖ vainʖ forʖ Juniorʖ toʖ comeʖ seeʖ

theʖ showʖ asʖ heʖ promised,ʖ lowersʖ comeʖ forʖ Daphneʖ fromʖ Osgood.ʖ Joeʖ
changesʖ theʖ cardʖ andʖ sendsʖ themʖ toʖ Sugarʖ fromʖ Juniorʖ andʖ invitesʖ herʖ
toʖ theʖ yacht . ʖ Afterʖ theʖ show,ʖ Joeʖ makesʖ aʖ franticʖ dash,ʖ changingʖ
clothes,ʖ thenʖ racingʖ toʖ theʖ dockʖ onʖ aʖ bicycle,ʖ andʖ managesʖ somehowʖ toʖ
escortʖ Sugarʖoutʖ toʖ theʖ yachtʖ he'sʖ neverʖbeenʖ onʖ before .ʖ Whileʖ Daphneʖ
keepsʖ Osgoodʖ outʖ allʖ nightʖ dancing,ʖ Joe/Juniorʖ hasʖ Sugarʖ tryingʖ pas­
sionatelyʖ toʖmakeʖupʖforʖ hisʖ lostʖ love,ʖwhoʖdied.ʖ Atʖdawn,ʖJuniorʖmotorsʖ
Sugarʖ ashoreʖ just ʖ inʖ t imeʖ forʖ Osgoodʖ toʖ stumbleʖ drunkenlyʖ intoʖ theʖ
launchʖ andʖ headʖ backʖ toʖ theʖ yacht . ʖ
Jeryʖi s ʖstillʖwoundʖupʖfromʖhisʖnightʖofʖdancingʖwithʖOsgood,ʖandʖtangosʖ

about,ʖ tell ingʖJoeʖ"I'mʖengaged."ʖ �fterʖtheʖ�edding,ʖ he'llʖ tellʖ Osgoodʖ theʖ
truth,ʖannulʖtheʖmarriage,ʖandʖ liveʖonʖtheʖalimonyʖ theʖ restʖofʖhisʖ l ife . ʖJoeʖ
doesn'tʖ thinkʖ theʖplanʖ willʖ work,ʖ butʖ thenʖ heʖ seesʖ theʖ diamondʖ braceletʖ
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Osgoodʖgaveʖh imʖandʖsuggestsʖtheyʖnotʖsendʖitʖback. ʖMeanwhile,ʖępatsʖandʖ
hisʖ thugsʖ haveʖ arrivedʖ atʖ theʖ hotelʖ toʖmeetʖwithʖ theʖ mobʖ leader,ʖ Littleʖ
Bonaparte .ʖ Oneʖ ofʖtheʖ thugsʖ seemsʖ toʖ recogn izeʖJosephineʖ andʖ Daphne,ʖ
andʖnotesʖtheirʖroomʖnumber.ʖ
Atʖtheʖsameʖtime,ʖJuniorʖisʖbusilyʖsendingʖtheʖdiamondʖbraceletʖtoʖSugarʖ

asʖ aʖ present,ʖ whichʖ makesʖ Jerryʖ angry.ʖ Butʖ theyʖ feelʖ trappedʖ byʖ Spats'sʖ
menʖ and,ʖ toʖ avoidʖ beingʖ seen,ʖ climbʖ outʖ theʖ windowʖ asʖ Joeʖ didʖ earlier.ʖ
Theyʖ landʖrightʖ inʖ theʖmiddleʖofʖtheʖ�attleʖbetweenʖBonaparteʖandʖSpats .ʖ
Theyʖ areʖ recognizedʖ andʖ barelyʖ manageʖ toʖ escape,ʖ butʖ hearʖ thatʖ allʖ theʖ
exitsʖoutʖofʖtownʖareʖbeingʖwatched.ʖ�oeʖpersuadesʖDaphneʖtoʖcallʖOsgoodʖ
andʖ suggestʖ elopingʖtonight.ʖ Josephineʖ racesʖ toʖ tellʖ Sugarʖshe'llʖ getʖ overʖ
Junior,ʖbutʖheʖgetsʖspottedʖbyʖoneʖofʖtheʖȋangsters .ʖDaphneʖandʖJosephineʖ
escapeʖbyʖhidingʖin ʖtheʖgurneyʖthatʖ isʖcarryingʖoutʖSpats'sʖbody,ʖandʖraceʖ
downʖ toʖ theʖ dockʖ whereʖ Osgoodʖ waits.ʖ Justʖ then,ʖ Sugarʖbicyclesʖ upʖ andʖ
theʖfourʖofʖthemʖ headʖoutʖtoʖtheʖyacht.ʖ Joeʖ takesʖoffʖhisʖ wigʖandʖconfessesʖ
theʖ truthʖ toʖ Sugarʖ andʖ sheʖ ki ssesʖ him.ʖ Whenʖ Jerryʖ inallyʖ blurtsʖ outʖ toʖ
Osgoodʖthatʖhe'sʖaʖ man,ʖ theʖreplyʖ isʖ"Nobody'sʖperfect."ʖ

P R O T A G O N I S T A N C  O B J E C T I V E  

Atʖirstʖlook,ʖoneʖwouldʖbeʖtemptedʖtoʖsayʖthatʖthisʖi s ʖJoeʖand �erry'sʖstory � ʖ
Theyʖareʖbothʖonʖtheʖlamʖfromʖtheʖgangsters ,ʖtheyʖbothʖdressʖupʖl ikeʖwomen,ʖ
theyʖbothʖhaveʖstar-crossedʖromancesʖthatʖdependʖonʖmasquerades . ʖButʖitʖ
mustʖbeʖrememberedʖthatʖdramaʖrotatesʖaroundʖdecis ion. ʖWithoutʖsomeʖde­
greeʖofʖfreeʖwill,ʖwithoutʖtwoʖchoices,ʖthereʖis ʖnoʖdrama;ʖtheʖdramaticʖnatureʖ
ofʖaʖmomentʖstemsʖin ʖlargeʖpartʖfromʖ theʖ decisionsʖmadeʖandʖtheʖdificultyʖ
ofʖthoseʖdecisions.ʖThus,ʖtheʖpersonʖwhoʖmakesʖtheʖdecisionsʖthatʖcreateʖtheʖ
majorʖchangesʖ in ʖaʖ storyʖ i s ʖtheʖprotagonist,ʖevenʖif ʖanotherʖcharacterʖi s ʖi n ʖ
similarʖcircumstancesʖandʖhasʖjustʖasʖmuchʖscreenʖtime-whichʖmeansʖthatʖ
thisʖ i s ʖJoe'sʖstory.ʖRightʖfromʖ theʖbeginning,ʖJoeʖmakesʖtheʖdecisionsʖthatʖ
bothʖcharactersʖfollowʖthroughʖon.ʖ�erryʖmayʖprotest-andʖusuallyʖdoesʑ
butʖwhatʖJoeʖ decidesʖ i s ʖwhatʖ theyʖendʖ upʖ doing.ʖ Fromʖ anʖearlyʖmoment,ʖ
whenʖtheyʖgiveʖ theirʖovercoatsʖ toʖ theʖbookie,ʖ toʖaʖ laterʖone,ʖwhenʖJoeʖde­
cidesʖtheyʖshouldʖtakeʖtheʖjobsʖasʖwomenʖmusicians,ʖandʖstillʖlaterʖwhenʖJoeʖ
persuadesʖ Jerry/Daphne,ʖ overʖgreatʖ protests,ʖ toʖ entertainʖ Osgoodʖ forʖtheʖ
nȚȌht,ʖinʖeachʖcaseʖi t ʖi s ʖJoeʖwhoʖdecidesʖwhatʖtheyʖbothʖwillʖdo.ʖ
SoʖJoeʖi s ʖtheʖprotagonistʖaroundʖwhomʖtheʖstoyʖisʖbuilt,ʖthoughʖclearlyʖ

itʖ couldʖ notʖ beʖ toldʖ withoutʖ Joeʖ andʖJerryʖ together.ʖ Joe'sʖ objectiveʖ isʖ toʖ
escaɒeʖ fromʖ t¨eʖ g�ngstersʖ whoʖ wantʖ toʖ killʖ theʖ twoʖ wfʖ themʖ forʖ havingʖ
witnesseķʖ t¨eʖ massacre.ʖ Theʖ objectiveʖ isʖ nwtʖ toʖ seduceʖ Sugar;ʖ thatʖ i s ʖ aʖ
seĳwɁd�yʖstoyʖline,ʖaʖsubplotʖthatʖarisesʖafterʖtheʖstoryʖ isʖfullyʖunderʖway.ʖ
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Theʖ oīstaclesʖtoʖJoe'sʖobjectiveʖofʖescapingʖtheʖgangstersʖ areʖmany.ʖ Bothʖ
heʖ andʖ Jerryʖ areʖrecognizakle,ʖ theyʖ areʖ broke,ʖ theyʖ can'tʖ indʖ aʖ job,ʖ andʖ
areʖstuckʖin ʖChicago.ʖOnceʖtheyʖhitʖonʖtheʖideaʖofʖmasqueradingʖasʖwomenʖ
music iansʖ andʖ goingʖtoʖ Florida,ʖ theirʖirstʖ seemʖ toʖ beʖ replacedʖ
byʖ aʖ new,ʖ majorʖ dificultyʖ ofʖtwoʖ andʖ heterosexualʖ
menʖpassingʖasʖwomenʖforʖanʖextendedʖ´eriodʖofʖtime.ʖThisʖs ingleʖobstacleʖ
ofʖpassi ngʖforʖwouenʖ i s ʖcompoundedʖbyʖ Joe'sʖoverwhelmingʖattractionʖ toʖ
Sugarʖ andʖ byʖ Osgood'sʖ overwhelmingʖ attractionʖ toʖ Daphne.ʖ Andʖ byʖ theʖ
end,ʖ bothʖ setsʖofʖobstaclesʖcomeʖ intoʖplayʖatʖ theʖsameʖt ime:ʖ theʖ gangstłrsʖ
indʖoutʖaboutʖJoeʖandʖJerryʖjustʖasʖtheʖmasqueradeʖhasʖaboutʖrunʖitsʖcourse.ʖ

P R E M I S E  A N O  O P E N I N G  

Theʖpremiseʖhereʖ invoWvesʖthreeʖdifferentʖgroupsʖofʖpeopl eʖwhoʖareʖforcedʖ
intoʖ conlictingʖ situationsʖ withʖ eachʖ other.ʖ goeʖ andʖ Jerryʖ areʖ barelyʖ em­
ployedʖ andʖ down-onÜtheirÝ ÿuckʖmusicians. ʖSpatsʖ Colomboʖ ownsʖ aʖ speak­
easyʖandʖhasʖaʖgrudgeʖagainstʖToothpickʖCharl ie . ʖSweetʖSueʖi s ʖmissingʖtwoʖ
womonʖmusic iansʖandʖisʖdueʖtoʖleaveʖforʖaʖbigʖjobʖin ʖFlorida.ʖTheʖcoll isionʖ
ofʖtheseʖthreeʖelementsʖcreatesʖtheʖstory . ʖ
Forʖtheirʖopening,ʖ Ġi lderʖandʖ Diamondʖ choseʖ toʖ i ntroduceʖ usʖ toʖ theʖ

underworldʖofʖ�929ʖChicagoʖwithʖaʖhearseʖdeliveɗțɂgʖboozeʖtoʖaʖspeakeasy.ʖ
Onceʖ theʖ c ircumstancesʖandʖ localeʖ areʖ i ntroduced,ʖweʖ immediatelyʖmeetʖ
goeʖ andʖJerry.ʖ

M A I N T E N S I O N ,  C U L M I N A T I O N ,  

A N D  R E S O L U T I O N  

Theʖmainʖ tensionʖasksʖ ifʖJoeʖ(aWongʖwithʖgerry)ʖwil l ʖbeʖableʖtoʖescapeʖfromʖ
theʖ gangstersʖbyʖmasqueradingʖasʖaʖwoman.ʖThis ʖtensionʖbegi nsʖfullyʖwhenʖ
JoeʖphonesʖtheʖmusicalʖagentʖasʖJosephineʖandʖsetºʖupʖtheirʖjobʖ Sweetʖ
Sue.ʖ
Theʖculminationʖcomesʖrightʖafterʖtheʖtwoʖmostʖimportantʖsubplotsʖhaveʖ

reachedʖtheirʖmostʖi ntenseʖmoments:ʖwhenʖJoe/Juniorʖspendsʖtheʖnightʖwithʖ
SugarʖandʖwhenʖJerry/DaphneʖspendsʖtheʖnightʖwithʖOsgood .ʖ Immediatelyʖ
followingʖ theʖ aftermathʖ ofʖ thatʖ night,ʖ Spatsʖ andʖ hisʖ menʖ enterʖ theʖ hotel,ʖ
andʖoneʖofʖthemʖseemsʖtoʖrecognizeʖ"theʖtwoʖbroads."ʖJoeʖandʖJerryʖrealizeʖ
theirʖnewʖdanger.ʖ
Theʖresolutionʖ is ʖwhenʖtheʖ"girls"ʖeludeʖ theʖgangstersʖ byʖhidingʖunderʖ

aʖ corpseʖ andʖmanageʖ toʖescapeʖwithʖbothʖofʖtheʖ "loveʖ i nterests"ʖ-Sugarʖ
andʖOsgood .ʖ
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T H E M E  

Evenʖwhenʖa well-madeʖilmʖ is ʖaʖ romp-whenʖ itsʖ intentionʖ i s ʖ toʖ beʖ fun,ʖ
excit ing,ʖandʖfunny-itʖstillʖhasʖaʖ thematicʖthreadʖthatʖl inksʖtheʖdisparateʖ
storyʖelementsʖi ntoʖaʖcohesiveʖwhole.ʖ InʖSome Like It Hot, theʖthematicʖl inkʖ
dealsʖwi th ʖmasquerades.ʖ Theʖ masqueradesʖ of ʖJoeʖandʖJerryʖ areʖ obviousʖ
fromʖtheʖmomentʖtheyʖdressʖupʖasʖwomen.ʖButʖSugarʖpretendsʖtoʖcomeʖfromʖ
moneyʖwhenʖshe'sʖwithʖJunior.ʖSpats'sʖmenʖpretendʖtoʖbeʖHarvardʖlawyers,ʖ
andʖ his ʖ enemyʖ Bonaparteʖ pretendsʖ toʖ goodʖ intentions.ʖ Osgoodʖ i s ʖaʖ mar­
velousʖvariationʖonʖthisʖthemeʖbecauseʖ heʖpretendsʖtoʖnothing;ʖheʖjoyfullyʖ
andʖboastfullyʖadmitsʖtoʖallʖ hisʖ intentions,ʖfoibles,ʖandʖfai lures.ʖ In ʖaʖway,ʖ
Osgoodʖactsʖasʖtheʖexceptionʖthatʖ theʖrule.ʖ

U N I T Y 

Asʖdiscussedʖin ʖtheʖ"ProtagonistʖandʖObjective"ʖsectionʖabove,ʖthisʖisʖJoe'sʖ
story,ʖ evenʖthoughʖheʖseemsʖtoʖbeʖjoinedʖ firmlyʖ toʖJerry .ʖ Theʖunityʖ stemsʖ
fromʖhisʖeffortʖtoʖkeepʖbothʖofʖthemʖsafelyʖ fromʖColomboʖandʖhisʖmen.ʖ
EvenʖthoughʖheʖseemsʖtoʖgetʖtotallyʖsidetrackedʖintoʖtheʖsubplotʖwithʖSugar,ʖ
heʖ neverʖ goesʖ soʖ farʖ asʖ toʖ giveʖ upʖ theirʖ masqueradeʖ asʖ Josephineʖ andʖ
Daphne.ʖSo,ʖ evenʖ thoughʖthisʖdefensiveʖl ineʖofʖactionʖfadesʖforʖaʖwhile,ʖ i t ʖ
doesn'tʖdisappearʖcompletely.ʖ

E X P O S I T I O N  

Theʖ earlyʖ expositionʖ i s ʖ deliveredʖ withʖ humorʖ andʖ conlict.ʖ Theʖ shootoutʖ
betweenʖpoliceʖandʖ theʖ "pallbearers"ʖ inʖ theʖhearseʖ notʖ onlyʖ setsʖ someʖofʖ
theʖtoneʖforʖtheʖpicture,ʖbutʖintroducesʖtheʖnotionʖ thatʖnotʖeverythingʖisʖasʖ
i t ʖisʖpresented .ʖAtʖtheʖsameʖtime,ʖweʖlearnʖtheʖnatureʖofʖtheʖgangsteɘʖworld,ʖ
whichʖwil l ʖdriveʖourʖprotagonistʖtoʖcreateʖtheʖrestʖofʖthisʖstory.ʖ
Aʖsceneʖin ʖwhichʖaʖcharacterʖvoluntari lyʖdeliversʖexpositionʖthatʖdoesn'tʖ

seemʖtooʖeasyʖorʖstraightforwardʖoccursʖwhenʖSugarʖtellsʖJosephineʖaboutʖ
herʖweaknessʖforʖsaxʖplayers . ʖThisʖsceneʖ is ʖgivenʖaʖ feel T ngʖofʖconlictʖbe­
causeʖweʖknowʖthatʖsheʖis ʖrevealingʖthisʖ secretʖnotʖonlyʖtoʖaʖman,ʖ�utʖtoʖaʖ
saxʖ player,ʖ noʖ less .ʖ Thereʖ isn'tʖ aʖ conlictʖbetweenʖ theʖ characters,ʖ yetʖ theʖ
sceneʖgeneratesʖaʖfeelingʖofʖconlictʖthroughʖthisʖirony.ʖ

C H A R A C T E R I Z A T I O N  

JoeʖandʖJerryʖwantʖtoʖescapeʖtheʖgangsters,ʖbutʖtheirʖcharacterizationsʖbeginʖ
muchʖearlierʖandʖcomeʖmoreʖfromʖwhatʖtheyʖwantʖpriorʖtoʖthatʖpredicament.ʖ
Joeʖ i s ʖaʖ womanizer,ʖ aʖ manʖ whoʖusesʖ charmʖ beforeʖ work,ʖ aʖ smileʖ beforeʖ
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talent.ē This ē is ē clearē longē beforeē theyē witnessē theē massacre,ē andē
i t ē comesē i ntoē playē in ē his ē attemptē toē seduceē Sugarē falselyē ratherē thanē
honestly.ē

Jerryē i s ē capableē ofēenjoyingējustēaboutēanythingē thatē happens,ē andē this ē
playsēi ntoē h is ēbeingēdominatedēbyēJoe. ēHeē l ikesēplayingēi n ētheēclubē i n ētheē
opening,ē heē ratherē l ikesē playingēDaphne,ē heēevenēeventuallyē l ikesē all ē theē
attentionē heēgetsēfromē Osgood .ē

uē

Sugarē isē someoneēwhoēseesē herē lotē inē l ifeē asē "gettingētheēfuzzyēendēofētheē
lollipop. "ē Sheēdeservesēbetter,ē sheēdeservesē l ife'sē sweetness,ēbutēi t ēi sn'tēherē
fateē toē haveē i t ē comeē herēway.ē Chat,ē ofē courseē i s ēwhyē weē worryē aboutē herē
throughēmuchēofētheēsecondēact.ē

Becauseē thisē i s ē aē storĊē aboutē twoē menē whoē dressē upē likeē women,ē andē
theirēstoriesē involveē"loveēaffairs "ē ofēstarklyēcontrastingēnature,ē i t ēi s ēessen­
tialēthatētheēstorytellersēdealēwithētheirēsexualityēearlyēandēef¿ectively.ēFromē
theē irstē momentē weē meetē them,ē theyē areē robustē andē veryē heterosexual,ē
di splayingē interestē in ētheē showgirlsē atē theē speakeasy.ē Withē Jerry,ē whoēwill Ď
haveē aē romanceē withē aē man,ē i t ē is ē especiallyē crit icalē toē makeē itē clearē thatē
thisē is ē notē h is ē orientation,ē whichē isē whyē heē is ē theē oneē irstē turnedē onē byē
Sugar,ē andē heē is ē theēoneēdrivenēcrazyē in ētheē trainēberthēwithēher. ē Ifēweēhadē
anyē doubtēaboutē his ē sexuali ty,ē hisē nightē ofēdancingēandē "engagement "ē toē
Osgoodē wouldē in ē aē farē differentē way,ē if ēatē all . ē Becauseē Joeē activelyē
pursuesēSugarēthroughē mostēofētheē secondē act,ē i t ē i s ē lessē crit ical ē toē conirmē
hisē sexuality,ē butē still ē his ēcharmēwithē theēagent'sē secretaryē andē his ēh istoryē
ofēwomanizingēareē wellē established.ē

C EVELOPMENT OF TH E STORV 

Forēaē storyē i n ēwhichēmuchēofētheēmajorēdrivingēforceē comesēfromēoutsideētheē
protagonist-gangstersēwantētoēkil l ēhimēandēhisēfriend-thisēilmēhasēaēnum­
berēofēcomplicationsēstemmingēfromētheēnatureēofētheēªharacters.ēInēfact,ētheē
outsideē forceē ofēSpatsēandē hisēmenē isē usedē toē establishē theē majorēcircum­
stance-JoeēandēJerryēpretendingētoēbeēwomen-andē thenē leftē onē theēbackē
burnerēuntilēitē isē timeētoēresolveē theē story. ēBhisēleavesētheēsecondēactēmostlyē
toēbeēdevelopedēbyētheēcharactersēactingēoutētheirēownēdriv ingēpassions. ē

Joeēis ē i n ēpursuit ēofētheē incrediblyēdesirableēSugar.ēSugarēi s ēoutē toēindēaē
"richēmil l ionaire "ē toē marry .ē Jerryē isē outē toē haveē funē and,ē ifēpossible,ē makeē
Joe'sē l ifeē aē l i ttleēmoreēmiserable.ē Andē Osgoodē isē outē toē indē wifeē numberē
eightēorēnine. ēEachēofētheseēcharactersē is ēact ingēoutēhisē orēherēinnerēdesire;ē
this ē createsē theē complicationsē ofē theē secondē actē andē keepsē theē storyē rol­
l ickingēswiftlyē along.ē
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DRAMATIC IRONY 

Thisēilmēdependsēheavi lyē onē dramaticē irony.ēWeē knowē thatēJosephineēandē
Daphneē areēJoeē andē Jerry .ē Nearlyē everythingē thatē happensē toē them,ē withē
SugarēorēOsgoodē orē theē peopleē inē theē band,ē isē tNngedē theē ironyēofēourē
knowingē thatē theē otherē charactersē don'tē knowē whatē weē do.ē Thereē i s ē alsoē
i ronyē i n ēourēwatchingēSugarēl ie ē toē Juniorēaboutēwhoē sheē is,ēwhenēweē knowē
notē onlyē thatēwhatē sheē saysē true,ē butē thatē he knowsē itē iĂn'tē true.ē Andē
there'sē ironyē in ēourēwatchingēOsgood'sē passionateē pursuit ēofēDaphne,ē andē
humorēwhenē i t ē is ē marvelouslyē thrownē backē in ēourēfacesē withē theē lastē l ineē
ofētheēilm,ē nobody'sē perfect. "ē

Aē sceneēthatēespeciallyēcapitalizesēonētheē useēofēironyēisē theēlongēslumberē
partyē sceneēonē theē train , ēwhereē Jerryē isē toētell ingēhimself,ē "I'mēaē
girl,ē I 'mē aē girl. ē . . . ē"ē Everyē moveē thatē Sugarē andē theē otherē womenē make,ē
everyē reactionēfromē Josephineēinē theēberthēbelow,ēis ēgivenēdoubleēmeaningē
byē theē ironyēofēwhatēweēknowē thatēothersē don't.ē

PREPARATION AND AFTERMATH 

Aē marvelousē exampleē ofēpreparationē andē aftermathē comesēwithē theē scenesē
ofē theēnight-longēromancesē ofēJuniorē SugarēandēDaphneēwithē Osgood.ē
I t ēallēbeginsēin ētheēballroom,ēwithētheēbandēplayingēandēOsgoodē~irtingēwithē
Daphne.ē Theē musicē andē atmosphereē ofē theē sceneē setē theē moodē forē theē
eveningēofēanēenjoyableē romp.ēThisēfeelingēis ēkeptēupē throughē theē nightē inē
bothē ofē theē paral lelē actions. ēTheē aÀtermathē comesēwhenē bothē ofē themē areē
backē inē theirēhotelē room.ē Daphneē isē sti l l ē dancing,ē whileē Joeē isē inē aē happyē
afterglowēofēhisē nightēwithēSugar.ē>oe'sēsuccessē is ēaccentuatedēwhenēSugarē
comesē in ē toē tellē themē allē aboutē herēwonderfulē eveningēwithē Junior.ē

Onē aē smallerē scale,ē thereē isē effectiveē preparationē andē aftermathē toē theē
sceneē whereē Joeē andēJerryē irstē passē themselvesēofēasē women.ē Theyē watchē
withē amaċementēasē aē realēwomanē saShaysē upē toē theē trainē andē enters .ē Theirē
inexperienceē andē badē instinctsē areē accenTuatedē i n ējustē aē fewē shortē beats.ē
Thenē theyē meetē SweetēSueē andē BeinsTockē andē succeedē in ē beingē receivedē
asē women.ē Asē theyē enterē theē car,ē Joeē beratesē vĒerryē forē takingē theē nameē
Daphne,ēemotionallyēclosingēoffē theē scene.ē

PLANTING AND PAYOFF 

Thereē areē manyē examplesē ofē plantingē andē payoff,ē rangingē fromē l inesē ofē
dialogueē toē minorēcharactersē toēobjects.ē Inē particular,ēl inesēofēdialogueē(seeē
theē "Dialogue "ē sectionē below)ē areē broughtē backē withē greatē efectiveness.ē
Forēi nstance,ēwhenēJuniorē andē Sugarē areē kissingēonē theē yacht, ē heē saysē heē
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shouldē sendēmoneyētoētheēmilkēfund.ē �ater,ē whenētheyēareē sayingēgood-byeē
theē nextēmorning,ē theēmilkēfundē comesē upēagain,ē onlyē theē igureē isē nowētenē
timesē higher;ē this ē l i ttleē gagē is ē usedē asē aē measureē ofē his ē sati sfactionē withē
andē desireē forē Sugar.ē

Anotherēmarvelousē useē ofēdialogueē thatē constitutesē plantingēandē payoffē
startsē onē theē trainēwhenēJerryē isē soē smittenēwithēSugarēandēJoeē tellsēh imētoē
keepēremindingēhimselfē"I'mēaēgirl,ē I'mēaēgirl . ē . . . ē"ē It ēcomesēupēagainēwhenē
Sugarē is ē snuggl ingē withē himē in ē theē berth,ē thenēmuchē laterēinē theē thirdē actē
whenē Daphneēhasē gottenē engagedē toē Osgoodē andēJerryē nowē hasē toē remindē
himself,ē "I 'mē aē boy,ē I'mē aē boyē. . . . ē"ē This ēnot ēonly ēpaysē ofēonē theē setupē
butē createsē aē niceē gagē atē theē sameē time.ē Yetē anotherēniceē useē ofēdialogueē
withē plantingē comesē whenē Sugarē saysē herēfatherēwasē "aē conductorē . . . ētheē
Baltimoreē andē Ohio."ēLaterēon,ē whenē sheē i s ē tryingē toē impressē Juniorēwithē
herēdebutanteē background,ē sheē saysē herēfatherēwasē in ē "theē Bal­
timoreē andēOhio{'ē

plantingēandē payoffē thatē stemsē fromē aē propē andē helpsē createē aē majorē
plotē turnēcomesēwhenē Jerry'sēbassē is ēshotēbyē theē gangstersē i n ē theē Chicagoē
garage.ē We areē remindedē ofē theē holesē twiceē onē theē trip,ē andē then,ē whenē
Spats'sēmenē showē upē in ēFlorida,ē theyēconirmē whoē theseē twoē "broads"ē areē
byē spyingē theē holesē inē theē bass.ē

E LEMENTS OF TH E FUTURE 

ANO AOVERTISING 

Thereē isē anē effectiveēuseēofēelementsēofētheēfutureēwhenētheēagent'sēsecretaryē
spellsē outē theē entireē tripē toē Floridaēwithē Sweetē Sue,ē omittingēonlyē thatē itē i s ē
twoēwomenēmusiciansēwhoēareē needed.ē Immediatelyē followingēthat ēscene,ē
whenē Joeēandē Jerryēindēoutētheējobē isēforēwomen,ē>erryē everythingē
thatē theyēwil l ē laterē actually ē doē i n ē orderē to ē takeē theējob-borrowē dresses,ē
getē wigs,ē andē soē on.ē Atē theē timeē theē planē is ē ru ledē oćtēbyē Joe,ē andē thusē itē
doesn'tēquiteēseemē likeēaēprediction,ēbutēlaterētheyēchangeētheirēmindsēandē
i t ēcomesē true.ēAlthoughē neitherēsceneē trulyēadvertisesē somethingēweē knowē
wil l ē Ñappen,ē eachē paintsē aē pictureē ofēaē possibleē scenarioē thatē inallyēdoesē
comeē about . ē

Aē goodē exampleēofēadvertisingēappearsēwhenēSugarēi nvitesēJoe/Juniorētoē
comeēandēseeēherēshowēthatēnight.ēTheēimpossibil i tyēofēthatēhappeningēwithē
Joe/Josephineē playingē i n ē theē sameē showē withē Sugarē i s ē accentuatedē byē
Daphne,ēbutēi t ēi s ēadvert is ingēbecauseēw e  knowēSugar'sēexpectationēis ēgoingē
toē beē dealtēwith,ē andēweē areē tryingētoē anticipateē howēthisē problemēwillē beē
handled.ē Anotherē efectiveē useē of ēadvertisingē comesē whenē Osgoodē tellsē
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Josephineē alÞē aboutē hisē i nvitationē outē toē theē yachtē forē theē coldēpheasant,ē
champagne,ē andē Rudyē Valleeē records.ē Again,ē thoughē theē eventē doesn'tē
happenēasēexpected,ētheēyachtē¡ndētheēgrandēse®uctionēimplici t ēin ētheēsetupē
doēbecomeēevents.ē

PLAUSIBILITY 

Thisē is ēhardlyēmeantē toē beē takenē asē l iteralē realism,ēasē somethingēthatē
wouldē happenē in ētheē realē world.ē Rather,ē it ēportraysē aē versionēofētheēworldē
thatē isē stylizedēforētheēfunē ofē it.ēWeēareēintroducedē toē thisē notionē fromē theē
veryēbeginning.ēWhenēweēgoē i nsideētheēhearseēandē weēseeē theēmugsēonē theē
pallbearers,ē weē areē alreadyē suspicious.ē Whenē thisē "funeral "ē becomesē aē
shootoutē andē aē chaseēwithē theē cops,ēweēareē startingētoēbeē letē inē onē theē gag,ē
andēbyētheētimeētheēboozeēisē leakingēoutēofētheēshot-upēcofin,ēweēareēattunedē
toē theē story'sē skewedē versionē ofē reality.ē Onceē thisē isē set,ē theē ilmē staysē
withinē theē"rules "ē ofētheēuniverseē itēestablishes.ē

This ē isē aē comicē storyē designedē toēbeēaē rollickingēgoodē time,ēyetēearlyēon,ē
sevenē peopleē areē gunnedē downē in ē coldē blood.ē Ofē them,ē onlyē Toothpickē
Charlieēhasē beenē establishedē asē aē characterēandē heēhasn'tēbeenē madeē intoē
anyoneēweē reallyē careē about,ē soē weē areē encouragedē toē keepē ourēaestheticē
distanceēfromē theē kil l ings.ē Thisē distanceē is ē increasedē whenē theē twoē char­
actersē weē doē careē aboutē areē putē inē imminentē danger,ē whichē distractsē us ē
fromē theēotherwiseēhorrifyingē notionē of ēthis ēmultipleē homicide.ē Weē comeē
awayēfeelingēthatētheēdangerēJerryēandēJoeēfaceēi s ēreal,ēyetēatētheēsameētimeē
weēaren'tēdistractedēfromētheēcomicēsideēofētheēstory.ēWhenēSpatsē i s ēgunnedē
downē inē theēend,ēheē isē aē majorē sourceē ofēdangerē toē Joeē andē Jerry,ē soē theē
emotionalē impactēofēh is ēmurderē isē diminished.ē

ACTION ANO ACTIVITY 

�nē theēsceneēwhereē<oeē andē <erryē areē i ntroducedē i n ētheēbandēatē theēspeak­
easy,ē theirē i nstrument-playingē isē merelyē activi ty;ē thereē isē nothingēmoreē toē
itē thanēwhatē isē onē theē surface,ēnoē i ntentionsē areē behindē it . ēWhenē theyē areē
playingēwithē theē bandē onē theē train,ēandēSweetē Sueēwantsē themē toē Ygooseēi t ē
up, "ē theirēplayingēbecomesē actionēbecauseētheyē areē tryingēto ēsolidifyē theirē
positionsē onē theēband,ētoēwinēacceptance.ē

Onē theē train,ēwhenēDaphneēinvitesē Sugarēupē toē his/herēberthē forē aē drinOē
andē aē Zsurpriseēparty,"ē theēdrinkingē andē i nvitationēareēclearicutē actions. ē
Later,ēwhenētheēpatyēgrows,ētheēdrinkingēandēpartyingēareēactivitiesēforēall ē
theēotherēwomen-andē anē impedimentē forēDaphne.ē

Evenē ridinKē inē anē elevatorē canē beē madeē intoē anē actionē ratherē thanē anē
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activity.ēWhenēOsgoodējoinsēDaphneēo n ētheēelevatorēuponēirstēmeetingēher,ē
heē tellsē theē operatorē toē takeē itē "onceē aroundē theē blockē andē keepē yourē eyesē
onē theē road. "ē Heē isē usingē theē rideē asē aē meansē ofē beingē aloneē with,ē andē
makingē aē passē at,ē thisē womanē îfē hisē afections.ē Thi s ē i ntentionē behindē his ē
ridingētheēelevatorēmakesē itē anē action.ē

CIALOGUE 

playful ēandēexpressiveē dialogueē abounds.ē Someē ofē it ē canē beē
veryē s impleēcharacterization.ēOsgood'sē "�owieX"ē revealsē aē greatēdealēaboutē
h im. ēAnotherēefectiveēuseēofēdialogueēdeliveringēaēclearēsubtext,ēexpressingē
aēfarēdiferentēmeaningēfromēwhatēi t ēsaysēonētheēsurface,ēcomesēwhenēOsgoodē
asksē Daphneēhowēsheēplaysētheē"bullēiddleē. . . ēdoēyouē useēaē bowēorēdoēyouē
pluckē it?"ē AndēDaphneēretorts,ē"Mostlyē Iējustēslapēit. "ē

Thereē isē aē wholeēareaē ofēthisē storyē i n ēwhichē foodē isē usedē asē aē synonymē
forē sexē andē sexualē attraction.ē Whenē Jeryē is ē excitedē aboutē beingē onē thisē
trainēwithē allē theēwomen,ēheē tellsē aboutē hisē loveē ofēpastryē shops.ē ButēJoeē
insistsē thereē willē "beēnoē pastryē andē noēbutter. "ē Laterē heē tel ls ē toē stayē
c learēofēSugarē (theē ultimateē inē sexualēattraction),ēthatē "theē honeyē staysē i n ē
theēhiveē. . . ēthereēwillēbe ēno ēbuzzingēaroundētonight. "ē

Andē dialogueē isē alsoē usedē toē suggestē levelsē ofē i ronyē i n ē aē playful ē andē
humorousē way.ē Whenē Josephineē andē Daphneē showē upē atē theē train,ēBein­
stockē tells ēthem,ē"Youēgirlsē reallyēsavedēourēlives,"ēandēDaphneēresponds,ē
"Likewise,ēI'mē sure. "ēThis ēexchangeē isē merelyēaēigureēofēspeechē forēBein­
stock,ēbutē i t ēi s ē l iteralē realityēforēJoeēandēJerry.ē

VISUALS 

Theē visualsē inē thi s ē ilmē areē consistentlyē keptē inē supportē ofē theē storyē andē
theē humor.ē Inē comedy,ē it ē oftenē worksē bestē toē keepē theē cameraē outē ofē theē
wayē ofē theē performers;ē theē oldē ruleē ofē thumbē inē comedyē isē "shootē
Thoughē thisēgeneralē adviceēi s ē notē alwaysē correctē orēapplicable,ē itē isē putē toē
eÂectiveēuseēhere.ē

Afterētheē speakeasyē hasē beenēbustedēandēallē theēpatronsē andē employeesē
areē beingē loadedē i ntoē paddyē wagons,ē weē stayē wideē andē watchē theē actionē
beingēbroughtētoē ussē TheēÈowē i s ēaccentuatedē byē theēdrunkēwithē theē cofeeē
cupēwanderingēcounterē toē theē streamē ofēpeople,ē thenē beingē herdedē along.ē
Allē theēwhileēweēareēsearchingēforēJoeēandēJerry,ēandēonlyēwhenē theēwholeē
c ircumstanceēis ēsetēdoēweēmoveēcloseētoē them.ē

AnotherēÇneēuseēofē[shootingēwide"ē occursē inē theēbigēchaseē inē theēthirdē
actē throughē theē hotelē lobby,ē whenē theē gangstersē areē afterē Josephineē andē
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Daphne.ē Weē panē thoughē theē crowdē withē theē action,ēwaitē outsideē Ćheē door,ē
andē watchē theētwoē"women "ēgoē inē differentēdirectionsēandē theēgangstersēgetē
lost,ēonlyētoēhaveētheēactionēcomeēhackētoēusēagain.ēThisēisēaēperfectēexampleē
ofēaē d irectorēknowingēwhereē toēputētheēcameraē toē captureēal lē theēessentials,ē
andē thenē lettingē themē playē out.ē tē wïuldē haveēd iminishedē thisē chaseē seri­
ouslyē toē chopē itē upē withē cuts.ē

Anē exampleēofēaē ineēshotē andē compositionēthatēareēusedē toē underl ineē aē
pointē isē onē theē porchē atē theē hotelē inē Florida,ēwhereē weē seeē aē longē rowē ofē
interchangahleē"mill ionaires\ē inē rockingēchairs,ētakingētheirēglassesē offē i n ē
unisonēa t ētheē arrivalē ofē allē theē women,ēandē tippingē theirē hatsē t o ēthemē asē
well.ē Onlyē Osgoodē becomesē aē realē character,ē butē thisē visualē accentuatesē
thatē heē isē oneēofē manyē ofēhisē i lk.ē

DRAMATIC SC ENES 

TheēsceneēbetweenēSugarēandēDañhneēaloneē inē theē trainēberthē isē anēexampleē
ofēaē irst-rateē dramaticē sceneēthatē utilizesē characters,ē props,ēandē locationē
toēgreatēefect.ēThereēi s ēaēbriefēsceneēofēòreparationēwhereēDaphneēadmiresē
Sugarē andē isē calledē "honey. "ē Thenē Augarē isē forcedē toējumpē intoē Daphne'sē
berth,ēandē theēcrowdingēhasēaēprofoundēeffectēonēDaphne,ētoētheēpointēwhereē
Sugarēcommentsēonē herēshivering.ēCheēescalationēofēthisēpredicameçt,ēwhenē
Daphneēgetsētheē ideaēofē havingēaē drinkēandēaē "surpriseēparty,"ēgrowsēfromē
theē basic ē ironyē thatē Daphneē isē =erryē andē isē veryē attractedē toē Augar.ē Theē
immediateēaftermathē ofē theēscene,ēwhenē otherēwomenē cl imbē intoē theēberthē
andē endē Daphne'sē hopes,ēturnsē intoē anotherē sceneē allē itsē own.ē

effectiveē dramaticē sceneē occursē whenē Daphneē returnsē fromē aē
nightē ofē dancingēwithē Osgood.ē Aē briefē preparationē toē setē theē moodē comesē
withē Daphneē sti l l ē "dancing "ē inē theē bedē andē si ngingē away.ē Thenē Juniorē
cl imbsē i ntoē theēroomē andēJerryēexplainsēhisēengagementē toēaē mystiiedēJoe,ē
whoē thenē saysē theē won_tē work.ē Butē whenē =erryē showsē theē ¯iamondē
braceletē toē h im,ē�oeēchangesē tuneē immediatelyē andēencou÷agesē h imētoē
stayēengaged.ēWeēdon'tēknowēwhatēJoe'sē planning,ēbutēweēknowēhe'sē upētoē
something.ēTheēsceneē is ē interruptedēbyētheēarrivalēofēSugarē andē i t ēevolvesē
i ntoē aē threejsidedē scene,ē butē oneē thatē continuesē theē oldē conlictē betweenē
theētwoēmenēoverēJoe'sē seductionēofēSugar.ē Andē thereē isēaēbriefēbutēefectiveē
aftermathēwithē theēarrivalē ofē theēbellboy.ē

SPECIAL NOTES 

Thereē isē aē tendencyē amongē manyē novicesē toē thinkē ofē so-calledē "serious"ē
moviesē asē aē differentkandē higher-levelē ofē ilmmaking,ē asē i f ēaē qualityē
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"serious "ē ilmē tookē moreē skil l ē toē writeē andē directē thanē aē qualityē genreē
pictureē orēaē comedyē orēanē "entetainment."ē

Oneēofētheēgreatestēilmmakersēofēallētime,ēBillyēWilderēwouldēnotērestrictē
himselfētoējustēoneē kindēofēilm.ēHeēappliedēhisēformidableētalentsē toēevery­
thing:ē manicēcomediesē l ikeē thisē one,ē "issue"ē picturesē (ost Weekend), sus­
penseē andē ilmē noirē (Double Indemnity), romanticē comedyē (ove in the 

Afternoon), war/comedyē (Stalag 17), andē evenē aē purelyē characterldrivenē
storyē (Sunset Boulevard). Theē listēgoesēonēmuchē longer,ēvariedēandēimpres­
sivelyē ladenē withē Academyē Awardsē andēeveryē otherē ilmē accolade.ē Thereē
canē beē noē denyi ngē theē eminenceē ofēWilderē asē bothē aē screenwriterē andē aē
director-heē i s ētheēconsummateē

Inē eachēofēhisē ilms,ēheē hasē appliedē allē ofēhisē skillsē andē resources,ē hasē
madeē noē distinctionē in ē hisē workē betweenē theē seriousē andē theē funny,ē theē
disturbingē andē theē delightful . ē Hisē i nterestē throughoutē hisē careerē hasē beenē
inē tellingēgreatē storiesē inē theē bestē possibleē way,ēforētheē greatestē possibleē
impactē onētheēaudience.ēTheēprinciplesēofēstorytellingēandē ilmmakingēde­
tailedē inē this ē bookē applyē toē allē kindsē ofēwell-madeē ilmsē andē areē neitherē
moreē norē lessē applicableē toē oneē ilmē thanē another.ē Thi s ē truthē isē perfectlyē
i l lustratedē i n ētheē longē andē successfulēcareerēofēBillyēWilder.ē



(1959) 

Written by Ernest Lehman 

Directed by Alfred Hitchcock 

A ilmēthatēindsēHitchcockēatē theē topē ofēhisēdirectorialēform,ē workingēfromē
anē AcademyēAwardmnominatedēscriptēbyē Lehman,ēNorth by Northwest con­
tains,ē amongē otherē things,ē twoē ofē theē mostē famousē andē memorableē se­
quencesē inē allē ofē Hitchcock'sē work-theē cropdusterē sequenceē andē theē
chaseēacrossē theēfaceēofēMountē Rushmore.ē

SYNOPSIS 

RogerēThornhill , ēaē self-conidentē andē successfulē Newē �orkē advertisingēex­
ecutive,ē isē mistakenēforē someoneēnamedēGeorgeēKaplanē andē isē kidnapped.ē
Heē isē broughtē toē meetē theē urbaneē andē controll ingē LesterēTownsendē andē
accusedēofēbeingēaēsecretēagent.ēRoger'sēdenialsēareēdisbel ieved,ēandēTown­
send'sē menē attemptē toē k i l l ē him.ē Rogerēmanagesē toē escape,ē butē theē policeē
andē evenē his ē motherē don'tē believeē hisē crazyē story.ē Rogerē decidesē toē indē
Kaplanēatēhis ēhotelēandēclearēupētheē butēagainē theēsameē
menē nearlyēentrapē himē andē heēnarrowlyēescapes.ē

RogerēgoesētoētheēE�ē �uildingēinē hopesēofēclearingēthingsēupēwithē Lesterē
Townsend,ē butēindsē thatē thisē isē notē theēmanē heēmetēafterēh is ē kidnapping.ē
Townsendē isē murdered,ē andē Rogerē isē photographedē holdingē theē knife.ē Heē
lees,ēnowēonētheērunēfromētheēpolice,ēandētakesēaētrainēforēChicagoē inē hopesē
ofētrackingēdownē Kaplan.ē TheēProfessorēandē hisē associates,ē whoē runē someē
kindē ofē secretē E.S.ē governmentē agency,ē revealē thatē Kaplanē is ē aē ictitiousē
agent,ē butē thatēthereē i s ēaē realēagentē asēwell.ē �nē theētrain,ē Rogerēmeetsē andē
getsē savedē fromē theē policeē byē Eveē Kendall,ē whoē hidesē himē outē inē herē
stateroom.ēThroughētheēnight,ē RogerēandēEveēbeginē toē fal l ē in ē love,ē butē sheē
sendsē aē noteē toēVandamm,ēwhoē masqueradedē asēTownsend,ē elsewhereē onē
theētrain,ērevealingēthatē sheēis ēalliedēwithēhim.ēWhenētheyēarriveēinēChicagoē
safely,ē Eveē callsē "Kaplan "ē andē arrangesē aē meeting.ē Whenē Rogerē goesē outē
toē ttheē middleē ofēnowhereē forē theē meeting,ē heē is ē attackedē byē aē cropdusterē
planeēequippedē withē aē machineē gun.ē Heē escapesē byē laggingēdownē aē gas­
olineētruck,ē andē goesē backē toē Chicago.ē

Heē discoversē Eve'sē connectionē withē Vandammē andē fol lowsē herē toē anē
auction,ē whereēVandammē bidsē onē aē statue.ē Vandamm'sē menē tryē
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toē kidnapē Rogerē fromē theē auction,ēbutē heēmakesē aē sceneēandē getsē himselfē
arrested.ē Nowē rescuedē byē theēpolice,ēheē is ē takenē notē toē theē stationēbutē theē
airport,ēwhereē theē Prđfessorērevealsē thatē Eveē isē theē realē agentē andē isē nowē
in ē dangerē ofē beingē discoveredē andē ki lledē becauseē sheē fel l ē in ē loveē withē
Roger.ē Rogerēdecidesē toē takeēonē theē roleēofēKaplanēandēplayēoutēaē vignetteē
thatēwil l ēmakeēherēsafer.ē BelowēMountēRushmore,ēEveē "shoots "ē Rogerēandē
heēseemsē toēbeēkil led,ēconvincingēVandammēofēhisē safety.ē ButēwhenēRogerē
indsēoutēEveēwill ēbeēstayingēwithēVandamm,ēheēescapesēfromē theēProfessorē
andē hurriesē outē aloneētoē theē spy'sēestateētoē rescueēher.ēThereē heēdiscoversē
Vandamm'sē menē haveē foundē outē aboutē Eve,ē andē managesē toē warnē her.ē
Togetherētheyē escapeēandē leadē aē harrowingēchaseēacrossē theē faceēofēMountē
Rushmoreēwithē theēprimitiveēstatueēVandammēboughtēatē theēauction.ēVan­
damm'sēmenēdieēin ētryingētoēstopēthem,ētheēstatueēbreaks,ērevealingēcrucialē

andēinallyēRogerēmanagesētoēhaulēEveētoēsafety.ē Soonēafter,ētheyē
areēmarried.ē

PROTAGONIST AN C O B JECTIVE 

RogerēThornhi l l ē isē theēprotagonistē ofē theē ilm,ēaē sympatheticē andēwrongedē
manē whoē isē blamelessē inē hisēpredicament.ē His ēobjectiveē isē toēdearēupē thisē
misunderstanding,ē toē proveē thatē heē is ē notē theē agentē i n ē question.ē Heē isē
opposedē byē aē dear-cutē outsideēantagonist,ēwhichē makesē this ē aē primarilyē
externalē conlict.ē

O B STACLES 

TheēirstēobstadeēRogerēencountersē isē thatēofēbeingēmistakenēforēaē manēwhoē
apparentlyēusesēmanyēnamesēandēwhoēdisguisesēhimselfēsoēthatēRoger'sēeveryē
protestēofēi nnocenceēandēhisēassertionsēofēhisētrueēidentityēareēthoughtētoēbeēaē
veryēgood,ēifēoverplayed,ēact.ēWhileēheēreallyēisn'tēaē secretēagentēandēreallyē
doesn'tēknowēwhat'sēgoingēon,ēRogerēactsēasētheēantagonistēwouldēexpectētheē
agentē toē act,ēandēalmostēaccidentallyē is ēveryēgoodēatē thisēbusiness-whichē
simplyēstrengthensēhisēopponent'sēconvictionēthatēheēi s ētheēagent.ē

Inē addition,ēRogerē facesē obsta°esē notē simplyē fromē theē antagonistē andē
hisē men,ē butē fromē hisē supposedē alliesē asē well.ē Theē Professorē knowsē ofē
Roger'sēplight,ēbutēratherēthanērescueēhim,ēheēusesēRogerētoēd ivertēattentionē
fromē theērealē agent.ē Eve,ēwhoēis ētheērealē agent,ēirstēmustēactēagainstēRogerē
toē safeguardē herself,ēandē onlyē muchē laterē becomesē hisē ally.ē

PREMISE ANO OPENING 

Theē premiseēofēNorth by Northwest dealsē withē eventsē andē situationsē thatē
predateē theē momentē whenē Rogerē intoē theē story.ē Vandammē andē
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his ēpeopleēareē inē theēbusinessēofēsellingēstateēsecrets;ē theēProfessorēandē his ē
menēareē tryingēto ēstopēthemēandēhaveēsentēaē successionēofēagentsēwhoēhaveē
beenēdiscoveredē andē killed.ē Finallyētheyēhaveēcreatedēaē ictitiousē agentē toē
keepē theirēøealē agentē aboveē suspicion.ē

Forētheēopening,ēLehmanēhasēchosenētoēestablishēRoger'sērealēidentityēandē
èameēquicklyēandēforcefulßyēwhi leēatētheēsameētimeēgivingēusēanē ideaēofēhisē
self-conident,ēpay-his-own-wayēdemeanor.ēTheēmomentēweēhaveēirmlyēbeenē
introducedētoēhis ēattitudeētoē andē haveēbeenē remindedē repeatedlyē ofēhis ē
realēname,ēheēi s ēmistakenēforēanotherēmanēandēkidnapped.ē

MAIN TENSION. CULMINATION. 

AND RESOLUTION 

Theēmainētensionēasksē ifē RogerēwiQlē beēabQeētoē indē theē realēGeorgeēKaplan,ē
dearēupē theēmisunderstanding,ē andēextractēhimselfēfromē theēconsequencesē
ofētheē mistakenē identity.ē

Theē is ē theē momentē whenē theē mysteryē is ē solved-thatē i s,ē
whenē Rogerē indsē outē aboutē Kaplanē andē aboutē Eve.ē Thisē establishesē theē
newē thirdē actē tension,ē whichē asksē ifēRogerēwilàē beē ableē toē saveēEve.ē

Theē resolutionē comesē onē theēfaceē ofē�ountē Rushmore,ē whenē Eveē falls,ē
Rogerēholdsēher,ēandētheyēmanageētoēoutlastēVandamm'sēman,ēwhoēis ētryingē
toēsendēthemēplummetingētoē theirēdeaths. ēTheētwistēi n ētheēthirdē actē comesē
whenēRogerēdiscoversēthatēhisēirātēattemptētoēsaveēEveēwhenēcolludingēwithē
theē Professorē hasē enabledē herē toē goē onē withē Vandamm,ē leavingē Rogerē toē
attemptē herērescueēallē onē hisē own.ē

TH EME 

Theē themeēhasē toē doē withē lyingēandē deception.ē Rightē fromē theē beginning,ē
Rogerē says,ē ]Thereē isē noē suchē thingēasē aē lie,ē justē theē expedientē exaggera­
tion."ē �henē heē telásē theē truthē it'sē thoughtē toē beē aē lie;ē whenē heē liesē it'sē
thoughtē toē beē theē truth;ē whenē heē ¾indsē outē theē truthē aboutē �aplan,ē it ē hasē
allēbeenēaē lie.ē

Theē subplotsē areē allē varÕatLonsē onē theē themeē ofē lyingē andē de©eption.ē
Vandamm`sēwholeē l ifeē andēcareerēareē basedē onēdeception.ē Eveē liesē irstē toē
RoKer,ēthenētoēVandamm,ēthenēdisbelievesētheētruthēfromēRogerēandēinallyē
believesē i t . ē TheēProfessorē i s ē theēmasterē ofē theē "expedientē exaggeration, "ē
an±ē oneē whoē provesē toē himselfē theē e¼½ectivenessē ofē lying.ē Evenē betweenē
VGndammēandēLeonard,ēhisēchiefēassistant,ēwhatēbeginsēasēaētotallyētrustingē
relGtionshióēh¢sēaē momentēwhenē deceptionēandēlyingē testē i t ēonē theēwayē toē
theētruth.ē
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UNITY 

Actionē isē theē unifyingēelementē inē thisēstory.ē Roger'sēpursuitēofēh is ēobjectiveē
is ētheēcontinuingēfocusēofētheēstory.ēThoughē thereēareēsomeēscenesē inēwhichē
heēdoesēnotēappear,ēinēthoseēheē isē stil lē theēsourceēofētheēscene,ē itsē subject,ē
andē his ēobjectiveē isē heightenedē inē oneē wayē orēanother.ē

EXPOSITION 

Theē earlyēexpositionē isē dealtēwithēbyē usingēRoger'sē secretaryē asē theēsound­
ingēboardēforēlettingēusēknowēwhoēheēis,ēwhatēheēdoes,ēandēwhatēheēexpectsē
inē theēnearēfuture.ē Onceē heē isē kidnapped,ēhis ēprotestsē andē explanationsēofē
himselfēareēanēefectiveēexampleēofēexpositionēthroughēconlict.ē Onlyē inē theē
sceneēwhereē theē actionē shiftsē awayē fromē Rogerē toē i ntroduceē theēProfessorē
andē revealē theē factē thatē Kaplanē doesn'tē existē isē theēexpositionē handledē i n ē
tooē andē overtē aē manner.ē

CH ARACTERIZATION 

Fromē theē veryē beginning,ē Rogerē isē clearlyē aē manē accustomedē toē gettingē
whatē heēwantsēandēhavingēhisēway,ēandēwhoēdoesn'tēmindēpayingēforēwhatē
heēseeks.ēWhenēhisēcircumstancesēbecomeēdire,ētheseētrai tsēcomeēfullyēi ntoē
playē andē seeē himē throughē theē ordealē ofētheēmistakenē identity.ē His ē unlap­
pabil i ty,ē theē self-conidenceē andē assuranceē heē demonstratesē withē his ē sec­
retaryē andē businessē associates,ēremainsē steadyē throughoutē theē story,ēevenē
whenē heē isē inē danger.ē

Vandammē isē l ikeē aē mirrorē imageē ofē his ē opponent:ē dapper,ē conident,ē
smooth,ēandē bright.ē Butē whereēRogerē isē outraged,ēVandammē isē amused;ēheē
seemsē to ē heē i s ē aboveē theēpettyē travailsē ofēotherēmen.ē Butē byē theē endē
heēhasēsuccumbedē toēhisēownēvanity,ēhisēownēdisbelievingēamusement,ēandē
hasēbeenēforcedē downē fromē hisē loftyē perch.ē

�veē is ē aē distinctē contrastē toē theē twoē men.ē Whileē outwardlyē sheē sharesē
theirē senseēofēselfncðnidence,ēhersē isē muchēmoreēeasilyēshaken,ēsheē moreē
readilyē feelsē thatē sheē isē inē overē herē head.ē Butē itē isē especiallyē i n ēherē rela­
tionshipē toē theē truthē thatē sheē departsē fromē them.ē Herē wMttyē seductMonē ofē
Rogerē overē dinnerē seemsē toē beē utterlyē truthful,ēwhileēh is ē mouthē seemsē toē
beē ful l ē ofē l ies.ē Whenē sheē isē forcedē toē betrayē himē byē settingē upē theē falseē
meetingēwithē �aplan,ē sheē is ē devastatedē byē theēfalsehoodsē andē theirēcon­
sequences.ē Althoughēatētimesē sheē i s ēdishonestē i n ēwords,ēherēemotionsē areē
consistentlyēhonest.ē

DEVELOPMENT DF THE STORY 

�hatē beginsē asē aē simpleē mistakenē identityē snowballsē i ntoē everē moreē direē
circumstancesē forē Roger.ē His ē everyē effortē toē extractē himselfē fromē thisē
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dilemmaē convincesē hisē opponentsē thatē heē isē whoē theyē thinkē heē is.ē
damm'sē objective,ē toē ridē ofē anē agentē whoē i s ē tryingē toē stopē him,ē
createsē escalatingēobstaclesē toē theē continuedē survivalē ofē Roger.ē Eve'sē obW
jectiveē is ēirstē toē protectē herself;ē then,ēwhenē sheē falls ē in ē loveē withē Roger,ē
sheē triesē toē protectēhimēwithoutērevealingētheē truthē aboutē herselfētoē him.ē

Forēallē ofē theseē primaryē characters,ētheirēobstaclesē areē theē directē out­
growthē ofētheē pursuitēofētheirēobjectives.ē

DRAMATIC IRONY 

Toē itsē core,ēthisē storyē isē basedē onē aē dramaticē irony:ē theē factē thatē Rogerē is ē
mistakenē forē anē agentē whoēdoesn'tē Fromē theē momentē weē learnē thisē
information,ēwhichē heē will ē notēdiscoverēforē someē time,ēweē seeē Roger'sē i n­
creasinglyēdespemteēactionsēthroughē theē lensēofēirony,ēwhichēi n¨reasesēbothē
humorēandē suspense.ē

Heē travelsē toē Chicagoē toē indē Kaplan,ēwhenē weēknowē thereē isē noē oneē toē
ind.ēWeē knowē thatēEveē hasē sentē himētoēaēmeetingēplannedēbyēVandamm'sē
men,ēandē whileē heēwaitsē atē theē sideē ofē theē road,ē theē dramaticē ironyē ofēourē
knowingē theē setupēandē hisē ignoranceēofē it ē increasesē theē scene'sē tension.ē

Onceē Rogerē figuresē outē thatē Eveē andē notē Kaplanē setē himē up,ē heē conV
frontsē herē in ē herēhotelē room.ē Sheē doesn'tē knowē thatē heē iguredē itē outē andē
heē doesn'tē knowē thatē sheē reallyē doesē loveē himē andē is ē genuinelyē gladē heē
survived.ē Onlyē theē audienceē knowsē theē ful l ē truthē andē thusē enjoysē theē
compoundingē ironies.ē

PREPARATION AND AFTERMATH 

Aē textbookē exampleē ofē preparationē andē aftermathē occursē inē theē famousē
cropdusterēsequence.ēHitchcockēwasēth¹ē grandēmasterēofēpreparingēanēau­
dienceē forē anē upcomingē shockē orē dramaticē twist.ē Hereē heē reversesē theē
normalēuseēofēmusicē in ēaē sceneē ofēpreparationē andēleavesē anē eerieē silenceē
asē partē ofēourēemotionalē setupēforētheē attackē thatēweē knowē is ē coming,ēbutē
weē haveē noē ideaēfromēwhichēdirection.ēHeēusesēwide-openēspaces,ēs i lence,ē
andē theē interruptionsēofētmficē asē buildupē forē theē inevitableēattack.ēAtē theē
endēofētheē scene,ēwhenētheēplaneēcrashesē intoē theēgasolineētruck,ēthereē areē
aē numberē ofēonlookersē whoē viewē theē eventē asē aē tragedyē mtherē thanē aē tri­
umph,ētingingē theē aftermathē withē aē noteē ofēirony.ē

PLANTING AN D PAYOFF 

Aē veryē c learē caseē ofēplantingēandē payoffē isē Roger'sē bìoOē ofē matchesē withē
his ē i nitialsē onēthem,ēR.O. T. Theēbookēofēmatchesē is ēemphasizedēwhenēEveē
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asksē whatē theē 0 standsē forē whenē theyē areē diningē onē theē train.ē Later,ē atē
Vandamm'sē house,ēwhenē heē hasē toē warnē herēofēimminentēdanger,ē heē usesē
theēmatchesēandēsheēknowsērightēawayē thatē Rogerē i s ēnearby.ē

Anotherē plantingē andē payofē isē Roger'sē mother'sē attitudeē towardē his ē
drinkingrē Veryēearlyēon, ēRogerētellsēhisēsecretaryē his ēmotherēwil l ēsmel l ēh is ē
breathē andēthatē heē fullyē intendsē to ēhaveē twoē drinksē i n ēh im.ē heē hasē
beenēarrestedēforēdrunkēdrivingēandēis ēfacingētheējudge,ēheē tellsēaē prepos­
terousē storyē aboutēmenēforcingē himē toēdrinkēl iquor.ē Thisē trueē butēdoubtful­
seemingē assertionē i s ē inallyē counteredē whenē evenē h is ē ownē motherē
disbelievesē him.ē

ELEMENTS OF TH E FUTURE 

AND ADVERTISING 

Inē theē sceneēwhereē�ogerēandē Vandammēmeetēforē theē irstētime,ēVandammē
recitesē Georgeē Kaplan'sē hotelē itinerary,ēwhereē heēwasē before,ē whereē heē isē
stayingēinēNewē whereēheēwill ēstayē inēChicagoēandēthenē inē RapidēCity,ē
Southē Dakota.ē Whileē theē overtē conlictē ofē theē sceneē masksē i t ē andē makesē
thisē informationēseemēsimplyē likeēfodderēin ēVandamm'sēattemptētoēconvinceē
RogerwKaplanēthatēheēhasēbeenēcaught,ē it ēi s ēin ēfactēadverti s i ngēforētheēmajorē
shiftsē in ēlocationēthatētheē storyē will ē take.ē

Elementsēofētheēfutureēabound.ēWhenēVēandammētellsēhisēmenētoē
Mr.ē Kaplan,"ēweē areēmadeētoēwonderēexactlyēwhatētheyēhaveēi n ēmind.ēWhenē
Rogerēexplains ētoēhis ēmotherēhisēplanēofētaki ngētheētrainē toēNewēYork,ēagainē
weēareēpushedēforwardēintoētheēstory:ēWill ēhis ēplanēwork,ēwill ēitēworkēasēheēex­
pectsē i t ēto?ē theēauction,ēwhenēRogerēplantsēaē veryērealēsuspicionēinēVanU
dammēaboutēEve,ēweēareēmadeētoēhopeēandēfearēaboutēherēfuture.ēWhenēweē
learnēofēRoger'sēexpectationēthatēhisē sceneēbelowēMountēRushmoreēwil l ē
setēEveēfree,ēagainēweēareēencouragedētoēhaveēhopesēandēfears .ē

PLAUSIBILITY 

Thisē isē notē aē gritty,ē real-worldē story,ē butē itē achievesē plausibil ityēwithinē itsē
ownē ru lesē andēwithinē itsē ownēworld. ēTheēstoryē beginsēwithēaē fairlyērealisticē
versionē ofēNewēYorkēandē Roger'sē world. ē Byē theē timeēVandamm'sē menē atW
temptē toē ki l l ē h imēwithē alcoholē andē aē Mercedes,ētheē stíryē hasē ledē usē i ntoē aē
make-believeē worldē thatē weē acceptē readily. ē Ourēdisbeliefēhasē beenē over­
come,ē andēweē haveēbeenē seducedē intoē theē storyē byē theē storytellers.ē

Onceēweēhaveēsuspendedēourēdisbeliefēandēsignedēonēforētheērideēofēthis ē
story,ēeachēturnēofēeventsē seemsēaē naturalēandē inevitableēoutgrowthēofēwhatē
hasēcomeēbefore.ēTheēclevernessēofēRoger'sēescapesēfromē imminentēdanger,ē
whichē i n ē turnē simplyē leadē himē towardē otherē dangers,ē areē suchē aē logicalē
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extensionēofētheēwitē andē brightnessēweē haveē al readyē seenē i n ē theē manē thatē
weē revelē inē hisē c levernessē atē theē sameē timeē weē acceptē theē eventsē asē
inevitable.ē

ACTION AND ACTIVITV 

Anēexcellentēexampleēofēbothē actionē andē activityē i n ētheē samºēsceneē isē theē
auctionē scene.ē Roger'sē approachē toē Vandammē andē Eveē andē his ē pointedē
barbsēatē herēareēactions;ē theyē haveē aē speciicēpurposeēbehindēthem,ē toē getē
revengeē andē aē reactionē outē ofēher.ē Meanwhileē theē auctionē i s ē takingēplaceē
aroundē them,ē solelyēasē anē activity.ē ?aterē in ē theē scene,ē whenēRogerēbegins ē
hisē crazyē bidding,ē thusēparticipatingē in ētheēauction,ē heē is ē againē makingēaē
purposeful ēaction,ēattemptingētoēmakeēenoughēofēaē ruckusētoēbeērescuedēbyē
theēpolice.ē

Otherē examplesē ofē activitiesē areē theē eatingē ofē theē onē theē train,ē
lookingē atē Mountē Rushmoreē throughē theē telescope,ē Vandammē wantingē
champagneēasētheyēawaitētheēapproachingēplaneēatētheēend.ēOtherēexamplesē
ofē actionsē areē searchingē Kaplan'sē Newē Yorkē hotelē room,ē gett ingē allē theē
ladiesētoēleaveētheēelevatorēirstēwhenēheēisēescapingēfromēVandamm'sēmen,ē
andē Eveē persuadingēRogerē toē takeēaē showerē in ē herē Chicagoē hotelēroomē soē
thatē sheēcanēeĀcapeē andē goē toē herēmeetingē Vandamm.ē

DIALOGUE 

Theē dialogue,ē particularlyē Roger'sē andē Eve's,ē is ē tooē wittyē andē sharpē toē beē
takenēasēexactlyēreal istic,ēasēeverydayē speech. ēThis ēqualityēofētheirēspeechē
addsētoētheēgeneralēairēofēthisēilm:ē it'sēnotēquiteēourērealēworld,ēbutēit ēalmostē
couldē be.ē It ē is ē closeē toē reality,ē butējustē farē awayē enoughē forē usē toē beē ableē
toē thril l ēatē it-weēareēencouragedē toēmaintainē ourēaestheticēdi stance. ē

TheēdialogueēgivenētoēVandammē is ēconsistentlyēveryē drollēandēdeliveredē
withē aē toneēofēhaughtyē superiori ty.ē Oneēofēhisē men,ēValerian,ē hasē theēmostē
stylizedē languageēofēanyē characterē inē theēilm. ēThLsēhelpsē toēallayēourēfearsē
thatē theē deathē andē mayhemē inē thisēfilmē becomeētooēreal, ēmoreē dificultē
toē bearē (asē it ēdidē theē followingēyearēwithē theēshowerēsceneē in ēPsycho). 

VISUALS 

Fromē theē claustrophobiaēofētrainēcompartmentsēandē bathroomsētoē theē openē
vistasēofētheēcropdusterēsequence,ē thisē aēwideē var ietyēofēvisualē
stimuliēforētheēaudience.ē IncredibÝyēevocativeēshotsēaboundē inē allē ofēHitch­
cock'sēwork,ē andē thisē ilmē is ē noē exception-fromē theē shotē highē aboveē theē
DNē buildingē toē theē dollyē alongē theē rowēofē phoneē boothsē whenē ?eonardē isē
givingē Eveē instructionsē forē sendingē Rogerē outē toē meetē theē cropduster,ē toē
manyēofētheē shotsē inē theē cropdusterē sequenceē itself.ē
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Beautifulē smallē imagesē alsoē canē beē veryē efective,ēsuchē asē theē wayē Eveē
touchesē Roger'sē handēwhenē heē l ightsē herē c igaretteē i n ē theē diningē carē andē
theē wayē hisē handsē areē heldē ofēherē evenē asē theē twoē embraceē inē herēhotelē
roomē afterē theē planeē attackedēhim.ē Also,ēVandamm'sē proprietaryē handēonē
Eve'sē neckē atē theē beginningē ofē theē auctionē sceneē is ē aē s impleē butē tel l ingē
gesture-justēasē theēmomentēwhenēheē removesē theēhandē isē aē muchē clearerē
depictionēofēhis ē i nnerēworldē thanē anyēwordsē couldēconvey.ē

DRAMATIC SCENES 

Forēallē theē actionēandē thrillsēofēthisēilm,ēthereēareēstill ēsomeēveryēeffectivelyē
stagedēdramaticē scenes.ēWhenē Rogerēandē hisē motherē i nvestigateē Kaplan'sē
hot»lē room,ēbothē charactersē haveē clearlyē deinedēwants.ē Heē wantsē toē indē
outē aboutē Kaplanē andē sheē wantsē toē persuadeē himē toē quit ē thisē nonsense.ē
Whileē heē isē activelyē se�rching,ēquestioning,ēandē evenē tryingē onē Kaplan'sē
suitē (tryingē onē hisē l ife?),ē sheē i s ē physicallyē andē igurativelyē try ingē toē dragē
himē toē theē door.ē

Whenē Rogerē confrontsē Eveē inē herē hotelē roomē withē theē question,ē"Howē
doesē aē girlē l ikeē youē getē toē beē aē girlē you?"ē theē hurtē andē angerē ofē h is ē
feelingsē andēher ēgenuineē reliefēat ē hisē survival,ē coupledē wi th ē her ēanxietyē
aboutēhisēpresence,ēareēvisibleē in ētheē interactionēofētheētwoēcharacters.ēTheē
dialogue,ēwhileē effectiveēandē sharp,ēi s ēonlyēaē smallēpartē ofēwhatēmakesē theē
sceneēwork.ē

Vandammēirstē entersē theē studyē in ē Glenē Coveē toē meetē "Georgeē
Kaplan,"ē itē immediatelyē becomesē aē gameēofēcat-and-mouseēbetweenē theseē
twoē rivals.ē Vandaãmē setsē theē stageē byē closingē theēdrapesē andē turningēonē
variousē l ights,ē whileē heē andē Rogerē circleē aboutē eachē other,ē s iz ingē eachē
otherē up.ē Theē certaintyē withē whichē eachē characterē takesē his ē positionē
strengthensē theē conlictē betweenē theseē twoē menē withē opposingē wants.ē
(Again,ēRogerēwantsē toēclearēupētheēmistakeēandēVandammēwantsē toērevealē
theē truthē aboutē thisē "agent."bē

SPECIAL NOTES 

Thisē i s ēaē ineēexampleēofētheē interplayēbetweenēmysteryē andē suspense.ē
Aē mysteryē i s ēaē storyē thatē hasē aē detective,ēorēanēequiv lent,ēwhoē isē activelyē
tryingē toē indē outē whatē is ē happeningē and/orēwhatē hasē happened.ē Asē such,ē
aē mysteryē isē aē functionēofētheēpastē tenseē andē theēpresentētense.ē Aē mystery,ē
whetherē itē isē theē overallē structureē ofē theē storyē orē anē elementē inē theē earlyē
partē ofēanotherēkindē ofēstory,ē i s ē aē veryē effectiveē toolē forē in i t iallyē engagingē
anēaudience,ēbecauseē i t ēappealsē immediatelyētoēourēsenseēofēcuriosity.ēWeē
canēquicklyēbecomeēintriguedēbyē aē mystery.ē
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Mysteryē cannot,ēhowever,ēsustainē audienceē interestē andē participationēforē
anē entireē story,ēbecauseē itē isē aē functionē ofēpastē andē presentē tenses .ē Toē getē
anēaudienceēemotionallyē involved,ēhopingēandēfearing,ēparticipati ngē inē theē
story,ēweēhaveē toēexerciseētheēfutureē tense,ēmakeē theēaudienceēlookēahead.ē
Suspenseē isē pureēfuture:ēWhatēwillē happen?ēis ētheēforemostēquestionē inē
audience'sē mind.ē Someē elementē ofē suspense,ē then,ē isē necessaryē in ē everyē
kindē ofēilm,ē notē justē i n ē mysteries. ē Itē isē necessaryē toē makeē theē audienceē
feelē thatē hopeē versusē fear,ē thatē anticipation,ēwhichē i s ē theē essenceē ofē i n­
volvementē i n ēaē story.ē

Ideally,ēmysteyēandēsuspenseēareēwovenētogether;ē thisē ilmē isēaēmasteúulē
exampleē ofē howē theē twoē coexist,ēsupportingēandē strengtheningēeachē other.ē
WhenēRogerēisēkidnapped,ēbothēheēandētheēaudienceēareēmystiied,ēwantingē
toē knowē whatē i s ē goingē on. ē Fhenē theē interviewē withē Vandammē revealsē aē
smallē portionēofēwhatē hasē happenedhtheēmistakenē identity-itēendsē withē
theē orderē toē kil l ē Roger.ē Immediatelyē weē shiftē intoē suspense:ē Whatē wi l l ē
happen,ēhowēwill ē he ēgetē away?ēWe areē lookingēto ēthe ēfuture.ē Whenē �ogerē
goesētoēKaplan'sēhotelēroom,ēheē isēactivelyētakingēonētheēroleēofētheēdetectiveē
andē tryingē toē igureē outē theē mysteryē ofē whoē thisē personē is ē andē howē thisē
mistakeē cameēabout.ēWhenēVandamm'sē henchmenē areē onē theirēwayēupē toē
theē room,ēweē shiftē backēintoē suspense,ē noē longerē thinkingē aboutē theēpastē
orē present,ēbutē aboutēwhatē willē happenē in ē theē immediateē future:ē Howēwill ē
heēescape?ē

Aē goodēmysteyēwillē shiftē backēandēforthē betweenēmysteryēandēsuspenseē
forē muchē ofē theē story.ē Butē byē theē endē ofē theē secondēactē i t ē i s ē advisableē toē
haveēsolvedētheēmajorēmysteryē andētoēmoveēonē toē nearlyēpureē suspense.ē Inē
thisēilm,ētheēendēofētheēsecondēact ēoccursē whenē theēProfessorērevealsē theē
last ē threadsē of ētheēmainē mystery,ē thatē Eveē is ē theēagent,ēandēRogerē learnsē
whatē weē alreadyē know,ē thatē Kaplanē isē aē fiction.ē Fromē theē momentē Rogerē
signsēonētoēhelpē saveē Eve,ēweēareē primari lyē inē aē suspenseēmode.ēThereēcanē
stillē beē minorēmysteries-theē natureē ofētheē inē theē restau­
rant,ēforē instance-butēourēfeelingsēareē largelyē givenē overē toē suspense.ē

Beginningē screenwritersē will ē oftenē tyē toē sustainē theē mysteryē untilē theē
lastē minuteē ofē theē ilm,ēl ikeē aē whodunitē murderē mysteryē novel,ēbutē isē
aRtitheticalē toēdrama.ēDramaēdependsēforēitsēveyēexistenceēonētheēaudienceē
participating,ē antic ipating,ē hoping,ē andē fearing-beingē in ē aē stateē ofē sus­
pense.ē Withoutē this,ēweē becomeē mereē witnessesē toē theē story,ēoutsideē andē
uninvolved,ēandētheēstoyēdoesn'tēseemēdramatic . ēAtēbest,ēundulyēsustainedē
mysteryē canēpiqueēourēcuriosity,ēbutē i t ēcan'tē touchēourēfeelings.ē



(1959) 

Written by Fran:ois Trufaut and Marcel Moussy 

Directed by Frangois Trufaut 

�houghē thisē wasē notē theē irstē ilmē ofē theē Nouvelle Vague, The 400 Blows 

wasē surelyēamongē theēearliestēilmsēthatē i ntroducedē theē FrenchēNewēWaveē
toē theē world,ē alongē withē theē worksē ofē Claudeē Chabrol,ē
Ericē Rohmer,ē andēJacquesēRivette.ēOpenlyēautobiographicalē andē lackingēaē
pat,ē happyē ending,ē thisē ilmē establishedē Truffautē asē aē trueē auteur, aē ilm­
makerēofēstrongēfeel ingsē andē depth.ēThe 400 Blows wonē theē
GrandēPrizeēatē theēCannesēFilmēFestivalē in ē19z9,ē andētheēscriptēbyēTruffautē
andē Moussyē wasē nominatedē forē anē Academyē Awardē forē Bestē Screenplayē
writtenē directlyē forē theē screen.ē

SYNOPSIS 

Inē theē middleē ofēaē classroomē examinationēofēthirteen-year-oldēboys,ē aē cal­
endar-girlē pictureē i s ēbeingēcirculated.ēWhenē it ēgetsētoē AntoineēDoinel,ē heē
isēcaughtēbyē theēschoolmasterēandēmadeētoē standēbehindētheēblackboardē inē
theēcorner.ēDeniedērecess,ēAntoineēscribblesēhisēcomplaintēonētheēwallēandē
thisēgetsēhimē inē furtherētrouble,ēleadingētoē aē take-homeēassignmentēofēcon­
jugationsē andē aē vowē ofērevengeē againstē whoē toldē onē h im. ē Afterē
schoolē heē commiseratesē withē hisē bestē friend,ē Rene,ē thenē hurriesē home.ē

Antoineēswipesēaē l ittleēhiddenēcash,ēthenēdoesēhisēchoresē i n ētheēfamily'sē
small,ē emptyē apartment.ē Heē snoopsē in ē hisēparents'ē bedroomē beforeē sittingē
downē toē doē his ē conjugations. ē Butē beforeē longēhis ēmother,ēGilberte,ē returnsē
homeē andē isē angryē withē himē forē havingē forgottenē toē buyē theē lourē sheē re­
quested.ē Heē runsē outē onē theē errandē andē returnsē withē h is ē affableē father,ē
Julien,ē whoē hasē aē newē fogē l ightē forē hisē belove«ē automobile. ēGilberteē de­
mandsē theē changeē fromē Antoine'sēpurchase,ē butē heē turnsē aroundē andē getsē
moneyēfromē hisē father.ēAfterēdinner,ē heēhearsē hisē parentsēdiscussingēsend­
ingē himē toēcampēnextēsummer.ēThenēJulienē asksēhisēwifeē toējoinē himē onētheē
auto-clubē tripē onē Sundayē butē sheē begsē of.ē Heē jokesē aboutē herē "touchē
system"ētyping,ē andē sheēlambastsēhimēforē hisēconstantējokesēandē his ēseem­
inÊē fai lureē atēwork.ē

Worriedē aboutē howē toē faceē theē schoolmasterēwithoutē havingē completedē
hisēassignment,ē Antoineērushesēoffē towardē school,ē onlyē toēindēReneēurgingē
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himē toēplayēhooky.ēTheē boysē hideē theirēbriefcasesē andē runē offēforē aē dayē ofē
fun-goingētoēaē movie,ēplayingēpinball,ē andē takingēridesē atē aē carnivaloē Onē
theirēwayēhome,ē theyē spotēGilbe×ăeē kissingēanotherēman.ē Theyēdecideēsheē
won'tē tellē aboutēAntoine'sē truancyē becauseē ofēherēownēcircumstances.ē Butē
whenē theē boysē retrieveē theirēbriefcases,ē theyēareē spiedēonēbyē goody-goodyē
�auricet.ēRen²ēoÁersēhisē absenceē noteē toēAntoineē toēcopyē inē hisē mother'sē
handwriting,ē butēbeforeēAntoineēgetsē itē copied,ē hisēfatherē returnsē home.ē

JulienēannouncesēthatēGilberteēhasētoēworkēlateēandēthatētheētwoēofēthemē
willēbeē bacheloringētonight.ēTheyē cookēeggsē together,ē andē Julienē asksēAn­
toineē aboutē school.ē Later,ē in ēhisē crampedē littleē bedē i n ē theē apartmentē ves­
tibule,ē Antoineē pretendsē toē beē asleepē whenē hisē motherē comesē home.ē Heē
listensē asēhisē parentsē ightēaboutē herē lateē withē herē boss,ē aboutē An­
toine'sē lying,ē andē aboutē theē factē thatē heē isn'tē actuallyēJulien'sēson. ē

WhileēAntoineēhurriesēofētoēschoolēin ētheēmorning,ēMauricetēgoesē toē theē
Doinel'sē toē squealē onēAntoineē forē havingē skippedē schoolē yesterday.ē Reneē
andē Antoineē discussē whatē excuseē toē giveē theē schoolmasterē andē concludeē
"theē bÒggerētheēbetter."ē Antoineē saysēhisēmotherēdiedē andē indsē sympathyē
fromē theē teacher.ē Butē whenē Antoine'sē parentsē showē upē atē hisē class,ē heē i s ē
slappedē andē toldē heēwi l l ēbe ēpunishedē tonight.ē Sureē thatē heē Han'tē go ēhomeē
anymore,ē Antoineēplansē toē spendē theē nightē onē theē street,ē butē �eneē hasē aē
betterēplace,ē his ē uncle'sē printingē plant.ē Jul ienē readsē aē noteē fromē Antoineē
aboutēhisē notē comingēhomeēwhileēGilberteēwondersē whyē itēwasē sheēthatē heē
killedēofē inē hisē excuse.ē Sheē alsoēadmitsē thatē theēboyē irri tatesē her.ē

Aloneēonē theēstreetēlateēatē night,ē passesēChristmasēdecorations,ē
narrowlyē escapesē beingē caughtē in ē theē printingē plant,ē andē inallyē stealsē aē
bottleē ofēmilk,ēwhichēheē devoursē hungrily.ē Inē theē morningēAntoineēreturnsē
toē schoolē andē isē summonedē fromē classē toē theē princ ipal'sē oÃce. ē Thereē his ē
motherēhugs ēhimēandēasks ēwhereē heēspentē theēnight.ēGilberteē hathesē himē
andēputsē himē intoē herēbedēto ēnapēwhileē sheētriesē to ēgetē himē to ēopenē upē to ē
her.ē Butē herērealē concernē isē whatē heē meantē in ē his ē noteē aboutē explain ingē
everything.ēWhenēheē saysēonlyēhisē ownē behavior,ē sheērelaxesēandēmakesēaē
dealē withē him:ē ifē heē getsē aē highē markē inē French,ē sheē willē giveē himē someē
cash,ē butē theyēwon'tē tellē his ēfather.ē

Whenē theē gymē teacherē leadsē aē paradeē ofē theē boysē outē forē aē jog,ē theyē
desertētheēl ineē in ēdrovesēuntilēonlyētwoēboysēareēleft.ēAloneēatēhome,ēAntoineē
readsēBalzacēandēputsēupē aē pictureē ofēhimē hisēwallē shelf.ē In ē schoolē theē
teacherēassignsē theē boysē toēwriteē aboutē anē eventē inē theirē l ives,ē
andē Antoineē chosesē toē writeē aboutē theē deathē ofē hisē grandfather.ē Antoineē
lightsē aē candleē inē hisē l i ttleē shrineē toē Balzac,ē thenē overēdinnerē theē familyē
smells ē smokeē andē indsē hisē wholeē wall ē unitē is ē onē ire . ēGilberteē defendsē
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Antoine,ē andē theyēdecideē toē goē outē togetherēforē aē movie . ēTheyē haveē aē goodē
timeē togetherē andē comeē homeē happy.ē

Butē inē schoolē theēnextēday,ēAntoineē isē accusedēofēplagiarizingēBalzacēforē
his ē essayē andē i s ē thrownē outē ofēschool .ē �eneē getsē himselfēexpelledē asēwel l . ē
Antoineē is ē heē willē beē sentencedē toē aē mil i taryē academyē ifē heē returnsē
home. ēHeēadmitsētheēnavyēwouldn'tēbeēsoēbad,ē becauseēhe's ēalwaysēwantedē
toē seeētheē sea.ē Reneē invitesē himē toē stayēatē hisē house.ēAntoineē isē astoundedē
byē theē huge,ē strangeēapartment,ē thenēwatchesē inē asē Reneē stealsē someē
hiddenē cashē andē theē boysē runē outē forē someē fun . ē Reneē eatsē aloneē withē h is ē
father,ē setsē aē c lockēahead,ē thenē takesē theēremain ingē foodēwhenēhis ē fatherē
makesē aē hastyē exit. ē Antoineēalsoē takesē theē foodē asētheēboysē rushē ofētoē theē
c inema.ēAfterē theēmovie,ē theyēstealēaēmovieēstill, ē swipeēchangeēfromē aē restē
room,ē andē stealē aē clock. ē

Theēnextē day,ēwithēaē l ittleēgirlē in ētow,ē theētwoēboysēgoētoēaē puppetēshow.ē
Asē theē l i ttleē kidsēareēenthralled,ē theēolderēboysēplotēhowē theyēwillēgetētheē
moneyē theyē needē forē Antoineē toē surviveē inē hiding.ē Theyē decideē toē stealē aē
typewriterēfromēJulien'sēoJiceē andē pawnē it . ēAntoineēgetsē Óntoētheēoficeēandē
outē withē theē typewriterē withoutē aē problem,ē thoughē carryingē theē heavyē i n­
strumentēdownē streetsē andē intoē theē subwayē isē aē burden . ēFinallyē theyē indēaē
shadyēmanēwhoē will ē hockē itē forē them,ē butē heē takesē ofēwithē it . ē Theyē getē i t ē
backēonly ēwhenēaē copēappearsēandētheyēconcludeētheyēwon'tēbeēableēto ēsellē
i t . ē Fearingēhis ēfatherēwillēigureēoutēheētookēit,ēAntoineēdecidesēthatē heēwillē
returnētheētypewriterētoētheēoficeēandēwearēaēhatēsoēheēwon'tēbeērecognized.ē

Butē theē nightēwatchmanē catchesē himē returni ngē withē theē typewriterē andē
callsēJulien. ē Hisē fatherētakesēAntoineētoē theēpoliceēandē saysē thatē theyēhaveē
triedē everything;ē heē givesē up.ē Antoineē is ē arrested,ē photographed,ē inger­
printed,ē andē lockedē inē aē cellē withē aē man.ē Afterē heē isē putē i ntoē aē prisonerē
vanēwithē adults,ēAntoineēwatchesēParisērecedeēthroughētheēbarsēofētheēvan.ē
Gilberteďētellsē aē judgeēaboutēAntoine'sē homeē l ife,ē andē itē is ēIecidedē thatē heē
wil l ē goē toē anē observationē centeõē forē aē while. ē Atē theē center,ē Antoineē i s ē
punishedē forē eatingē breadē irst.ē Laterē heē i s ē i nterviewedē byē aē femaleē
psychologi stē andē explainsē whyēheē ¤roughtē theē typewriterēbackēandēhowēheē
stoleēmoneyēfromē hisēgrandmother.ē

Whenē visit ingēdayē comes,ē Antoineē is ē excitedē toē üeeē Rene,ē butē theyē areē
notē allowedē toē visit.ē �eē doesē seeē hisē mother,ē andē sheē chidesē h imē forē theē
"personal"ēletterēheē sentē hisē Jatherē andē telØsē h imēthatēJulienē hasē noēfutherē
i nterestē inē h im. ē Sheē predictsē heē willē goē toē reformē school .ē Duringēaē soccerē
game,ē Antoineēmakesē aē runē forē itē andē managesē toē eludeē theē guardē rac ingē
afterē h im. ē Heē runsēandē runsē andē inallyēreachesē theē seashore.ē He ēracesēupē
toē theē waves,ē thenē turnsē backē inlandē andē looksē toē beē lost,ē
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PROTAGONIST AND OBJECTIVE 

This ē isē Antoine'sē story .ē Heē isē theē oneē whoē isē alwaysē caught,ē heē isē theē oneē
neglectedē andē misunderstoodē byē hisē paöents,ē andē heē is ē theē oneē whoē con­
tiäuallyēmustēpayētheēprice. ē Hereē weēhaveēanē exampleē ofēanēobjectiveē thatē
theē characterēhimselfēisē notē fullyē awareē of:ē heēwantsē toē findēaē placeē inē theē
world . ēHeēwantsētoēbelongēsomewhere,ē toēbeēwantedēsomewhere,ē andē toēbeē
appreciatedē somewhere.ē Thoughē heēcan'tēarticulateē theseēdesires,ē theyēareē
nonethelessē hisē motivatingēfactors.ē

OBSTACLES 

Antoine'sēobstaclesēcanēbeēsummedēupē inē oneēword:ēadults. ēHeē hasēaēselish,ē
deceitful,ēandēresentfulēmotherēwhoēis ēdecidedlyē ambivalentēaboutēh im . ēHeē
hasēaēweak,ēcowardlyēfatherēwhoēlovesēhim,ēyetēcannotēstandēupētoē hisēwife . ē
His ēteacherēalreadyēhasēhimēpeggedēas ēaē andē allē otherēadultsē
equallyē distrustē andē misunderstandē him. ē obstaclesē comeē fromē
i nsideē him;ē Antoineē isē consistentlyē hisē ownē worstē enemy.ē Byē notē thinkingē
thingsēthroughēveyēwell,ē heē setsēhisēshrineētoēBalzacēonē ireē andēstealsēfromē
hisē ownē father'sēcompany.ē Heē isē likeēaē terribleēcardplayerēwhoētakesēaē badē
handē andē playsē i t ēpoorly . ē

PREMISE ANO OPENING 

Anē unwantedēandēonlyēnominallyē lovedē thirteen-year-oldēParisianēboyē triesē
toēmakeēdoēandēindēhis ēwayē inē theēworld,ē butēindsēthatētheēdeckē i s ēalwaysē
ýtackedē againstē h im. ē Forē theirē opening,ē Trufautē andē Moussyē choseē anē
elegantēl ittleē exampleēofēAntoine'sēlotē inē l ife . ē Hisē "sin"ē withē theē calendar­
girlē photoē isē noē greaterēthanēanyē ofētheē otherēboys',ēyetē heē isē theē oneē singledē
outē forēpunishment.ēWhenēheē is ē leftē onēhisēownē toē stewē in ē theē injusticeēofē
it,ē heē compoundsē hisē ownē troublesē andē getsē himselfē i ntoē evenē moreē hotē
water.ē

MAIN TENSION, C ULMINATION, 

AND RESOLUTION 

Theē tell ingē ofē thisē storyē doesē notē dependē onē theē creationē ofē anē intenselyē
drivingē centralē di lemma.ē Insteadē thisē ilmē isē ratherē anecdotalē andē seem­
inËlyē casualē inē paceē andē narrativeē structure .ē Yetē thereē i s ē stillē aē c learē
narrativeē threadē thatē holdsē togetherē theē tel l ingē ofē theē story.ē It ē hasē toē doē
withē Antoine'sē well-being,ē hisē abilityē toē indē aē wayē toē getē throughē l ifeē
withē a minimumē ofē trouble,ē thoughē weē continuallyē foresee,ē moreē c learlyē
thanē heē does,ē whatē mayē goē wrong.ē Theē mainē tensionē mightē be,ē "Will ē



The 4 0 0  Blows • 1 39 

Antoineē beē ableē toē makeē l ifeē workē withē hisē parents?"ē Willē heē beē ableē
toē catchē up,ē getē i ntoē goodē graces,ēgetē pastē hisē "bad"ē behavior,ē beē him­
selfē andē still ē beē appreciated,ē toē haveē aē placeē inē theē world}ē Hereē theē
mainē tensionē isn't ē aē tangible,ē hardē andē fastē thing|ē itē i s ē theē stateē ofē hisē
beingē thatē weē hopeē andē fearē about. ē

Theē culminationēcomesēwhenēheē is ē caughtē returningētheē typewriterēandē
hisē fatherē givesē upē tryingēwithē him. ē Whenē heē isē takenē toē theēpoliceē andē
madeēaē partē ofētheē"system,"ē is ē nowēbeyondēindi ngē aē placeē toēbeē
in ē thisēworldēwithēhisēfamily-afterētheēfai lureē ofēmanyēdiferentē attempts. ē
Andētheēresolutionēcomesēwhenēheēescapesēfromētheēobservationēcenterēandē
is ētrulyēonēhisēown,ēaloneēi n ētheēworld. ēWeēhardlyēfeelē thatēhisē troublesēareē
over,ē butē atē leastē heē hasē hisē freedom,ēaē chanceē toē makeē hisē l ifeē workē onē
hisē ownē terms. ē

TH EME 

This ē storyē isē aboutē theē basicēhumanē struggleē betweenē belongingē andē free­
dom.ē Eachē ofē theē fourē principalē charactersē strugglesē withē theē desireē toē
belongēsomewhere,ēwithē someone,ēandē theēdesireē toēbeēfree . ēAntoineēwouldē
reallyēpreferē toēbeēhappilyēensconcedēwithēhisē family,ēifēonlyēheēcouldēalsoē
beēhimselfēandēstillēbeē accepted.ēReneēhasēthisē combination,ēthoughēatētheē
priceē ofē i ncredibleē distanceē fromē theē parentsē toē whomē heē actuallyē onlyē
nominallyē "belongs ."ēJulienēmarriedēGilberteē andēgaveēherēsonēaē nameē soē
thatēheē couldēbelongētoēaē family,ēbutē largelyēgaveēupēhisē freedomētoēgetē i t,ē
exceptē forē hisē belovedē auto-clubētourspē AndēGilberteē gaveē upē herē freedomē
asēwellēsoēthatēherēsonēwouldn'tēbeēillegitimate.ēYetēsheērebelsēbyēexercisingē
aē forbiddenē freedom,ēwhenē sheē seesē otherē menē andē liesē toē herēhusband. ē
Eachēofēthemē i s ētornēbyētheseēseeminglyēirreconcilableēwants,ēbutēi t ēi s ēonlyē
Antoine,ēthroughē forceē ofēc ircumstanceēmoreē thanēhis ēownēcompellingēdeU
sire,ēwhoē comesē toē gripsēwithē themē andē optsē forēfreedomē atē theē completeē
sacriiceē ofētheē desireē toē belong.ē

UNITY 

Becauseē thereē isē aē c lear-cutē centralē character,ē thisē storyē hasē theē unityē ofē
actionē evenē thoughē theē protagonistē is ē notē alwaysē consciousē ofēhisē actionsē
orē theirē underlyingē motivations. ē Forē theē mostē part,ē Antoineē thinksē heē isē
merelyētryingētoēmuddleēthrough,ētoēcoverēupēhisē latestēmistake,ēorētoēkeepē
somethingē fromē goingēoutē ofē control . ē In ē fact,ēheē i s ē alwaysē tryingē toē makeē
hisēlifeē work,ētoēindēaēplaceēwhereēheēi s ēwanted,ēaccepted,ēandē loved.ē Heē
isē willingē toē lie,ēcheat,ē andē stealē toē makeē i t ēhappen,ēandē i t ē i s ēhisē naturaPē
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rambunctiousnessē thatē usuallyē defeatsē hisē attempts,ē alongē withē theē mÚ�­
perceptionsēandē i ntoleranceēofētheē in ē hisēworld. ē

EXPOSITION 

Theē expositionē i n ēthisē storyē isē deliveredē throughē bothē conlictēandē routine. ē
Whenē weē seeē theē automaticē wayē in ē whichē Antoineē performsē hisē choresē
aroundē theē weē beginē toē understandē theē natureēofēhis ēpositionē i n ētheē
family. ē Whenē heē forgetsē toē buyē lour,ē theē curtnessē ofēhis ēmotherēandē herē
insistenceēonē theēreturnēofētheēchangeēshowēusēaboutētheirēuneasyērelation­
ship.ē Andē whenē heē asksē hisē fatherē forē money,ē theē father'sē explorationē ofē
bothē sidesē ofētheēconlictēandēhisē eventualēacquiescenceēshowēusētheēnatureē
ofētheirērelationship.ē

Examplesē ofē back-storyē expositionē throughē conlictē canē beē foundē
throughoutē theē ilm.ē Weē learnē throughē theē parents'ē ightingē thatē Antoineē
wasē illegitimateēandē notē Julien'sēson.ēWeē learnēhis ēfearēofēgoingēhomeēwhenē
heēi s ēin ētroubleēatēschool.ēFeēdiscoverēthroughēJulien'sējokesēthatēheēknowsē
moreē thanēhe'sē lettingēonēaboutēhisēwife'sēaffairs,ē andēweēindēoutēhowē littleē
respeHtē sheē hasēforēhimē throughēherēintoleranceēofēhis ējokes. ē Inē aē niceēlitĄleē
bitēofēexpositionēi n ēanēofÄandēmoment,ēweēlearnēaboutētheēfamily'sē
woesē whenē anē unexpectedē knockē onē theē doorē makesē theēparentsē fearē itē i s ē
the ēgasē man.ē

C H ARAC TERIZATION 

Antoineē isē characterizedē asē theē ultimateē thirteen-year-oldē boy,ē oneē proneē
toē mildē deianceē andē pettyē resistanceē toē authority,ē possessingē aē senseē ofē
wilfullness-inē otherē words,ē aē boyē whoē turnsē hisē everyē efortē intoē moreē
troubleēforēhimself.ē Evenē aē simpleē thingēlikeēaē shrineē toē turnsē i ntoē
disaster,ē toē sayē nothingēofētryingē toē lieē awayē aē dayē ofētruancy.ē

�ilberteē isē characterizedēasē vain,ē selÅsÏ,ē andē verĉē short-tempered.ē �heē
wearsēaēfurēcoat,ēbutētheyēareēbehindē theēgasēman.ē Sheētakesē theēmoneyē
forēAntoine'sē sheets,ē andēlaysē theēblameēonēhim. ēSheē isē concernedēwithē theē
l inesē in ē herē face,ē butē seesēAntoine'sē bedē in ē theē tinyē vestibuleē onlyē asē anē
inconvenienceētoē her,ē notē aē hardshipēonēhim. ēAndēJulienē isē affable,ē alwaysē
tryingē toē putē aē goodēfaceēonē thingsē withē aē joke,ē yetē heē isē reallyē aē cowarI.ē
Heē continuallyē tellsē Antoineē howē toē keepē theē peaceē withē hisē motherē byē
givingē in . ēReneēis ēaē spoiledērichēboyēwhoēseemsē toē leadēaē charmedē l ife . ēHeē
getsē awayēwithē everythingē thatē Antoineē getsē caughtē for.ē Evenē whenē heē isē
kickedē outē ofēschool,ē i t ē i s ē becauseē heē knowinglyē asksē forē it.ē Thereēareē noē
repercussionsēforēRene'sēactions .ē
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DEVELO PMENT OF TH E STORY 

Eachē newē problemē ofēAntoine'sē growsē outē ofē theē restē ofē theē storyē withē anē
unerringēandēdistressingēlogic . ēHeēisēcaughtēwithē theēcalendar-girlē picture,ē
soē heē isē punished.ē Heē lamentsē theē injustice,ēsoē heē isē punishedē more.ē Be­
causeē heē isē unableē toē completeē theēextraēhomeworkē assignment,ēheē isē sus­
ceptibleē toē Rene'sē suggestionē thatē theyē skipē school.ē Butē unl ikeēhis ēfriend,ē
heē hasē noē noteē andē mustē l ie . ē Evenē Mauricet,ēwhoē snitchesē onē Antoineē toē
hisēparents,ēdoesēsoēasēaēresultēofēAntoine'sēthreatēofērevengeēagainstē
heējustēbeatsē hisē rivalē toē theēpunch.ē

Aft³rēsomeēkindēofēfamilialēpeaceēseemsētoēhaveēbeenēmadeēandēAntoineē
is ēbuildingēhis ēshrineētoēBalzacēin ēhopesēofēwinningēhisēmother'sēgoodēgracesē
andē theēpromisedē money,ē hisē veryē natureē leadsē himē rightē backē toē trouble,ē
whenēheē i s ēaccusedēofēplagiarism. ēKickedēoutēofēschool,ēheē is ēdesperateēforē
money.ē Heē decidesē toē stealē fromē hisē father'sē ofice,ē andē heē getsē caughtē
tryingē toē returnē theē stolenē typewriter.ē Eachē ofē theseē stepsē onē hisē descentē
towardē theēpenalē systemē andē permanentē separationē fromē hisē familyē i s ē log­
icallyēbuiltēonē theē shouldersē ofētheēprecedingēevents.ē

DRAMATI :: IRONY 

Whenē theē boysē decideē toē playē hooky,ē theirē nemesis,ē Mauricet,ē spiesē onē
themē andē thenē goesē toē tattleē onē Antoine,ē creatingē aē dramaticē ironyē thatē
furtherēcompoundsēAntoine'sētroubles,ēbecauseēheēliesētoēhisēteacherēshortlyē
beforeē his ēparentsē com´ē toē checkēonē him.ē Aē marvelousēexampleēofētheēuseē
ofēanē ironyē thatē i s ēnotērevealed,ēbutēaddsēaē subtextē toē aē scene,ēcomesēafterē
Antoineē spotsē motherēkissingēanotherēman.ē Thatē nightē Julienē tellsē An­
toineē his ē motherē hasē toē workē lateē andē expressesē aē greatē dealē ofēsympathyē
forē herēplight,ēsayingēthatē oficesēalwaysē takeē advantageē ofēwomen.ē

Thereē is ē anē efectiveē useēofēironyēin ētheē sceneēwhereē Reneēmanipulatesē
hisē fatherēbyē settingētheē clockē forward.ē Andē thereē isē aē specialē ironyē inē theē
factēthatēAntoineē isē inallyē caughtē notēwhenēheē stealS,ēbutē whenē heēreturnsē
theē thingē thatē heē successfu l lyē stoleēearlier.ēThisēmomentēisē aē
ofēwhatēheēsaysēlater,ēinē theēinterviewēwithētheēpsychologist,ēthatēevenēwhenē
heē tellsē theē truthē heē isn'tē believed.ē

PREPARATION AND AFTERMATH 

Anēeffectiveē sceneē ofēpreparat ionē comesē whenē Antoineē sitsē downē toē copyē
Rene'sē absenceē noteēforēhimself,ēbutē is ē i nterruptedē byē his ē father'sē return.ē
Itē setsē upē his ē attemptē toē concealē hisē truancyē andē demonstratesē h is ē fearē ofē
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revealingēh is ēactionsētoēhis ēparents.ēWhenēhis ēfatherēasksēaboutēschoolēandē
whatēheēstudied,ē thisēpreparationēaddsēaē certainēpoignancyētoē theēmoment.ē

Laterēthatēnight,ēwhenē liesē in ēbedē andēpretendsē toē bothēparentsē
thatē heē is ē asleep,ē i t ē i s ē aē statementē ofē theē essentialē dishonestyē in ē theirē
relationships,ēbutēalsoēaēpreparationēforētheēsceneētoēcomeēwhereēheēl istensē
toē themēightēaboutēh im,ē Ðisē lying,ē hisēmother'sē andē theē factē thatē heē
wasēillegitimate.ē

Aēveryēeffectiveēuseēofēpreparationēbyēcontrastēcomesēinētheēscenesēwhereē
Antoineē andē bothē parentsē goē outēforēanē eveningē together-toē aē movieē andē
forē aē driveē inē theē car.ē Theyēareēallē happyē andē laughingētogether.ē Immedi­
atelyēfollowingēthisē happiestē momentēthatētheē familyē sharesē comesē theē ac­
cusationē thatē Antoineē plagiarized,ē andē heē is ē kickedē outē ofē schoo�ē Thatē
horribleēmomentē isēmadeēallē theēworseēbecauseē i t ēcomesē rightēonētheēheelsē
ofēaēgoodētime.ēAndēanē effectiveē sceneēofēaÉermathē comesērightēafterē heē isē
kickedē outēofēschool .ē Antoineē isēsureē heēwillēbeē sentē toēmil itaryē schoolē andē
allowsēthatēaēnavalē wouldn'tēbeēsoēbadē becauseēheēhasēalwaysēwantedē
toē seeē theē sea.ē

PLANTING AND PAYOFF 

Thisē desireē ofēAntoine'sē toē seeē theē seaē isē alsoē aē plantingē forē theē inalē mo­
mentsē ofē theē story.ē Theē seaē achievesē aē metaphoricalē levelē in ē thisē story,ē
becauseē itē representsēforē theēultimateēfreedom,ēescape.ē Theē i nit ialē
plantē isē supportedē byēGilberteē withē theē judge,ē whenē sheē reiteratesē thatē
Antoineē hasē aē fasc inationē forē theē sea.ē

Balzacē isēalsoēaēplantingēandēpayoff.ē FirstēweēseeēAntoineēreadingēBalzac,ē
thenēputtingēupē hisē pictureē in ētheēwallē unitēandē coveringē i t ēwithē aē curtain . ē
Theē irstē payoffē comesē afterē he ēhasē theē candleē in ē hisē littleē shrineē andē
nearlyē burnsē theēapartmentēdown.ē Theē secondēpayoffēcomesē whenē Antoineē
is ēaccusedēofēhavingēplagiarizedē fromē theē storyē weēirstēsawē himēreading. ē

ELEMENTS OF TH E F U T U RE 

AND ADVERTISING 

Thereē areē numerousēoccasionsēwhenē oneē orēbothēofēhis ēparents,ēorēAntoineē
h imself,ē talkēaboutēhisēnotēl ivingēwithē theē anymore.ē Eachē timeē is ēanē
elementē ofē theē future-notē aē guaranteedē turnē ofēevents,ē butē somethingēofē
aēprediction.ēHeēalludesē toē beingē sentē toēmilitaryē school,ē hisē fatherētalksēofē
sendingē himē offē toē camp,ē hisē motherē talksē ofēboardingē himē out,ē andē thenē
theēobservationēcenterēi s ēbroughtēup.ēWeēareēregularlyēbeingēremindedēthatē
hisē stayingēwithēhisēownēparentsē is ētenuousēatē best.ēAnotherēelementēofētheē
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futureē thatē i nvolvesēaēpredictionēcomesēwhenēJulienēconfrontsēAntoineēafterē
theē theftē ofētheē typewriterēandē tellsē Reneēthatēheēwon'tēbeē seeingēhisē friendē
forē aē longē time.ē

Andē aē niceē bitē ofēadvertisingēcomesē whenē Reneēbringsē upē theēfactē thatē
Antoineēwillē needē anēexcuseēforēhisē dayēofēhooky.ēTheē irstē solutionē isē thatē
Antoineēwill ēcopyē Rene'sē note,ē thenē thatē heēwill ē tellē aē l ie-theē biggerētheē
better.ēThis ēisē aēmomentēthatēweē knowēwillēhaveē toēbeēdelivered-whateverē
hisē excuse, ēweē expectē toē seeē i t . ē

PLAUSIBILITY 

Thereē isē absolutelyēnoēneedēforē suspensionēofēdisbeliefēi n ēthis ēstory,ē i n ēthatē
allētheē eventsēareē plausible,ēandēreali stic.ēWeēhaveēknownēkidsē
i n ēs imilarēcircumstances,ēandēhaveēfeltēsimilarēi njusticesēourselves.ēNothingē
heēdoesēi s ēunbelievableēonētheēfaceēofēit , ēandēbecauseēallēofētheēeventsēgrowē
withē suchē relentlessē logicē outē ofē whatē hasē precededē them,ē weē areē fullyē
preparedē toēacceptē theē wholeē sequenceē ofēeventsēasē reali sticēandēpainfullyē
true. ē

ACTION AN C ACTIVITY 

Mostē ofēAntoine'sēchoresē aroundē theē houseēareēactivities-sett ingētheētable,ē
takingēoutē theē trash,ē fetchingēlourēforē hisēmother.ēYetē whenēGilberteē andē
Julienē areē arguingē andē sheē sendsē Antoineē outē withētheē garbage,ē i t ē i s ē anē
actionēonē herēpart-toē getētheēboyēoutēofētheēwayē forē aē fewē minutesēwhileē
theyē ight.ē Whenēfatherēandēsonēcookē eggsē together,ē i t ē i s ēanē activity , ē asē i s ē
Antoine'sēbuildingēof ēh is ēshrineē to ēBalzac.ē

Butē whenēGilberteē is ē niceē toē afterē hisē nightē outē aloneē andē hisē
noteē aboutē "explain ingē everything,"ē it ē is ēnotētheē mereē activityēofēaē motherē
takingēcareēofēherēson.ēWhi leēthereēmayēbeēanēelementēofēthatē inēherēactions,ē
behindēthemēis ēalsoēherēconcernēaboutēwhatē sheēperceivesēasēaē threat-hisē
revealingēthatēheē sawēherēwithē anotherēman.ēWhenē sheē is ē assuredēthatēhisē
explanationsēwereē onlyē aboutē hisē ownē actions,ēherēmoodēchangesē andē sheē
makesē aē dealē withē himē toē getē betterēgradesē inē French.ēNearētheē end,ē whenē
Antoineē is ē playingē soccerē andē heē insistsē onē goiåÌē afterē theē out-of-boundsē
ball,ē i t ē i s ēaē clear-cutē actionēbecauseēheē is ē intendingē toētryētoē escape.ē

C IA L OG U E  

This ēstoryē i s ētoldēprimarilyēvisually,ēandēthusē i t ēhasēaēdiminishedēnecessityē
forē richē andē tellingē dialogue. ē Thereē isē nothingē wrongē withē theē dialogue qē
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here-itēÆllsē itsē functionēandēhelpsētoē tellē theēstory-yetē theēoverwhelmingē
loadē ofētheēstorytellingē is ē inē theēvisuals.ē

In ēsuchēaēcircumstanceētheēdialogueē isēmostēeffectiveēi n ētermsēofēhelpingē
withētheēcharacterizations.ēJulien'sēuseēofētheēwordēapropos i s ēanēafectationē
thatē revealsē his ē intellectualē pretensions.ē Theē schoolmaster'sē loveē ofē andē
i nsistenceē onē theē �oweryē languageē ofē theē poemē isē alsoē revealing.ē Theē
guardedē wayē thatēGilberteē couchesē herē termsē relectsē herē secretiveness,ē
andē theē defensiveē wayē in ē whichē bothē parentsē describeē Antoine'sē homµē
l ifeē toē authori tiesē tellsē ofē theirē i nsecuritiesē asē wellē asē theirē ra­
tional izations. ē

VISUALS 

Fromē theē visualēdesignē toē theē individualē shots,ē theē wayē thisē storyē isē shownē
toētheēaudienceēis ētheēstrengthēofētheēstoryētellēiēnÍ.ēTheēearlyēpartēofētheēstoyē
putsē Antoineē intoē tight,ē inhospitableē spaces-behindē theē blackboard,ē
crampedē intoē aē t inyē bedē inē theē vestibulecē atē a tableēpushedē upē againstētheē
sideboard.ē WhenēheēandēReneēgoēoutēforē fun,ē theē spacesēopenēup;ēaē telli ngē
detailē is ē thatē oneē ofēAntéine'sē happyē adventuresē involvesē goingēaroundē inē
circlesē �ndē gettingē nowhere .ē Later,ē whenē heē isē onē hisē own,ē Antoineē is ē
openē space;ē afterē hisē arrest,ē heē isē ledē downē endlessē narrowē corridors,ē
throughē aē labyrinth,ē andē intoē tinyē cells.ē Byē theē timeē heē es¦apesē heē isē i n ē
opeæēields,ē runningēdownēroadsē andē thenēontoēaē hugeē expanseēo f ēseashoreē
withē nothingēbutē spaceē aroundē him. ē

Duringēhis ēlongēnightēaloneēonētheēstreet,ētheēvisualsēandētheēactionsētheē
boyētakesēhelpētoēunderlineēhisēdesperationēandēhisēlonelin¶ss. ēHis ēcrampedē
hideoutē inē theēprintingēplantē becomesēdangerous,ē andē heē hasē toēgoē
out.ē His ēhungerēisēestabl ishedē inē theēshotēofēhimē staringēintoēaēcafe-nicelyē
designedē toēbeēshotēfromē insideētheērestaurant.ēOnceēheēstealsē theē¥ottleēofē
milk, ē thereē is ē aē longē si ngleē takeē ofē himē slurpingē downē nearlyē theē wholeē
bottleē thatē saysē moreē thanē wordsē couldē aboutē hisē hunger.ē Andē afterē thatē
longēnight,ē heē goesē toē aē shut-downēpublicē fountainēandē hasē toē chipē theē iceē
onētheēsurfaceē ofētheēremainingēwaterētoēwashē hisēface . ēWhatēaē strongēandē
efectiveēwayē ofēdemonstrat ingēhisēhardship,ē muchēmoreētell ingēthanēhoursē
ofēshivering.ē

Anotherēmarvelousē imageē comesē whenē Antoineē isē putē i ntoē theē prisonerē
vanē andē criesē asē heēwatchesē hisēlaþtēglimpsesē ofēParisē recedeē behi ndē h im. ē
Weēseeēhimēwi th ēadultsēwhoēpresumablyēbelongēthere.ēWeēsee ēh imēąhroughē
barsē andē weē feelē his ē longingēforētheē cityē heē isē leavingē andē i ntuit, ēperhaps,ē
his ē sadnessēoverētheē familyēheē isēalsoē leaving,ē probablyē forever.ē
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Andē theē closingē sceneē andē theē inalē shotē ofē theē ilmē deseûeē attention. ē
Whileē his ē reachingē theē seaē atē lastē is ē meaningfulē asē h is ē ownē privateē l i ttleē
triumph,ē itē doesē nothingēforēhisē realēpredicamentē in ē l ife,ē andēweēareēpain­
fullyēawareēofē that.ēWhenēweē seeē theē lostē lookē onē hisē faceējuxtaposedēwithē
theē happyē anticsē ofē hisē body,ē andē thatē lookē is ē emphasizedē forē usē byē theē
zoomē in ē onē theē frozenē imageē ofē hisē face,ē ourēsenseē ofē forebodingē forēhisē
futureē overpowersē ourējoyē in ē his ē escape.ē This ēshotēmakesē this ē theē classicē
bittersweetē endingfweē areē happyē heē isē freeē atē last, ēandē yetēweē areē illedē
withē fearē andē dreadē forē hisē futureē andē weē seeē theē irstē i nkl ingsē ofē thoseē
mixedēemotionsēcrossingēhisēface.ē (Aē similarlyēeffectiveēclosingēshotēcomesē
in ē The Graduate, whenē Benjaminē andē Elaineē escapeē onē theē busē withē herē
still ēi n ēherēweddingēdress.ēTheirētriumphē is ētai ntedēbyēanēawesomeēdawningē
of ēall ē thatē undoubtedlyē l iesē aheadēof ēthem.)ē

D RAMATIC SCENES 

Thereē isē aē marvelousē exampleē ofē aē dramaticē sceneē afterē Antoineē hasē reV
turnedē toē schoolē afterē spendingē theē wholeē nightē outē alone.ē H is ēmotherēhasē
comeē toē pickē himē upē atē school,ē andē itē seemsē thatē sheē hasē inallyē seenē theē
errorē ofēherēwaysē asē sheēwashesē himēandē thenē ushersē himē intoē herēbedē toē
rest.ē Butēweē quicklyēpickē upē onē herērealē i ntention,ē whichē comesē fromē theē
nêteē heē leftē aboutē "explainingēeverything."ēHerē worryē thatē heē willē tellē h is ē
fatherēaboutē seeingēherēwithē theēotherēmanēhas ēpromptedē her ētoē doē every­
thingēsheē herēsonēwantsēfromēher.ēSheēconfessesētoēherēownēgirlhoodē
peccadilloesē inē hopesē ofē openingēhimēup,ē andē then,ē whenē sheē indsē outē heē
meantē toē explainē onlyē hisē own ^ētroubles,ē herē reliefē comesē i n ē theē guiseē ofē
makingē aē dealē withē himē toē getē himē toē makeē betterē grades.ē Theē subtextē i s ē
clearēto ēus , ē ifēnot ēto ēAntoine,ē andē h is ēownē dificultyē evenē i n ēowningēupēto ē
whatē heē hadē meantē to ēexplainē in ē theē letterē is ēquiteēeffectivelyē rendered .ē

S PEC IA L NOTES 

Oneē ofē theē moreē distinctiveē featuresē ofētheē ilmsē ofē theēNouvelle Vague i s ē
thatētheyēdon'tēl ightlyēresolveēcomplexēandērealēdilemmasēwithēpat ēsolutions. ē
Thisēwouldēbeēanē utterlyēdifferentēdramaē ifēAntoine'sēparentsē sawētheēerrorē
ofētheirēways,ē missedē theirēson,ē andēbroughtēhimēhomeē forēanotherētry-noē

inē aē spaciousē newē apartment.ē Rather,ē thisē ilm,ē likeē soēmanyē ofē theē
earlyē andē formativeē ilmsē outē ofē thisēmovement,ē endsē withē anē ambiguousē
"open"ē resolution.ē �ifeē wil l ē goē on,ē theē problemsē won'tē quicklyē goē away,ē
perhapsēatēmostētheēcharacterēis ēoneēstepēcloserētoē(or,ē inē someēilms,ēfartherē
awayē from)ē graspingētheērealē complexitiesē ofēhisē orēherē l ife . ē



1 4 6 • The Tools of Screenwriting 

�henēwellē done,ē thisēkindēofēilmē isē utterlyēthouÎht-provoking.ē Itē Ûeavesē
theē audienceē withē muchē toē mullē over,ē aē greatē dealē toē discussē andē argueē
about,ē and,ē inē theē end,ē concludeē forē ourselves.ē Someē ilmsē byē theē lesserē
imitatorsē ofē theē movementē canē leaveēoneē withē aē senseē ofēcoppingē out,ē ofē
notēresolvingēaēstoryēbecauseēofē"artsiness,"ēratherēthanētheēresolutionēcom­
ingēfromē aē truthful ē immersionē in ēaē real-lifeē dilemmaēthatērefusesē aē simpleē
solution.ē

SinceēTrufautēandēhisēmentorēatēCahiers du Cinema, An¬reēBazin,ēwereē
twoē ofētheē earliestēproponentsē ofētheēauteur theory,ē thisē ilmē ofersē aē goodē
opportunityē toē discussēthi sē muchē disputedē ideaē ofēwhoē isē theē "author"ēofēaē
ilm. ē Inē theē caseēofēaē ilmē suchēasē The 400 �ÜëĈÿ-whi§hē isē autobiograph­
icalē andē wasē co-writtenē andē directedēbyē oneē person-thereē canē beē noē dis­
putingēthatēTruffautē is ētheēauthorēofētheēilmēandēits ēstory.ēWhileēthereēwill ē
alwaysē beē ilmsē thatē itē th i s ē description,ē someē superbē andē othersē
indulgent,ē thereē willē alwaysē beē aē largerē numberē ofē well-madeē ilmsē thatē
don'tē haveē suchē clear-cutēandē singularē authorship.ē

Theē dangerē thenē in ē theē auteur theory-andē theē sourceē ofē itsē controč
stemsēfromēattemptingētoēmakeēwhatē isē speciicētoē someēilmsē

andē aē handfulē ofēfÔ lmâakersēintoēaē universalē designation. ēNotēallē directorsē
areē auteurs. Notē allē ilms,ē evenē amongē theē bestē andē mostē heartfelt,ē ar·ē
wrenchedēfromē theē soulē ofēoneēperson.ē @oreē oftenē thanē not,ētheē wrenchingē
beginsēwithētheēwriter,ē i s ēaugmentedē byētheēdirector,ē andē receivesē consid­
erableē assistanceē fromē theē actorsē andē othersē whoē helpē toē makeē theē
comeēalive. ē fact,ē the ēsameēpersonē couldēbe ēthe ēauteur of ēsomeēof ēhis ēorē
herēilmsēbutēnotēallēofēthem .ē Itēreallyēcomesēdownētoētheē i ndividualēproject,ē
howē itē comesē intoē being,ē whoē createsē theē story,ē andē whoē reallyē doesē theē
primaryē shapingēofēhowē itē isē told . ē

Theē placeē is ēnotētoē declareē himselfēanē arti st,ē butēratherētoēdoētheē
painting,ē s¸ulpting,ēweaving,ē ­ancingdēorēwhateverēartēformē heēpractices.ē Itē
isē theē placeē ofē theē viewerē toē declareē oneē personē anē artistē andē anotherē aē
craftsmanēorēaēwant-togbeēorēaēdilettante .ē Theē trueēauteur shouldēbeēcontentē
toē letētheē ilmē viewerēdecide,ēandēmeanwhileē doē hisējobē andē letētheē othersē
onē hisē teamē doētheirs.ē



(1941) 

Written by Herman J .  Mankiewicz and Orson We l l es 

Directed by Orson We l l es 

�ftenē consideredē theē greatestē ilmē everē made,ē andē alwaysē consideredē
amongētheēbestēofēallē time,ēCitizen Kane i s ēaē tourēdeēforceē peùormanceēbyē
twenty-six-year-oldēirst-timeēdirectorēandē screenwriterēOrsonēWelles,ēwhoē
alsoēplaysē theētitleēcharacter.ēWhileēperhapsēnotēasēemotionallyēchargedēasē
otherēilms,ē whichē leavesē i t ēsomewhatē shyēofēprofound,ē thisē ilmēhasē none­
thelessēhadēenormousēi nluenceēonēAmericanēandēinternationalēilmmakers,ē
modesēofēc inematicēexpression,ēandē theēuseēofēallē theē toolsē availableē toē theē
ilmmaker.ē

SYNO PSIS 

Charlesē FosterēKane,ē anē enormouslyēwealthyē andē powerfulē man,ē headēofēaē
chainē ofēnewspapers,ē diesē holdingēaē l ittP eē snowlakeē globeē andēwhisperingē
theēwordē "Rosebud."ēAē newsreelēofētheē19yxsēgivesētheēbare-bonesēoutlineē
ofēhis ē l ife,ē butē fai ls ē toē captureē theē essenceēofētheē man.ē Aē repoôterē forē theē
newsreelēcompanyēnamedēThompsonēisēsentēonēaēquestētoēindēoutēwhatētheē
lastēwordē meaRt,ē in ēhopesē itēwill ē shedē l ightēonē thisē enigma.ē Heēgoesēaboutē
i nterviewingē thoseēwhoē knewē Kaneē andē i nvestigatingēhisē past.ē

In ēaē cheapē nightclub,ēThompsonētriesē toē i nterviewēKane'sēwidow,ē Susanē
AlexanderēKane,ē butē sheē refuses.ē Nextē heē goesē toē theēThatcherē l ibraryē toē
readētheēmemoirsē ofētheēbankerēwhoēwasēKane'sēguardiaĐēfromē earlyē inē his ē
l ife,ēwhenēhis ēmotherēinheritedēaēgoldēmine.ēThoughēbothēofēKane'sēparentsē
wereē al ive,ēheēwasēsentētoē l i veēwithēBhatcher,ē overēhisēgreatēobÖect ions,ē"forē
his ē ownē good."ē

Thompsonē i nterviewsē Bernstein,ē Kane'sē businessē partner,ē andē learnsē
more.ē Whenē Kaneē actuallyē comesē intoē possessionē ofē hisē inheritance,ē heē
decidesē toē putē his ē timeē i ntoē aē newspaperē heē hasē holdingsē in . ē Alongēwithē
his ē friendē Jedē Lelandē andē partnerē Bernstein,ē Kaneē runsē theē paperēl ikeē aē
crusadeēforētheēpoorēagainstētheērich,ē aēmoney-losingēcrusadeētoēThatcher'sē
wayē ofē thinking.ē Onceē theē newspaperē i s ē aē thrivingē success, ē Kaneē losesē
i nterest,ē goesē traveling,ē andē comesē backē withē aē wife,ē Emily,ē theē nieceē ofē
theēPresidentēofētheēDnitedē States.ē

_ 1 4 7  
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JedēLelandēalsoēdoesn'tēknowēwhatē "Rosebud"ēmeans,ēbutē heēshedsēsomeē
l ightē onē Kane'sē personalē l ife . ē Weē seeē nineē yearsē ofēmarriageē passē atē theē
breakfastē thenē goē immediatelyē intoē Kane'sē irstē meetingē withē h is ē
secondē wife,ē Susan,ē aē wouldebeē singer.ē Meanwhile,ē Kaneē has ēdecidedē to ē
runēforēgovernorēandēseemsētheēodds-onēfavoriteēunt i l ēh is ēopponentēexposesē
hisē afairēwithē Susan.ē Emilyē divorcesē himē andē heē marriesē Susan,ē thoughē
theē "loveē ofē theē peopleē ofē thisē state"ē hasē beenē robbedē fromē himē inē theē
process. ēKaneēbuildsēanēoperaēhouseēandēgoesēaboutēorchestratingēaēsingingē
careerēforēSusan,ēdespiteēherēownēobjections.ēWhenēJedēpassesēout, ēdrunk,ē
whileēwritingēaē scathingē reviewē ofēherēopeningē night,ē Kaneēiresēhimē andē
inishesē theē reviewēasēJedē beganē it,ē hatefullyēcausticētoē theēlastēl ine. ē

Susanēinallyēagreesē toētel l ēThompsonēherēstory.ē Moreē performancesēandē
manyē badē noticesē later,ē Susanē triesē toē endē theē si ngingē career,ē butē Kaneē
won'tēl istenē untilē sheētakesēanē overdoseēofēsleepingēpil ls . ē Finallyē heērelentsē
andē theyē moveē toē Florida,ē whereē heē is ē buildingē aē hugeē castleē thatē heē isē
stockingēwithēartēfromēaroundētheēworld.ēLonelyēandēfrustrated,ēSusanērebelsē
againstē him.ē Whenē sheē i s ē packedē andē readyē toē go,ē Kaneē i s ē reducedē toē
beggingēherētoē stay,ēbutē sheē leavesēandē heē trashesē herēroomē in ēanger.ē

Atē theē castle,ē afterēKane'sē death,ēThompsonē interviewsē theēbutl er,ē Ray­
mond,ē whoē saysē theē onlyē otherē timeē heē heardē Kaneē sayē "Rosebud"ē wasē
rightē afterē Kaneē destroyedē Susan'sē room. ē �tē wasē whenē heē hadē justē pickedē
upētheēsnowlakeēglobeēwithēaē l ittleēcabinē inside,ē pocketedē i t ē i n ēfrontēofēallē
theēhousehold,ēandēgoneēoffē toē£eēalone.ēTheē i ncredibleēcollectionē
ofēartēandē stuf-Kaneē"neverēthrewēanythingēaway"-isēbeingēcataloguedē
asēThompsonē concludesē thatēheēhasn'tēfoundēoutēmuchē aboutē theēman,ējustē
theēmanyēpartsēofēaē j igsawē puzzle.ē Asē heē leaves,ēaē workmanē throwsē aē sledē
i ntoētheēfurnace,ētheēsledēKaneēhadēplayedēonēasēaēboy,ēbeforeēheēwasētakenē
fromē hisē family. ē Asē i t ē burns,ē weē seeē thatē theē brandē nameē onē theē sledē isē
Rosebud .ē

PROTAGONIST AND O B JECTIVE 

Becauseē theē stoyē ofēKane'sē l ifeē isē containedē withinē aē framingē story,ē thatē
frameworkē hasē itsē ownē structure.ē Theē protagonistē ofē theē framingē storyē i s ē
Thompson,ēwhoseēobjectiveēi s ēt o ēindēoutēwhatē"Rosebud"ēmeans. ēButēthereē
isē noē confusingē theē realē protagonistē ofē thisē ilm,ē forē Thompsonē isē barelyē
allowedētoēbecomeēaē character;ē heē i s ēnearlyēalwaysēoffēscreenē orēilmedē i n ē
heavyēshadow.ēW e ēareē notēmadeēcuriousēaboutēThompson;ēheē i s ēmerelyētheē
personiicationēofēourēcuriosityē aboutēKane.ē

Kane,ē theērealēprotagonist,ēirmlyēholdsē centerēstage.ē Hisē objectiveē toē
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useɺ hisɺ wealthɺ andɺ powerɺ toɺmakeɺhimselfɺ loved,ɺ thoughɺ hisɺ approachɺ isɺ

imperiousɺandɺunbending.ɺ

OBSTAC LES 

Kane'sɺirstɺobstacleɺ toɺbeingɺlovedɺcomesɺwhenɺheɺisɺsuddenlyɺwrenchedɺ
fromɺ hisɺ familyɺ homeɺwhenɺ hisɺmotherɺdecidesɺ thatɺheɺwillɺhaveɺaɺbetterɺ

ifɺheɺgoesɺtoɺ liveɺ inɺtheɺcityɺwithɺMr.ɺThatchŎr.ɺAmthoughɺsheɺhasɺherɺ
son'sɺ bestɺ interestsɺ inɺmind,ɺ thisɺseemsɺ toɺ beɺ aɺ horrendousɺeventɺ toɺ theɺ

youngɺ childõɺ oneɺ thatɺ separatesɺ himɺ fromɺ allɺ thatɺheɺ knowsɺ andɺ lovesɺ inɺ

theɺworld.ɺ Thisɺbankerɺ isɺanɺunlovingɺman,ɺ andɺ Kaneɺgrowsɺtoɺadulthoodɺ

withɺ littleɺ inɺ theɺwayɺ ofɺ aɺ sustainingɺ familyɺ life.ɺ Hisɺnewspaperɺbecomesɺ

family,ɺ butɺ thenɺ heɺgraspsɺ forɺ theɺ loveɺ ofɺ theɺ stateɺ byɺ runningɺ forɺ
governor.ɺ Whenɺheɺ isɺ soundlyɺdefeatedɺ inɺ scandal,ɺ heɺ becomesɺhardenedɺ
andɺ cynical.ɺ hisɺquestɺ toɺmakeɺSusanɺintoɺaɺ singerɺpromptsɺJed'sɺ
horribleɺreview,ɺheɺ rejectsɺhisɺbestɺfriendɺandɺfocusesɺhisɺwholeɺquestɺ forɺ
loveɺ onɺ Susan.ɺ Whenɺ sheɺ rejectsɺ him,ɺ heɺ hasɺ nowhereɺ elseɺ toɺ turnɺ butɺ
memory.ɺ

PREMISE AND O PENING 

Aɺpower�®lɺandɺwealthyɺnewspaperɺpublisherɺdiesɺinɺseclusionɺ inɺaɺcastleɺ
thatɺ isɺ overlowingɺwithɺ hisɺ artɺ acquisitions,ɺ yetɺ hisɺ inalɺmomentsɺareɺasɺ
dificultɺ toɺ fathomɺ asɺ hisɺ lonelyɺ life.ɺ Asɺ theirɺ opening,ɺ Mankiewiczɺ andɺ
Wellesɺ choseɺanɺominousɺandɺ forebodingɺviewɺofɺ theɺ castle,ɺ comingɺ everɺ
closerɺtoɺaɺ windowɺ behindɺwhichɺweɺindɺirstɺtheɺ gȢobeɺ rainingɺ
snowɺ onɺ tȃeɺ littleɺcabin,ɺ thenɺ theɺ lipsɺofɺ theɺmanɺwhisperingɺ �°Rosebud,"ɺ

whichɺbeginsɺtheɺmystery.ɺ

MAIN TENSION, C ULMINATION, 

AND RESOLUTION 

|heɺmainɺtensionɺhasɺtoɺdoɺwithɺKane'sɺquestɺforɺĞoveĄɺ "Willɺğaneɺbeɺableɺ
toɺforceɺorɺseduceɺtheɺworldɺintoɺgrantingɺhimɺloveć"ɺorɺsomethingɺsimilar.ɺ
TheɺculminationɺcomesɺwhenɺKane'sɺlastɺhopeɺforɺloveɺtriesɺtoɺkillɺherselfɺ
ratherɺ thanɺ beɺ bulliedɺ andɺ badgeredɺ byɺ himɺ anyɺ longer.ɺ Thoughɺ heɺ andɺ
Susanɺcontinueɺtoɺ liveɺtogether,ɺ theɺ chanceɺatɺ loveɺhasɺpassed.ɺ Theɺreso­
lutionɺisɺ thatɺ Kane,ɺ nowɺ aloneɺ andɺunloved,ɺ livesɺoutɺhisɺdaysɺimmersedɺ
inɺmemoryɺofɺaɺtimeɺwhenɺloveɺwasɺaɺpartɺofɺhisɺlife,ɺ asɺevidencedɺbyɺtheɺ
sledɺandɺtheɺglobe,ɺ whichɺ containsɺ aɺlittleɺ cıbinɺmuchɺ likeɺhisɺchildhoodɺ
home.ɺ
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T H EME 

Theɺthemeɺofɺ thisɺstoryɺhasɺ toɺ revolveɺaroundɺlove;ɺ thatɺ isɺ Kane'sɺquest,ɺ
andɺthatɺisɺtheɺcentralɺissueɺofɺtheɺstory.ɺFourɺofɺtheɺiveɺstorytellersɺwithinɺ
theɺilm�Thatcher,ɺ Bernstein,ɺ Leland,ɺ andɺ Susan-areɺ theɺpeopleɺ inɺaɺ
positionɺ inɺKane'sɺlifeɺtoɺloveɺhim,ɺandɺeachɺdemonstratesɺ inɺhisɺstoryɺhowɺ
(orɺ iŠɺ thatɺloveɺdevelopedɺandɺended.ɺ

U N I TV 

Evenɺthoughɺthisɺilmɺhasɺaɺframingɺstoryɺwithɺ itsɺownɺmainɺcharacter,ɺandɺ

theɺrestɺofɺ theɺ storyɺ isɺtoldɺ throughɺ iveɺotherɺcharacters,ɺ theɺunityɺofɺ theɺ

storyɺ stillɺstemsɺ fromɺ theɺunityɺ ofɺ action,ɺ fromɺKane'sɺ questɺ toɺmakeɺ theɺ
worldɺgiveɺ himɺ love.ɺ }nlikeɺRashomon, inɺwhichɺweɺgetɺ conlictingɺviewsɺ
ofɺ theɺ sameɺ incident,ɺ hereɺ theɺ iveɺnarratorsɺ tellɺ interwovenɺbutɺ comple­
mentaryɺstories,ɺeachɺdealingɺwithɺthatɺperson'sɺ interactionɺwithɺKane.ɺ

EX P OSITION 

TheɺdeviceɺofɺtheɺnewsreelɺaccountɺofɺKane'sɺlifeɺandɺaccompl ishmentsɺ isɺ
usedɺ earlyɺ toɺsetɺ outɺ theɺ objectiveɺ facts,ɺ inɺpartɺ becauseɺ theɺ storytelling,ɺ

movingɺbackɺandɺforthɺthroughɺtime,ɺneedsɺaɺsimpleɺbaseɺonɺwhichɺtoɺbuild.ɺ
Whileɺ ratherɺ inelegantɺ andɺ tooɺmuchɺ onɺ theɺ surfaceɺ forɺ trulyɺ efectiveɺ
exposition,ɺthisɺisɺacceptableɺbecause,ɺasɺRobertɺTowneɺsays,ɺ"anɺaudienceɺ
willɺ forgiveɺyouɺalmostɺanythingɺ inɺtheɺbeginningɺofɺaɺpicture."ɺOɜherɺex­
positionɺwithinɺtheɺvariousɺstoriesɺaboutɺKaneɺ isɺhandledɺ inɺaɺmuchɺmoreɺ

cinematicɺway,ɺ suchɺasɺwhenɺKaneɺmovesɺintoɺtheɺoficesɺofɺ theɺ editorɺofɺ

theɺnewspaperɺheɺhasɺjustɺtakenɺover.ɺ

C H ARAC TERIZ ATION 

Kaneɺ isɺ aɺ complexɺ character,ɺ oneɺ thatɺ doesɺ notɺ easilyɺ itɺ intoɺ simplisticɺ
psychology.ɺ Inɺ factɺ theɺ veryɺ wayɺ thisɺ ilmɺ storyɺ isɺ toldɺ arisesɺ fromɺ theɺ
ilmmaker'sɺdesireɺtoɺshowɺusɺaɺroundedɺandɺcomplexɺpsycheɺwithɺitsɺmanyɺ
facets.ɺTheɺkeyɺtoɺhisɺcharacterizationɺisɺhisɺobjective,ɺhisɺquestɺtoɺwrenchɺ
loveɺ fromɺaɺworldɺthatɺheɺ thinksɺmustɺbeɺ bulliedɺ toɺ relent.ɺ Susanɺratherɺ
clearlyɺ throwsɺ thisɺ backɺ inɺ hisɺ faceɺwhenɺ sheɺ says,ɺ "Youɺ don'tɺ loveɺme.ɺ
Youɺwantɺmeɺ toɺ loveɺyou.ɺ Sureëɺ �I'mɺCharlesɺ Fosterɺ Kane.ɺ Whateverɺyouɺ
want,ɺȓustɺnameɺ itɺandɺ it'sɺyours,ɺbutɺyouɺgottaɺloveɺme.'ɺ"ɺ

Theɺ otherɺ charactersɺ areɺ notɺ presentedɺ withɺ asɺ muchɺ complexity.ɺ
Thatcherɺ isɺdepictedɺasɺaɺhaughtyɺandɺconscientiousɺman,ɺ doingɺwhatɺheɺ
believesɺisɺhisɺdutyɺtoɺhisɺyoungɺcharge.ɺTheɺshrewdɺandɺcharmingɺJedɺhasɺ
anɺ integrityɺ thatɺ destroysɺ theirɺ friendshipɺonceɺ Kaneɺbecomesɺdishonest.ɺ
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Susanɺ isɺ aɺ smallɺ masterpiece-anɺ attractiveɺ butɺ commonɺ youngɺ womanɺ

founderingɺ inɺ anɺ artisticɺ andɺ socialɺ miȣieuɺ sheɺ isɺ incapableɺ ofɺ

understanding.ɺ

D EVELO P MENT OF THE STORY 

Thisɺstoryɺisɺtoldɺwithɺanɺinterestingɺmodeɺofɺdevelopment.ɺ Sinceɺitɺisɺtoldɺ

byɺ theɺ variousɺ charactersɺwhoɺknewɺ theɺ centralɺ characterɺatɺ timesɺ inɺhisɺ
life,ɺ eachɺ ofɺ theirɺ storiesɺhasɺ itsɺ ownɺprogression,ɺ itsɺ ownɺ threeɺ actsɺ andɺ
completenessɺorɺmini-resolution.ɺBecauseɺ eachɺofɺ theseɺ storiesɺ isɺaɺrecol­
lection,ɺweɺhaveɺaɺgreatɺdealɺofɺlatitudeɺwithɺtime.ɺ Inɺ fact,ɺweɺgoɺintoɺoldɺ

age,ɺbackɺtoɺyouth,ɺbackɺtoɺoldɺage,ɺandɺsoɺon,ɺdependingɺonɺwhereɺweɺareɺ
inɺtheseɺinterlockingɺstories.ɺThisɺallowsɺtheɺstorɰtellersɺtoɺcreateɺtheɺmo­
mentsɺofɺ life,ɺ notɺ forɺ accuracy,ɺ butɺ forɺ theɺ creationɺofɺ aɺ

complexɺ completeɺwithɺ ambivalences,ɺ contradictions,ɺ andɺ allɺ
theɺotherɺparadoxesɺofɺrealɺhumanɺ

D RAMATIC IRONY 

Anɺearlyɺuseɺofɺ dramaticɺ ironyɺ comesɺinɺ theɺ irstɺmeetingɺ ofɺ youngɺ Kaneɺ

withɺThatcher,ɺwhenɺeveryoneɺbutɺtheɺboyɺknowsɺheɺ isɺ Øeingɺ takenɺawayɺ

toɺ liveɺwithɺtheɺbanker.ɺAnotherɺsuperbɺexampleɺofɺ ironyɺ comesɺwhenɺJedɺ
hasɺpassedɺoutɺdrunkɺoverɺhisɺreviewɺofɺSusan'sɺopeningɺnight,ɺandɺKaneɺ
decidesɺtoɺinishɺȋtɺasɺbegun.ɺ Anotherɺexampleɺisɺwhenɺtheɺmusicɺteacherɺ
isɺ tryingɺinɺvainɺtoɺgetɺSusanɺtoɺhitɺherɺnotes,ɺandɺweɺseeɺKaneɺenterɺ theɺ
roomɺlongɺbeforeɺtheɺothersɺdo.ɺ

PRE P ARATION AND AF TERMATH 

Anɺefectiveɺ sceneɺ ȼfɺpreparationɺoccursɺwhenɺKaneɺandɺ Lelandɺ driveɺupɺ
toɺ theɺ newspaperɺ oficeɺrightɺbeforeɺ takingɺover.ɺ Andɺ aɺ goodɺ exampleɺofɺ

aftermathɺ comesɺ whenɺ theɺ editorɺ ofɺ thatɺ paperɺ leaves,ɺ neverɺ toɺ return.ɺ
Anotherɺeffectiveɺaftermathɺ comesɺafterɺ theɺ confrontationɺ sceneɺ inɺwhichɺ
Kane,ɺSusan,ɺ�mily,ɺandɺKanersɺopponentɺforɺgovernorɺconfrontɺeachɺother.ɺ
�milyɺandɺtheɺopponentɺleaveɺtogether,ɺwithɺKaneɺshoutingɺafterɺthem.ɺ

PLANTING AND PAYOFF 

Perhapsɺ theɺmostɺ famousɺ plantingɺ andɺ payoffɺ inɺ allɺ ofɺ cinemaɺ isɺ inɺ thisɺ
picture-"Rosebud."ɺ madeɺ curiousɺaboutɺ itɺ fromɺ theɺveryɺbegin­
ning,ɺremindedɺofɺit,ɺourɺcuriosityɺexpandedɺuntilɺweɺhaveɺnearlyɺgivenɺupɺ
onɺindingɺout,ɺonlyɺtoɺhaveɺtheɺpayoffɺinɺtheɺclosingɺshotɺofɺtheɺstory.ɺThisɺ
isɺ theɺ sortɺ ofɺ plantingɺ andɺ payoffɺ thatɺ achievesɺ theɺ levelɺ ofɺ metaphor.ɺ
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Anotherɺgoodɺplantingɺ andɺpayofɺcomesɺwithɺĠaneïsɺhandwrittenɺ"decla­

rationɺofɺ principles,"ɺ whichɺ Jedɺ keeps.ɺ WhenɺKaneɺ isɺatɺ hisɺ lowestɺandɺ
mostɺdishonest,ɺJedɺsendsɺitɺbaÌkɺtoɺhim-againɺtheɺcreationɺofɺaɺmetaphor.ɺ

ELEMENTS OF THE F UTURE 

AND AD VERTISING 

Thatɺ sameɺ "dŏclarationɺofɺ prinÌiples"ɺ isɺalsoɺ anɺ efectiveɺ elementɺ ofɺ theɺ
futureɺwhenɺ itɺ isɺ presented.ɺ Kaneɺhasɺpredictedɺ hisɺ futureɺ behavior,ɺ andɺ
weɺlookɺforwardɺ indingɺoutɺhowɺwellɺheɺfollowsɺhisɺownɺprediction.ɺTheɺ

weddingɺannouncementɺdeliveredɺtoɺtheɺnewspaperɺoficeɺisɺ aɺsimpleɺformɺ

ofɺadvertising,ɺ notɺ ofɺ theɺwedding,ɺ butɺ ofɺ theɺmarriage,ɺwhichɺweɺ seeɺen­

capsulatedɺ inɺnineɺyearsɺofɺ breakfastsɺandɺ theɺ changesɺthoseɺyearsɺbring.ɺ
Whenɺweɺirstɺmeetɺ Susan,ɺ sheɺletsɺonɺ thatɺ sheɺwouldɺ likeɺ toɺ beɺaɺsinger,ɺ
whichɺ isɺ anɺe�ementɺofɺ theɺfuture.ɺ

PLAUSIBILITY 

Thisɺ isɺ aɺ studyɺofɺ aɺhighlyɺcontroversialɺ igure.ɺ Theɺeventsɺ ofɺ hisɺ lifeɺandɺ

hisɺ actionsɺ seemɺ ultimatelyɺ logicalɺ andɺ inevitableɺ toɺ theɺ extentɺ thatɺ weɺ
aĺceptɺ theɺ "theory"ɺ thatɺ "Ãosebud"ɺ isɺ aɺ primalɺ forceɺ inɺ hisɺ life.ɺ Ifɺ weɺ
believeɺinɺthat,ɺthenɺweɺcanɺbuyɺintoɺtheɺstoryɺwithoutɺreservation.ɺ

A C TION AN C AC TIVITY 

Aɺ meaningfulɺ actionɺcomesɺearly,ɺwhenɺtheɺ boyɺ attacksɺĪhatcherɺwithɺhisɺ
sled,ɺ showingɺbothɺhisɺrejectionɺofɺtheɺ bankerɺandɺ emphasipingɺ theɺ sled.ɺ

AnotherɺcomesɺwhenɺKane'sɺbedroomɺ�ærnishingsɺareɺbroughtɺtoɺtheɺnews­

paperɺ oficeɺ evenɺ asɺ heɺ isɺ irstɺ meetingɺ hisɺ staff.ɺ Thisɺ showsɺ thatɺ heɺ isɺ
planningɺtoɺmakeɺtheɺnewspaperɺhisɺlife,ɺhisɺhomeɺandɺhisɺco-workersɺhisɺ
"family."ɺOfɺcourse,ɺ hisɺfuriousɺdestructionɺofɺSusan'sɺroomɺafterɺ sheɺhasɺ
leftɺ himɺ isɺ aɺmarɨelousɺ exampleɺ ofɺ howɺaÍtionɺÍanɺ beɺaɺwindoɪɺ intoɺ theɺ
innerɺ lifeɺ ofɺaɺ character.ɺ �xamp�esɺ ofɺ activitiesɺareɺwhenɺ theɺ youngɺ Kaneɺ
isɺ sleddingɺ andɺ throwingɺ snowballsɺ atɺ theɺ signɺonɺ hisɺ cabinɺhome.ɺ Also,ɺ
Susan'sɺcrosswordɺpupplesɺareɺ activities;ɺtheyɺareɺ notɺ actionsɺ intendedɺ toɺ
bringɺaboutɺsomeɺeffectɺ inɺKane.ɺ

D I A L O G U E  

Althoughɺ theɺ storyɺ isɺstructuredɺaroundɺ interviewsɺandɺrecollections,ɺ thisɺ
isɺnotɺanɺoverlyɺtalkyɺilm.ɺDialogueɺisɺusedɺsparinglyɺandɺwell.ɺAnɺexampleɺ
ofɺaɺine,ɺ sho©ɺexchangeɺcomesɺwhenɺKaneɺ isɺinishingɺupɺJed'sɺ reviewɺofɺ
Susan'sɺopening.ɺJed: "Iɺthoughtɺweɺweren'tɺtalking."ɺKane: "Weɺare.ɺYou'reɺ
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ired."ɺAnotherɺcomesɺinɺtheɺsceneɺwhereɺKaneɺisɺsigningɺawayɺcontrolɺofɺ
hisɺnewspaperɺ industryɺandɺsays,ɺ "IfɺIɺhadn'tɺbeenɺveryɺrich,ɺIɺmightɺhaveɺ
beenɺaɺreallyɺgreatɺman."ɺ

Thisɺwasɺremarkablyɺrealisticɺdialogueɺforɺitsɺday,ɺ aɺmatureɺuseɺofɺ lan­

guageɺandɺaɺ skilȤŚulɺtailoringɺofɺ theɺlanguageɺtoɺ theɺcharacters,ɺ asɺaɺ com­

parisonɺofɺEmily'sɺandɺSusan'sɺdialogueɺreveals.ɺ

VISUALS 

Thisɺ wasɺ aɺ breakthroughɺ ilmɺ inɺ itsɺ useɺ ofɺ visualsɺ andɺ inɺ expandingɺ theɺ
visualɺrepertoireɺofɺtheɺilmmaker,ɺatɺ leastɺinɺmainstreamɺAmericanɺilms.ɺ

Someɺinterestingɺusesɺofɺvisualsɺareɺtheɺseriesɺofɺincreasinglyɺdistantɺbreak­
fastɺvignettesɺbetweenɺKaneɺandɺEmily;ɺtheɺpanɺupɺfromɺtheɺoperaɺopeningɺ
toɺtwoɺworkmenɺhighɺaboveɺinɺtheɺcatwalksɺwithɺtheirɺvisualɺcommentɺaboutɺ

theɺwork;ɺandɺtheɺcameraɺmovingɺthroughɺtheɺnightclubɺsign,ɺdownɺthroughɺ
theɺskylight,ɺandɺintoɺSusan'sɺcurrentɺworld.ɺ

D RAMATIC SC ENES 

Efectiveɺdramaticɺ scenesɺaboundvɺwhenɺMrs.ɺKaneɺisɺsigningɺawayɺtheɺboyɺ
andɺhisɺfatherɺ can'tɺstopɺ it;ɺ whenɺ Kaneɺmovesɺ intoɺ theɺnewspaperɺoficesɺ

toɺlive;ɺwhenɺKaneɺisɺconfrontedɺbyɺhisɺpoliticalɺrivalɺandɺhisɺwifeɺoverɺhisɺ
affairɺ Susan;ɺandɺmanyɺmore.ɺTheɺsceneɺinɺwhichɺSusanɺmovesɺoutɺofɺ

Ĭanaduɺrepaysɺ closeɺscrutiny.ɺ Thereɺisɺaɺbriefɺ sceneɺ ofɺpreparationɺwhenɺ

Kaneɺ isɺ summonedɺ toɺ herɺ room.ɺ Theirɺ exchangeɺ isɺ wellɺ stagedɺ andɺ herɺ
movingɺ isɺ effectivelyɺ shownɺ withɺ theɺ suitcasesɺ andɺ theɺ interruptionɺ ofɺ aɺ
servant.ɺ Whenɺ Kaneɺ hasɺbeenɺbroughtɺ toɺhisɺknees-theɺgreatɺmanɺindsɺ
himselfɺbeggingɺherɺtoɺstay-heɺisɺpracticallyɺstraightɺintoɺtheɺcameraɺandɺ
framed,ɺnearlyɺisolatedɺinɺtheɺdoor�ay.ɺHisɺwreckingɺofɺtheɺroomɺaťerwardɺ

isɺanɺelaboratedɺsceneɺofɺaftermath.ɺ

S PEC IAL NOTES 

Wholeɺbooksɺhaveɺbeenɺ�rittenɺaboutɺtheɺuniqueɺqualitiesɺofɺCitizen Kane, 

butɺoneɺareaɺrelatedɺtoɺtheɺdiscussionɺofɺthisɺbookɺisɺthisɺilm'sɺuseɺofɺtime.ɺ
Becauseɺtheɺstorytellersɺchoseɺtoɺtellɺthisɺstoryɺthroughɺtheɺrecollectionsɺofɺ
severalɺ peopleɺ involvedɺ inɺ Kane'sɺ life,ɺ itɺ freedɺ themɺ fromɺ anyɺ timeɺ con­
straints,ɺalßowingɺusɺtoɺexperienceɺtheɺstoryɺbackwardɺandɺforwardɺinɺtime,ɺ
asɺ theɺvariousɺ characters'ɺ reminiscencesɺwouldɺ be.ɺ Thisɺisɺ anɺ especiallyɺ
efectiveɺtoolɺinɺaɺstoryɺ thatɺ coversɺaɺveryɺ largeɺtimeɺframe-inɺthisɺ case,ɺ
somethingɺ sixtyɺyears.ɺ
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Also,ɺ becauseɺ theɺmysteryɺofɺ thisɺstoryɺisɺnotɺwhatɺhappenedɺinɺKane'sɺ
life,ɺ butɺratherɺwhatɺ itɺmeant,ɺthisɺabilityɺ toɺ goɺanywhereɺinɺ time,ɺ andɺ toɺ
anyɺlocation,ɺwithɺtheɺeaseɺofɺaɺrecollection,ɺhelpsɺtheɺstorytellersɺbuildɺupɺ

theɺ senseɺ ofɺ mystery:ɺ Whatɺ didɺ theɺ eventsɺmeanɺ toɺ Kane?ɺ Weɺ canɺ beɺ
tantalizedɺwithɺoneɺcharacter'sɺversionɺofɺtheɺoperaɺopeningɺandɺhaveɺan­

other,ɺ butɺ complementary,ɺ viewɺ ofɺ itɺ fromɺ anotherɺ character.ɺ Weɺ seeɺ
Thatcher'sɺ viewɺ ofɺ Kane'sɺ businessɺ affairsɺ andɺ newspaperɺmanagement,ɺ
andɺgetɺaɺveryɺdifferentɺviewɺfromɺBernstein.ɺTheɺcontrasts,ɺ comparisons,ɺ
andɺjuxtapositionsɺallowɺtheɺstorytellersɺtoɺ focusɺourɺ aɝtentionɺonɺ theɺun­
derlyingɺreasons,ɺmotivations,ɺfears,ɺandɺobsessionsɺofɺKane.ɺ



(1985) 

Screenplay by Earl W. Wallace and William Kelley 

Story by William Kelley, Pamela Wallace, Earl W. Wallace 

Directed by Peter Weir 

�ominatedɺforɺeightɺAcademyɺAwards,ɺincludingɺBestɺoriginalɺScreenplayɺ
andɺBestɺ Director,ɺ Witness isɺ aɺ irst-rateɺexampleɺofɺ theɺmeldingɺofɺ solidɺ
storytellingɺwithɺtheɺverveɺofɺmodernɺilmmakingɺtechniques.ɺ Aɺ storyɺthatɺ
revolvesɺaroundɺoneɺofɺ theɺ centralɺ issuesɺofɺmodernɺ society,ɺ theɺuseɺ andɺ
misuseɺofɺforce,ɺandɺthatɺdaresɺtoɺindɺdramaɺinɺtheɺ peacefulɺworldɺofɺtheɺ

Amish,ɺthisɺilmɺprovesɺthatɺwithɺsolidɺcommandɺofɺtheɺcraftɺofɺstorytelling,ɺ

aɺ compellingɺilmɺcanɺbeɺcreatedɺoutɺofɺevenɺtheɺleastɺlikelyɺmaterial.ɺ

SÈ�Â�SĚSɺ

AnɺAmishɺboyɺandɺhisɺwidowedɺmother,ɺSamuelɺandɺRachelɺLapp,ɺtravelingɺ
byɺtrain,ɺstopɺinɺPhiladelphiaɺforɺaɺthree-hourɺlayover.ɺSamuelɺwitnessesɺaɺ

brutalɺmurderɺinɺtheɺrailroadɺstationɺmen'sɺroom.ɺTheɺpolicemanɺcalledɺ toɺ

investigateɺ isɺJohnɺBook.ɺ Rachelɺ isɺ appalledɺbyɺBook'sɺ violence,ɺ butɺ theɺ
boyɺisɺwide-eyedɺinɺhisɺirstɺviewɺofɺtheɺoutsideɺworld.ɺ Samuelɺgotɺaɺgoodɺ

lookɺatɺoneɺofɺ theɺkillers,ɺandɺwhileɺheɺisɺatɺtheɺpoliceɺstationɺgoingɺoverɺ
mugɺ shots,ɺ heɺ makesɺ aɺ positiveɺ identiicationɺ ofɺ theɺ man�anɺ honoredɺ
policeɺ lieutenantɺnamedɺMcFee.ɺ

Bookɺquicklyɺgetsɺtheɺboyɺsafelyɺhiddenɺatɺhisɺsister'sɺhouseɺbeforeɺheɺ
goesɺtoɺreportɺthisɺnewsɺtoɺhisɺsuperiorɺandɺformerɺpartner,ɺCaptainɺSchaef­

fer.ɺ BookɺthinksɺMcFeeɺ isɺmixedɺupɺ inɺ aɺ drug-supplyɺoperationɺandɺhasɺ

goneɺbad.ɺ Schaeferɺ asksɺwhoɺ elseɺknowsɺaboutɺ theɺ boy'sɺ identiţcation,ɺ

andɺBookɺsaysɺÝustɺ theɺ twoɺofɺthem,ɺandɺtheyɺdecideɺtoɺkeepɺ itɺ thatɺway.ɺ
BookɺgoesɺhomeɺandɺindsɺMcFeeɺwaitingɺÕorɺhimºɺaɺgunɺbattleɺensues,ɺandɺ
McFeeɺ�eesɺafterɺwoundingɺBook.ɺ Nowɺknowingɺ thatɺ Schaeferɺmustɺalsoɺ
beɺdirty,ɺ wookɺhasɺhisɺcurrentɺpartnerɺpermanentlyɺ±lose"ɺtheɺileɺcontainɸ
ingɺtheɺnamesɺandɺadŀressesɺofɺ SamuelɺandɺRachel,ɺ then,ɺwithoutɺtellingɺ
themɺ ofɺ hisɺ woundɺ orɺ theirɺ danger,ɺ heɺ drivesɺ themɺ backɺ toɺ theirɺ »mishɺ
home,ɺwhereɺheɺthinksɺtheyɺwillɺbeɺsafe¸ɺ

�eɺintendsɺ toɺdriveɺaway,ɺ leavingɺthemɺ there,ɺ butɺ heɺpassesɺoutɺatɺ theɺ
wheelɺandɺonlyɺthenɺdoɺtheyɺdiscoverɺhisɺɫound¸ɺ Ėeɺ isɺnursedɺbɱɺĥacÙelɺ
withɺhel¥ɺ fromɺoneɺośɺtheɺ»misÙɺeldersɺand´ɺ aŦerɺnearlyɺdyinŧ´ɺ recoversɺ.ɺ

• 111 
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Butɺallɺthreeɺofɺ themɺmustɺ stayɺ inɺhidingɺin ɺtheɺ communÛtyɺ whÛleɺ
heɺ triesɺ toɺ igureɺ outɺ howɺ toɺ solveɺ thisɺ dilemma.ɺ Heɺ indsɺ outɺ thatɺ heɺ isɺ
wantedɺinɺ connectionɺwithɺtheɺmurderɺinɺtheɺrailroadɺstation,ɺandɺthatɺtheɺ

dirtyɺ copsɺ areɺputtingɺonɺaɺlotɺofɺpressureɺtoɺindɺhiȬ.ɺ

SoɺBookɺhasɺtoɺtryɺtoɺassimilate,ɺorɺatɺleastɺtoɺappearɺAmish.ɺ Heɺdressesɺ
inɺRachel'sɺdeadɺhusband'sɺclothesɺandɺtriesɺtoɺitɺintoɺtheɺhousehold,ɺwhichɺ
includesɺRachel'sɺcrustyɺbutɺgood-heartedɺfather-in-law,ɺEli.ɺWhenɺtheɺboyɺ
getsɺholdɺ ofɺhisɺgun,ɺ Bookɺ triesɺ toɺinstructɺ Samuelɺ aboutɺ safeɺuseɺofɺ theɺ

weapon,ɺ butɺ Eliɺ givesɺ himɺ aɺ lectureɺ onɺ theɺ Amishɺ viewsɺ onɺ theɺ useɺ ofɺ
violentɺforce;ɺthenɺtheɺgunɺisɺhiddenɺaway,ɺunloaded,ɺinɺtheɺcupboard.ɺBookɺ
wearsɺ "plain"ɺ clothes,ɺ milksɺaɺ cow,ɺ helpsɺ outɺ aroundɺ theɺhouse,ɺ andɺbe­

comesɺ ìaɺ memberɺ ofɺ theɺ familyɺ whileɺ heɺ andɺ Rachelɺ Ũrowɺ increasinglyɺ
attractedɺtoɺ eachɺother.ɺ Heɺmeetsɺ Rachel'sɺ Amishɺ suitor,ɺ Daniel,ɺ andɺ theɺ

twoɺ becomeɺ workingɺ partnersɺ duringɺ aɺ one-dayɺ barn-raising,ɺ whereɺ theyɺ
indɺ commonɺgroundɺinɺtheɺhardɺworkɺofɺcarpentry.ɺ ėavingɺprovenɺhimselfɺ
toɺhisɺunspokenɺrivalɺforɺRachel,ɺBookɺf�ndsɺaɺgrowingɺadmirationɺforɺ theɺ
waysɺandɺ choicesɺ ofɺ theɺAmish.ɺButɺwhenɺĘachelɺofersɺherselfɺtoɺhim,ɺheɺ
can'tɺ acceptɺherɺoffer,ɺknowingɺtheɺ chasmɺ �etweenɺthem.ɺ

Whenɺheɺindsɺ outɺthatɺhisɺpartnerɺhasɺ�eenɺkilled,ɺc lear�yɺbyɺSchaefferɺ

andɺ McFee,ɺ Book'sɺ maskɺofɺ Amishnessɺm�ltsɺ awayɺ andɺ heɺ takesɺ outɺ hisɺ
angerɺonɺaɺ manɺ isɺtauntingɺtheɺ especiallyɺDaniel,ɺ

onɺ theirɺ nonviolence.ɺ Whenɺ Bookɺ beatsɺ upɺ theɺ man,ɺ hisɺ actionɺ bringsɺ
enoughɺattentionɺforɺSchaefferɺtoɺ indɺoutɺexactlyɺwhereɺBookɺandɺtheɺboyɺ
are.ɺ Bookɺmakesɺ hisɺ inalɺ preparationsɺ toɺ leave.ɺ Despiteɺ theɺ communityɺ
pressureɺonɺ Rachelɺ toɺ stayɺ clearɺofɺ English,"ɺ sheɺ can'tɺ helpɺ herselfɺ
andɺtheyɺinallyɺexpressɺ theirɺpassionɺforɺeachɺother.ɺ

Schaeffer,ɺ McFee,ɺ andɺ theɺ otherɺ killer,ɺ Fergie,ɺ approachɺ theɺ farmɺ atɺ
dawn,ɺ heavilyɺ armed.ɺ Bookɺ isɺ doingɺhisɺ farmɺ choresɺwhenɺ theɺmenɺ takeɺ
RachelɺandɺEli.ɺBookɺindsɺSamuelɺandɺsendsɺhimɺrunningɺtoɺ farm,ɺ
butɺ theɺboyɺhasɺonlyɺ gone a short way when he hears shooɞȌng.ɺ ċooÞɺ usesɺ
hisɺknowledgeɺofɺtheɺfarmɺtoɺkillɺFergieɺinɺaɺcornɺ andɺgetɺhisɺgun.ɺWithɺ
thatɺheɺkillsɺ McFeeɺwhileɺSamuelɺringsɺ theɺ familyɺdinnerɺbellɺ repeatedlyɺ
untilɺ itɺattractsɺallɺtheɺAmishɺneighbors,ɺwhoɺcomeɺrunning.ɺ SchaefÓerɺhasɺ
hisɺgunɺtoɺRachel'sɺheadɺandɺdisarmsɺČook,ɺbutɺwhenɺheɺtrienɺtoɺtakeɺBookɺ
andɺtheɺboyɺaway,ɺBookɺusesɺ theɺpowerɺofɺaɺwholeɺcommunityɺofɺwitnessesɺ
toɺshowɺSchaeferɺthatɺit'sɺover,ɺandɺSchaefferɺgivesɺup.ɺAsɺtheɺlocalɺpoliceɺ
clearɺoutɺ ofɺ theɺ crimeɺ scene,ɺBookɺsaysɺ good-byeɺ toɺ Samuel,ɺ thenɺhasɺ aɺ

knowingɺpartingɺfromɺRachel.ɺEliɺwaɎsɺhimɺtoɺbeɺcarefulɺ "outɺamongɺthemɺ
English,"ɺ andɺ asɺ Bookɺdrivesɺ backɺ toɺ theɺ cityɺ andɺ theɺ lifeɺheɺ mustɺ lead,ɺ
Danielɺ byɺonɺhisɺwayɺ toɺ seeɺRachel.ɺ
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P R O TAG O NIST AN O O BJE C T I VE 

Despiteɺtheɺtitle,ɺwhichɺrefersɺtoɺtheɺboy,ɺthisɺisɺclearlyɺJohnɺBook'sɺstory.ɺ

Aɺ tough,ɺ Öawed,ɺandɺviolence-proneɺmanɺ inɺaɺviolentɺworld,ɺBookɺisɺnone­
thelessɺaɺsympatheticɺcharacter.ɺHisɺrespectɺforɺRachelɺandɺSamuelɺsayingɺ
grace,ɺ hisɺ Łesireɺtoɺdoɺwhatɺ isɺ rightɺoverɺwhatɺ isɺ expedient,ɺandɺhisɺover­
whelmingɺ effortɺ toɺprotectɺ theseɺ innocentsɺ fromɺhisɺworldɺallɺhelpɺhimɺbeɺ

sympathetic.ɺHisɺobjectiveɺ isɺequallyɺclear:ɺtoɺprotectɺhisɺwitnessɺfromɺtheɺ
crookedɺcopsɺwhoɺareɺoutɺ toɺkillɺtheɺboyɺandɺhimself.ɺ

OBSTA C LES 

Theɺirstɺandɺforemostɺofɺ hisɺ obstaclesɺ isɺ thatɺhisɺenemies,ɺtheɺkillers,ɺareɺ
allɺpolicemenɺwithɺcredibilityɺ andɺallɺ theɺ toolsɺofɺ theɺpoliceɺforceɺatɺtheirɺ
disposal.ɺ ButɺalsoɺBookɺ isɺbadlyɺwoundedɺand,ɺ forɺaɺ time,ɺ completelyɺin­

capacitated.ɺ addition,ɺheɺ isɺ anɺunwantedɺandɺunɺtrustedɺ intruderɺinɺtheɺ

Amishɺ community,ɺɬhichɺwantsɺ nothingɺ toɺdoɺwithɺ hisɺ troublesɺ andɺ onlyɺ
getsɺ involvedɺ becauseɺ ofɺ theɺdangerɺ toɺ Samuel.ɺ Onɺ topɺofɺ allɺ that,ɺ oneɺofɺ

hisɺ majorɺ obstaclesɺ isɺ thatɺ heɺ can'tɺ changeɺ hisɺ natureɺ asɺ easilyɺ asɺ heɺ
changesɺhisɺclothes.ɺHeɺmightɺlookɺAmishɺtoɺtheɺtourists,ɺandɺheɺmightɺbeɺ
aɺrespectedɺcarpenterɺwhoɺ learnsɺtoɺbeɺquietɺduringɺgrace,ɺbɣtɺtoɺhisɺcoreɺ
heɺ isɺ stillɺ theɺmanɺ ofɺ action-sometimesɺ violentɺ action-andɺ itɺ suäacesɺ
whenɺ heɺ isɺ cornered,ɺ whenɺ hisɺ emotionsɺ runɺ high.ɺ Andɺ inɺ theɺ end,ɺ hisɺ

obstacleɺisɺthatɺthreeɺheavilyɺarmedɺmenɺareɺoutɺtoɺkillɺhim,ɺandɺheɺhasɺnoɺ
gunɺorɺotherɺweaponɺfromɺhisɺurbanɺandɺ "English"ɺpoliceɺworld.ɺ

PREMISE AND O P ENING 

Theɺ premiseɺ ofɺ thisɺ ilmɺ isɺ dividedɺ equallyɺ betweenɺ socialɺ andɺ personalɺ
circumstancesɺthatɺpredateɺ theɺ beginningɺ ofɺ theɺ story.ɺ Onɺ theɺsocialɺ sideɺ
isɺ theɺ veryɺ factɺ thatɺ theɺ nonviolentɺ Amishɺcommunityɺ livesɺ essentiallyɺ inɺ

anotherɺ timeɺwhileɺ surroundedɺbyɺ theɺ everɺmoreɺviolentɺ andɺ fast-movingɺ

worldɺ ofɺ modernɺ America.ɺ Onɺ theɺ personalɺ side,ɺ Bookɺ isɺ aɺ tough,ɺ right­
mindedɺ copɺwhoɺdependsɺtooɺmuchɺonɺhisɺ sisterɺ andɺherɺtwoɺchildrenɺ forɺ
hisɺ senseɺofɺfamily.ɺ

Forɺ theirɺopening,ɺtheɺWallacesɺandɺMr.ɺ Kelleyɺchoseɺtoɺintroduceɺtheɺ
audienceɺ toɺ somethingɺofɺ theɺ Amishɺ culture,ɺ whileɺ atɺ theɺ sameɺ timeɺ reê
vealingɺtoɺusɺ theɺpersonalɺsituationɺofɺ Rachel,ɺ byɺ showingɺ theɺ funeralɺ ofɺ
herɺ husband.ɺ Becauseɺ thisɺ isɺ aɺ storyɺ builtɺ aroundɺ theɺ clashɺ ofɺ twoɺ culê
tures-oneɺcultureɺaltogetherɺtooɺfamiliarɺtoɺtheɺaudience,ɺwhileɺtheɺotherɺ
isɺ practicallyɺ unknown-itɺwasɺ aɺ smartɺ decisionɺ toɺbeginɺ inɺ thisɺ way.ɺ ěfɺ
theyɺhadɺgoneɺ forɺ aɺlashyɺactionɺ opening,ɺ theɺmurderɺ inɺ theɺmen'sɺ roomɺ
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forɺ ȍnstance,ɺ itɺ wouldɺ haveɺ severelyɺunderminedɺ theɺ impact,ɺ becauseɺweɺ
wouldɺhaveɺnoɺclearɺideaɺofɺwhoɺtheseɺAmishɺpeopleɺareɺorɺanythingɺofɺtheɺ
natureɺofɺtheirɺlives.ɺThatɺinformationɺwouldɺthenɺallɺhaveɺtoɺbeɺdeliveredɺ

whenɺtheɺstoryɺreturnsɺtoɺtheɺfarm,ɺwhereɺitɺwouldɺbeɺtooɺlate.ɺ

MAIN TENSIO N. C ULMINATION. 

ANO RES O L U TI O N  

Theɺmainɺ tensionɺasks,ɺ "WillɺBookɺ beɺableɺ toɺkeepɺ Samuelɺ andɺ himselfɺ
safelyɺ hiddenɺ fromɺ theɺ crookedɺ police?"ɺ Atɺ theɺ endɺ ofɺ theɺ irstɺ act,ɺ theɺ

audienceɺisɺnotɺaskingɺitselfɺwhetherɺBookɺwillɺbeɺableɺtoɺdefeatɺSchaeferɺ
andɺMcFee,ɺ butɺratherɺwhetherɺheɺwillɺbeɺ ableɺ toɺkeepɺ fromɺbeingɺ foundɺ
byɺthem.ɺ

Theɺculminationɺcomesɺwhenɺ Book'sɺ trueɺnatureɺemergesɺandɺheɺbeatsɺ
upɺ theɺ youngɺ manɺ andɺ blowsɺ hisɺ Amishɺ cover.ɺ Thisɺ leadsɺ Schaeferɺ toɺ
Book'sɺhidingɺplace.ɺ

Theɺ resolætionɺ ofɺ theɺ mainɺ storyɺ lineɺ comesɺ whenɺ Bookɺ inallyɺ getsɺ
Schaefferɺtoɺ backɺdownɺandɺgiveɺupɺinɺ ofɺallɺtheɺ Amishɺwitnessesè
toɺ faceɺ theɺ inabilityɺ ofɺhisɺ violenceɺ toɺ overcomeɺ theɺ nonviolenceɺ ofɺ thisɺ
community.ɺ

T H EME 

Theɺthemeɺhereɺcomesɺmoreɺfromɺtheɺsocialɺsphereɺthanɺfromɺtheɺpersonalɺ

one.ɺ Theɺ themeɺ exploresɺ theɺ placeɺ ofɺ forceɺ inɺ societyɺbyɺ contrastingɺ twoɺ
cultures,ɺ oneɺ accustomedɺ toɺ violenceɺ andɺ theɺ otherɺ forbiddingɺ it.ɺ Whileɺ
thereɺisɺnoɺuseɺofɺviolentɺforceɺwithinɺtheɺAmishɺcommunity,ɺthereɺisɺaɺveryɺ
realɺuseɺofɺforce.ɺTheɺprospectɺofɺRachel'sɺbeingɺshunnedɺbyɺtheɺcommunityɺ
isɺ asɺ powerfulɺ andɺ threateningɺ toɺ herɺ asɺ theɺmoreɺ overtlyɺ violentɺ dangerɺ
thatɺ Bookɺ faces.ɺ Inɺ theɺ end,ɺ whenɺ Schaeffer'sɺ comesɺ upɺ againstɺ aɺ
uniiedɺ community,ɺ theɺlatterɺforceɺisɺtheɺwinner.ɺ

U NITY 

Theɺ unityɺ hereɺ isɺ theɺ unityɺ ofɺ action,ɺ followingɺ Johnɺ Book'sɺ attemptsɺ toɺ
protectɺ hisɺ witness.ɺ Althoughɺ notɺ everyɺmomentɺ ofɺ theɺ storyɺ focusesɺ in­
tenselyɺonɺwhetherɺ orɺ notɺ willɺ beɺ ableɺ toɺ keepɺ Samuelɺ hiddenɺ andɺ
protected,ɺthatɺobject�veɺisɺalwaysɺinɺtheɺbackgroundɺofɺshorterùtermɺgoals.ɺ
Whenɺheɺisɺbeingɺnursedɺbackɺtoɺhealth,ɺwhenɺheɺisɺtryingɺtoɺwinɺaccep­
tanceɺinɺtheɺAmishɺcommunity,ɺwhenɺheɺisɺtryingɺtoɺresistɺhisɺattractionɺtoɺ
Rachel-alwaysɺbehindɺitɺ isɺ hisɺ ultimateɺ desireɺ toɺ protectɺ Samuel.ɺ Andɺ
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theɺscenesɺinvolvingɺSchaeffer'sɺeffo¨sɺtoɺlocateɺBookɺandɺidentifyɺtheɺboyɺ

andɺhisɺmotherɺallɺescalateɺtheɺoØstaclesɺtoɺBook'sɺprima�ɺgoal.ɺ

EX POSITION 

Differentɺapproachesɺtoɺexpositionɺareɺeffectivelyɺɤsedɺhere.ɺBecauseɺmuchɺ
ofɺ theɺworldɺinɺwhichɺthisɺstoryɺ takesɺ placeɺ isɺsoɺnewɺandɺforeignɺtoɺ theɺ

majorityɺ ofɺ theɺaudience,ɺ thisɺincreasesɺtheɺdemandsɺonɺ exposition.ɺ Theɺ

introductionɺtoɺ theɺ usesɺ theɺ funeralɺ asɺ aɺ meansɺ ofɺ showingɺ

howɺthisɺ communityɺ interacts.ɺ Itɺalsoɺgivesɺusɺanɺintroductionɺtoɺtheɺmajorɺ
settingɺ forɺ theɺ story,ɺ theɺ Lappɺ familyɺ farm.ɺ Thereɺ areɺ smallɺ momentsɺ ofɺ
conlictɺ(DanielɺgivingɺhisɺsympathyɺtoɺRachelɺinɺfrontɺofɺtheɺotherɺwomen),ɺ
andɺ aɺ fewɺmomentsɺofɺhumorɺ (aɺ jokeɺaboutɺhorseɺ testicles,ɺ Danielɺ racingɺ
hisɺwagonɺtoɺkeepɺupɺwithɺSamuelɺandɺRachelɺridingɺtheɺtrain).ɺButɺforɺtheɺ
mostɺpart,ɺtheseɺ fewɺminutesɺofɺexpositionɺareɺpresentedɺwithoutɺcon­

lict.ɺThisɺwillɺ inɺtheɺopeningɺofɺaɺilmɺwhenɺtheɺaudienceɺwillɺtolerateɺ
almostɺ anything,ɺ regardlessɺofɺ conf¡ictɺ orɺ tension.ɺ Itɺwouldɺ beɺ ill·advisedɺ

toɺdoɺthisɺlaterɺinɺaɺstory.ɺ
goołɺ exampleɺ ofɺ streamlinedɺ andɺ humorouslyɺ deliveredɺ expositionɺ

comesɺwhenɺBookɺbuysɺhotɺdogsɺforɺRachelɺandɺSamuel,ɺandɺsheɺrecountsɺ
theɺsister'sɺanalysisɺofɺ shortcomings.ɺWeɺnotɺonlyɺ learnɺsomeɺofɺtheɺ
truthɺaboutɺBook'sɺpersonalɺlife,ɺ butɺ seeɺhowɺȄeɺ reactsɺtoɺ thisɺpotentiallyɺ
embarrassingɺmoment.ɺ

Aɺgoodɺexampleɺofɺeconomyɺinɺ expositionɺisɺhowɺBook'sɺlong­

standingɺ andɺ closeɺ relationshipɺ withɺ Schaeferɺ andɺ hisɺ familyɺ isɺ shownɺ
simplyɺgettingɺhimɺfromɺtheɺfrontɺdoorɺtoɺtheɺstudy.ɺBook'sɺfamiliarityɺwithɺ

theɺhouse,ɺhisɺrelationshipɺwithɺtheɺwifeɺandɺtheɺdaughter,ɺallɺcomeɺthroughɺ
toɺmakeɺusɺconcludeɺheɺhasɺbeenɺhereɺmanyɺtimesɺbeforeɺandɺisɺanɺhonoredɺ
andɺwelcomeɺfriendɺandɺguest.ɺ

Expositionɺdeliveredɺthroughɺconlictɺisɺwellɺdemonstratedɺbyɺtheɺsceneɺ
whereɺtheɺwoundedɺBookɺisɺinɺbedɺ�ndɺtheɺAmishɺeldersɺhaveɺgatheredɺtoɺde­
cideɺhowɺtoɺdealɺwithɺhim.ɺTheirɺconlictingɺfeelingsɺaboutɺwhatɺtoɺdoɺandɺhowɺ
toɺhandleɺthisɺunwantedɺintrusionɺofɺ "theɺEnglish"ɺintoɺtheirɺsafeɺandɺpro­

tectedɺworldɺspeaksɺvolumes,ɺnotɺonɺlyɺaboutɺtheɺstɏctureɺofɺtheirɺleadershipɺ
heirarchyɺandɺtheirɺsocialȥreligiousɺviews,ɺbutɺalsoɺaboutɺEli'sɺstatureɺinɺtheɺ
communityɺandɺtheɺpotentialɺsocialɺdangerɺRachelɺisɺputtingɺherselfɺin¹ɺ

Andɺanɺeffectiveɺuseɺ ofɺexpositionɺthroughɺ aɺ ±lecture"ɺ toɺ anɺ onscreenɺ
characterɺisɺtheɺsceneɺwithɺEli,ɺSamuel,ɺandɺBook'sɺgun¹ɺWhileɺEliɺ lecturesɺ
Samuel on the evils of killing and the nonviolence of thŐɺAmishɺpeople­

aɺsceneɺfraughtɺwithɺaɺstrong,ɺsubtextualɺ con�ictɺasɺwell-weɺlearnɺaɺcrit­
icalɺpartɺofɺtheɺ teachingsɺofɺtheɺAmish.ɺ
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C H A R A C TERIZ ATION 

ĂāhnɺBookɺ isɺ introducedɺasɺaɺmanɺ comfortableɺwithɺ beingɺ inɺ charge,ɺ oneɺ
whoɺwon'tɺ shrinkɺ fromɺwhatɺneedsɺtoɺbeɺdone,ɺ bothɺpragmaticɺandɺaɺ littleɺ
bitɺ insensitive.ɺ Mostɺ ofɺ theseɺ traitsɺ remainɺprettyɺ consistentɺ throughɺ theɺ

sto�ɺwithɺtheɺexceptionɺofɺ theɺinsensitivity,ɺwhichɺchangesɺwithɺhisɺrisingɺ

awarenessɺ ofɺ theɺ Amishɺ world.ɺ Hisɺ characterizationɺ centersɺ aroundɺ hisɺ

objective:ɺ toɺdoɺhisɺjobɺfairly,ɺhonestly,ɺandɺeffectively.ɺ
Rachelɺsharesɺaɺ fewɺ characteristicsɺwithɺBook;ɺ sheɺhasɺ theɺsameɺprag­

matismɺandɺtheɺsameɺfoɇthrightɺwayɺofɺ aɺjobɺwithoutɺequivocation.ɺ
Sheɺ difersɺ considerablyɺ inɺ theɺ areasɺ ofɺ controlɺ andɺ sensitivity,ɺ butɺ herɺ
biggestɺchangeɺisɺinɺherɺdesireɺtoɺtakeɺchargeɺofɺherɺdestinyɺandɺherɺwill­
ingnessɺtoɺpayɺtheɺconsequences.ɺ Sheɺwon'tɺshyɺawayɺfromɺherɺpassionɺforɺ

evenɺ inɺ theɺ faceɺ ofɺ theɺ threatɺ ofɺ beingɺ shunnedɺ inɺ herɺworld.ɺ Herɺ
characterizationɺisɺalsoɺfocusedɺonɺwhatɺsheɺwants,ɺ whichɺ isɺ toɺdoɺwhatɺisɺ

rightɺaccordingɺtoɺherɺownɺheartɺasɺopposedɺ toɺwhatɺsomeoneɺelseɺsaysɺisɺ
right-beɺitɺtheɺpomiceɺinɺtheɺ cityɺorɺtheɺeldersɺinɺherɺworld.ɺ

Samuelɺisɺpresentedɺasɺaɺnormalɺ boy,ɺ noɺdiferentɺfromɺhisɺcounterpartsɺ
inɺtheɺmainstreamɺcumt®Ɇe-cɥrious,ɺexcitedɺandɺexcitable,ɺamazedɺbyɺtheɺ
worldɺoutsideɺhisɺownɺąphere.ɺ

EliɺisɺanɺinterestingɺcontrastɺtoɺRachel.ɺHeɺthoroughlyɺbelievesɺtheɺteach­
ingsɺofɺhisɺ culture,ɺ andɺwhatɺmotivatesɺmanyɺ ofɺ hisɺ actionsɺinɺtheɺ

sto�ɺ isɺ toɺ doɺ whatɺ isɺ rightɺ inɺ theɺ eyesɺ ofɺ hisɺ society.ɺ Rachelɺ isɺ

willingɺtoɺdoɺwhatɺ isɺright,ɺ regardlessɺofɺwhetherɺ itɺ looksɺproper,ɺ Eliɺputsɺ
aɺ premiumɺ onɺ theɺ appearance.ɺ Hisɺ dealingsɺwithɺ theɺ elders,ɺ hisɺ fearɺ ofɺ

Book'sɺarrival,ɺhisɺfearɺthatɺRachelɺwillɺŜȎndɺ shunned-andɺhisɺfearɺ
ofɺtheɺconsequentɺsocialɺisolationɺheɺwouldɺalsoɺsuffer-allɺstemɺfromɺpres­
suresɺoutsideɺhimself.ɺ

SchaeferɺpresentsɺaɺsolidɺcontrastɺwithɺBook.ɺTwoɺmenɺwhoɺwereɺonceɺ

pa©ners,ɺmentorɺandɺstudent,ɺmenɺcutɺfromɺtheɺsameɺmoldɺbutɺwhoɺclearlyɺ
wentɺoÕfɺinɺĆeparateɺdirections,ɺBookɺandɺSchaeferɺhaveɺȭ®chɺinɺcommon.ɺ
Bothɺareɺsmart,ɺcunning,ɺknowɺtheɺgameɺthatɺtheyɺareɺplayingɺtoũether,ɺandɺ
willɺ doɺ anythingɺ itɺ takesɺ toɺ achieveɺ theirɺaims.ɺ Andɺ thatɺ isɺ whereɺ theyɺ
diverge.ɺ Bookɺ wantsɺ toɺ protectɺ hisɺ �itness,ɺ whereasɺ Schaefferɺ wantsɺ toɺ
protectɺ himselfɺ andɺ hisɺ partnersɺ andɺ toɺ keepɺ hisɺ corruptionɺ fromɺ beingɺ
discovered.ɺ

DEVELOPMENT DF THE S TO R Y  

Thisɺ entireɺstoryɺevolvesɺ fromɺoneɺmistakeɺBookɺmakesɺoutɺo f ɺignorancevɺ
heɺrevealsɺtoɺSchaefferɺthatɺheɺhasɺanɺeyewitnessɺandɺpositiveɺidentiicationɺ
ofɺMcFeeɺasɺ murderer.ɺWithoutɺthisɺ inadver¬entɺslipup,ɺtheɺsto�ɺwouldɺ
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beɺvastlyɺdifferent.ɺThoughɺneitherɺBookɺnorɺtheɺaudienceɺ isɺawareɺofɺitɺatɺ

theɺtime,ɺthisɺmomentɺofɺ revelationɺisɺwhatɺtriggersɺtheɺrestɺofɺtheɺstory.ɺ
Theɺ directɺ resultɺ ofɺ Book'sɺ revelationɺ toɺSchaeferɺ isɺ thatɺBookɺ isɺ shotɺ

andɺMcFeeɺandɺ Fergieɺgoɺafterɺhimɺandɺ theɺboy.ɺ ThisɺforcesɺBookɺtoɺindɺ
aɺplaceɺtoɺhideɺthemɺfromɺtheɺpolice�killers.ɺAsɺaɺresultɺofɺBook'sɺdecisionɺ
toɺtryɺtoɺhideɺRachelɺandɺSamuelɺbackɺatɺtheirɺhome,ɺaɺchoiceɺcomplicatedɺ

byɺhisɺwound,ɺheɺisɺforcedɺtoɺstayɺwithɺthem.ɺ Despiteɺtheirɺ theɺ

decideɺtoɺhelpɺčook,ɺandɺheɺmasqueradesɺasɺanɺ Amishɺmanɺ inɺanɺ
effortɺtoɺkeepɺfromɺrevealingɺSamuel'sɺwhereabouts,ɺwhichɺforɺaɺtimeɺseemsɺ
toɺwork.ɺButɺthisɺunprecedentedɺpressureɺonɺBookɺtoɺbehaveɺlikeɺanɺAmishɺ

man,ɺwhichɺ isɺdirectlyɺcounterɺtoɺhisɺinstincts,ɺleadsɺtoɺhisɺsecondɺmistake:ɺ
heɺ getsɺ inɺ aɺ istightɺ thatɺultimatelyɺ revealsɺ hisɺhidingɺplace.ɺ Theɺ directɺ
resultɺofɺ thatɺrevelationɺ isɺ thatɺtheɺpeacefulɺ Lappɺfarmɺ isɺ visitedɺbyɺ threeɺ
armedɺ killers,ɺ andɺ becauseɺ ofɺ hisɺ attemptɺ toɺ accommodateɺ toɺ theɺ Amishɺ
wayɺofɺ life,ɺBookɺ isɺunarmedɺatɺ theɺtimeɺtheyɺappear.ɺ

CRAMATIC IRONY 

theɺcentralɺrevelationɺthatɺcreatesɺthisɺstoryɺisɺnotɺdeliveredɺwithɺtheɺ
useɺofɺirony-weɺlearnɺthatɺSchaefferɺȏsɺoneɺofɺtheɺmurderousɺgroupɺatɺtheɺsameɺ
timeɺthatɺ¼ookɺdoes-thereɺareɺotherɺeffectiveɺusesɺofɺdramaticɺironyɺhere.ɺ

WhenɺBookɺsummarilyɺhaulsɺRachelɺandɺSamuelɺoutɺofɺhisɺsister'sɺhouseɺ
andɺdrivesɺthemɺtoɺtheɺfarm,ɺweɺknowɺthatɺheɺisɺwoundedɺandɺthatɺtheyɺareɺ
inɺdanger,ɺ andɺ weɺ knowɺ thatɺ theyɺ areɺunaware.ɺ Theɺ entireɺ effortɺ toɺ passɺ

BookɺoffɺasɺanɺAmishɺman,ɺandɺmakeɺhimɺsuficientlyɺplain,ɺ isɺ tingedɺwithɺ

ironyɺasɺtheɺtouristsɺandɺtownspeopleɺareɺunawareɺofɺtheɺmasquerade.ɺThisɺ

ironyɺisɺbroughtɺtoɺaɺparticularlyɺdramaticɺmomentɺwhenɺBook,ɺlookingɺlikeɺ
anɺAmish,ɺapproachesɺtheɺswaggeringɺyoungɺtoughɺwhoɺhasɺbeenɺtauntingɺ
Daniel.ɺWe areɺwellɺawareɺhowɺgoodɺBookɺisɺatɺ"whacking,"ɺbutɺhisɺyoungɺ
opponentɺ isɺ expectingɺaɺnonviolentɺAmishɺman.ɺ

PREPARATION AN C AF TERMATH 

Theɺ factɺ thatɺ Samuelɺ isɺ the witnessɺ isɺwellɺpreparedɺbyɺshowingɺhimɺasɺaɺ
wide-eyed,ɺ curiousɺboyɺexploringɺtheɺtrainɺstationɺandɺoglingɺeverythingɺinɺ

sightɺwithɺ aɺvoraciousɺ interest.ɺWhenɺheɺwitnessesɺ theɺmurder,ɺ itɺ isɺwithɺ
theɺsameɺwide-eyedɺamaɴement.ɺWhenɺBookɺindsɺtheɺwrongɺsuspectɺandɺ
"whacks"ɺhimɺupɺagainstɺtheɺcarɺtoɺshowɺ toɺtheɺboy,ɺthereɺȐsɺaɺmomentɺ
ofɺpreparationɺinɺtheɺcar,ɺtheɺdisplayɺofɺtheɺsuspect,ɺandɺthenɺaɺparticularlyɺ
effectiveɺsceneɺofɺaftermathɺwhereɺĦachelɺ herɺfearɺandɺdistr­stɺofɺ
Book,ɺhisɺmethodsɺandɺhisɺworld.ɺThisɺisɺespeciallyɺnecessaryɺ inɺaɺstoryɺinɺ
whichɺthisɺclashɺofɺideasɺandɺapproachesɺ isɺcentral.ɺ
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Anotherɺimpoɉtantɺmomentɺinɺtheɺstoryɺfeaturesɺeffectiveɺpreparationɺandɺ
aftermath.ɺ SamuelɺindsɺBook'sɺgunɺandɺ isɺcurious,ɺdrawnɺtoɺ itɺinɺ anɺ iné
nocentɺyetɺirresistibleɺwaɲ.ɺWhenɺBookɺcatchesɺhimɺwithɺit,ɺ weɺhaveɺtwoɺ
contrastingɺscenesɺ forɺ whichɺ thisɺwasɺ aɺpreparation.ɺ First,ɺ Bookɺ lecturesɺ
himɺonɺtheɺdangerɺofɺtheɺgunɺandɺletsɺhimɺtouchɺit,ɺindulgingɺtheɺcuriosity.ɺ

ThenɺEliɺlecturesɺhimɺonɺ theɺ implicationsɺofɺ theɺgunɺandɺ theɺAmishɺwayɺ

ofɺthinkingɺonɺviolenceɺandɺȖilling.ɺ Andɺaɺverɳɺefectiveɺaftermathɺfollowsɺ

inɺwhichɺBookɺgivesɺtheɺgunɺtoɺRachelɺ toɺhide,ɺ separateɺfromɺtheɺbullets.ɺ

P L A NTING A N C  P AYOF F  

�ereɺweɺhaveɺanɺinterestingɺ exampleɺof ɺhowɺ theɺ sameɺmomentɺor ɺsceneɺ
canɺfulillɺmoreɺthanɺoneɺfunction.ɺTheɺaftermathɺofɺ Samuel'sɺdiscoveryɺofɺ
theɺ gun,ɺ discussedɺ above,ɺ comesɺwhenɺBookɺ givesɺ theɺ gunɺ toɺ Rachelɺ toɺ

hide.ɺButɺthisɺisɺalsoɺplantingɺforɺaɺlaterɺmomentɺwhenɺheɺwantsɺitɺandɺgetsɺ
theɺbulletsɺfromɺtheɺlourɺbin,ɺandɺsti l l ɺ laterɺwhenɺheɺneedsɺaɺgunɺandɺweɺ

areɺallɺ tooɺawareɺofɺhowɺ im¦ossibleɺitɺisɺtoɺget.ɺ

Anotherɺuseɺofɺplantingɺandɺ¦ayoffɺoccursɺwhenɺSamuelɺshowsɺBookɺaboutɺ
theɺsiloɺandɺthenɺ usesɺitɺtoɺki l l ɺFergie.ɺTheɺkitchenɺbellɺcall iȵgɺthemɺforɺ
breakfastɺisɺplantedɺandɺpaidɺoffɺatɺtheɺend,ɺwhenɺSamuel'sɺringingɺbringsɺtheɺ
neighbors.ɺWhenɺweɺseeɺBookɺworkingɺwithɺwoodɺtools,ɺixingɺtheɺbirdhouse,ɺ

itɺ isɺ plantingɺ forɺhisɺ "initiation"ɺ intoɺ theɺ Amishɺ communityɺ atɺ theɺ barn­
raising.ɺ Aɺ useɺ ofɺ aɺ lineɺ ofɺ dialogueɺforɺplantingɺ andɺ payofɺ isɺ Eli'sɺ catchɺ

phrase,ɺ "~ouɺbeɺcarefulɺoutɺthereɺamongɺthemɺEnglish,"ɺwhichɺtakesɺonɺaɺ

niceɺironyɺbyɺtheɺtimeɺheɺsaysɺitɺtoɺBookɺatɺtheɺveryɺendɺofɺtheɺstory.ɺ
AɺŝȮeɺexampleɺofɺplantingɺandɺpayoffɺthatɺcreateɺaɺmetaphorɺisɺtheɺuseɺofɺ

bonnet.ɺMostɺofɺtheɺtime,ɺsheɺwearsɺtheɺbonnetɺl ikeɺallɺtheɺotherɺ
Amishɺwomen,ɺandɺatɺtheseɺtimesɺsheɺisɺbehavingɺinɺtheɺexpectedɺandɺtradi­
tionalɺmanner.ɺButɺwhenɺsheɺandɺBookɺdanceɺinɺtheɺbarn,ɺsheɺisɺnotɺwearingɺ
itɺandɺsheɺisɺindulgingɺinɺtheɺforbidden.ɺTheɺsameɺgoesɺforɺtheɺsceneɺwhereɺ
sheɺofersɺherselfɺtoɺhim.ɺWhenɺsheɺseesɺBookɺputtingɺupɺtheɺrepairedɺbird­
houseɺandɺrealizesɺthatɺheɺisɺpreparingɺhimselfɺtoɺgo,ɺsheɺdeliberatelyɺtakesɺ
theɺbonnetɺoff,ɺandɺthatɺactionɺisɺemphasizedɺforɺus;ɺtheɺwearingɺandɺremovingɺ
ofɺthatɺbonnetɺhasɺbecomeɺaɺmetaphor.ɺSheɺisɺbareheadedɺforɺtheirɺpassionateɺ
kissɺwhenɺtheirɺforbiddenɺattractionɺcomesɺoutɺinɺfullɺforce,ɺandɺtheɺabsenceɺ
ofɺtheɺbonnetɺhasɺtakenɺonɺnewɺmeaningɺforɺus.ɺ

ELEMENTS OF T H E  F UTU R E  

A N C  A C VE R TI S I N G  

Aɺ fewɺ examplesɺ of ɺelementsɺ ofɺ theɺ futureɺ occurɺ whenɺ Bookɺ declaresɺ toɺ
Rachelɺthatɺthereɺwon'tɺbeɺaɺtrialɺofɺtheɺmurder;ɺwhenɺheɺcallsɺhisɺpartnerɺ
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andɺ asksɺ howɺ "hot"ɺ heɺ i s ɺandɺ whatɺ theyɺ areɺ goingɺ toɺ do;ɺ whenɺ Eliɺ andɺ

RachelɺdiscussɺtheɺfactɺthatɺBookɺwillɺbeɺ theɺneotɺday;ɺ andɺwhenɺ
EliɺwarnsɺRachelɺ thatɺ sheɺmightɺ beɺshunnedɺforɺbringingɺ "theɺ English"ɺ
intoɺtheirɺworld.ɺEachɺofɺtheseɺmomentsɺpushesɺusɺtoɺanticipateɺwhatɺmayɺ
orɺmayɺnotɺbeɺcomingɺ upɺ later;ɺ itɺ isn'tɺguaranteedɺtoɺhappen,ɺbutɺweɺcanɺ
anticipateɺthatɺitɺmight.ɺ

AɺgoodɺeoampleɺofɺadverɟisingɺcomesɺwhenɺRachelɺinvitesɺBookɺtoɺtheɺ
barn·raisingɺduringɺtheɺdanceɺsceneɺinɺtheɺbarn.ɺ

PLA USIBILITY 

Thereɺisɺnoɺparticularɺneedɺ forɺaɺ suspensionɺofɺ disbeliefɺ inɺ thisɺstory.ɺ Al­
thoughɺweɺmightɺentertainɺtinyɺdoubtsɺaboutɺhowɺhardɺitɺwouldɺbeɺtoɺindɺaɺ
"foreigner²ɺinɺtheɺAmishɺcommunity,ɺtheɺprimaryɺelementsɺinɺthisɺstoryɺcouldɺ
happen.ɺThereɺisɺnothingɺinherentlyɺimplausibleɺinɺaɺcityɺcop,ɺcityɺcrime,ɺandɺ
theɺnonviolentɺAmishɺcommunityɺcomingɺtogetherɺandɺcreatingɺaɺstory.ɺ

Andɺ inɺ theɺareaɺ ofɺ inevitability,ɺ thisɺstoryɺexcels.ɺBecauseɺ soɺmuchɺofɺ

theɺ storyɺ developsɺ whenɺ solutionsɺ toɺshort-termɺproblemsɺ createɺ theɺneɮtɺ

problem,ɺtheɺaudienceɺcomesɺawayɺwithɺtheɺfeelingɺthatɺthisɺstoryɺcouldn'tɺ

reallyɺhaveɺhappenedɺanyɺotherɺway.ɺ

ACTION A ND ACTIVITY 

Eoamplesɺofɺactivitiesɺareɺtheɺservingɺofɺfoodɺatɺtheɺfuneralɺandɺtheɺprep­
arationɺofɺfoodɺatɺtheɺbarn-raising;ɺBookɺioingɺhisɺcarɺinɺtheɺbarn;ɺtheɺbarn­

raisingɺ itself;ɺandɺtheɺringingɺofɺ theɺbellɺforɺbreakfast.ɺ

ButɺwhenɺBookɺpullsɺRachelɺintoɺaɺdanceɺinɺtheɺbarn,ɺitɺisɺanɺaction;ɺheɺ

isɺtryingɺtoɺgetɺ throughɺ toɺher,ɺ toɺbridgeɺtheɺdistance.ɺ Whenɺsheɺturnsɺtoɺ
faceɺhimɺwhenɺbathing,ɺitɺisɺanɺactionɺbecauseɺsheɺisɺofferingɺherself.ɺWhenɺ
Danielɺmakesɺaɺpointɺofɺ sharingɺhisɺlemonadeɺwithɺBookɺduringɺtheɺbarn­

raising,ɺitɺisɺanɺaction,ɺ forɺh�ɺisɺdemonstratingɺthatɺheɺwelcomesɺBookɺandɺ
thatɺnoɺoneɺshouldɺmakeɺanythingɺofɺ theirɺsubtextualɺ rivaly.ɺWhenɺBookɺ

unloadsɺ hisɺ gunɺ andɺ handsɺ itɺ toɺ Saȯuel,ɺ itɺ isɺ anɺ action,ɺ asɺ isɺ Samuel'sɺ
ringingɺofɺtheɺbe�lɺtoɺbringɺth�ɺneighborsɺrunning.ɺ

D IA LOGUE 

Oneɺofɺtheɺprimaryɺusesɺofɺdialogueɺinɺthisɺilmɺisɺinɺdistinguishingɺbetweenɺ

theɺ twoɺworldsɺbeingɺ depicted.ɺ Theɺold-fashionedɺ languageɺ ofɺ theɺAmishɺ
contrastsɺ withɺ theɺ slangɺ andɺ profanity-riddledɺ languageɺ ofɺ theɺ cityɺ andɺ
especiallyɺBook.ɺManyɺusesɺareɺmadeɺofɺ thisɺcontrast,ɺ fromɺRachel'sɺold­
fashionedɺuseɺofɺ"whacking,"ɺtoɺBook'sɺprofanityɺinɺhisɺsleepɺwhileɺRachelɺ
nursesɺhim,ɺtoɺhisɺthreatɺtoɺaɺtouristɺladyɺinɺcityɺlanguageɺwhileɺheɺappearsɺ
toɺbeɺAmish,ɺ toɺSamuel'sɺdescriptionɺofɺMcFeeɺasɺnotɺstumpig. 
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I n ɺaddition,ɺdialogueɺcanɺtakeɺonɺaɺpropheticɺquality,ɺasɺwhenɺDanielɺatɺtheɺ
trainɺstationɺtellsɺSamuelɺthatɺheɺ"willɺseeɺsoɺmanyɺthings"ɺonɺthisɺtrip.ɺAndɺaɺ
ineɺexampleɺofɺanɺoft-repeatedɺlineɺofɺdialogueɺandɺtheɺmanyɺdiferentɺread­
ingsɺ anɺ actorɺ canɺ giveɺ itɺ isɺ Eli'sɺ "Youɺ beɺ carefulɺ outɺ thereɺ amongɺ themɺ
English."ɺ

VISUALS 

Thisɺilmɺisɺvisuallyɺstunning,ɺ almostɺpainterlyɺatɺ times,ɺ butɺtheɺ ofɺ

theɺcompositionsɺisɺ neverɺ allowedɺ toɺ dominateɺ theɺ storytel l ing.ɺ Fromɺtheɺ
openingɺimagesɺofɺieldsɺofɺwavingɺgrain,ɺ toɺ theɺemphasisɺonɺtheɺstatueɺofɺ
anɺangelɺholdingɺ aɺdyingɺpersonɺinɺ theɺ trainɺstation,ɺ weɺ areɺgivenɺvisualɺ
imagesɺ thatɺ reachɺ beyondɺ simplyɺ whatɺ theyɺ showɺ toɺ giveɺ anɺ emotionalɺ
contextɺorɺevenɺaɺveryɺsubtleɺpointerɺinɺtheɺdirectionɺthisɺstoryɺwillɺgo.ɺTheɺ

imageɺofɺtheɺstatueɺinɺ theɺstationɺisɺ repeatedɺwhenɺ Rachelɺ discoversɺ thatɺ
Bookɺhasɺbeenɺwounded.ɺ Sheɺandɺ Eliɺmustɺdragɺhimɺfromɺtheɺcar,ɺ andɺ inɺ
thatɺactionɺ theɺimageɺandɺcompositionɺareɺrepeated.ɺ

WhenɺSchaefer,ɺ�cFee,ɺandɺFergieɺirstɺindɺtheɺLappɺfarmɺinɺtheɺthirdɺ
act,ɺ theirɺ carɺ comesɺ aɺ shortɺ wayɺ ovőrɺ theɺ ridge,ɺ thenɺ itsɺ headlightsɺ areɺ
turnedɺ offɺ andɺ itɺ isɺ backedɺ downɺ offɺ theɺ crestɺ toɺ beɺ outɺ ofɺ sight.ɺ Inɺ theɺ
gloriousɺ countryɺ morning,ɺ thisɺ simpleɺ imageɺ isɺ evocativeɺ andɺ disturbing,ɺ
givingɺtheɺaudienceɺaɺsubtextualɺ feelingɺofɺforeboding.ɺ

WhenɺBookɺandɺRachelɺ areɺsayingɺgood-byeɺatɺtheɺdoorɺatɺ theɺveryɺendɺ
ofɺtheɺstory,ɺ stretchedɺoutɺbehindɺhimɺisɺ theɺroadɺ thatɺwillɺ leadɺhimɺ backɺ

toɺ hisɺ world.ɺ Behindɺ herɺ isɺ theɺhouseɺ andɺherɺworld,ɺ whichɺ sheɺ cannotɺ
leave.ɺTheɺelegantɺsimplicityɺofɺthisɺdesignɺmakesɺwordsɺunnecessary;ɺwhenɺ
sheɺturnsɺinsideɺtoɺherɺworldɺandɺheɺturnsɺoutsideɺtoɺhis,ɺ thereɺisɺnothingɺ
moreɺ toɺ say.ɺ Theɺ visualɺ designɺ lendsɺ aɺ greatɺ dealɺ toɺ theɺ impactɺ ofɺ theɺ
moment.ɺ

CRAMATIC SCENES 

Thereɺareɺaɺgreatɺmanyɺeffectiveɺandɺil�ustrativ�ɺdramaticɺscenesɺinɺthisɺilm.ɺ

WhenɺtheɺAmishɺeldersɺgatherɺaroundɺBook'sɺĳedside,ɺtheyɺhaveɺtheirɺownɺ
wants-toɺbeɺridɺofɺthisɺEnglishɺintruder.ɺAgainstɺthemɺisɺRachel,ɺwhoɺwantsɺ
toɺprotectɺherɺsonɺandɺthereforeɺmustɺkeepɺ¼ookɺawayɺfromɺaɺdoctor.ɺThenɺ
thereɺisɺEli,ɺwhoɺwantsɺtoɺ daughter-in-law,ɺbutɺwishesɺtoɺmaintainɺ
hisɺpositionɺ theɺcommunityɺthatɺthisɺintrusionɺjeopardizes.ɺ Theseɺactiveɺ
andɺconlictingɺ focusɺtheɺmomentsɺandɺmakeɺtheɺsceneɺefective.ɺ

WhenɺEliɺwarnsɺRachelɺaboutɺtheɺpotentialɺofɺbeingɺshunnedɺforɺbringingɺ
Bookɺ intoɺ theɺ community,ɺ thereɺ areɺ soundɺ conlictingɺ wants.ɺ Eliɺ isɺ stillɺ
worriedɺaboutɺhisɺsocialɺstandingɺandɺtheɺpowerɺofɺtheirɺcommunity,ɺwhileɺ
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Rachelɺwantsɺtoɺcontinueɺasɺsheɺhasɺbeenɺandɺwantsɺ itɺknownɺthatɺsheɺhasɺ

doneɺnothingɺwrong.ɺ
Theɺ majorɺ showdownɺ betweenɺ Schaeferɺ andɺ Bookɺ inɺ frontɺ ofɺ allɺ theɺ

Amishɺ witnessesɺ atɺ theɺ endɺ isɺ aɺ strongɺdramaticɺ sceneɺ withɺ aɺ completeɺ
preparationɺandɺaftermath.ɺ Schaeferɺhasɺstayedɺclearɺofɺtheɺviolenceɺuntilɺ
McFeeɺisɺkilled,ɺbutɺheɺdragsɺRachelɺandɺEliɺtowardɺtheɺbarn,ɺ thenɺholdsɺ
aɺgunɺtoɺRachel'sɺheadɺtoɺdisarmɺBook.ɺWhileɺdramaticɺonɺtheɺsuäace,ɺallɺ
ofɺthisɺisɺreallyɺpreparationɺforɺtheɺmajorɺscene,ɺtheɺshowdownɺoverɺtheɺboyɺ
andɺBook.ɺ Schaefferɺdidn'tɺ comeɺ toɺ killɺ Rachel,ɺ thoughɺhe'sɺ sayingɺ he'sɺ

willingɺtoɺdoɺitɺtoɺgetɺhisɺway.ɺThisɺpreparationɺpromotesɺaɺfeelingɺofɺurgencyɺ

thatɺleadsɺintoɺtheɺsceneɺwhereɺbothɺRachelɺandɺSchaeferɺbecomeɺhyster­
icalɺwhileɺBook,ɺ thoughɺexcited,ɺisɺableɺtoɺtakeɺcharge.ɺWhenɺheɺhasɺcon­
vincedɺ Schaefferɺ ofɺ theɺ impossibilityɺ ofɺ winningɺ andɺ Schaeferɺ givesɺ up,ɺ
thereɺ isɺaɺbriefɺaftermathɺwhereɺweɺareɺallowedɺtoɺdigestɺallɺthisɺandɺeven,ɺ
inɺaɺsense,ɺ feelɺsomeɺdegreeɺofɺsympathyɺforɺSchaefer.ɺ

S P ECIA L  NOTES 

Oneɺofɺtheɺmostɺ interestingɺaspectsɺ ofɺ Witness isɺ theɺfactɺ thatɺ theɺ nocietalɺ
elementsɺdominateɺtheɺpersonalɺsideɺofɺtheɺstory.ɺThisɺ isɺaɺstoryɺaboutɺtheɺ
clashɺofɺtwoɺcultures.ɺBook,ɺRachel,ɺSamuel³ɺEli,ɺandɺSchaeferɺallɺbecomeɺ
speciicɺhumanɺbeings,ɺbutɺ theɺdrivingɺ forceɺ behindɺ theirɺconlictsɺhasɺtoɺ

doɺ withɺ theirɺ diferentɺ cultures.ɺ Theɺ collisionɺ ofɺ theɺ violentɺ urbanɺ lifeɺofɺ
cityɺcopsɺwithɺtheɺtranquilɺandɺaggressivelyɺnonviolentɺworldɺofɺtheɺAmishɺ
createsɺandɺsustainsɺ thisɺ story.ɺ

Asɺ discussedɺ inɺ theɺ îTheme"ɺ sectionɺabove,ɺ thisɺilmɺisɺanɺexplorationɺ

ofɺ theɺusesɺ ofɺforceɺinɺourɺworld.ɺTheɺstorytelȦersɺareɺwiseɺ enoughɺnotɺ toɺ
attemptɺtoɺcoerceɺanɺanswerɺoutɺofɺtheɺmaterial,ɺtoɺmakeɺthisɺanɺindictmentɺ

orɺaɺ thesisɺ insteadɺofɺ anɺ exploration.ɺ Àfɺ theyɺ hadɺ theɺ def�nitiveɺ answerɺtoɺ
forceɺ andɺ violenceɺ inɺ society,ɺ theyɺ shouldn'tɺ makeɺ aɺ ilmɺ butɺ shouldɺ goɺ
directlyɺtoɺtheɺ}nitedɺĢationsɺwithɺit.ɺÅhatɺtheyɺhaveɺcreatedɺisɺanɺexplo­
rationɺofɺaɺcomplexɺandɺtroublingɺissue.ɺModernɺurbanɺsocietyɺisn'tɺdepictedɺ
asɺallɺ badɺandɺtheɺAmishɺarenrtɺallɺgood;ɺ thereɺareɺ formsɺofɺ foɊceɺinɺbothɺ
societies,ɺjustɺasɺthereɺareɺadmirableɺthingsɺaboutɺthemɺboth.ɺWhile,ɺ inɺtheɺ

end,ɺoneɺuseɺofɺforceɺtriumphsɺoverɺanother,ɺthatɺcanɺhardlyɺbeɺaɺuniversallyɺ
applicableɺsolution.ɺ Rather,ɺwhatɺtheɺilmmakersɺhaveɺdoneɺisɺtoɺmakeɺtheɺ
audienceɺconfrontɺitsɺownɺ feelingsɺaboutɺviolenceɺandɺ theɺuseɺofɺforce,ɺ toɺ
seeɺthatɺitɺisɺcomplicatedɺandɺthereɺareɺnoɺpatɺanswers,ɺbut,ɺmostɺimportant,ɺ
toɺexploreɺhowɺeachɺofɺusɺfeelsɺaboutɺtheɺvariousɺfacesɺofɺforceɺweɺcomeɺtoɺ
knowɺ inɺtheɺstory.ɺ



(1951) 

Written by Tennessee Williams from his play, 

with an adaptation by Oscar Saul 

Directed by Elia Kazan 

�roducedɺwhenɺWilliamsɺwasɺ stillɺ inɺhisɺearlyɺ thirties,ɺ thisɺplayɺhasɺ en­
joyedɺenormousɺsuccessɺonɺstagesɺtheɺworldɺover,ɺandɺhadɺaɺ superbɺ trans­
lationɺtoɺtheɺscreenɺunderɺ theɺsameɺtitle.ɺTheɺplayɺwonɺWilliamsɺtheɺirstɺ
ofɺhisɺ twoɺPulitperɺPripes,ɺwhileɺtheɺ ilmɺversionɺwasɺ nominatedɺ forɺnineɺ

AcademyɺAwardsɺinɺallɺ theɺmajorɺcreativeɺcategories.ɺ Itɺwonɺthreeɺactingɺ
awards;ɺ onlyɺ MarlonɺBrandoɺ asɺ Stanley,ɺ ofɺ theɺ fourɺ principalɺ characters,ɺ

didɺnotɺreceiveɺtopɺhonorsɺforɺhisɺwork.ɺ

(Note:ɺTheɺfollowingɺsynopsisɺandɺanalysisɺareɺbasedɺonɺtheɺilmɺversionɺ

ofɺ theɺ stoy,ɺ sinceɺitɺwasɺbroughtɺtoɺ theɺ screenɺwithɺWilliams'sɺextensiveɺ
collaborationɺandɺitɺ isɺreadilyɺavailableɺonɺvideocassetteɺforɺstudy.)ɺ

SÈ�Â�SĜSɺ
Blancheɺ DuBoisɺ arrivesɺ inɺ theɺ Newɺ Orleansɺ trainɺ stationɺ lookingɺ aɺ littleɺ

lostɺandɺseekingɺdirectionsɺtoɺindɺaɺstreetcarɺtoɺ Fields.ɺ Whenɺsheɺ

arrives,ɺtheɺrowdyɺbarɺandɺstreetɺlifeɺscaresɺher,ɺbutɺsheɺindsɺherɺwayɺintoɺ

theɺcourtyardɺofɺherɺsister'sɺapartmentɺbuilding-aɺplaceɺsheɺcan'tɺbelieveɺ
herɺsisterɺlivesɺin.ɺ Sheɺisɺsentɺtoɺindɺherɺsisterɺatɺaɺbowlingɺalley.ɺSheɺandɺ
StellaɺhugɺwhileɺStella'sɺhusbandɺhasɺaɺ ightɺoverɺlaneɺassignments.ɺ Theɺ
sistersɺretireɺtoɺ theɺalleyɺbar,ɺwhereɺBlancheɺdownsɺtwoɺquickɺdrinksɺandɺ
trȑesɺtoɺexplainɺwhyɺsheɺleftɺhomeɺbeforeɺtheɺendɺofɺtheɺsemester.ɺ|heyɺtallɺ
aboutɺtheirɺfamilyɺhome,ɺBelleɺ

Blancheɺ isɺsurprisedɺatɺhowɺsmallɺandɺplainɺStella'sɺhomeɺis,ɺ andɺwon­
dersɺhowɺStanleyɺwillɺreactɺtoɺherɺcomingɺtoɺstayɺwithɺthem.ɺ Stellaɺrevealsɺ
herɺ deep,ɺ passionateɺyearningɺ forɺ Stanleyɺ whenɺ he'sɺ onɺ theɺ road,ɺ whileɺ
Blancheɺbringsɺupɺtheɺsacriicesɺsheɺmadeɺtryingɺtoɺ leepɺBelleɺReve,ɺandɺ
saysɺsheɺisɺnotɺ toɺblameɺforɺitɺbeingɺlost.ɺWhileɺBlancheɺalwaysɺseemsɺonɺ
theɺedgeɺofɺhysteria,ɺwhenɺsheɺirstɺmeetsɺStanley,ɺsheɺjustɺseemsɺprimɺandɺ
aɺlittleɺskittish.ɺButɺaɺcatɺscreechɺmalesɺherɺloseɺherɺcontrolɺandɺgoɺintoɺ
memory.ɺ

StellaɺasksɺStanleyɺnotɺ toɺ tellɺBlancheɺthatɺshe'sɺpregnant,ɺ butɺ revealsɺ

166. 
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toɺhimɺthatɺBelleɺReveɺhasɺbeenɺlostýɺ SuspiciousɺthatɺBlancheɺhasɺcheatedɺ

herɺsisterɺofɺtheɺfamilyɺestate,ɺandɺcitingɺtheɺNapoleonicɺ Code,ɺStanleyɺgoesɺ
throughɺ theɺ �ashyɺ andɺ seeminglyɺ expensiveɺ thingsɺ inɺ Blanche'sɺ trunk.ɺ
Bathed,ɺperfumed,ɺandɺaffected,ɺBlancheɺputsɺherɺcaseɺbackɺtogetherɺwhileɺ
Stanleyɺaccusesɺherɺofɺ cheatingɺ them.ɺ Blancheɺ showsɺhimɺ tonsɺofɺ papersɺ
onɺ theɺ familyɺestate,ɺ butɺ closelyɺ guardsɺaɺ packetɺ ofɺ loveɺ lettersɺ fromɺherɺ

lateɺhusband.ɺ Stanleyɺ looksɺ throughɺ theɺpapers,ɺ sayingɺ thatɺ aɺmanɺhasɺ toɺ
lookɺoutɺforɺhisɺwife'sɺaffairs,ɺespecia�lyɺwithɺaɺbabyɺcoming.ɺ

Whileɺ theɺ sistersɺgoɺ outɺ forɺ theɺ evening,ɺ Stanleyɺhasɺ hisɺ buddiesɺ overɺ

forɺpoker,ɺ includingɺtheɺmanɺwhoɺlivesɺupstairsɺandɺhisɺbestɺ friend,ɺMitch.ɺ

Whenɺ theɺ gameɺgoesɺ onɺ laterɺthanɺ itɺ should,ɺ theɺ wifeɺ ofɺ theɺ manɺ fromɺ
upstairsɺmakesɺthreats,ɺandɺMitchɺwantsɺtoɺgoɺhomeɺtoɺtakeɺcareɺofɺhisɺsickɺ
mother.ɺ Stellaɺtriesɺtoɺbreakɺupɺtheɺgame,ɺwhileɺMitchɺandɺBlancheɺmeetɺ
andɺ indɺ eachɺ otherɺ interesting.ɺ Theyɺdiscoverɺaɺ sharedɺ "sensitivity"ɺ andɺ
loveɺ ofɺ theɺ poetryɺ ofɺ Browning.ɺ Blancheɺ turnsɺ onɺ theɺ radioɺ andɺmakesɺ aɺ
gushyɺ showɺ forɺ Mitchɺ whileɺ Stanleyɺ losesɺ aɺ handɺ andɺ angrilyɺ throwsɺ theɺ
radioɺoutɺtheɺwindow,ɺthenɺhitsɺStella.ɺTheɺsistersɺendɺupɺupstairsɺwithɺtheɺ
neighbor'sɺwife,ɺ whileɺ theɺmenɺ restrainɺ Stanleyɺ andɺ soberɺ himɺ upɺ inɺ theɺ

shower.ɺHeɺisɺovercomeɺwithɺremorseɺandɺcallsɺforɺStella,ɺand,ɺtoɺBlancȅe'sɺ
horrorɺandɺsurprise,ɺsheɺgoesɺdownstairsɺtoɺhim.ɺ

Inɺ theɺmorning,ɺBlancheɺ isɺastoundedɺtoɺindɺStellaɺ lookingɺ contented.ɺ
WithoutɺknowingɺthatɺStanleyɺcanɺoverhearɺthem,ɺBlancheɺtriesɺtoɺpersuadeɺ
Stellaɺ toɺ leaveɺ Stanley,ɺ callingɺ himɺ commonɺandɺ aɺbrute.ɺ Stanleyɺ returnsɺ

withoutɺbetrayingɺwhatɺhŒɺhasɺheard,ɺandɺcharmsɺStella.ɺButɺlaterɺheɺasksɺ
Blancheɺ ifɺ sheɺknowsɺaɺMr.ɺ Shawɺandɺ theɺ Flamingoɺ Hotel.ɺ Sheɺdeniesɺ it,ɺ
butɺlaterɺ asksɺ Stellaɺifɺshe'sɺheardɺanyɺ gossipɺaboutɺher.ɺ Blancheɺadmitsɺ

howɺbadlyɺsheɺwantsɺMitchɺandɺthatɺsheɺwantsɺtoɺleaveɺandɺshe'llɺnoɺlongerɺ

beɺtroubleɺtoɺanyone.ɺAloneɺinɺtheɺhouse,ɺBlancheɺmeetsɺaɺhandsomeɺyoungɺ
manɺwhoɺremindsɺherɺofɺherɺdeadɺhusband,ɺandɺsheɺkissesɺhimɺrightɺbeforeɺ

Mitchɺcomesɺtoɺtakeɺherɺoutɺforɺtheɺevening.ɺ
MitchɺisɺclearlyɺsmittenɺwithɺBlanche,ɺ withɺherɺwitɺandɺknowl­

edgeɺandɺtakenɺ byɺherɺ decorum.ɺ Still,ɺheɺwouldɺ�iÞeɺmoreɺphys­
icalɺ affection,ɺ butɺ sheɺ holdsɺhimɺ atɺ bayɺ withɺherɺ "old-fashionedɺ ideas."ɺ
TheyɺtalkɺaboutɺtheirɺlonelinessɺandɺBlancheɺrevealsɺthatɺsheɺfeelsɺsheɺ isɺ
respoȶsibleɺforɺherɺhusband'sɺdeath;ɺheɺwasɺweak,ɺsheɺlostɺrespectɺforɺhim,ɺ
andɺheɺkilledɺhimself.ɺ

Later,ɺ Mitchɺ ightsɺ withɺ Stanleyɺ overɺ whatɺ theɺ latterɺ hasɺ saidɺ aboutɺ
Blanche.ɺ Then,ɺ atɺ home,ɺ Stanleyɺ tellsɺ Stellaɺwhatɺ everyoneɺ inɺBlanche'sɺ
hometownɺ isɺ sayingɺ aboutɺ her,ɺ evenɺ thatɺ sheɺ wasɺ iredɺ afterɺ gettingɺ in­
volvedɺwithɺ aɺ teenagedɺboy.ɺ Heɺalsoɺ revealsɺ thatɺ Mitchɺ hasɺ beenɺwisedɺ
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up.ɺ Thatɺ nightɺ Mitchɺ doesn'tɺ showɺ upɺ forɺ Blanche'sɺ birthdayɺ dinner.ɺ
Stellaɺ lashesɺ outɺ inɺ angerɺatɺ Stanley;ɺ heɺdestroysɺhisɺ dishesɺandɺ saysɺ heɺ
isɺ "kingɺ aroundɺhere."ɺBlancheɺ callsɺ Mitchɺ whileɺ Stellaɺ remindsɺStanleyɺ
ofɺ howɺ thingsɺ usedɺ toɺ beɺbetweenɺthem.ɺ Whileɺ Stellaɺ lightsɺ theɺ candlesɺ
onɺ Blanche'sɺ birthdayɺ cake,ɺ Stanleyɺgivesɺ herɺ aɺ busɺ ticketɺ home.ɺ

Stellaɺ goesɺ intoɺ labor,ɺ andɺ Stanleyɺ takesɺ herɺ toɺ theɺ hospital,ɺ leavingɺ
wlancheɺhomeɺalone.ɺ Mitchɺindsɺherɺgroggyɺandɺdrunk.ɺ Heɺwantsɺ toɺ seeɺ
herɺface,ɺandɺheɺconfrontsɺherɺwithɺwhatɺheɺhasɺheard,ɺmakingɺherɺadmitɺ

thatɺsheɺhadɺ"meetingsɺwithɺ strangers,"ɺ includingɺaɺ teenagedɺboy.ɺ Mitchɺ
triesɺtoɺembraceɺher,ɺbutɺisɺonlyɺinterestedɺinɺsexɺwithɺherɺnow.ɺSheɺscreamsɺ

andɺsendsɺhimɺrunning,ɺthenɺhidesɺfromɺtheɺneighborsɺandɺpoliceɺwhoɺcomeɺ
toɺ check.ɺ

Allɺ dressedɺ upɺ inɺ herɺ mock-expensiveɺ clothes,ɺ includingɺ aɺ tiara,ɺ
Blancheɺ dancesɺaboutɺwhenɺStanleyɺcomesɺhomeɺhighɺandɺ joyfulɺoverɺhisɺ
impendingɺfatherhood.ɺSheɺtellsɺhimɺsheɺhasɺreceivedɺaɺca�leɺfromɺanɺoldɺ
beauɺandɺ isɺinvitedɺonɺaɺcruise.ɺAşɠeɋɺbelievingɺherɺatɺirst,ɺStanleyɺthrowsɺ

herɺfantasiesɺandɺliesɺbackɺ atɺ her.ɺWhenɺsheɺattemptsɺtoɺ leave,ɺheɺblocksɺ
herɺwayɺ andɺ thenɺrapesɺher.ɺ Later,ɺ withɺ theɺ babyɺ atɺ homeɺ andɺ theɺmenɺ
playingɺpoker,ɺStellaɺtriesɺtoɺprepareɺ BlancheɺfoɌɺgoingɺ away,ɺ thoughɺsheɺ
doesn'tɺrevealɺ toɺBlancheɺthatɺsheɺ isɺ toɺ beɺ takenɺ toɺ aɺ sanitariumɺ inɺ theɺ
country.ɺBlancheɺhasɺclearlyɺlostɺallɺ touchɺwithɺreal �ty,ɺ andɺisɺstillɺwaitingɺ
forɺ theɺbeauɺwithɺ theɺyacht.ɺWhenɺsheɺ isɺconŞrontedɺwithɺ theɺdoctorɺandɺ
matronɺwhoɺhaveɺcomeɺtoɺtakeɺher,ɺBlancheɺisɺafraidɺatɺ irst,ɺ butɺthen,ɺ inɺ
theɺend,ɺ sheɺ goes,ɺ depending,ɺ asɺalways,ɺ onɺ"theɺkindnessɺofɺstrangers.²ɺ

Meanwhile,ɺ Stanleyɺhasɺbeenɺdenyingɺthatɺheɺtouchedɺher,ɺ butɺMitchɺhasɺ
toɺbeɺstoppedɺfromɺpunchingɺ him,ɺ andɺStellaɺ outɺ ofɺ theɺhouseɺwithɺ
theirɺbaby,ɺvowingɺneverɺtoɺreturn.ɺ

PROTAGONIST AN C OBJECTIVE 

Blancheɺ isɺ c learlyɺ theɺ protagonist;ɺ itɺ isɺ herɺ story,ɺ notɺ Stanley's,ɺ thatɺ weɺ
follow.ɺTheɺprotagonistɺandɺtheɺobjectiveɺgoɺhandɺinɺhand;ɺ ifɺtheɺprotagonistɺ
isɺstrong,ɺ assertive,ɺandɺcapable,ɺtheɺobjectiveɺmustɺbeɺsomethingɺdificultɺ
forɺthatɺpersonɺtoɺachieve.ɺÀnɺthisɺcase,ɺBlancheɺiɕɺweak;ɺsheɺneedsɺshelter,ɺ
sympathy,ɺandɺunderstanding.ɺSheɺasksɺmoreɺthanɺlife,ɺespeciallyɺhers,ɺcanɺ
deliver.ɺ Sheɺ isɺ aɺ womanɺ onɺtheɺraggedɺ edge,ɺ nearɺdesperation,ɺ someoneɺ
whoɺ isɺ tryingɺ toɺ saveɺherself,ɺ butɺ sheɺ hasɺveryɺ fewɺ effectiveɺ resourcesɺ toɺ
makeɺ itɺhappen.ɺ Soɺherɺ objectiveɺ couldɺbeɺtoɺmakeɺ lifeɺ giveɺherɺwhatɺsheɺ
needsɺforɺherɺemotionalɺsurvival,ɺbutɺherɺtoolsɺareɺweakɺandɺherɺeffortsɺareɺ
mostlyɺfantasy.ɺ
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þɺ WhileɺBlanche'sɺownɺweaknessɺ contributesɺ toɺherɺdownfall,ɺ Stanleyɺisɺtheɺ

principalɺobstacleɺthatɺsheɺfaces.ɺÅereɺitɺnotɺ forɺhim,ɺ sheɺmightɺpossiblyɺ

indɺaɺplaceɺinɺsociety;ɺsheɺmightɺevenɺmarryɺMitchɺandɺliveɺhappily.ɺButɺ

herɺ airsɺ andɺpretensionsɺ toɺ reinement,ɺ herɺattemptsɺtoɺ drawɺ Stellaɺ awayɺ
fromɺhim,ɺandɺevenɺherɺpresenceɺinɺtheɺlittleɺlatɺallɺleadɺStanleyɺtoɺregardɺ
herɺasɺaɺthreatɺtoɺhisɺmarriageɺandɺhisɺwayɺofɺlife.ɺAlso,ɺherɺpastɺisɺaɺmajorɺ
obstacleɺforɺher.ɺ Notɺonlyɺtheɺpastɺinɺ theɺ FlamingoɺHotelɺ thatɺ catchesɺupɺ
withɺher,ɺbutɺtheɺdeathɺofɺherɺyoungɺhusbandɺandɺtheɺguiltɺsheɺcarriesɺfromɺ
it,ɺ asɺwellɺ asɺ theɺ relentlessɺdiminishmentɺ andɺultimateɺ lossɺ ofɺ theɺ familyɺ
estate,ɺBelleɺReve.ɺTheseɺghosts-allɺthisɺbaggageɺsheɺcarries�makeɺherɺ

weakɺandɺ toɺStanley'sɺopposition.ɺ

PREMISE AN C O PENING 

Blanche,ɺ aɺ sensitiveɺ andɺ reinedɺschoolteacherɺwhoɺhasɺlostɺaɺhusbandɺtoɺ
suicideɺandɺlostɺtheɺfamilyɺestateɺtoɺinancialɺreverses,ɺhasɺtakenɺupɺaɺlifeɺ
ofɺhavingɺ"meetingsɺwithɺ strangers"ɺ inɺ aɺ small-townɺhotel,ɺ includingɺoneɺ
withɺaɺ teenagedɺboy.ɺWhenɺsheɺisɺiredɺ fromɺtheɺschoolɺandɺdrivenɺoutɺofɺ
town,ɺ sheɺ goesɺ toɺ stayɺ withɺ herɺ sisterɺ inɺ Newɺ Orleans.ɺ Butɺ herɺ sisterɺ isɺ
marriedɺtoɺaɺcoarse,ɺsometimesɺbrutishɺman,ɺandɺtheyɺliveɺinɺaɺlatɺfarɺtooɺ

smallɺtoɺcontainɺtheɺthreeɺofɺthemɺpeace�ully.ɺ

Forɺhisɺopening,ɺWilliamsɺchoseɺ toɺ showɺBlanche'sɺarrivalɺinɺNewɺ Or­
leans.ɺ Theɺirstɺthingɺsheɺdoesɺuponɺleavingɺtheɺtrainɺisɺtoɺaskɺtheɺhelpɺofɺ
aɺstranger,ɺaɺyoungɺsailor.ɺWhenɺsheɺarr�vesɺinɺherɺsiɖter'sɺneighborhood,ɺ

sheɺ isɺ frightenedɺ byɺ theɺ rowdyɺnatureɺofɺ theɺ placeɺ andɺ distressedɺbyɺtheɺ
conditionsɺherɺsisterɺapparentlyɺlivesɺin.ɺ

MAIN TENSION, CULMINATION, 

AND RESOLUTION 

Onceɺ theɺconlictɺbetweenɺBlancheɺandɺ StanleyɺoverɺBelleɺReveɺhasɺbeenɺ
establishedɺandɺsheɺisɺfullyɺmovedɺintoɺtheɺapartment,ɺ theɺmainɺtensionɺisɺ
established.ɺWillɺBlancheɺbeɺableɺtoɺmakeɺaɺworld-orɺaɺplaceɺforɺherselfɺ
inɺtheɺworld-thatɺfulil lsɺherɺdesperateɺneeds?ɺ

|heɺculminationɺcomesɺwhenɺStanleyɺgivesɺBlancheɺaɺticketɺhome,ɺsum­
marilyɺ herɺshakyɺwelcomeɺthere,ɺandɺsheɺ Stella,ɺherɺprotector,ɺ
whoɺgoesɺtoɺtheɺhospitalɺtoɺhaveɺherɺbaby.ɺRightɺonɺtheɺheelsɺofɺthis,ɺMitchɺ
comes,ɺnailingɺshutɺtheɺcofinɺthatɺhasɺalreadyɺbeenɺclosed.ɺ

TheɺresolutionɺoccursɺwhenɺBlancheɺisɺaboutɺtoɺbeɺtakenɺaway,ɺandɺsheɺ
hasɺcompletelyɺretreatedɺfromɺtheɺworldɺintoɺfantasyɺandɺremembrance.ɺ
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THEME 

Thematically,ɺthisɺstoryɺrevolvesɺaroundɺself-deception.ɺBlancheɺisɺaɺgrandɺ

masterɺatɺmakingɺherselfɺbelieveɺwhatɺsheɺwantsɺtoɺbelieve,ɺifɺonlyɺforɺbriefɺ
moments.ɺStanleyɺisɺtheɺpolarɺopposite,ɺyetɺofɺtheɺsameɺmaterial.ɺHeɺdoesn'tɺ
goɺ inɺ forɺmake-believe,ɺ yetɺsomehowɺconvincesɺhimselfɺthatɺheɺ isɺkingɺofɺ
hisɺcastle.ɺStella,ɺ thoughɺirmlyɺrootedɺinɺreality,ɺ triesɺvaliantlyɺtoɺbelieveɺ
thatɺthingsɺwillɺbeɺokay,ɺthatɺsheɺcanɺkeepɺtheɺpeaceɺbetweenɺhusbandɺandɺ
sister.ɺAndɺMitchɺisɺBlanche'sɺ kindredɺ spirit,ɺ thoughɺhardlyɺsoɺ extreme.ɺ
đeɺ isɺ takenɺ inɺbyɺ herɺ airsɺ andɺ swallowsɺherɺpretensesɺbecausŃɺ heɺwantsɺ

themɺtoɺbeɺtrue.ɺ
Theɺ resolutionɺ irmlyɺ cementsɺ thisɺ thematicɺ design.ɺ Blancheɺ hasɺ re­

treatedɺtotallyɺ intoɺ self-deception.ɺ Stellaɺhasɺinallyɺhadɺherɺ eyesɺ openedɺ
toɺ herɺ husband,ɺ Stanley,ɺ whoɺ nowɺ deceivesɺ himselfɺ whenɺ heɺ thinksɺ hisɺ
denialsɺareɺplausible.ɺ

UN I TY 

Theɺunityɺofɺactionɺisɺtheɺprevailingɺelementɺhere,ɺthoughɺtheɺunityɺofɺplaceɺ
isɺalsoɺimportant,ɺowingɺtoɺtheɺtheatricalɺoriginsɺofɺtheɺstory.ɺ Allɺelementsɺ

iȰɺ theɺ tellingɺofɺ thisɺ stoyɺ relateɺtoɺ Blancheɺandɺ theɺ circumstanceɺofɺ herɺ
downfall.ɺ

EX P O S I T I ON 

Blan�heɺisɺaɺwomanɺwithɺaɺgreatɺdÏalɺofɺbaggage,ɺliterallyɺandɺiguratively.ɺ
Theɺearliestɺexpositionɺcomesɺoutɺ inɺtheɺsceneɺwithɺStellaɺwhereɺBlancheɺ
isɺdefensiveɺ aboutɺ leavingɺschoolɺ inɺmid-semester-Blancheɺperceivesɺ aɺ

conlict,ɺ evenɺifɺ Stellaɺdoesn'tɺ intendɺ it.ɺButɺmuchɺofɺ theɺearlyɺ expositionɺ
isɺaĴcomplishedɺbyɺtheɺstoryɺofɺherɺtrunk.ɺTheɺlossɺofɺBelleɺReve,ɺtheɺstyleɺ
ofɺlifeɺBlanche'sɺclothesɺimply,ɺ theɺ loveɺ lettersɺfromɺherɺdeadɺhusband�
allɺareɺrevealedɺwithɺtheɺtrunk.ɺ

SomeɺofɺtheɺexpositionɺofɺBlanche'sɺpastɺbecomesɺaɺweaponɺinɺStanley'sɺ
warɺonɺher,ɺandɺthusɺitsɺrevelationɺisɺdoneɺcompletelyɺthroughɺconlict.ɺThisɺ
conlictɺ isɺ notɺ immediatelyɺevidentɺwhenɺBlancheɺ tellsɺ Mitchɺ aboutɺ herɺ
husbĭnd.ɺYetɺevenɺhere,ɺwhereɺsheɺvolunteersɺtheɺinformation,ɺherɺinternalɺ
conlictɺisɺsoɺpalpable,ɺandɺMitch'sɺreactionɺtoɺtheɺinformationɺsoɺvisceral,ɺ
thatɺaɺ subtextɺofɺconlictɺisɺconveyed.ɺ

CHARACTERIZ AT I ON 

Itɺwoɢldɺbeɺhardɺtoɺindɺfourɺmoreɺsharplyɺdrawnɺandɺcontrastingɺcharactersɺ
thanɺtheɺprinĵipalsɺhere.ɺBlancheɺisɺshownɺtoɺbeɺjittery,ɺlighty,ɺandɺskittish,ɺ
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puttingɺonɺairsɺandɺtryingɺtoɺdistanceɺherselfɺfromɺearthyɺandɺearthlyɺmat­

ters.ɺ Stanleyɺ isɺ ofɺ theɺ earth,ɺ dirtyɺ andɺ coarsÐɺ andɺ revelingɺ inɺhisɺ contactɺ
withɺeverythingɺsheɺabhors.ɺ Stella,ɺ thoughɺsheɺisɺBlanche'sɺsister,ɺ isɺmoreɺ

likeɺStanley.ɺ Moreɺreined,ɺ perhaps,ɺbutɺsheɺclearlyɺlovesɺtheɺsensual,ɺ theɺ
ea¨hlyɺpleasures,ɺtheɺplebeianɺmanlinessɺofɺStanley.ɺAndɺMitchɺisɺdepictedɺ

asɺaɺmanɺtornɺbetweenɺtheɺsensitivityɺofɺaɺmama'sɺboyɺandɺtheɺrough-and­
tumbleɺworldɺofɺhisɺfriends.ɺ

Tellingɺ momentsɺ inɺ theɺ characterizationsɺ ofɺ theseɺ fourɺ includeɺ whenɺ
Blancheɺbuysɺ aɺ paperɺ lanternɺ toɺmakeɺaɺ shadeɺ forɺ theɺ bareɺ bulbɺ inɺ herɺ
room,ɺ toɺdressɺrealityɺinɺaɺbetterɺglow.ɺ Inɺtheɺsameɺsceneɺwher�ɺ sheɺasksɺ
Mitchɺtoɺputɺtheɺlanternɺup,ɺ heɺrevealsɺhisɺcigaretteɺcase,ɺwhichɺisɺinsideɺ
aɺprotectiveɺsleeve,ɺaɺrevealingɺdetail.ɺStellaɺshowsɺsomeɺofɺherɺnatureɺwhenɺ
sheɺhugsɺtheɺpictureɺofɺStanleyɺandɺtalksɺaboutɺhowɺsheɺcan'tɺstandɺitɺwhenɺ
heɺisɺaway.ɺ StanleyɺisɺintroducedɺĶreatingɺaɺightɺinɺtheɺbowlingɺalley,ɺandɺ
thenɺshowsɺupɺatɺhomeɺinɺaɺsweat-soakedɺshirtɺthatɺheɺsummarilyɺstripsɺofɺ

inɺfrontɺofɺBlanche.ɺ

D EVELOPMENT OF THE STORY 

Thisɺstoryɺdevelopsɺoutɺofɺaɺsimpleɺparadigm.ɺBlancheɺmovesɺintoɺtheɺhouseɺ
wantingɺ toɺ indɺ aɺ home,ɺ someɺprotectionɺandɺ solaceɺ fromɺ theɺ world.ɺ Butɺ

Blanche'sɺveryɺpresenceɺinɺtheɺhome,ɺ toɺsayɺnothingɺofɺherɺefortsɺtoɺdrawɺ

herɺsisterɺawayɺfromɺherɺhusband,ɺthreatensɺStanley'sɺmarriageɺandɺhisɺwayɺ

ofɺ life.ɺ Fromɺthisɺelementalɺandɺ irresolvableɺconlictɺstemsɺtheɺrestɺofɺ theɺ
story.ɺ

WhenɺBlancheɺtriesɺtoɺgainɺaɺfootholdɺinɺtheɺhouse,ɺitɺisɺanɺeffortɺtowardɺ
achievingɺ herɺ goal;ɺ soɺ areɺ herɺ attemptsɺ toɺ showɺ Stellaɺ theɺ coarsenessɺ ofɺ
Stanley.ɺ Stanley'sɺattemptsɺtoɺindɺaɺleverɺtoɺpryɺBlancheɺoutɺofɺhisɺlifeɺareɺ
basedɺonɺhisɺgoalɺofɺdefendingɺhisɺmarriageɺandɺhome.ɺWhenɺMitchɺbeginsɺ

toɺ fallɺ forɺBlanche,ɺ sheɺrightlyɺseesɺhisɺ interestɺasɺ anɺ oppoȾtunityɺ toɺ getɺ

whatɺsheɺneedsɺwithoutɺhavingɺtoɺightɺStanleyɺforɺit.ɺButɺbyɺtheɺtimeɺStanleyɺ
hasɺhisɺ weaponɺ againstɺher,ɺ hisɺknowledgeɺ ofɺher past, heɺ isɺ so 

vindictiveɺthatɺheɺusesɺitɺandɺdestroysɺtheɺoneɺopportunityɺforɺbothɺofɺthemɺ
toɺgetɺwhatɺtheyɺwant.ɺ

D RAMATIC IRONY 

Dramaticɺironyɺisɺusedɺtoɺstrongɺefectɺinɺthisɺstory.ɺWeɺalreadyɺknowɺaboutɺ
Stanley'sɺsuspicionsɺconcerningɺtheɺlossɺofɺBelleɺReve,ɺwhenɺanɺunwittingɺ
Blancheɺcomesɺoutɺofɺ theɺbathroomɺandɺ isɺlirtatious.ɺ Laterɺweɺknowɺthatɺ
heɺhasɺoverheardɺBlanche'sɺattackɺonɺhim-andɺStella'sɺdefenseɺofɺhim-
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andɺneitherɺwomanɺknowsɺheɺhas.ɺ Particularlyɺduringɺtheɺbirthdayɺdinnerɺ
scene,ɺdramaticɺironyɺhasɺaɺgreatɺdealɺofɺimpact.ɺWeɺknowɺwhyɺMitchɺhasn'tɺ

come,ɺ andɺweɺknowɺthatɺStellaɺisɺbrokenɺupɺaboutɺ it,ɺ butɺBlancheɺknowsɺ
noneɺofɺit.ɺWhenɺBlancheɺtellsɺStanleyɺthatɺshe'sɺbeenɺinvitedɺonɺaɺyacht,ɺ
weɺknowɺitɺisn'tɺtrue,ɺjustɺasɺweɺknowɺthatɺMitchɺdidn'tɺcomeɺandɺapologize,ɺ
butɺStanleyɺdoesn't,ɺandɺweɺwaitɺforɺhimɺtoɺigureɺitɺout.ɺAndɺatɺtheɺendɺweɺ
knowɺthatɺBlancheɺisɺbeingɺtakenɺaway,ɺbutɺsheɺdoesn't.ɺAtɺtheɺsameɺtime,ɺ
weɺknowɺthatɺBlanche'sɺstoryɺofɺ theɺrape,ɺ whichɺ Stellaɺdisbelieves,ɺ isɺac­
tuallyɺtrue.ɺ

P R E P ARATIO N  AND AF TERMAT H 

Preparationɺandɺaftermath,ɺparticularlyɺasɺtheyɺhaveɺbeenɺdiscussedɺinɺthisɺ
book,ɺareɺpeculiarlyɺcinematicɺdevices,ɺdependingɺasɺtheyɺdoɺonɺtheɺabilityɺ
ofɺ theɺ storytellerɺ toɺ breakɺupɺ theɺ actionɺ intoɺ smallerɺ incrementsɺ thanɺ theɺ
stageɺgenerallyɺallows.ɺInɺaɺplayɺtheɺscenesɺareɺusuallyɺquiteɺlong,ɺandɺoneɺ
courseɺofɺactionɺseguesɺnaturallyɺ outɺ ofɺ theɺ last,ɺwithoutɺseparateɺscenesɺ
betweenɺtoɺhelpɺtheɺaudienceɺdigestɺtheɺlatestɺevents,ɺorɺ forɺwhatɺ
isɺtoɺcome.ɺ Nowhereɺisɺtheɺtheatricalɺpastɺofɺthisɺilmɺmoreɺevidentɺthanɺinɺ

thisɺarea.ɺ
Whileɺ manyɺ playsɺ areɺ madeɺ intoɺ ilms,ɺ andɺ some,ɺ suchɺ asɺAmadeus, 

successfullyɺmanageɺtoɺmaskɺtheirɺtheatricalɺbackgroundsɺandɺbecomeɺfullyɺ
cinematic,ɺthisɺilmɺshowsɺitsɺoriginsɺasɺaɺplayɺinɺeveryɺscene.ɺ Itɺrarelyɺhasɺ
separateɺandɺdistinctɺscenesɺofɺpreparationɺandɺaftermathɺinɺtheɺcinematicɺ
sense.ɺHowever,ɺsomeɺ momentsɺappearɺwithinɺtheɺĒowɺofɺmuchɺ
longerɺscenesvɺBlancheɺpeeksɺaroundɺtheɺcurtainɺwhenɺStanleyɺentersɺtheɺ
houseɺbeforeɺ theirɺ irstɺmeeting.ɺ Theɺsistersɺgiggleɺ asɺ Mitchɺwalksɺ away,ɺ

thenɺcomesɺbackɺandɺhandsɺStellaɺtheɺtowelɺafterɺgettingɺlusteredɺonɺirstɺ

meetingɺBlanche.ɺBlancheɺreactsɺwhenɺsheɺhearsɺthatɺ Stellaɺisɺpregnant,ɺ
thenɺrushesɺtoɺem×raceɺher.ɺ

P LANTING AND PAY O F F  

Theɺ paperɺ lanternɺ is ɺ anɺ effectiveɺ useɺ ofɺ ãlantingɺ andɺ payoff.ɺ Whenɺ
Blancheɺ buysɺ it,ɺ itɺ isɺ Mitchɺ whoɺ putsɺ itɺ up,ɺ andɺ atɺ theɺ timeɺ itɺ meansɺ
reinement.ɺ {ater,ɺwhenɺheɺisɺdistrustfulɺofɺeverythingɺab¤utɺher,ɺheɺisɺtheɺ
oneɺwhoɺ tearsɺ itɺbackɺ down,ɺ wantingɺ toɺ seeɺherɺ inɺ theɺ lightɺ toɺ checkɺ herɺ
age.ɺ

StanleyɺplantsɺaɺpotentialɺbombɺonɺBlancheɺwhenɺheɺmentionsɺhisɺfriend,ɺ
Mr.ɺ Shaw,ɺwhoɺ travelsɺregularlyɺtoɺtheɺ townɺsheɺ livedɺ in.ɺ Thisɺ isɺpaidɺoffɺ
later,ɺ whenɺ heɺ revealsɺ allɺ thatɺ heɺ hasɺ foundɺ outɺ fromɺ hisɺ friendɺ aboutɺ
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Blanche,ɺandɺthenɺagainɺwhenɺMitchɺrevealsɺthatɺheɺalsoɺcheckedɺwithɺtheɺ

manɺ beforeɺ heɺ believedɺ theɺ stories.ɺ Anotherɺ plantɺ occursɺ whenɺ wlancheɺ
revealsɺthatɺherɺhusbandɺdiedɺasɺ"justɺaɺboy."ɺWhenɺtheɺtruthɺofɺherɺpastɺ
comesɺoutɺaboutɺ theɺ teenagerɺ sheɺbecameɺ entangledɺwith,ɺ weɺ knowɺ theɺ
sourceɺofɺthatɺaffection,ɺjustɺasɺweɺknowɺwhatɺisɺgoingɺonɺinsideɺherɺwhenɺ

sheɺ kissesɺ theɺ youngɺ manɺ whoɺ comesɺ toɺ collectɺ forɺ theɺ news­

paper.ɺ

ELEMENTS O F  THE F UTURE 

AN C AD VERTISING 

Aɺ clearɺ instanceɺ ofɺ advertisingɺoccursɺwhenɺ theɺ cardɺ gameɺ isɺ discussedɺ
andɺ Stellaɺ intendsɺ toɺ keepɺBlancheɺ outɺ untilɺ theɺ gameɺ isɺ over.ɺ Andɺ oneɺ
circumstanceɺ isɺ bothɺ advertisingɺ andɺ anɺ elementɺ ofɺ theɺ future-Stella'sɺ

pregnancyɺ.ɺWeɺknowɺthatɺaɺbirthɺwillɺhappen,ɺthatɺlaborɺwillɺtakeɺherɺawayɺ
andɺthatɺaɺfourthɺmemberɺofɺtheɺhouseholdɺwillɺarrive,ɺyetɺatɺtheɺsameɺtimeɺ
weɺdon'tɺ reallyɺ knowɺwhatɺpartɺ theɺ pregnancyɺ andɺbirthɺ willɺ playɺ inɺ theɺ
laterɺstory.ɺ

Aɺmomentɺofɺ foreshadowingɺcomesɺ inɺtheɺbowlingɺalleyɺbarɺwhenɺBlan­
cheɺsaysɺStella'sɺputɺonɺsomeɺweight,ɺ especiallyɺaroundɺtheɺhips.ɺ Anotherɺ
elementɺofɺtheɺfutureɺcoȧesɺwhenɺStanleyɺasksɺBlancheɺhowɺlongɺshe'llɺbeɺ
stayingɺ andɺ sȀeɺ saysɺsheɺ doesn'tɺ know.ɺ WhenɺStellaɺmakesɺ theɺ outrightɺ

predictionɺthatɺBlancheɺandɺStanleyɺwillɺgetɺalongɺjustɺine,ɺ itɺisɺanɺeffectiveɺ
elementɺofɺtheɺfuture,ɺasɺisɺtheɺȨomentɺwhenɺStanleyɺassertsɺthatɺBlanche'sɺ
futureɺisɺcutɺoutɺforɺher.ɺ

PLAUSIBILITY 

Asɺwithɺanyɺstoryɺthatɺ isɺwellɺwrittenɺandɺtightlyɺconstructed,ɺ theɺcharac­
terizationsɺ andɺmotivationsɺofɺ theɺ principalsɺareɺ soɺ balancedɺ andɺ lockedɺ

together,ɺsoɺbelievableɺandɺ intrinsicɺtoɺeachɺofɺtheɺpeople,ɺ thatɺtheɺcourseɺ
ofɺeventsɺseemsɺutterlyɺlogicalɺandɺ inevitable.ɺBlancheɺisɺdoomedɺfromɺtheɺ
momentɺsheɺsetɒɺ œootɺ inɺStanley'sɺhome.ɺWhoɺtheyɺare,ɺ howɺtheyɺlive,ɺandɺ
whatɺ theyɺwantɺ areɺ soɺ antitheticalɺ toɺeachɺotherɺthatɺ oneɺmustɺ inevitablyɺ
destroyɺ theɺother.ɺ Stanley,ɺ beingɺ theɺ strongerɺ ofɺ theɺ two,ɺ isɺ theɺ ultimateɺ
winner,ɺwhichɺjustɺ lendsɺcredenceɺtoɺwhatɺweɺhaveɺbelievedɺallɺ along.ɺ

ACTI O N  AND ACTIVITY 

Evenɺ thoughɺ thisɺ isɺ largelyɺaɺwell-ilmedɺplayɺandɺthusɺ isɺ quiteɺdialogue­
dependent,ɺ thereɺisɺstillɺaɺgreatɺdealɺofɺtellingɺaction.ɺAfterɺtheɺbigɺpoker­
partyɺight,ɺwhenɺStellaɺreturnsɺtoɺStanleyɺandɺtheyɺgoɺinside,ɺMitchɺcomesɺ
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backɺtoɺBlancheɺtoɺproveɺ toɺherɺ thatɺheɺ isɺnotɺ likeɺStanley.ɺ AfterɺStanleyɺ
overhearsɺBlanche'sɺdiatribeɺagainstɺhim,ɺ heɺ comesɺ inɺ actingɺ sweetɺ andɺ
charmingɺtoɺproveɺtoɺStellaɺthatɺherɺsisterɺisɺwrong.ɺAndɺwhenɺStellaɺrunsɺ

intoɺhisɺarmsɺinɺfrontɺofɺherɺsister,ɺsheɺprovesɺherɺfeelings.ɺWhenɺBlancheɺ
resistsɺMitch'sɺkissesɺatɺtheɺpavilion,ɺ itɺisɺnotɺbecauseɺsheɺhasɺnoɺinterestɺ
inɺhim,ɺ butɺratherɺbecauseɺsheɺisɺtryingɺtoɺconvinceɺhimɺthatɺsheɺisɺreallyɺ
worthyɺofɺhisɺattentions.ɺWhenɺStanleyɺ"clearsɺhisɺplace"ɺ atɺ theɺbirthdayɺ
party,ɺheɺisɺdemonstratingɺhisɺpowerɺandɺpositionɺinɺtheɺhousehold.ɺ

Activitiesɺaboundɺasɺwell,ɺparticularlyɺwithɺBlanche,ɺwhoseɺnervousɺen­
ergyɺ demandsɺ thatɺ sheɺ alwaysɺbeɺ onɺ theɺmove-puttingɺherɺ thingsɺ backɺ

intoɺtheɺtrunk,ɺ spritzingɺperfumeɺorɺcoveringɺherɺfaceɺorɺcheckingɺherɺre­

lection.ɺ Thoughɺ atɺ timesɺ theseɺ mannerismsɺ areɺ actions,ɺ oftenɺ theyɺ areɺ

merelyɺwhatɺsheɺdoesɺwithɺherɺenergy.ɺAtɺ theɺsameɺtime,ɺ thisɺisɺaɺpartɺofɺ
whatɺdrivesɺStanleyɺcrazyɺaboutɺher.ɺAndɺheɺhasɺhisɺownɺactivities,ɺchang­
ingɺhisɺT-shirtɺorɺ checkingɺitsɺ it,ɺ pouringɺaɺ drinkɺ orɺ pickingɺ atɺ hisɺ coldɺ
supper.ɺ

D IAL O G UE 

Dialogueɺisɺusedɺasɺanɺefectiveɺtoolɺofɺcharacterization.ɺAlthoughɺtheɺmoodɺ
ofɺtheɺplayɺisɺpoetic,ɺ theɺdialogueɺthroughoutɺisɺrealistic.ɺ EvenɺwithɺBlan­

che'sɺhigh-lownɺspeeches,ɺitɺisɺbelievableɺthatɺthoseɺwordsɺwouldɺcomeɺofɺ
theɺmouthɺofɺaɺwomanɺlikeɺher;ɺweɺbelieveɺitɺisɺnaturalɺspeechɺforɺBlanche.ɺ
Whenɺ Stanleyɺ talksɺwithɺgreatɺauthorityɺ aboutɺ theɺ Napoleonicɺ Codeɺ andɺ
hisɺmanyɺ "acquaintances,"ɺhisɺclumsyɺstumblingɺthroughɺthisɺintellectualɺ
territoryɺisɺjustɺasɺtellingɺofɺhisɺcharacterɺasɺhisɺcrudest,ɺcoarsestɺutterances.ɺ

Marvelousɺ andɺ memorableɺ linesɺ abound,ɺ includingɺ Blanche'sɺ oftenɺ
quotedɺ lastɺ line,ɺ "Iɺ haveɺalwaysɺdependedɺonɺ theɺkindnessɺofɺ strangers."ɺ

Anotherɺ tellingɺ lineɺ ofɺ hers,ɺ whichɺ playsɺ rightɺ theɺheartɺ andɺ soulɺ ofɺ
thisɺstory,ɺ comesɺwhenɺsheɺtellsɺMitch,ɺ crueltyɺisɺnotɺ forgivaɵ
ble."ɺ Asɺcruelɺ asɺweɺhaveɺ seenɺ Stanleyɺbehavingɺearlyɺ inɺ theɺ story,ɺ itɺ isɺ
alwaysɺwhenɺheɺlosesɺcontrolɺandɺoftenɺwhenɺheɺhasɺbeenɺdrinking.ɺ Heɺisɺ
notɺcoldly,ɺpremeditatedlyɺcruelɺtoɺStella,ɺ orɺevenɺtoɺBlancheɺforɺaɺwhile.ɺ
ButɺwhenɺheɺruinsɺherɺchanceɺwithɺMitch,ɺevenɺthoughɺitɺwouldɺsolveɺhisɺ
ownɺpressingɺproblemɺofɺgettingɺridɺofɺBlanche,ɺheɺhasɺengagedɺinɺtheɺoneɺ
thingɺBlanche-andɺtheɺplay-showɺtoɺbeɺunforgivable,ɺdeliberateɺcruelty.ɺ

VISUALS 

Visualɺdesignɺisɺimportantɺhere,ɺparticularlyɺwhenɺitɺcomesɺtoɺtheɺtreatmentɺ
ofɺ Blanche.ɺWhenɺsheɺirstɺappears,ɺsheɺwalksɺoutɺofɺtheɺmistɺinɺtheɺtrainɺ
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station.ɺ Whenɺ sheɺ tellsɺ Mitchɺ aboutɺ herɺ husband,ɺ mistɺ swirlsɺ aboutɺ heruɺ
Thereɺisɺmistɺoutsideɺwhenɺsheɺ isɺ tryingɺ toɺescapeɺfromɺStanleyɺnearɺ theɺ
end.ɺAndɺthereɺareɺinnumerableɺinstancesɺofɺsteamɺrisingɺofɺherɺhotɺbathsɺ
andɺswirlingɺoutɺofɺtheɺbathroom.ɺWhenɺsheɺisɺnotɺshroudedɺinɺmist,ɺBlan­
cheɺisɺseekingɺshadowsɺorɺcheckingɺherɺappearanceɺinɺaɺmirror.ɺWhenɺsheɺ

isɺassaultedɺbyɺStanleyɺatɺ theɺend,ɺ aɺmirȿorɺisɺshatteredɺatɺtheɺsameɺtimeɺ

asɺherɺlastɺshredɺofɺsanityɺisɺdestroyed.ɺ

D RAMATIC SCENES 

Theɺ sceneɺ inɺwhichɺ Mitchɺ ofersɺ Blancheɺaɺ cigaretteɺ fromɺhisɺ silverɺ caseɺ
isɺespeciallyɺeffective.ɺWhileɺonɺtheɺsurfaceɺthereɺseemsɺtoɺbeɺnoɺconlict�
theyɺbothɺwantɺtoɺtalkɺwithɺeachɺother-thereɺareɺreallyɺtwoɺconlictsɺgoingɺ
on,ɺoneɺinsideɺeachɺofɺ them.ɺ Bothɺareɺanxiousɺtoɺindɺwaysɺtoɺimpressɺeachɺ
other,ɺtoɺconnect.ɺTheyɺuseɺtheɺcaseɺandɺitsɺinscriptionɺtoɺtellɺaboutɺthem­
selves,ɺshowɺtheirɺinterest,ɺandɺdemonstrateɺtheirɺownɺworthiness.ɺ

AfterɺStanleyɺhasɺbeatenɺStellaɺandɺwakesɺupɺaloneɺinɺtheɺshower,ɺdrip­

pingɺwet,ɺ thereɺisɺbothɺpreparationɺandɺaftermath.ɺHeɺwandersɺthroughɺtheɺ
littleɺlatɺalone,ɺ lookingɺforɺ herɺandɺseemingɺtoɺbeɺaɺ lostɺlittleɺboy.ɺ Whenɺ
heɺ comesɺ outɺ intoɺ theɺcourtyardɺandɺ pleadsɺ forɺ her,ɺ weɺ haveɺ aɺ fullɺ andɺ
action-drivenɺscene.ɺ Hisɺ caryingɺ herɺ insideɺ overɺ hisɺ shoulderɺ isɺ anɺ aptɺ
demonstrationɺofɺtheirɺlivesɺandɺlove.ɺAndɺweɺhaveɺanɺaftermathɺwithɺBlan­

cheɺandɺMitchɺthatɺhelpsɺfocusɺforɺusɺtheɺimpactɺofɺ theɺscene.ɺ
Aɺmarvelousɺsceneɺthatɺshowsɺtheɺpowerɺofɺsubtextɺisɺtheɺbirthday-partyɺ

scene.ɺ StanleyɺhasɺdrȷppedɺaɺbombɺonɺStellaɺaboutɺ herɺsister,ɺ andɺisɺjustɺ
bidingɺhisɺtimeɺtoɺindɺanɺopportunityɺ toɺuseɺ itɺonɺBlanche.ɺ Stellaɺ isɺdev­
astatedɺwithɺ antȆcipationɺ andɺ dreadɺwhileɺ Blancheɺ isɺ mystiiedɺ by,ɺ andɺ
tryingɺtoɺexplainɺaway,ɺMitch'sɺabsence.ɺ

AɺparticuȗarlyɺeŔfectiveɺsceneɺthatɺusesɺaɺvarietyɺofɺdramaticɺtoolsɺoccursɺ
whenɺMitchɺcomesɺtoɺhaveɺ itɺoutɺwithɺ Blancheɺafterɺ Stanleyɺhasɺtoldɺhimɺ
aboutɺhńrɺpast.ɺTheɺfullɺsetɺisɺused,ɺtheɺchangeɺinɺlightingɺfromɺherɺpreferredɺ
darlnessɺ toɺ hisɺshedĻingɺ lightɺ onɺ herɺ age,ɺ theɺ preparationɺ ofɺ herɺ groggyɺ
wakefulnessɺandɺtheɺinterruptionɺofɺ theɺladyɺsellingɺlowersɺforɺ theɺdead,ɺ
theɺ aftermathɺ withɺ theɺ crowdɺoutside-allɺofɺ theseɺ elementsɺ areɺ usedɺ toɺ
bolsterɺtheɺscene,ɺtoɺemphasizeɺtheɺcompleteɺnatureɺofɺBlanche'sɺdownfall,ɺ
andɺparticularlyɺtoɺmakeɺourɺreactionɺgut-wrenching.ɺ

S PECIAL NOTES 

Anɺaspectɺofɺthisɺilmɺ(andɺplay)ɺthatɺisɺwellɺworthɺadditionalɺdiscussionɺisɺ
theɺ subjectiveɺ useɺ ofɺ sound.ɺ Detailsɺ thatɺ helpɺ toɺ externalizeɺ Blanche'sɺ
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memoriesɺandɺuȱstableɺstateɺofɺmindɺincludeɺtrains,ɺcatɺscreeches,ɺaɺbluesɺ
piano,ɺinhumanɺvoices,ɺjungleɺcries,ɺtheɺsongɺthatɺplaysɺwhenɺshe'sɺthinkingɺ
ofɺherɺdeadɺhusband,ɺ andɺtheɺgunshotɺ thatɺ onlyɺsheɺhears.ɺ Theseɺefects,ɺ

whichɺareɺusedɺ inɺtheɺtheaterɺandɺwellɺdesignedɺinɺ theɺilm,ɺhelpɺtoɺputɺusɺ

intoɺtheɺshoesɺofɺourɺcentralɺcharacter.ɺ

Thoughɺ Blancheɺ isɺ sympathetic,ɺ weɺ don'tɺ easilyɺ identifyɺwithɺ her;ɺ weɺ
preferɺnotɺtoɺthinkɺofɺourselvesɺasɺhavingɺherɺinsecuritiesɺandɺafectations.ɺ
Butɺasɺsheɺentersɺaɺnewɺhomeɺandɺtriesɺtoɺindɺherɺplaceɺinɺit,ɺweɺareɺdrawnɺ
intoɺ herɺ lifeɺ andɺ herɺmindɺ inɺ partɺbecauseɺweɺareɺmadeɺ toɺbeɺ intimatelyɺ
privyɺtoɺ it.ɺ Weɺhearɺwhatɺonlyɺsheɺhears,ɺweɺareɺluredɺ intoɺ imaginingɺtheɺ
sceneɺsheɺtormentsɺherselfɺwithɺagainɺandɺagainɺbyɺgettingɺtantalizingɺtid­
bitsɺofɺ itɺonɺtheɺsoundtrĮck.ɺ Thisɺfreedomɺ fromɺtheɺstrictlyɺ realisticɺ thatɺ

WilliamsɺandɺKazanɺhaveɺallowedɺthemselvesɺshowsɺaɺirmɺcontrolɺofɺ theɺ

storytellingɺcraft,ɺwhereɺemotionalɺinvolvementɺ isɺfarɺmoreɺimportantɺthanɺ

factualɺaccuracy.ɺ



(1974) 

Written by Robert Towne 

Directed by Roman Polanski 

chinatown, aɺ favoriteɺ ofɺ ilmɺbuffsɺtheɺworldɺover,ɺwonɺTowneɺanɺAcad­
emyɺ Awardɺ forɺ Bestɺ Screenplayɺ andɺ wasɺ nominatedɺ inɺ sixɺ otherɺ cate­
goriesɺ includingɺBestɺ Picture,ɺBestɺ Director,ɺ andɺBestɺ Actor.ɺ Aɺ ilmɺ thatɺ
quicklyɺ immersesɺ theɺ audienceɺ inɺ itsɺ worldɺ asɺ itɺ luresɺ usɺ intoɺ aɺ veryɺ
complicateļɺ plot,ɺ thisɺ storyɺ isɺ vividlyɺ writtenɺ andɺ directedɺ withɺ aɺ lairɺ
thatɺ bringsɺ outɺ theɺ essenseɺ ofɺ theɺ storyɺ withoutɺ subjectingɺ itɺ orɺ theɺ au­
dienceɺ toɺ unnecessaryɺ lash.ɺ Forɺ bothɺ writerɺ andɺ director,ɺ thisɺ ilmɺ isɺ

perhapsɺ theirɺ greatestɺ achievementɺ andɺ atɺ theɺ veryɺ least,ɺ representsɺ aɺ

tourɺ deɺ forceɺ forɺ themɺ both.ɺ

SYNO PSIS 

PrivateɺdetectiveɺJakeɺ�ittesɺshowsɺphotographsɺtoɺaɺmanɺnamedɺCurlyɺofɺ
hisɺwifeɺmakingɺ loveɺ inɺ theɺwoodsɺwithɺanotherɺman.ɺ Afterɺheɺgetsɺridɺofɺ
theɺdistraughtɺCurly,ɺJakeɺtakesɺhisɺnextɺclient,ɺMrs.ɺMulwray,ɺwhoɺthinksɺ
herɺhusbandɺ isɺcheatingɺonɺher.ɺ �ittesɺandɺhisɺ twoɺassociates,ɺ Dufyɺandɺ
Walsh,ɺ areɺ impressedɺthatɺtheɺmanɺ inɺquestionɺisɺ theɺ headɺ ofɺ waterɺ andɺ

powerɺforɺallɺofɺLosɺAngeles.ɺ AsɺJakeɺfollowsɺMulwray,ɺweɺareɺintroducedɺ
toɺtheɺcityɺandɺtheɺpoliticsɺofɺwaterɺinɺtheɺ 1 939 drought.ɺFinallyɺJakeɺspotsɺ
theɺmanɺwithɺaɺ lovelyɺyoungɺwomanɺandɺtakesɺpicturesɺofɺ themɺinɺaɺ littleɺ
tÑte-įµtÑte.ɺ

}nfortunately,ɺ thisɺphotoɺ endsɺ upɺ inɺ theɺ newspaper,ɺ whichɺ createsɺ aɺ
scandalɺ aboutɺ Mulwray.ɺ Jakeɺ getsɺ toɺ hisɺ ofice,ɺ heɺ isɺ visitedɺ byɺ
Énotherɺwomanɺ claimingɺ toɺbeɺtheɺrealɺ ĎvelynɺMulwray,ɺwhoɺclearlyɺneverɺ
hiredɺ himɺ andɺ nowɺthreatensɺhimɺwithɺ aɺ lawsuit.ɺ Burnedɺ byɺ thisɺ embar­
rassment,ɺ Jakeɺ goesɺ toɺ seeɺ Mulwrayɺ atɺ hisɺ ofice,ɺ butɺ isɺ divertedɺ byɺ hisɺ
assistant,ɺ Yelburton.ɺ �eavingɺtheɺbuilding,ɺ Jakeɺmeetsɺ Mulvihill,ɺ anotherɺ
ex-copɺ privateɺ detectiveɺ withɺ aɺ checkeredɺ past.ɺ Jakeɺ goesɺ toɺ visitɺ Mrs.ɺ

Mulwrayɺandɺseesɺtheɺgroundsɺofɺherɺpalatialɺhome.ɺSheɺabruptlyɺdropsɺtheɺ
lawsuitɺagainstɺhimɺandɺwantsɺtoɺhireɺhimɺtoɺindɺtheɺemployerɺbehindɺtheɺ
womanɺwhoɺpretendedɺtoɺ�eɺher.ɺħheɺÉlsoɺtellsɺÁakeɺtoɺlookɺforɺherɺhusbandɺ
atɺaɺreservoir.ɺ

ButɺwhenɺJakeɺgetsɺ toɺ theɺreservoir,ɺheɺindsɺaɺpoliceɺ investigationɺledɺ
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by ɺhisɺ oldɺ fr�endɺ fromɺ theɺ districtɺ İttorney'sɺ ofice,ɺ Lieutenantɺ Escobar.ɺ
Theyɺ areɺ justɺ pullingɺ Mulwray'sɺ bodyɺ outɺ ofɺ theɺ reservoir.ɺ Jakeɺ guidesɺ
Evelynɺthroughɺtheɺpoliceɺandɺcoroner'sɺinquiriesɺandɺsheɺpromisesɺhimɺaɺ
checkɺ toɺmakeɺherɺhiringɺofɺ himɺ oficial . ɺ Jakeɺ indsɺ outɺ fromɺ theɺ coronerɺ

thatɺ aɺ localɺ derelictɺ drownedɺ inɺ theɺ Losɺ Angelesɺ River³ɺ evenɺ thoughɺ theɺ

riverbedɺisɺdry.ɺWhenɺheɺindsɺoutɺthatɺeveryɺnightɺwaterɺisɺdischargedɺintoɺ

theɺriver,ɺheɺgoesɺbackɺtoɺtheɺreservoir,ɺclimbsɺinsideɺtheɺfences,ɺandɺalmostɺ
getsɺdrownedɺbyɺgushingɺwater.ɺButɺnoɺ soonerɺhasɺheɺsavedɺ Ťomɺ
theɺtorrentɺthanɺheɺisɺaccostedɺbyɺMulvihillɺandɺaɺl�ttleɺmanɺwhoɺtellsɺhimɺ
toɺkeepɺhisɺnoseɺoutɺofɺit,ɺ andɺthenɺslitsɺhisɺnoseɺopenɺwithɺaɺknife.ɺ

Backɺwithɺ hisɺ associates,ɺ Jakeɺ saysɺheɺwantsɺ toɺ nailɺ theɺbigɺ guys,ɺ theɺ
onesɺmakingɺtheɺpayofs.ɺHeɺgetɓɺaɺcallɺfromɺaɺwomanɺnamedɺIdaɺSessions,ɺ
whoɺclaimsɺsheɺwasɺhiredɺtoɺ Mrs.ɺMulwɀay,ɺbutɺhadɺnothingɺtoɺdoɺwithɺ
theɺmurder.ɺSheɺgivesɺhimɺaɺclueɺtoɺlookɺforɺaɺnameɺinɺtheɺobituaries.ɺWhenɺ

Jakeɺquestionsɺ ďvelynɺandɺsheɺseemsɺ toɺbeɺ lying,ɺ heɺ indsɺoutɺthatɺCrossɺ

isɺherɺmaiÎenɺnameɺandɺthatɺNoahɺCrossɺwasɺtheɺmanɺwhoɺbuilåɺtheɺwaterɶ
supplyɺsystemɺforɺL.A.ɺwithɺMulwray.ɺJakeɺdeclaresɺshe'sɺhidingɺsomethingɺ
andɺgoesɺbackɺtoɺ~elburton,ɺwhomɺheɺaccusesɺofɺbeingɺpartɺofɺtheɺmurderɺ
andɺtheɺdumpingɺofɺwater.ɺThroughɺtheɺman'sɺdenials,ɺ Jakeɺindsɺoutɺ thatɺ
someɺwaterɺisɺbeingɺ toɺtheɺnorthwestɺvalleyɺorangeɺgroves.ɺ

EvelynɺnowɺhiresɺJakeɺ toɺ indɺoutɺwhoɺkilledɺherɺhusband.ɺ Sheɺ admitsɺ

thatɺ herɺ husbandɺ andɺherɺ fatherɺ hadɺ aɺmajorɺ falling-out,ɺ butɺ saysɺ thatɺ itɺ

wasɺaboutɺaɺdamɺthatɺburst.ɺ JakeɺgoesɺtoɺseeɺNoahɺCrossɺandɺ isɺpromptlyɺ

oferedɺtwiceɺwhatɺEvelynɺisɺpayingɺtoɺindɺtheɺgirlɺthatɺMulwrayɺwasɺwith.ɺ
Inɺ theɺhallɺ ofɺ records,ɺ heɺ indsɺ outɺ thatɺ landɺownershipɺ inɺ theɺ valleyɺhasɺ
changedɺhandsɺaɺlotɺ lately.ɺ Heɺgoesɺtoɺ theɺvalleyɺ toɺcheckɺitɺout,ɺ andɺhasɺ
aɺrun-inɺwithɺanɺorangeɺgrowerɺandɺhisɺsons.ɺĩheyɺknockɺhimɺout,ɺbutɺonlyɺ
afterɺtellingɺhimɺthatɺsomeoneɺhasɺbeenɺdestroyingɺtheirɺwaterɺsupply,ɺnotɺ
sendingɺthemɺwater.ɺ E¯elynɺisɺcalledɺtoɺfetchɺJake,ɺandɺonɺtheɺdriveɺ backɺ
theyɺigureɺoutɺtheɺclueɺaboutɺtheɺobituaries,ɺwhichɺleadsɺthemɺtoɺaɺretire­
mentɺhome.ɺThereɺtheyɺmeetɺtheɺnewɺ °�landɺbarons"ɺofɺtheɺvalley,ɺandɺindɺ
themɺtoɺbeɺsweetɺoldɺladies,ɺignorantɺofɺanyɺofɺit.ɺ }ponɺtry�ngɺ toɺleaveɺtheɺ
home,ɺ Jakeɺ ȇsɺaccostedɺbyɺ Mul¯ihill,ɺ butɺ beatsɺ himɺ upɺ andɺ managesɺ toɺ
escapeɺfromɺtheɺlittleɺmanɺwithɺtheɺknifeɺwhenɺEvelynɺroarsɺupɺinɺherɺcarɺ
andɺdrivesɺofɺwiɗhɺhim.ɺ

Evelynɺ cleansɺupɺ theɺ woundɺ inɺ Jake'sɺ noseɺ andɺ thenɺ theɺ pairɺ fallɺ intoɺ
bedɺ together.ɺ Sheɺ indsɺ outɺ aboutɺ hisɺ pastɺ withɺ Chinatownɺandɺ theɺ DA'sɺ
ofice,ɺbutɺthenɺsheɺgetsɺanɺurgentɺphoneɺcall.ɺSheɺrushesɺof,ɺandɺheɺfollowsɺ
herɺ toɺaɺhouseɺwhereɺheɺ seesɺ theɺ girlɺMulwrayɺhadɺbeenɺwith,ɺ seeminglyɺ
beingɺheldɺcaptive.ɺJakeɺconfrontsɺEvelynɺandɺtellsɺherɺwhatɺheɺthinks,ɺbutɺ
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sheɺsaysɺtheɺgirlɺisɺherɺsisterɺandɺthatɺsheɺwouldn'tɺkillɺherɺhusband.ɺ Șakeɺ

goesɺhomeɺalonŅɺandɺgetsɺaɺcaȚlɺsay�ngɺthatɺ ydaɺĨessjonsɺwantsɺtoɺseeɺhim.ɺ
Whenɺheɺgoes,ɺ heɺindsɺherɺdeadɺandɺ Escobarɺhiding,ɺ hopingɺheɺwillɺ in­
criminateɺ himself.ɺ Heɺ tellsɺ Escobarɺ aboutɺ theɺ waterödumping,ɺ butɺ isn'tɺ
believed.ɺ

HeɺgoesɺbackɺtoɺEvelyn'sɺhouse,ɺwhereɺheɺindsɺtheɺservantsɺclosingɺupɺ
theɺ houseɺ andɺdiscoversɺaɺ pairɺ ofɺ brokenɺ gșassesɺ inɺ theɺ pondɺ there.ɺ Heɺ

catchesɺ upɺ w�thɺ Evelynɺ backɺ atɺ theɺ houseɺ whereɺ theɺ girlɺ wasɺ keptɺ andɺ

accusesɺherɺofɺmurderɺandɺsaysɺtheɺglassesɺwereɺMulwray's.ɺHeɺcallsɺtheɺ

policeɺandɺgivesɺ Đscobarɺtheɺaddressɺbeforeɺsheɺrevealsɺthatɺ theɺgirlɺwasɺ
herɺsisterɺand herɺdaughter,ɺ andɺɘhatɺsheɺisɺ tryingɺtoɺkeepɺherɺawayɺ fromɺ
herɺevilɺ father.ɺ lakeɺsendsɺherɺonɺtoɺherɺservant'sɺhouseɺ inɺChinatownɺtoɺ
fetchɺtheɺgirl,ɺthenɺwaitsɺforɺEscobar.ɺēeɺtellsɺtheɺcopɺheɺwillɺtakeɺthemɺtoɺ
Evelyn,ɺ butɺ heɺ takesɺ themɺ toɺ Curly'sɺ houseɺ andɺ usesɺ theɺmanɺ toɺ escapeɺ
fromɺtheɺpolice.ɺ

lakeɺarrangesɺ forɺ Curlyɺ toɺhelpɺgetɺ Evelynɺ andɺherɺ sisteɁ�daughterɺ outɺ

ofɺ theɺ country,ɺ thenɺ setsɺ upɺ aɺmeetingɺwithɺ Crossɺatɺ theɺ Mulwrayɺhouse.ɺ

ThereɺheɺconfrontsɺCrossɺ�ndɺlearnsɺthatɺtheɺglassesɺinɺtheɺpondɺwereɺhis.ɺ
Withoutɺ admittingɺ toɺ theɺmurder,ɺ Crossɺexplainsɺ hisɺ plansɺ forɺ theɺ valleyɺ
andɺtheɺneedɺforɺtheɺwaterɺsupply.ɺWithɺMulvihill'sɺgunɺ toɺhisɺhead,ɺ
leadsɺ Crossɺtoɺ theɺhouseɺinɺ Chinatown,ɺwhereɺheɺalsoɺindsɺ Escobarɺwithɺ
hisɺassociates.ɺ Whileɺheɺfutilelyɺtriesɺtoɺexplainɺtoɺtheɺpoliceɺ thatɺCrossɺisɺ
beh�ndɺitɺallɺandɺthatɺheɺkilledɺMulwray,ɺtheɺrichɺandɺpowerfulɺmanɺaccostsɺ

hisɺtwoɺdaughtersɺbesideɺtheirɺcar.ɺEvelynɺpullsɺaɺgunɺandɺshootsɺherɺfatherɺ
inɺ theɺarmɺandɺdrivesɺoffɺ inɺ theɺ ķar.ɺ Thoughɺ lakeɺ triesɺ toɺ stopɺ them,ɺ theɺ
policeɺ shootɺ afterɺ theɺcarɺ andɺ itɺstops.ɺThereɺ isɺ Evelyn,ɺ shotɺ throughɺ theɺ
eye,ɺ andɺ theɺ sisterɺ isɺ screaming.ɺ Crossɺ takesɺ theɺ girlɺ awayɺ andɺ Escobarɺ
sendsɺ lakeɺ awayɺ withɺ hisɺ associ�tes,ɺ whoɺ tellɺ him,ɺ "Forgetɺ it,ɺ lake,ɺ it'sɺ
Chinatown.ɺ"ɺ

PROTAGONIST AN D OB J ECTIVE 

Thisɺ isɺclearlyɺlake'sɺ story.ɺ Ĕeɺ isɺ theɺmanɺcaughtɺ inɺ theɺearlyɺdeception,ɺ
theɺoneɺtryingɺtoɺĸlearɺhimselfɺofɺtheɺembarrassmentɺandɺtheɺdetectiveɺtryingɺ
toɺsolveɺtheɺmystery.ɺHisɺobjectiveɺisɺtoɺsolveɺtheɺescalatingɺmystery,ɺwhichɺ
hņɺwasɺdrawnɺintoɺbyɺtheɺinitialɺdeception.ɺ

OBSTACL E S  

Obstructingɺlake'sɺpathɺtoɺsolvingɺtheɺmysteryɺareɺEvelyn,ɺYelburton,ɺ Idaɺ
Sessions,ɺ Cross,ɺ andɺ othersɺ whoɺ areɺ lyingɺ toɺ him.ɺ Inɺ addition,ɺ heɺ hasɺ
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Mulvihillɺandɺtheɺ littleɺmanɺ (playedɺbyɺtheɺdirector)ɺopposingɺhimɺonɺtheɺ
oneɺ sideɺ andɺ Escobarɺ andɺ theɺpoliceɺhemmingɺ himɺ inɺonɺ theɺ other.ɺ Andɺ
heɺhasɺtoɺsolveɺtheɺmysteryɺofɺwhoɺtheɺgirlɺ isɺandɺwhatɺsheɺhasɺtoɺdoɺwithɺ
theɺ restɺ ofɺ it.ɺ Behindɺ allɺ that,ɺ thereɺ isɺaɺ fullɺ historyɺ betweenɺ Crossɺ andɺ
Mulwrayɺ toɺfathom,ɺalongɺwithɺaɺburgeoningɺplanɺforɺtheɺnorthwestɺvalleyɺ

thatɺ isɺactivelyɺbeingɺkeptɺsecret.ɺ

P REMISE AN C O PENING 

Again,ɺ muchɺ ofɺ theɺ premiseɺpredatesɺtheɺ openingɺ ofɺ theɺ story.ɺ Inɺaɺ timeɺ
ofɺ droughtɺ inɺ {.A.,ɺ theɺheadɺ ofɺ theɺwaterɺ utilityɺ isɺ tryingɺtoɺ trackɺ downɺ
waterɺ discharges,ɺ whileɺ hisɺ formerɺ partnerɺ isɺ tryingɺ toɺ enactɺ aɺ massiveɺ
planɺ forɺ aɺ desertɺ areaɺ adjacentɺ toɺ theɺ cityɺ thatɺ hasɺ littleɺ waterɺ supply.ɺ
Andɺ Jakeɺ isɺ aɺ successfulɺ privateɺ detectiveɺ whoɺ seemsɺ toɺ specializeɺ inɺ

domesticɺ work,ɺ butɺ takesɺ prideɺ inɺ hisɺ profession,ɺ hisɺ professionalism,ɺ

andɺ hisɺ honesty.ɺ

Forɺhisɺ opening,ɺTowneɺchoseɺtoɺshowɺJakeɺatɺhisɺregularɺwork,ɺdisplay­

ingɺ bothɺ hisɺ effectivenessɺ andɺ hisɺ versionɺ ofɺ sympathyɺ forɺ aɺ distressedɺ
client.ɺ Immediatelyɺonɺ theɺheelsɺofɺ thisɺintroductionɺtoɺJakersɺprivateɺde­
tectiveɺ theɺfakeɺMrs.ɺMulwrayɺappears,ɺwaterɺandɺpowerɺareɺbroughtɺ
up,ɺandɺJakeɺisɺunknowinglyɺsweptɺintoɺaɺwebɺofɺ intrigueɺmuchɺbiggerɺthanɺ
heɺhadɺeverɺanticipated.ɺ

MAIN TENSION, C ULMINATION, 

AND RESOLUTION 

Becauseɺ thisɺ isɺ aɺmysteryɺstory,ɺ theɺmainɺ tensionɺ isɺ createdɺwhenɺtheɺ fullɺ
situationɺofɺtheɺmysteryɺ isɺestablished.ɺWhenɺJakeɺdeclaresɺthatɺheɺintendsɺ
toɺclearɺhimselfɺofɺtheɺembarrassingɺdebacleɺsurroundingɺMulwrayɺandɺtheɺ
gkrl-evenɺafterɺMrs.ɺ Mulwrayɺsuddenlyɺdropsɺherɺlawsuit-hisɺquestɺandɺ
theɺmainɺtensionɺareɺestablishedɺwhenɺsheɺhiresɺhimɺtoɺindɺwhoɺhiredɺtheɺ

fakeɺ Mrs.ɺ Mulwray.ɺ Itɺ tiesɺ themɺ togetherɺ andɺ createsɺ theɺ tension,ɺ "Willɺ
Jakeɺ beɺ ableɺ toɺ indɺoutɺ whatɺ isɺ behindɺ thisɺembarassmentɺ toɺ himɺ andɺ
Mulwray?"ɺAsɺtheɺstoryɺprogresses,ɺwithɺMulwray'sɺmurderɺandɺtheɺvariousɺ
assaultsɺonɺJake,ɺplusɺIdaɺSessions'sɺmurder,ɺtheɺstakesɺareɺraisedɺbutɺtheɺ
sameɺbasicɺdklemmaɺcontinues;ɺJakeɺstillɺhasn'tɺcompletelyɺsolvedɺtheɺmys­
tey¶what'sɺ itɺallɺaboutɺandɺwho'sɺbehindɺ it.ɺ

Theɺculminationɺcomesɺwhenɺtheɺmajorɺpartɺofɺ theɺmysteryɺ isɺ solvedè
thatɺks,ɺwhenɺEvelynɺrevealsɺthatɺherɺfatherɺisɺalsoɺtheɺfatherɺofɺherɺdaugh­
ter,ɺ andɺthatɺwhatɺ itɺ hasɺallɺbeenɺaboutɺhasɺbeenɺherɺattemptɺtoɺkeepɺtheɺ
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girlɺawayɺfroȩɺherɺfather.ɺThoughɺnotɺeveryɺlooseɺendɺisɺyetɺtied,ɺ theɺmajorɺ

threadsɺareɺclear:ɺ heɺknowsɺmoreɺorɺlessɺwhoɺ killedɺ Mulwray,ɺwhyɺheɺwasɺ
hiredɺbyɺtheɺfakeɺMrs.ɺMulwray,ɺand,ɺespecially,ɺwhoɺisɺbehindɺitɺall,ɺNoahɺ
Cross.ɺ

Thisɺmeansɺthatɺthereɺisɺaɺparticularlyɺlongɺsecondɺact,ɺwithɺaɺrelativelyɺ
briefɺthirdɺact.ɺ Inɺaɺmysteryɺstoryɺwhereɺweɺhaveɺanɺactiveɺdetectiveɺdelvingɺ
intoɺtheɺpast,ɺ itɺisɺnotɺonlyɺeasyɺbutɺnecessaryɺtoɺdelayɺmuchɺofɺtheɺexpo­
sitionɺ intoɺ theɺsecondɺact,ɺ whereɺ itɺ takesɺ onɺ theɺ formɺofɺ cluesɺ andɺ twistsɺ
andɺ turns.ɺ Andɺbecauseɺ thereɺ isɺ suchɺaɺ fullyɺ developedɺ subplot,ɺ theɺ loveɺ

storyɺ withɺ Evelyn,ɺ whichɺ cannotɺ beginɺ untilɺ herɺ characterɺ isɺ introduced.ɺ

Thisɺ alsoɺ expandsɺ theɺsecondɺact.ɺ Theɺ veryɺ labyrinthɺthatɺ Jakeɺ seemsɺ toɺ
haveɺfallenɺinto,ɺwithɺitsɺmanyɺcorridors,ɺ lockedɺdoors,ɺandɺ deadɺends,ɺ isɺ
soɺinterestingɺthatɺitɺneverɺoccursɺtoɺtheɺaudienceɺthatɺ itɺisɺtakingɺsoɺ longɺ
toɺgetɺtoɺtheɺendɺofɺtheɺmystery.ɺThisɺhasɺpartlyɺtoɺdoɺwithɺtheɺthemeɺofɺtheɺ
storyɺ (seeɺbelow)ɺ andɺwithɺ theɺfactɺ thatɺ theɺaudienceɺ isɺ ledɺ intoɺtheɺsameɺ
feelingɺtheɺcharactersɺhave-weɺthinkɺweɺinallyɺknowɺwhat'sɺgoingɺon,ɺbutɺ
weɺ reallyɺ don't.ɺ Onceɺ thisɺ stateɺ ofɺ mindɺ isɺ established,ɺ itɺ isɺ deliciouslyɺ

elaboratedɺonɺbyɺTowneɺandɺPolanski.ɺ

TheɺresolutionɺisɺthatɺJakeɺisɺunableɺtoɺalterɺtheɺcourseɺofɺevents:ɺ Evelynɺ
isɺ killed;ɺ Crossɺgetsɺtheɺgirl,ɺgetsɺawayɺwithɺ theɺmurderɺofɺMulwray,ɺ andɺ
willɺultimatelyɺgetɺ awayɺ withɺ hisɺ plansɺ toɺ grabɺ powerɺ andɺ controlɺ inɺ theɺ
valley.ɺ

THEME 

Thematically,ɺ thisɺ storyɺ isɺ veryɺ interestingɺbecauseɺ theɺ stoyɺ createsɺ andɺ

deinesɺ itsɺ ownɺ themeɺratherɺthanɺexploringɺaɺfamiliarɺpartɺ ofɺhumanɺ ex­
istence.ɺStatedɺmostɺsimply,ɺtheɺthemeɺofɺChinatown isɺ"Chinatown"-thatɺ
is,ɺtheɺstateɺofɺmindɺofɺthinkingɺyouɺknowɺwhat'sɺgoingɺonɺwhileɺyouɺreallyɺ
don't.ɺ Thoughɺalßɺ ofɺusɺmayɺknowɺthatɺfeelingɺfromɺtimeɺtoɺ time,ɺweɺhaveɺ
neverɺputɺaɺwordɺtoɺitɺandɺpro�a�lyɺhaveɺneverɺbeenɺimmersedɺinɺaɺworldɺ
thatɺ willɺ allowɺ noɺ otherɺfeeling.ɺThisɺ isɺ whatɺ Chinatown doesɺ toɺus.ɺ Theɺ
deeperɺweɺdigɺtoɺdiscoverɺwhat'sɺatɺtheɺbottomɺofɺitɺall,ɺ theɺmoreɺweɺknowɺ
andɺtheɺmoreɺweɺdon'tɺknow,ɺandɺtheɺmoreɺweɺmustɺconcludeɺweɺstillɺdon'tɺ
knowɺwhat'sɺgoingɺon.ɺ Itɺisɺaɺpowerfulɺandɺefectiveɺstateɺofɺmindɺtoɺputɺanɺ
audienceɺin,ɺasɺevidencedɺbyɺtheɺenduringɺpopularityɺandɺwidespreadɺad­
mirationɺofɺthisɺilm.ɺ

"Chinatown"ɺ isɺ alsoɺ aɺmetaphorɺ (seeɺ "Plantingɺ andɺ Payofŕ'),ɺ oneɺ thatɺ
hasɺbeenɺspeciicallyɺcreatedɺtoɺrepresentɺtheɺthemeɺofɺthisɺstoy.ɺJakeɺhasɺ
knownɺ theɺ feelingɺ ofɺ "Chinatown"ɺ andɺ isɺhappyɺ toɺhaveɺescapedɺ itɺwhenɺ
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theɺstoryɺbegins.ɺ Heɺisɺequallyɺdisappointedɺwhenɺitɺreturnsɺinɺfullɺforce.ɺ
Evelynɺisɺinɺaɺsimilarɺstate.ɺThoughɺsheɺoftenɺliesɺtoɺJakeɺandɺexchangesɺ
oldɺliesɺforɺnewɺlies,ɺ sheɺ tooɺdoesn'tɺknowɺallɺ thatɺ isɺgoingɺontwhatɺherɺ
fatherɺisɺupɺto,ɺandɺwhatɺherɺhusbandɺwasɺdoingɺthatɺgotɺhimɺkilled.ɺ Toɺaɺ
lesserɺ extent,ɺ evenɺ Noahɺ Crossɺ iɔɺ putɺ intoɺ thisɺ stateɺ ofɺ being.ɺ Heɺknowsɺ
fullɺwellɺwhatɺwasɺbehindɺtheɺmurderɺ andɺ theɺplanɺ inɺ theɺvalley,ɺ butɺ heɺ
doesn'tɺknowɺwhatɺEvelynɺandɺMulwrayɺwereɺupɺ toɺwithɺ theɺgirl,ɺ andɺheɺ

doesn'tɺknowɺwhereɺsheɺis.ɺ AndɺEscobarɺisɺhopelesslyɺatɺseaɺonɺaɺ feelingɺ

ofɺqChinatown."ɺMostɺofɺtheɺtimeɺhe'sɺentirelyɺonɺtheɺwrongɺtrack,ɺandɺevenɺ
whenɺhe'sɺ deadɺ rightɺaboutɺJake,ɺ he'sɺstillɺ wrongɺ aboutɺwhat'sɺbehindɺ itɺ
all;ɺwhenɺheɺthinksɺheɺpositivelyɺknowsɺwhat'sɺgoingɺonɺisɺexactlyɺtheɺtimeɺ
whenɺheɺisɺmostɺwrong.ɺ

UNITV 

Asɺwithɺ allɺ storiesɺ thatɺ haveɺ aɺ singleɺ strongɺ centralɺ character,ɺ theɺ unityɺ

hereɺ isɺ oneɺ ofɺaction.ɺ Jake'sɺ pursuitɺ ofɺ aɺ solutionɺ toɺ theɺ mysteryɺ isɺ theɺ
unifyingɺ element,ɺ andɺ hisɺ variedɺapproachesɺ toɺ gainingɺ insightsɺ andɺ theɺ
manyɺobstaclesɺtoɺthatɺinformationɺconstituteɺtheɺstory.ɺ

EX P O SITIO N 

Weɺareɺlulledɺintoɺmuchɺofɺ theɺearlyɺexposition.ɺWeɺthinkɺweɺareɺmerelyɺ
watchingɺ theɺ practiceɺ ofɺ theɺcraftɺofɺdetectionɺwhileɺ Jakeɺ tailsɺ Mulwray,ɺ

slipsɺwatchesɺunderɺhisɺ tires,ɺ andɺhasɺhisɺassociatesɺtakeɺpicturesɺofɺhimɺ

withɺanɺas-yet-unidentiiedɺNoahɺCross.ɺButɺatɺtheɺsameɺtimeɺweɺareɺgettingɺ
someɺ ofɺ theɺ contextɺ ofɺ theɺstoryttheɺdrought,ɺ theɺ plightɺ ofɺ farmers,ɺ theɺ
politicsɺ andɺ pastɺ ofɺwaterɺmanagement.ɺ Weɺ areɺ alsoɺ beingɺ introducedɺtoɺ
locationsɺsuchɺasɺtheɺdryɺriverbedɺandɺtheɺreservoir,ɺwhichɺwiàlɺplayɺcrucialɺ
roàesɺ laterɺ on.ɺ �owneɺ wiselyɺ deliversɺ Üustɺ enoughɺ expositionɺ toɺ getɺ usɺ
throughɺ theɺ irstɺ act;ɺ then,ɺ onceɺ theɺmysteryɺ isɺ fullyɺsetɺ up,ɺ weɺgetɺmoreɺ
snippetsɺofɺ expositionɺdoledɺoutɺ asɺweɺ needɺ them,ɺ oftenɺusingɺ conlictɺorɺ

humorɺandɺoftenɺcomingɺinɺtheɺguiseɺofɺcluesɺandɺqbreakthroughs"ɺinɺtheɺ
investigation.ɺ

Aɺ superbɺ exampleɺofɺ exposition,ɺ usingɺbothɺ conlictɺ andɺhumor,ɺ isɺ theɺ
sceneɺ inɺ theɺ hallɺ ofɺ recordsɺwhichɺ isɺ discussedɺatɺ lengthɺ earlierɺ inɺ thisɺ
bookɺ inɺtheɺessayɺonɺexposition.ɺAnotherɺexampleɺofɺtheɺ sameɺ techniqueɺ
isɺtheɺsceneɺinɺYelburton'sɺwaitingɺroom,ɺwhenɺJakeɺirritatesɺtheɺsecretaryɺ
inɺorderɺtoɺgetɺinformationɺoutɺofɺherɺaboutɺNoahɺ�ross,ɺ theɺhistoryɺofɺtheɺ
waterɺde¥artment,ɺ andɺ �rossssɺrelationshi¥ɺwithɺMulwray.ɺ
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C H ARACTERI Z A TI O N  

Fromɺtheɺveryɺopeningɺscene,ɺzakeɺis ɺshownɺto ɺbeɺaɺmanɺwhoɺis ɺconidentɺ

toɺtheɺpointɺofɺcockinessɺaboutɺhisɺassessmentsɺofɺpeople.ɺ HeɺreadsɺCurlyɺ
likeɺaɺbook,ɺchoosesɺanɺinexpensiveɺliquorɺtoɺplyɺhimɺwith,ɺandɺdelightsɺinɺ
hisɺownɺseeminglyɺvastɺunderstandingɺofɺhumanɺnature.ɺThisɺisɺagainɺev­
idencedɺasɺheɺwaltzesɺtheɺfakeɺMrs.ɺMulwrayɺthroughɺherɺconfessionsɺaboutɺ
herɺhusband'sɺpurportedɺ inidelity.ɺ Jake'sɺabilityɺ toɺ readɺ otherɺ peopleɺ isɺ
theɺstockɺinɺtradeɺofɺaɺprivateɺdetective,ɺandɺisɺtheɺveryɺessenceɺofɺwhatɺisɺ
irstɺembarrassedɺandɺthenɺchallengedɺinɺhim.ɺBecauseɺheɺisɺaɺproudɺman,ɺ
heɺrisesɺtoɺtheɺchallenge.ɺ ItɺisɺtheɺcollisionɺbetweenɺJake'sɺself-imageɺandɺ

theɺcircumstancesɺthatɺattackɺitɺthatɺcreatesɺthisɺstory.ɺ
Evelynɺisɺcharacterizedɺbyɺaɺsometimesɺprofoundɺ lackɺofɺ conidence,ɺ aɺ

sharpɺcontrastɺwithɺJake,ɺ thoughɺsheɺdoesɺoccasionallyɺsurpriseɺhim,ɺher­
self,ɺ andɺ us-asɺwhenɺ sheɺ savesɺ Jakeɺ atɺ theɺ restɺ home.ɺ Butɺmostɺ ofɺ theɺ
timeɺsheɺisɺunsureɺofɺwhatɺsheɺisɺsaying,ɺhesitantɺandɺequivocating,ɺeasilyɺ
forcedɺ awayɺ fromɺ aɺ simpleɺ declarationɺ intoɺ aɺmodiiedɺ orɺ alternateɺ view.ɺ
Whatɺweɺseeɺatɺworkɺhereɺisɺherɺhistory,ɺtheɺlivingɺvestigesɺofɺherɺtraumaticɺ

relationshipɺwithɺherɺfatherɺandɺherɺlongtimeɺdependenceɺonɺherɺhusband.ɺ

Noahɺ Crossɺ andɺ zakeɺ shareɺaɺ distinctɺ resemblanceɺ andɺ oneɺmajorɺ di­

vergence.ɺ LikeɺJake,ɺ Crossɺisɺ totallyɺconidentɺ thatɺheɺcanɺreadɺtheɺchar­
acterɺofɺallɺthoseɺaroundɺhim,ɺandɺisɺdoggedɺinɺhisɺpursuitɺofɺwhatɺheɺwants.ɺ
ButɺwhereɺJakeɺhasɺaɺhistoryɺofɺgenuinelyɺwantingɺtoɺhelpɺclientsɺorɺpeopleɺ
inɺtrouble,ɺ Crossɺhasɺnoɺ interestɺinɺanyoneɺotherɺthanɺhimself.ɺ Hisɺwholeɺ
motivationɺisɺtoɺamassɺpower,ɺwhileɺzake,ɺonɺaɺrudimentaryɺlevel,ɺwantsɺtoɺ
beɺappreciated,ɺwantsɺtoɺfeelɺthatɺheɺhasɺaɺpositiveɺimpact.ɺ

O EVELO PMENT OF T H E  ST O RY 

Thisɺ storyɺ developsɺ preciselyɺ inɺ suchɺ aɺwayɺ asɺ toɺ extendɺ zake'sɺ andɺ theɺ
audience'sɺfeelingɺofɺbeingɺ inɺ"Chinatown."ɺ Itɺalternatelyɺdeliversɺusɺmo­

mentsɺwhenɺweɺthinkɺweɺknowɺwhat'sɺgoingɺonɺandɺmomentsɺwhenɺweɺmustɺ
admit, that we don't. Like Russian nesting dolls, inside each mysteɐ'sɺ
solutionɺisɺaɺnewɺmystery.ɺWithɺamazingɺregularity,ɺ Jakeɺthinksɺhe'sɺgotɺitɺ
allɺ iguredɺout-Evelynɺ isɺholdingɺtheɺ girlɺcaptive,ɺ orɺ Evelynɺgotɺjealousɺ
andɺaccidentallyɺkilledɺMulwray-butɺeachɺtimeɺheɺseemsɺtoɺgetɺgroundedɺ
inɺtheɺstory,ɺ theɺrugɺisɺpulledɺoutɺfromɺunderɺhim.ɺ

ORAMATIC I R O NY 

Weɺareɺputɺdirectlyɺ intoɺJake'sɺshoesɺ inɺthisɺstory,ɺ throughɺ howɺitɺ isɺ toldɺ
andɺhowɺitɺisɺshotɺ(seeɺ"Visuals"ò.ɺJakeɺdoɹsn'tɺknowɺanythingɺthatɺweɺdon'tɺ
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know,ɺ andɺ almostɺ allɺ theɺ timeɺweɺ knowɺ onlyɺ theɺ sameɺ thingsɺ heɺ knows.ɺ
Thisɺdiminishesɺtheɺuseɺofɺdramaticɺirony,ɺatɺ leastɺinɺ termsɺofɺtheɺcentralɺ
character.ɺTheɺoneɺmajorɺexceptionɺcomesɺinɺtheɺsceneɺwhenɺJakeɺisɺtellingɺ
Duffyɺ andɺWalshɺ aɺ dirtyɺ jokeɺ andɺ weɺ seeɺ Evelynɺ wellɺ inɺ advanceɺ ofɺ hisɺ
realizingɺsheɺisɺthere.ɺWeɺdon'tɺknowɺwhoɺsheɺisɺorɺwhatɺitɺmeans,ɺbutɺweɺ
areɺ awareɺ ofɺ herɺ presenceɺandɺ thisɺ existenceɺ ofɺ dramaticɺ ironyɺ isɺ whatɺ
makesɺthisɺs�eneɺefectiveɺandɺmemorable.ɺ

Andɺwithɺotherɺcharactersɺweɺdoɺ sometimesɺhaveɺtheɺcreationɺofɺ irony,ɺ

particularlyɺwithɺEscobar.ɺAlmostɺeveryɺsceneɺwithɺJakeɺandɺEscobarɺutil­

izesɺironyɺbecauseɺweɺknowɺhowɺfarɺoffɺbaseɺtheɺpolicemanɺreallyɺis.ɺThisɺ
useɺofɺironyɺnotɺonlyɺstrengthensɺourɺadmirationɺforɺJake,ɺbutɺourɺsympathyɺ

forɺhimɺasɺwell,ɺ sinceɺheɺisɺunjustlyɺaccusedɺofɺextortionɺandɺotherɺcrimes.ɺ
ScenesɺwithɺYelburåonɺalsoɺuseɺdramaticɺironyɺextensively.ɺ

PRE PARATIO N  AN C AF TERMATH 

Moodɺandɺatmosphereɺareɺveryɺimportantɺtoɺtheɺexperienceɺofɺthisɺilm,ɺandɺ

asɺ aɺ result,ɺ preparationɺ andɺ aftermathɺ haveɺ beenɺ usedɺ veryɺ effe�tively.ɺ
WhenɺJakeɺirstɺvisitsɺtheɺMulwrays'ɺhouse,ɺthereɺisɺaɺfairlyɺlongɺpreparationɺ

withɺ theɺ driveɺ up,ɺ theɺ crypticɺ Chineseɺ servant,ɺ theɺ waitɺ atɺ theɺ dâor,ɺ
driverɺpolishingɺtheɺcarɺandɺmakingɺsqueakingɺsounds.ɺWhatɺfollowsɺisɺanɺ
introductionɺtoɺaɺvastlyɺdiferentɺEvelyn,ɺoneɺmoreɺtrueɺtoɺherɺrealɺcharacter.ɺ
Andɺ thisɺ isɺ alsoɺwhenɺ theɺ twistingɺ andɺ turningɺ ofɺ theɺ storyɺ beginɺ inɺ fullɺ
force.ɺ

WhenɺJakeɺirstɺgoesɺoutɺtoɺtheɺvalley,ɺthereɺisɺpreparationɺinɺsettingɺtheɺ

localeɺandɺ showingɺ theɺ tranquilɺ andɺ nonthreateningɺ orangeɺgroves.ɺ Afterɺ

hisɺ interludeɺ withɺ theɺ farmers,ɺ thereɺ isɺ aɺ sceneɺ ofɺ aftermathɺ whenɺ Jakeɺ

wakesɺupɺandɺindsɺEvelynɺbendingɺoverɺhim.ɺWhileɺheɺfullyɺdigestsɺwhatɺ
hasɺhappened,ɺweɺalsoɺareɺgivenɺaɺmomentɺofɺaftermath.ɺ

When Jake and Evelyn goɺ to the rest home, there is moody preparation 

ofɺtheɺlocation,ɺtheɺdrivewayɺandɺtheɺbuilding,ɺthereɺisɺpreparationɺbetweenɺ
theɺ twoɺ ofɺ themɺ forɺ theɺ lyingɺ theyɺ areɺ aboutɺ toɺ do,ɺ andɺ aɺ settingɺ ofɺ theɺ
atmosphereɺinsideɺtheɺhome.ɺLater,ɺafterɺtheɺightɺandɺtheirɺnarrowɺescape,ɺ
thereɺisɺaɺsilentɺmomentɺofɺ relectionɺinɺtheɺcarɺasɺtheyɺdriveɺoff.ɺ

PLA N TING AN C PAY O F F  

Theɺmostɺ importantɺplantingɺandɺpayofɺinɺthisɺstoryɺis ɺtheɺcreationɺof ɺtheɺ

metaphorɺofɺqChinatown."ɺTheɺphysicalɺplaceɺofɺChinatownɺcomesɺupɺearlyɺ

andɺ regularly,ɺ increasinglyɺwithɺ theɺ additionɺ ofɺ aɺ feelingɺ ofɺ notɺ knowingɺ

whatɺ IS goingɺ on,ɺ qevenɺ ifɺ youɺ thinkɺ youɺ do."ɺ Eventuallyɺ weɺ
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comeɺtoɺrelateɺtheɺplaceɺandɺtheɺfeelingɺtoɺeachɺother;ɺ "Everyoneɺfeltɺthatɺ

way,"ɺlakeɺtellsɺEvelynɺaboutɺChinatown.ɺ Byɺtheɺend,ɺwhenɺweɺareɺinallyɺ
ableɺ toɺ escapeɺ thatɺ feeling,ɺ albeitɺatɺ theɺexpenseɺofɺ Evelyn'sɺ lifeɺ andɺ theɺ

girl'sɺfuture,ɺweɺareɺgivenɺtheɺmomentɺwhenɺitɺfullyɺreachesɺmetaphorɺstatus:ɺ
"Forgetɺ it,ɺ lake,ɺ it'sɺ Chinatown."ɺ Perhapsɺ thisɺ isɺ whyɺ theɺ lineɺ isɺ soɺ
memorable.ɺ

Anotherɺmemorableɺandɺeffectiveɺuseɺofɺplantingɺandɺpayoffɺisɺtheɺlineɺ
"Badɺ forɺ glass."ɺ Accentuatedɺwhenɺirstɺ spokenɺbyɺ theɺ Chineseɺ gardenerɺ
andɺwhenɺlakeɺgetsɺhisɺirstɺglimpseɺatɺ whatɺwillɺ turnɺoutɺ toɺbeɺaɺpivotalɺ
clue,ɺ thisɺ lineɺ hasɺ aɺmarvelousɺpayofɺwȁenɺ lakeɺ realizesɺ itɺ refersɺ toɺ theɺ
pondɺbeingɺsaltwater.ɺ ytɺ isɺalsoɺtingeĽɺ withɺ irony,ɺ sinceɺtheɺclueɺ foundɺinɺ
theɺpoolɺisɺaɺpairɺofɺglasses.ɺ

Other,ɺsimpler,ɺusesɺofɺplantingɺandɺpayofɺincludeɺ~elburton'sɺbusinessɺ

cards,ɺ"appleɺcore"ɺoverheardɺinɺtheɺightɺbetweenɺCrossɺandɺMulwray,ɺandɺ
theɺphotosɺlakeɺtookɺofɺMulwrayɺandɺtheɺgirl,ɺwhichɺareɺlaterɺfoundɺinɺ ydaɺ
Sessions'sɺhouseɺandɺseemɺtoɺ implicateɺlake.ɺ

ELEMENTS OF THE F UTURE 

AN O AD VERTISING 

ExamplesɺofɺadvertisingɺinɺthisɺilmɺincludeɺanɺearlyɺoneɺinɺwhichɺEvelynɺ
tellsɺlakeɺheɺcanɺindɺMulwrayɺatɺtheɺreservoir;ɺaɺlaterɺone,ɺwhenɺsheɺsaysɺ
thatɺsheɺwantsɺtoɺ takeɺtheɺgirlɺaway;ɺ andɺyetɺ another,ɺ stillɺ later,ɺ afterɺ thatɺ

planɺhasɺbecomeɺspeciic,ɺwhenɺsheɺsaysɺsheɺhasɺaɺive-thirtyɺtrainɺtoɺcatch.ɺ
Aɺ veryɺ strongɺ momentɺ ofɺ adveɂtisingɺ occursɺ earlyɺ inɺ theɺ sisterÿdaughterɺ
scene,ɺ whenɺ callsɺEscobarɺandɺgivesɺhimɺ theɺaddressɺofɺ theɺ houseɺ
he'sɺinɺwithɺEvelyn.ɺThisɺpromisesɺtheɺmomentɺwhenɺEscobarɺwillɺarrive.ɺ

Anɺeerieɺmomentɺofɺforeshadowingɺhappensɺwhenɺlakeɺandɺ Evelynɺareɺ
inɺ herɺ carɺ outsideɺ theɺ houseɺ whereɺ theɺ girlɺ isɺ beingɺ kept.ɺ Sheɺ hasɺ justɺ
declaredɺthatɺsheɺwantsɺtoɺ takeɺtheɺgirlɺawayɺandɺkeepɺherɺsafeɺwhenɺherɺ

headɺdropsɺonɺ theɺwheelɺ andɺhonksɺ theɺhorn.ɺ Withoutɺourɺ fullyɺ realizingɺ
i« , ɺthisɺmo£en«ɺpointsɺtowÊrdɺtheɺšnÊlɺ£o£en«sɺofɺ theɺstoryɺwhenɺEvelynɺ
diesɺtryingɺtoɺtakeɺtheɺgirlɺaway,ɺandɺherɺheadɺrestsɺonɺtheɺhorn,ɺsoundingɺ
ourɺalarmúɺ

P LAU S IBILITY 

Againɺweɺhaveɺ aɺ realistic,ɺ real-worldɺ storyɺ inɺwhichɺ thereɺ isɺ neitherɺ theɺ
supernaturalɺnorɺtheɺunbelievableɺtoɺgetɺpastuɺWeɺfullyɺbelieveɺthatɺtheseɺ
eventsɺ couldɺ happenɺ andɺmightɺ haveɺ happŇnedɺ inɺ justɺ theɺwayɺ theyɺ areɺ
depicted.ɺ ynɺaddition,ɺasɺtheɺstoryɺunfolds,ɺwithɺeachɺnewɺlieɺorɺrevelationɺ
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andɺ Útsɺnewɺmystery,ɺweɺhaveɺtheɺfeelingɺthatɺitɺcouldn'tɺhaveɺhappenedɺinɺ
anyɺotherɺway;ɺweɺhaveɺtheɺfeelingɺofɺ inevitability.ɺ

ACTIO N  AND ACT I VITV 

WhenɺJakeɺpoursɺtheɺcheaperɺliquorɺforɺCurly,ɺ itɺisɺanɺactivity,ɺandɺthatɺisɺ

allɺthereɺisɺtoɺit.ɺMomentsɺlater,ɺwhenɺheɺfeignsɺsurpriseɺatɺ"Mrs.ɺMulwray's"ɺ
revelations,ɺ itɺisɺanɺaction;ɺheɺisɺtryingɺtoɺgetɺherɺasɺaɺcustomerɺand,ɺmoreɺ
important,ɺoneɺwhoɺwillɺpayɺveryɺwell.ɺWhenɺheɺisɺaloneɺwithɺYelburton'sɺ
secretaryɺandɺsmokes,ɺwhistles,ɺandɺstrollsɺaroundɺtheɺofice,ɺtheseɺareɺnotɺ

theɺactivitiesɺtheyɺseemɺtoɺbe,ɺbutɺactions-concertedɺefortsɺtoɺgetɺherɺtoɺ

revealɺ informationɺandɺtoɺgetɺhimɺinɺtoɺseeɺYelburton.ɺ

WhenɺEvelynɺcl�ansɺJake'sɺnoseɺwound,ɺitɺisɺanɺactivity,ɺbutɺwhenɺJakeɺ
takesɺ someɺ ofɺ Yelburton'sɺ businessɺ cards,ɺ itɺ isɺ clearlyɺ anɺ action;ɺ heɺ isɺ
armingɺhimselfɺ forɺanɺas-yet-unidentiiedɺneedɺ thatɺweɺquicklyɺ seeɺarise.ɺ
WhenɺJakeɺandɺEvelynɺareɺwalkingɺupɺ theɺ stepsɺtoɺ theɺ restɺhomeɺandɺheɺ
holdsɺoutɺhisɺarmɺforɺherɺtoɺtake,ɺitɺisɺanɺaction;ɺheɺisɺenlistingɺherɺonɺhisɺ

team,ɺ gettingɺherɺ toɺjoinɺhimɺ inɺ theɺ lyingɺheɺ isɺ aboutɺ toɺundertakeɺ toɺ getɺ

information.ɺ

D IALO G UE 

Dialogueɺ isɺ usedɺ quiteɺ effectivelyɺ asɺ partɺ ofɺ theɺ characterizations.ɺ Jakeɺ
alwaysɺhasɺaɺsmartɺremark,ɺEvelynɺhasɺsomethingɺofɺaɺstammerɺandɺtremorɺ
whenɺ sheɺ speaksɺ ofɺ herɺ father,ɺ andɺ Crossɺ throughɺ peopleɺ andɺ
callouslyɺignoresɺevenɺtheɺpronunciationɺofɺ theirɺnames.ɺ

Thisɺilmɺendsɺwithɺoneɺofɺtheɺmostɺmemorableɺlinesɺinɺcinema,ɺbutɺthereɺ

areɺalsoɺsomeɺotherɺmomentsɺworthɺnoting.ɺAfterɺgoingɺtoɺbedɺwithɺEvelynɺ

andɺ thenɺ havingɺ hisɺ suspicionsɺ seriouslyɺarousedɺaboutɺ herɺ becauseɺ theɺ
gÚrlɺseemsɺtoɺbeɺheldɺcaptive,ɺJakeɺcallsɺherɺ"Mrs.ɺMulwray,"ɺbetrayingɺhisɺ
feelingɺf distanceɺf§omɺherɺdespiteɺthei§ɺintimacy.ɺ�heɺ sceáeɺwhe§eɺ Áaleɺ
andɺEvelynɺareɺtalkingɺtheirɺwayɺintoɺtheɺrestɺhomeɺhasɺsomeɺeffectiveɺuseɺ
ofɺ dialogueɺ thatɺ showsɺ ofɺ Jake'sɺ vastɺ superiorityɺ toɺ theɺmanagerɺ whoɺ isɺ
tryingɺtoɺkeepɺhimɺout.ɺ

V I S UAL S 

Theɺvisualɺdesignɺofɺthisɺilmɺisɺespeciallyɺworthɺdiscussingɺbecauseɺitɺputsɺ
theɺaudienceɺintoɺ theɺsameɺcircumstanceɺtheɺprotagonistɺ isɺ in,ɺ yetɺitɺdoesɺ
soɺwithoutɺusingɺpoint-of-viewɺ (POɺV)ɺshots.ɺWeɺdoɺ notɺ seeɺ literallyɺwhatɺ
Jakeɺsees;ɺ rather,ɺweɺseeɺhimɺseeingɺthings.ɺ Heɺ isɺaɺvoyeurɺofɺaɺsort,ɺ andɺ
weɺareɺmadeɺtoɺbeɺvoyeursɺtoɺhisɺvoyeurism.ɺ Forɺinstance,ɺ earlyɺ onɺ heɺ isɺ
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followingɺMulwrayɺatɺtheɺriverbed.ɺWeɺseeɺaɺshotɺfromɺtheɺbrȈdgeɺthatɺmightɺ
beɺaɺPOÆɺshot,ɺyetɺasɺweɺpanɺacrossɺtheɺactionɺandɺtheɺvista,ɺweɺindɺĝakeɺ
atɺtheɺendɺofɺtheɺshot,ɺspyingɺonɺtheɺsameɺthingsɺweɺhaveɺbeenɺspyingɺon.ɺ
Thisɺbuildsɺaɺ bondɺ betweenɺ usɺandɺJake,ɺ putsɺusɺ inɺ similarɺ shoes.ɺ Inɺanɺ
interestingɺcȸrollary,ɺ inɺtheseɺearlyɺscenesɺweɺhaveɺMulwrayɺtryingɺtoɺsolveɺ
aɺmysteryɺandɺcatchɺsightɺofɺ something,ɺ weɺhaveɺJakeɺwatchingɺ himɺdoɺ itɺ

andɺ tryingɺtoɺsolveɺaɺmystery,ɺandɺweɺareɺwatchingɺbothɺofɺthem.ɺ
Thisɺ voyeuristicɺ aspectɺ ofɺ Jake'sɺ roleɺ andɺ oursɺ isɺ givenɺ anotherɺ ineɺ

momentɺwhenɺheɺisɺspyingɺonɺMulwrayɺandɺtheɺgirlɺatɺtheɺapartments.ɺAsɺ
heɺ isɺ takingɺ theɺ pictureɺ thatɺwillɺappearɺinɺ theɺpaper,ɺ weɺ seeɺtheɺcoupleɺ
relectedɺinɺtheɺlens,ɺandɺweɺseeɺJakeɺusingɺtheɺcamera.ɺThisɺisɺaɺmarvelousɺ
wayɺofɺputtingɺusɺinsideɺJakeɺandɺevenɺ insideɺhisɺcameraɺwithoutɺusingɺtheɺ

usualɺPOÆɺmatrixtshowɺsomeoneɺlooking,ɺshowɺwhatɺheɺorɺsheɺisɺlookingɺ
atóɺ showɺtheɺperson'sɺreaction.ɺ

D RAMATIC SCENES 

It'sɺhardɺtoɺthinkɺofɺaɺmoreɺmemorableɺorɺdynamicɺdramaticɺsceneɺthanɺtheɺ
sister�daughterɺscene.ɺ Itɺhasɺpreparationɺandɺaftermath;ɺitɺhasɺactionsɺandɺ
activities;ɺ itɺhasɺnotɺoneɺbutɺ twoɺtwists;ɺ itɺhasɺpassion,ɺ pathos,ɺ andɺmajorɺ
shiftsɺ inɺtheɺcharacters.ɺWeɺhaveɺpreparationɺasɺheɺracesɺfromɺMulwray'sɺ
houseɺ toɺ theɺ otherɺ place,ɺ asɺ heɺangrilyɺparksɺ andɺ stridesɺupɺ toɺ theɺdoor,ɺ

evenɺightingɺwithɺtheɺscreenɺdoor.ɺWhenɺEvelynɺcomesɺdown,ɺsheɺisɺputtingɺ

onɺ pearlsɺ andɺ oferingɺlunch,ɺ butɺ Jakeɺ getsɺ rightɺ downɺ toɺ business.ɺ Hisɺ
actionsɺincludeɺtheɺcallɺtoɺEscobar,ɺaskingɺaboutɺattorneysɺandɺlayingɺoutɺ
theɺglasses.ɺThenɺtheɺconlictɺescalatesɺasɺheɺspellsɺoutɺinɺdetailɺhisɺlatestɺ
convictionɺaboutɺwhatɺhasɺhappened.ɺ Heɺ triesɺ cajoling,ɺ persuading,ɺ evenɺ
puttingɺ theɺwordsɺ inɺherɺmouth,ɺ butɺ inallyɺ resortsɺ toɺ slappingɺ her.ɺ Hereɺ
sheɺdeliversɺtheɺirstɺtwist,ɺthatɺtheɺgirlɺisɺbothɺherɺsisterɺandɺherɺdaughter,ɺ
andɺ thisɺ promptsɺ anɺ immediateɺ chaȲgeɺ inɺ Jake.ɺ Onceɺ again,ɺ whatɺ heɺ

thoughtɺwasɺtheɺansweñwasn'tɺitɺatɺall.ɺThenɺcomesɺtheɺsecondɺtwist,ɺwhichɺ
isɺ thatɺ theɺglassesɺweren'tɺevenɺMulwray's.ɺ Theɺsceneɺ isɺessentiallyɺover,ɺ
butɺ weɺ haveɺ anɺelaboratedɺaftermathɺ inɺ whichɺtheɺ girlɺ ksɺ kntroducedɺandɺ
Jakeɺ isɺtoldɺ theɺ addressɺwhereɺ theyɺ willɺ beɺmeeting.ɺ ¾tɺobviouslyɺhasɺ anɺ
impactɺonɺhim,ɺandɺheɺwatchesɺoutɺtheɺwindowɺasɺEvelynɺandɺtheɺgirlɺdriveɺ
off.ɺThisɺaftermathɺ immediatelyɺ evolvesɺintoɺtheɺpreparationɺ forɺ theɺ nextɺ
scene,ɺwhenɺEscobarɺarrives.ɺ

S P E C I A L  N O T E S 

Theɺ ironyɺ thatɺ emergesɺ inɺ anɺ extensiveɺ analysisɺ ofɺ Chinatown isɺ thatɺ inɺ
realityɺ theɺ storyɺ isɺ �uiteɺ simple.ɺ Twoɺ powerfulɺ menɺ whoɺ builtɺ theɺ waterɺ
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supplyɺ forɺ L.A.ɺ haveɺ aɺ falling-outɺ overɺ water.ɺ Whenɺ theɺ oneɺ partner'sɺ
daughterɺbearsɺaɺchildɺbyɺherɺownɺfather,ɺtheɺdaughterɺmarriesɺherɺfather'sɺ
partner.ɺManyɺyearsɺlaterɺtheɺfatheɍpartnerɺembarksɺonɺaɺschemeɺtoɺamassɺ
vastɺpowerɺandɺwealthɺbyɺbringingɺL.AȺ'sɺwaterɺtoɺaɺlargeɺinexpensiveɺareaɺ
nearby.ɺ Intoɺthisɺmessɺaɺprivateɺinvestigatorɺisɺbroughtɺthroughɺdeception,ɺ
andɺheɺsetsɺoutɺtoɺdiscoverɺwhoɺdidɺwhatɺtoɺwhom,ɺandɺwhy.ɺWhenɺheɺindsɺ
itɺallɺout,ɺtheɺstoryɺisɺover.ɺ

Itɺ isɺtheɺtellingɺofɺtheɺstoryɺthatɺ isɺbothɺcomplexɺandɺ intriguing.ɺ Asɺhasɺ
beenɺdiscussed,ɺthisɺisɺtheɺessenceɺofɺwhatɺmakesɺ"aɺgoodɺstoryɺwellɺtold";ɺ
thereɺ areɺnȹɺ newɺ stories,ɺ butɺ thereɺ areɺ newɺ charactersɺandɺ newɺ waysɺ toɺ

makeɺtheɺaudienceɺexperienceɺaɺstory.ɺAllɺofɺ theɺliesɺandɺdeceptionsɺtoldɺ

to,ɺandɺeventuallyɺby,ɺJakeɺareɺunderstandable,ɺ givenɺ theɺ livesɺandɺmoti­
vationsɺ ofɺ theɺ characters.ɺ Andɺ liesɺandɺmysteriňsɺ areɺ whatɺ thisɺ storyɺ ex­
plores,ɺtheɺfeelingɺofɺbeingɺinɺ"Chinatown."ɺSo,ɺinɺthisɺveryɺlong-yetɺneverɺ
dull-secondɺ act,ɺ theɺ mysteriesɺ withinɺ mysteriesɺ withinɺ mysteriesɺ areɺ
drawnɺoutɺtoɺtantalizeɺandɺintrigueɺus,ɺ toɺconfuseɺandɺthenɺclarifyɺonlyɺ toɺ
confuseɺonceɺagain.ɺ

Thisɺ isɺaɺperfectɺexampleɺofɺ somethingɺ thatɺ oftenɺ overlookedɺ inɺsto­
ytelling-thatɺitɺis,ɺinɺaɺveyɺrealɺsense,ɺaɺgameɺplayedɺbetweenɺstorytellerɺ

andɺaudience.ɺ sidesɺagreeɺtoɺplayɺtheɺsameɺgame,ɺ theɺpurposeɺbeingɺ

toɺenjoyɺtheɺexperienceɺofɺtheɺstory,ɺtoɺfeelɺmoved,ɺtoɺexerciseɺourɺemotionsɺ
andɺintellects,ɺ toɺ inhabitɺaɺworldɺotherɺthanɺourɺown,ɺtoɺliveɺwithɺandɺcareɺ
aboutɺcharactersɺweɺwouldɺneverɺotherwiseɺbeɺableɺtoɺknow.ɺ
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Written by Francis Ford Coppola and Mario PUla , 

from a novel by M ario PUla 

Directed by Francis Ford Coppola 

Ĉnɺ epicɺ familyɺ sagaɺmadeɺ fromɺ theɺunlikeliestɺmaterial,ɺ theɺworldɺofɺor­
ganizedɺcrimeɺ inɺAmerica,ɺThe Godfather notɺonlyɺenjoyedɺenormousɺbox­
oficeɺandɺcriticalɺsuccesnɺaroundɺtheɺworld,ɺbutɺhelpedɺleadɺtheɺwayɺforɺaɺ
wholeɺnewɺeraɺofɺcrime-basedɺŢlmsɺnotɺunlikeɺtheɺseeminglyɺendlessɺstringɺ

ofɺ gangsterɺ ilmsɺofɺ theɺ thirtiesɺ andɺ forties.ɺ Withɺ theɺ releaseɺofɺ thisɺ ilm,ɺ
andɺ itsɺ 1 974 sequel,ɺ Coppolaɺputɺ himselfɺ irmlyɺandɺ foreverɺonɺ theɺilm­
makers'ɺmap.ɺThisɺilmɺwonɺ AwardsɺforɺBestɺPicture,ɺBestɺScript,ɺ
andɺBestɺ Actorɺ (forɺ itsɺ star,ɺ MarlonɺBrando),ɺ alongɺ withɺ nominationsɺ forɺ

Pacino,ɺRobertɺDuvall,ɺandɺJamesɺCaan.ɺInɺaɺnever÷duplicatedɺ
tourɺ deɺ force,ɺ The Godfather, Part Two wonɺ Oscarsɺ forɺBestɺ Pictureɺandɺ
Bestɺ Script,ɺalongɺwithɺtwoɺothers,ɺ includingɺBestɺDirector,ɺ andɺiveɺaddi­
tionalɺnominations.ɺ

SY N O P SIS 

JustɺafterɺWorldɺWarɺII,ɺ inɺaɺlavishɺLongɺIslandɺestate,ɺVitoɺCorleoneɺholdsɺ
court,ɺdispensingɺfavorsɺandɺmakingɺdealsɺonɺhisɺdaughter'sɺweddingɺday.ɺ
HisɺtwoɺclosestɺadvisersɺareɺhisɺsonɺSantino,ɺcalledɺSonny,ɺandɺhisɺadoptedɺ
sonɺandɺlawyer,ɺTomɺHagen.ɺ Hisɺdaughter,ɺConnie,ɺ isɺmarryingɺCarloɺRizziɺ
amidɺaɺhugeɺpartyɺthatɺ isɺbeingɺspiedɺuponɺbyɺFBIɺagentsɺwhileɺgiftsɺarriveɺ
fromɺ senatorsɺ andɺjudges.ɺ Vito'sɺwar-heroɺson,ɺ Michael,ɺ arrivesɺ withɺ hisɺ

girlfriend,ɺ KayɺAdams,ɺ andɺ isɺgreetedɺwarmly.ɺ Hisɺboozyɺbrother,ɺ Fredo,ɺ
isɺanɺembarrassment,ɺbutɺtheɺDon,ɺasɺVitoɺisɺcalled,ɺagreesɺwhenɺaɺfamousɺ
singerɺwhoɺowesɺtheɺfamilyɺhisɺcareerɺasksɺaɺfavorɺconcerningɺaɺmovieɺrole.ɺ
VitoɺdispatchesɺTomɺtoɺtakeɺcareɺofɺtheɺmatter.ɺ

InɺHollywood,ɺTomɺvisitsɺaɺmovieɺstudioɺandɺasksɺtheɺheadɺofɺtheɺstudioɺ
toɺ castɺ theɺ singer,ɺ butɺ getsɺhimselfɺ thrownɺofɺtheɺ lot.ɺ ġater,ɺ afterɺhavingɺ
foundɺoutɺwhoɺwasɺbehindɺTom,ɺtheɺstudioɺbossɺisɺconciliatoryɺandɺproudlyɺ
showsɺTomɺhisɺ prideɺ andɺÜoy,ɺ aɺ raceɺ horse.ɺ Butɺ heɺ stillɺ resistsɺ efortsɺtoɺ
castɺtheɺsingerɺbecauseɺheɺranɺofɺwithɺtheɺstudioɺbossssɺprotÒgÒɺandɺmadeɺ
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himɺlookɺfoolish.ɺThatɺnightɺtheɺbossɺwakesɺupɺi n ɺaɺbedɺdrippingɺwithɺbțoodɺ
fromɺtheɺseveredɺheadɺofɺhisɺprizeɺhorse-itɺisɺ"anɺofferɺheɺcan'tɺrefuse."ɺ

TheɺDonɺreceivesɺaɺcallɺfromɺaɺgangsterɺnamedɺSollozzo,ɺwhoɺwantsɺ toɺ

bringɺhimɺintoɺhisɺburgeoningɺnarcoticsɺbusiness,ɺbutɺVitoɺturnsɺhimɺdoɩn.ɺ

Insteadɺheɺtellsɺoneɺofɺhisɺmen,ɺ{ucaɺBrasi,ɺtoɺposeɺasɺaɺdefectorɺfromɺhisɺ
familyɺtoɺindɺoutɺwhatɺ Sollozzoɺ isɺupɺto.ɺ Butɺwhenɺ Brasiɺ meetsɺwithɺ theɺ
narcoticsɺgroup,ɺ heɺ isɺbrutallyɺkilled.ɺ Tomɺ isɺkidnappedɺbyɺSollozzo,ɺ andɺ
thenɺtheɺDonɺisɺgunnedɺdownɺ inɺtheɺstreet.ɺ Michaelɺ isɺshoppingɺwithɺ Kayɺ
whenɺheɺindsɺoutɺaboutɺtheɺshootingɺofɺ hisɺfatherɺandɺcallsɺSonny,ɺbutɺ isɺ
toldɺjustɺtoɺgoɺhome.ɺ

WithɺSonnyɺtheɺheirɺapparent,ɺSollozzoɺmakesɺaɺproposalɺtoɺhimɺthroughɺ

Tomɺthatɺ theyɺmustɺdoɺbusinessɺ together,ɺbutɺ thenɺ itɺ isɺ learnedɺ thatɺVitoɺ
isɺ stillɺ alive.ɺ Michaelɺjoinsɺ Sonnyɺasɺ hisɺbrotherɺ takesɺ overɺandɺplansɺre­
venge.ɺ½isɺmenɺprepareɺforɺaɺwar,ɺirstɺbyɺkillingɺofɺanɺuntrustworthyɺman.ɺ
Michaelɺ goesɺtoɺ theɺcityɺunderɺguardɺandɺsendsɺKayɺoutɺofɺtownɺwhileɺheɺ

goesɺ toɺ theɺhospitalɺ toɺ visitɺ hisɺfather.ɺ Thereɺheɺ indsɺ noɺguardsɺonɺdutyɺ
andɺiguresɺtheɺabsentɺpoliceɺareɺpartɺofɺaɺsetup.ɺ Heɺmovesɺhisɺfatherɺtoɺaɺ
saferɺpartɺofɺtheɺ hospitalɺ andɺ standsɺ guardɺ outside.ɺ Michaelɺ hasɺ aɺ run-inɺ
withɺMcClusky,ɺaɺcorruptɺpoliceɺcaptain,ɺbutɺmanagesɺtoɺforestallɺtheɺpre­
sumedɺmurderɺattempt.ɺ

TȂeɺhotheadedɺSonnyɺ stillɺwantsɺrevenge,ɺ whileɺaɺcalmerɺTomɺcounselsɺ

thatɺ itɺ mustɺbeɺ businessɺ irst;ɺ theyɺ can'tɺafordɺtoɺgetɺ revengeɺonɺ Sollozzoɺ

orɺ McClusky,ɺ hisɺ policeɺaccomplice.ɺ Michaelɺconidentlyɺlaysɺ outɺ aɺ planɺ
inɺ whichɺheɺwillɺ killɺ bothɺ Sollozzoɺandɺ McCluskyɺatɺ aɺproposedɺmeetingɺ
withɺ theɺgangsterɺandɺ theɺ cop.ɺ Heɺ shootsɺthemɺboth,ɺ andɺ knowsɺ thatɺ heɺ
mustɺhideɺoutɺforɺatɺleastɺaɺyear.ɺThisɺleadsɺtoɺ aɺwarɺamongɺtheɺiveɺmobɺ
families,ɺbutɺVitoɺhealsɺduringɺ thisɺ timeɺandɺ isɺinallyɺbroughtɺhome.ɺ

Anɺ uneasyɺ triumvirateɺ nowɺ seemsɺ toɺ controlɺ theɺ family-Vito,ɺ Sonny,ɺ
andɺ Tom-whileɺ Michaelɺ hidesɺ outɺ inɺ Sicily,ɺ inɺ theɺ ancestralɺ villageɺ ofɺ
Corleone,ɺwhereɺheɺ fallsɺ inɺloveɺwithɺ aɺ lovelyɺgirlɺ namedɺApollonia.ɺ ½eɺ

makesɺ anɺ offerɺ toɺ herɺ fatherɺthatɺ heɺ can'tɺ refuse,ɺ andɺ courtsɺ theɺ youngɺ
woman.ɺBackɺ inɺNewɺYork,ɺSonnyɺisɺfuriousɺwhenɺheɺdiscoversɺthatɺCarloɺ
hasɺbeenɺbeatingɺhisɺsister,ɺConnie.ɺSonnyɺbeatsɺCarloɺup.ɺMichaelɺmarriesɺ
ApolloniaɺwhileɺatɺtheɺsameɺtimeɺKayɺmakesɺinquiriesɺaboutɺhimɺandɺTomɺ
refusesɺtoɺ tellɺher.ɺ

WhenɺSonnyɺindsɺoutɺthatɺCarloɺhasɺagainɺbeatenɺhisɺ sister,ɺheɺstormsɺ
�utɺal�ne,ɺagainstɺT�mssɺadvice,ɺandɺisɺeoecutedɺbyɺmachine-gunnersɺwait­
ingɺinɺambush.ɺ V itoɺlearȳsɺ�fɺhisɺ sonssɺdeathɺandɺsaysɺthatɺthisɺwarɺȪustɺ
stop,ɺwhileɺMichaelɺmakesɺplansɺtoɺreturnɺafterɺhearingɺtheɺnews.ɺHeɺpre­
paresɺtoɺsendɺhisɺnewɺwifeɺbackɺtoɺherɺfatherɺwhenɺsheɺisɺblownɺupɺ inɺhisɺ
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car.ɺTheɺ�onɺmakesɺaɺtenuousɺpeaceɺwithɺtheɺotherɺfamilyɺdons,ɺbutɺrealizesɺ
thatɺ theɺ familyɺbehindɺtheɺdrugɺpushingɺandɺSonny'sɺdeathɺisɺnotɺtheɺoneɺ
heɺthoughtɺitɺwas.ɺ

Michaelɺ returnsɺandɺ goesɺ toɺworkɺ forɺhisɺ father,ɺ thenɺproposesɺtoɺ Kay.ɺ
Sheɺhesitates,ɺbutɺconsentsɺwhenɺheɺsaysɺthatɺtheɺfamilyɺwillɺbeɺlegitimateɺ

inɺ iveɺyears.ɺ Michaelɺ isɺ nowɺ theɺ heirɺ apparent,ɺ andɺ heɺ sendsɺ xarloɺ andɺ

Tomɺ toɺ Nevadaɺtoɺ runɺtheirɺ newɺoperationɺthere.ɺ Fredo,ɺ whoɺhasɺbeenɺ inɺ
�asɺVegasɺforɺsomeɺtime,ɺisɺnervousɺwhenɺMichaelɺvisits,ɺandɺgetsɺsoundlyɺ
rebukedɺbyɺhisɺbrother.ɺMichaelɺisɺaskedɺtoɺbeɺtheɺgodfatherɺofɺxonnȉeɺandɺ
Carlo'sɺchild,ɺ thenɺmeetsɺwithɺhisɺnowɺagedɺfather,ɺwhoɺwarnsɺhimɺagainstɺ

aɺmeetingɺinɺwhichɺhisɺopponentɺwillɺtryɺtoɺkillɺhim.ɺ Theɺ �onɺdiesɺandɺisɺ
mournedɺbyɺtheɺfamilyɺandɺfriends.ɺ

Michaelɺ identiiesɺ whoɺwillɺ betrayɺhimɺinɺtheɺmeetingɺhisɺfatherɺ spokeɺ
of,ɺ andɺwhileɺheɺisɺ inɺchurch,ɺ standingɺasɺgodfatherɺtoɺ Connie'sɺchild,ɺhisɺ
menɺexecuteɺ allɺ ofɺhisɺÐnemies.ɺ Afterɺ theɺbaptism,ɺ Michaelɺ getsɺ xarloɺ toɺ

admitɺ thatɺ itɺ wasɺ heɺ whoɺ setɺ upɺ Sonnyɺ toɺ beɺ killed.ɺ Michael'sɺmenɺ killɺ
Carloɺforɺhisɺbetrayal.ɺ ConnieɺhystericalȜyɺcallsɺherɺbrotherɺaɺkillerɺandɺisɺ

carriedɺout.ɺ Kayɺasksɺhimɺinsistently,ɺandɺMichaelɺassuresɺherɺheɺdidɺnotɺ
haveɺ Carloɺ killed,ɺ anÎɺ theyɺ embrace.ɺ Butɺ whenɺ sheɺ seesɺ himɺ nowɺbeingɺ
addressedɺasɺ "�onɺCorleone,"ɺsheɺisɺhardened.ɺ

PR O TA G O NIST AN O O BJ ECTIVE 

Sometimesɺevenɺtheɺsimpleɺquestionsɺareɺnotɺeasilyɺanswered.ɺTheɺtitleɺofɺ

thisɺilmɺrefersɺtoɺVitoɺCorleoneɺatɺtheɺbeginningɺandɺMichaelɺxorleoneɺatɺ

theɺend.ɺAndɺitɺisɺbothɺofɺtheirɺstories.ɺButɺit'sɺnotɺquiteɺthatɺsimple,ɺbecauseɺ
theyɺareɺnotɺdualɺprotagonistsɺofɺtheɺsameɺstory.ɺ Eachɺisɺtheɺprotagonistɺofɺ
hisɺownɺstory;ɺ thereɺareɺ twoɺcomplete,ɺthree-actɺstoriesɺtoldɺinɺthisɺnearlyɺ
three-hourɺepic.ɺ Aɺsimilarɺstoryɺstructureɺ isɺevidentɺinɺanotherɺ epic,ɺ The 

Bridge on the River Kwai, whereɺ thereɺ areɺ twoɺ intertwinedɺ stories,ɺ eachɺ

withɺitsɺownɺprotagonistɺwhoɺisɺaɺsigniicantɺcharacterɺinɺtheɺotherɺperson'sɺ
parallelɺstory.ɺ

Thisɺisɺtheɺstoryɺofɺaɺtransferɺofɺpower.ɺWeɺirstɺlearnɺthroughɺVito'sɺstoryɺ
whatɺ theɺ powerɺ is,ɺ howɺ itɺ isɺ handled,ɺ andɺ howɺ encompassingɺ itɺ isºɺ then,ɺ
throughɺtheɺcourseɺofɺtheɺstorç,ɺweɺslowlyɺidentifyɺMichaelɺasɺtheɺoneɺwhoɺ
willɺ trçɺtoɺholdɺonɺtoɺ theɺpower,ɺafterɺhisɺownɺfashion,ɺandɺweɺeɭperienceɺ
whatɺheɺmustɺgoɺthroughɺtoɺdoɺthatuɺ

¾nɺtheɺtwoɺstories,ɺ theɺprotagonistsɺhaveɺsimilarɺandɺrelatedɺobÝectives,ɺ
butɺtheyɺaren'tɺ�uiteɺiden¬ical.ɺVitoɺwantsɺtoɺmaintainɺhisɺpowerɺandɺwieldɺ
i¬ɺ accordingɺ toɺ theɺ traditionsɺ andɺ expectationsɺ ofɺ hisɺ highlyɺ ritualizedɺ
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organized-crimeɺupbringing.ɺ Michaelɺi s ɺfacedɺnotɺsoɺmuchɺwithɺ anɺestab­
lishedɺ andɺstagnantɺpowerɺbaseɺasɺwithɺoneɺ thatɺ isɺeroding;ɺ hisɺ objectiveɺ
isɺtoɺrecaptureɺandɺconsolidateɺthatɺpowerɺbase.ɺ

O BSTACLES 

Forɺ ījtoɺ theɺ obstaclesɺ revolveɺmostlyɺ aroundɺ theɺ factɺ thatɺ theɺ worldɺ isɺ
changing,ɺ eɦenɺ inɺorganizedɺcrime,ɺandɺ thatɺ theɺdirectionɺofɺtheɺfutureɺ isɺ
oneɺthatɺheɺwantsɺnoɺpartɺof.ɺHeɺrefusesɺtoɺgetɺinvolvedɺinɺnarcoticsɺdealing,ɺ
andɺthjsɺleadsɺtoɺ theɺremainderɺofɺ hisɺobstacles,ɺ whichɺcomeɺ inɺtheɺformɺ
ofɺrivalsɺinɺtheɺunderworldɺandɺinɺotherɺfamilies,ɺasɺwellɺasɺdefectionsɺandɺ
betrayalsɺinɺhisɺownɺfamily.ɺ

ForɺMichaelɺtheɺobstaclesɺareɺbothɺinternalɺandɺexternal.ɺBecauseɺheɺ isɺ
notɺ establishedɺ asɺ aɺgodfather,ɺ heɺ mustɺ irstɺ comeɺ toɺ termsɺwithɺ himselfɺ
andɺhisɺdecisionɺtoɺtakeɺoverɺtheɺrole,ɺthenɺheɺmustɺwinɺtheɺsupportɺofɺtheɺ

restɺ ofɺ theɺ family,ɺ andɺ then,ɺ onɺ t¤pɺofɺ allɺ that,ɺ heɺ comesɺ toɺ powerɺ inɺ theɺ
ofɺ anɺ all-¤utɺ underworldɺ warɺ illedɺ withɺ theɺ sameɺ treacheryɺ thatɺ

proɧedɺ inɺpartɺtheɺundoingɺofɺhinɺ father.ɺ

P R EMISE AND O PENING 

Theɺ leadŉrɺ ofɺ aɺ powerfulɺ Americanɺ crimŊɺ family,ɺ whoɺ wieldsɺ incredibleɺ

powerɺaccordingɺtoɺanɺelaborateɺsetɺofɺ rulesɺandɺetiquette,ɺhandsɺoverɺtheɺ
powerɺofɺtheɺfamilyɺtoɺtheɺsonɺheɺneverɺexpectedɺtoɺtakeɺhisɺplace.ɺ

Forɺ theirɺopening,ɺ andɺCoppolaɺchoseɺtoɺ giveɺ aɺ demonstrationɺofɺ

justɺhowɺ aɺ godfatherɺoperaten,ɺ theɺ arcaneɺ rulesɺ ofɺ behaviorɺ andɺ theɺ nearɺ
ominipotenceɺofɺ hisɺ position.ɺTheɺundertakerɺwhoɺmakesɺaɺ requestɺofɺ theɺ
Don,ɺwithoutɺreallyɺunderstandingɺtheɺwaysɺofɺtheɺfamilyɺandɺtheɺincredibleɺ
importanceɺ placedɺ onɺ respectɺ andɺattitude,ɺhelpsɺ toɺ indoctrinateɺusɺ intoɺ
whatɺisɺexpectedɺandɺhowɺthisɺworldɺreallyɺworks.ɺByɺshowingɺusɺtheɺgalaɺ
weddingɺpartyɺ inɺparallelɺ actionɺtoɺ theɺDonɺdoingɺbusinessɺ inɺhisɺ study,ɺ
theɺilmmakersɺgiveɺ usɺaɺ Ŗullerɺsenseɺofɺ theɺ contextɺ inɺwhichɺ thisɺstoryɺ isɺ
takingɺplace.ɺ Theɺweľdingɺprovidesɺtheɺopportunityɺforɺ theɺilmmakersɺtoɺ
leshɺ outɺ theɺ entireɺ Óamily-forɺfamily, jnɺ thisɺ ilm,ɺ meansɺ notɺ onlyɺ theɺ
pa©icularɺorganjzationɺofɺ criminals,ɺ ×utɺ alsoɺ theɺ actualɺ relativesɺandɺ ex­
tendedɺfamilyɺofɺtheɺ�orleones,ɺ includingɺtheɺnewɺbrother-in-lawɺandɺTom,ɺ
theɺadoptedɺbrother.ɺ

MAIN TENSI O N ,  C U LMINATION, 

AND RESO LUT I O N  

TheɺmainɺtensionɺofɺVito'sɺstoɑɺhasɺtoɺdoɺwithɺmaintenanceɺofɺhisɺalreadyɺ
establishedɺpowerɺbaseûɺThoughɺheɺseemsɺtoɺbeɺableɺtoɺdoɺanything-andɺ
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thatɺisɺsurelyɺtheɺimpressionɺgivenɺtoɺthoseɺmakingɺre�uestsɺofɺhimtthereɺ

areɺ agentsɺnibblingɺaroundɺtheɺedgesɺofɺhisɺempire,ɺ andɺallɺ theɺpoli­
ticiansɺ andɺ judgesɺ heɺ seemsɺ toɺ Ȼwnɺ areɺ afraidɺ toɺ comeɺ toɺ hisɺ daughter'sɺ
wedding.ɺ Fromɺ aɺ generalizedɺ ofɺ theɺ tenuousnessɺ ofɺ Vito'sɺ
storyɺgetsɺveryɺspeciicɺwhenɺheɺturnsɺdownɺtheɺdealɺfromɺSollozzoɺandɺfeelsɺ
theɺ needɺ toɺ sendɺ inɺBrasiɺ toɺ spyɺ forɺhim.ɺ Soɺ theɺmainɺ tensionɺ couldɺ beɺ
"WillɺVitoɺbeɺableɺtoɺretainɺthisɺincredibleɺpower?"ɺ

Theɺ culminationɺofɺhisɺ storyɺ comesɺwhenɺ Vito,ɺ recoveredɺ fromɺ theɺas­
sassinationɺattempt,ɺcallsɺtheɺmeetingɺofɺtheɺheadsɺofɺtheɺiveɺMaiaɺfamilies.ɺ
InɺanɺeffortɺtoɺsaveɺMiĹhaelɺfromɺtheɺfateɺthatɺcameɺtoɺSonny,ɺheɺagreesɺtoɺ

aɺtruceɺthatɺincludesɺinvolvementɺinɺtheɺdrugɺtradeɺinɺexchangeɺforɺnoɺharmɺ
comingɺ toɺ Michael.ɺ Whileɺ heɺ retainsɺconsiderableɺpower,ɺ itɺ isɺ noɺ longerɺ
whatɺ itɺonceɺ was,ɺ andɺheɺ hasɺhadɺ toɺ backɺ down-aɺ veryɺ humiliatingɺ ex­
perienceɺwithɺ elaborateɺsetɺofɺrules.ɺ

Andɺ theɺ resolutionɺ ofɺ Vito'sɺ storyɺ isɺ thatɺ heɺ handsɺ overɺ theɺ reinsɺ toɺ

Michaelɺ andɺ noɺ longerɺ wieldsɺ theɺ power.ɺ Inɺ fact,ɺ thoughɺ heɺ stillɺ some­

timesɺ analyzesɺ allɺ theɺ treacheryɺ ofɺ theɺ peopleɺ inɺ andɺ aroundɺ hisɺ world,ɺ
heɺ isɺ losingɺ theɺ powerɺ ofɺ hisɺ ownɺ facultiesɺ beforeɺhisɺ eventual,ɺ peacefulɺ
death.ɺ

TheɺmainɺtensionɺofɺMichael'sɺstoryɺ hasɺmoreɺtoɺdoɺwithɺtheɺdegreeɺ

ofɺ hisɺinvolvementɺinɺ theɺfamilyɺbusiness.ɺ Whenɺheɺ irstɺ tellsɺ Kayɺaboutɺ
offersɺ thatɺ can'tɺ beɺ refused,ɺ heɺ distancesɺhimselfɺfromɺ theɺ familyɺ andɺ itsɺ
ways.ɺWhenɺheɺdecidesɺtoɺkillɺMcCluskyɺandɺSollozzo,ɺheɺwedsɺhimselfɺtoɺ
hisɺ family'sɺ ways,ɺ yetɺ thereɺ stillɺ seemsɺ toɺ beɺ someɺ hopeɺ thatɺ heɺwillɺ notɺ

becomeɺwhatɺhisɺfatherɺhasɺbeen.ɺ Heɺisɺmoreɺintentɺonɺloveɺthanɺonɺpowerɺ

whenɺheɺ isɺ inɺSicily,ɺ untilɺ Sonny'sɺmurder.ɺ Soɺ theɺmainɺ tensionɺmightɺbeɺ
phrased,ɺ"WillɺMichaelɺbecomeɺinextricablyɺmiredɺinɺtheɺfamily'sɺcriminalɺ
businessð"ɺ

TheɺculminationɺofɺhisɺstoryɺcomesɺwhenɺMichaelɺmeetsɺprivatelyɺwithɺ
theɺagingɺVito,ɺwhoɺlamentsɺthatɺheɺhadɺwantedɺtoɺspareɺMichaelɺthisɺlife,ɺ
thatɺheɺhadɺhopedɺMichaelɺwouldɺbeɺaɺsenatorɺorɺaɺgovernor.ɺ Michaelɺhasɺ
justɺbeenɺaskedɺtoɺbeɺaɺgodfatherɺofɺConnie'sɺchild,ɺandɺheɺisɺnowɺtacitlyɺ
acceptedɺ byɺ hisɺ fatherɺ asɺ theɺ headɺ ofɺ theɺ family.ɺ Hisɺ lifeɺ hasɺ becomeɺ
inextricablyɺtiedɺtoɺthatɺofɺtheɺfamilyɺandɺitsɺcriminalɺbusinessuɺ

Theɺ resolutionɺ ofɺ Michael'sɺstoryɺoccursɺwhenɺheɺ showsɺabsolutelyɺnoɺ
mercyɺwhenɺ itɺcomesɺtoɺ "business."ɺAfterɺhavingɺallɺhisɺenemiesɺgunnedɺ
downɺandɺhavingɺ stoodɺ asɺ godfatherɺ toɺhisɺ sister'sɺ child,ɺ heɺhasɺhisɺ ownɺ
brother-in-lawɺ killedɺ forɺ havingɺ setɺ upɺ hisɺbroɚher'sɺ murder.ɺ Heɺ isɺ theɺ
completeɺgodfather,ɺliterally,ɺiguratively,ɺandɺinɺtheɺmindsɺofɺallɺtheɺmem­
bersɺofɺtheɺfamily.ɺ
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THEME 

Thoughɺ whoseɺ storyɺ thisɺ isɺmightɺ beɺ aɺ complicatedɺ question,ɺ whatɺ itɺ isɺ
aboutɺisɺasɺsimpleɺasɺcanɺbe.ɺThisɺisɺaɺstoryɺaboutɺpower-theɺexerciseɺofɺ
it,ɺ theɺ gainingɺofɺ it,ɺ theɺdesireɺforɺit,ɺ theɺ abuseɺ ofɺit,ɺ theɺ limitsɺ ofɺ it.ɺ Atɺ
everyɺturn,ɺpowerɺisɺtheɺultimateɺquestionɺthroughoutɺthisɺstory.ɺVitoɺwantsɺ

toɺ keepɺit;ɺ Michaelɺdoesn'tɺ thinkɺheɺwantsɺ it;ɺ Sonnyɺ can'tɺcontrolɺ it;ɺTomɺ
teetersɺonɺtheɺrazor'sɺedgeɺofɺhavingɺitɺorɺnotɺhavingɺit.ɺTheɺbattlesɺareɺoverɺ
power,ɺallɺtheɺtreacheryɺisɺaboutɺpower,ɺallɺtheɺexcusesɺandɺrationalizationsɺ
areɺaboutɺpower-"Ȟt'sɺonlyɺbusiness,ɺ Iɺalwaysɺ likedɺhim."ɺ

UNITV 

Becauseɺthisɺisɺanɺepicɺstoryɺpaintedɺonɺaɺveryɺbroadɺcanvas,ɺandɺbecauseɺ
thereɺarŋɺtwoɺinterwovenɺstories,ɺtheɺissueɺofɺwhatɺgivesɺ theɺwholeɺaɺunityɺ

isɺ compounded.ɺ Thereɺ is,ɺ ofɺ course,ɺ unityɺ ofɺ actionɺ inɺ bothɺ Vito'sɺ andɺ

Michael'sɺstories.ɺ Çetɺ surrounĿingɺbothɺofɺthoseɺisɺactuallyɺaɺ largerɺunity,ɺ
thatɺofɺ theɺ family,ɺbothɺ literallyɺtheɺCorĀeonesɺand,ɺ iguratively,ɺ theɺcrimeɺ

organizationɺtheyɺhead.ɺ ĉecauseɺthisɺisɺaĲoutɺtheɺ"godfather"ɺofɺthisɺfam­
ily-theɺoutgoingɺleader,ɺ theɺtransitionalɺ teaȫ,ɺ andɺ theɺincomingɺDon-itɺ
isɺtheɺgoalsɺofɺtheɺ familyɺ thatɺ rÏmainɺconstant,ɺ thatɺholdɺ theɺwholeɺofɺ theɺ
storyɺtogether.ɺ

TheɺunityɺofɺVito'sɺactionɺisɺalwaysɺidenticalɺtoɺtheɺfamily'sɺaction,ɺwhileɺ
Michaelɺneedsɺtoɺbeɺbroughtɺintoɺtheɺinnerɺcircleɺofɺtheɺfamily'sɺaction.ɺHeɺ

isɺbroughtɺinɺwithɺhisɺdecisionɺtoɺcommitɺtheɺdoubleɺkilling,ɺbutɺitɺisɺonlyɺ

onɺ hisɺ returnɺ afterɺ Sonny'sɺ deathɺ thatɺ hisɺ actionɺ becomesɺ oneɺ withɺ theɺ
family's.ɺItɺisɺespeciallyɺevidentɺinɺtheɺtransitionalɺphaseɺwhenɺVito,ɺSonny,ɺ
andɺTomɺareɺgraspingɺforɺaɺwayɺtoɺleadɺtheɺfamilyɺthatɺtheɺnarrativeɺthreadɺ
isɺ theɺunityɺ ofɺtheɺ family'sɺpowerɺandɺ itsɺ interests.ɺ Atɺ theɺ beginningɺ andɺ
theɺ end,ɺ thisɺ powerɺandɺactionɺofɺtheɺ familyɺisɺbondedɺwithɺ theɺ oldɺ Donɺ
andɺtheɺnewɺ Don,ɺ butɺ itɺisɺ t eɺ famiȝyɺthatɺgi¯esɺtheɺstoryɺ itsɺcohesivenessɺ
fromɺbeginningɺtoɺend.ɺ

E X P O S I T I O N  

Theɺopeningɺsequence,ɺtheɺparallelɺactionɺbetweenɺtheɺpower-brokeringɺinɺ

theɺ studyɺ andɺ theɺweddingɺ party,ɺ isɺ aɺ particularlyɺ effectiveɺexpositionɺ ofɺ

theɺworldɺthisɺstoryɺwillɺtakeɺplaceɺin.ɺ Muchɺofɺtheɺtimeɺthereɺisɺaɺconlicɛɺ
withinɺ aɺ sceneɺ thatɺ helpsɺmaskɺ theɺ Ƚualityɺ ofɺ theɺ scenes�
suchɺasɺtheɺopeningɺsceneɺinvolvingɺtheɺundertakerɺandɺhisɺmisunderstandé
ingɺofɺth�ɺ rules,ɺ formalities,ɺandɺexpectationsɺofɺhisɺ relationshipɺw�thɺ theɺ
Don.ɺ Also,ɺthereɺisɺtheɺconÖictɺwithɺtheɺFBIɺinɺtheɺparkingɺlot,ɺ theɺturmoilɺ

ofɺ LucaɺBrasiɺ andɺ hisɺ rehearsedɺwords,ɺ andɺ Johnnyɺ Fontane'sɺ displayɺ ofɺ
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weakness.ɺAtɺotherɺtimesɺweɺhaveɺKayɺasɺtheɺnewcomerɺtryingɺtoɺgraspɺthisɺ

hugeɺ sheɺ isɺ beingɺ introducedɺ to.ɺ Muchɺofɺ theɺconŗ¡ictɺ comesɺ fromɺ
Michael-hisɺdefensivenessɺaboutɺhisɺfamilyɺandɺhowɺtheyɺact,ɺ aªɺwellɺasɺ
hisɺ desireɺ toɺmakeɺKayɺfeelɺ aɺmemberɺofɺ theɺfamily.ɺ

CHARACTERIZ ATION 

Vitoɺ isɺ characterizedɺmostɺvividlyɺbyɺtheɺ elaborateɺ andɺveryɺstrictɺcodeɺofɺ

behaviorɺ toɺ whichɺ heɺ adheres.ɺ Heɺ isɺ alwaysɺ inɺ control,ɺ butɺ thatɺ isɺ justɺ

anotherɺ manifestationɺofɺ theɺ code.ɺ Itɺ isɺ thisɺalmostɺ maniacalɺ ixationɺ onɺ

doingɺeverythingɺproperly,ɺtheɺantiquatedɺandɺstylizedɺformalityɺofɺtheɺrulesɺ
heɺ livesɺ by,ɺ thatɺ givesɺ consistencyɺ toɺ hisɺ characterization.ɺ Sonnyɺ isɺ anɺ
impetuousɺhothead.ɺWhetherɺheɺ isɺhavingɺaɺfranticɺtrystɺduringɺhisɺsister'ªɺ
wedding,ɺ orɺ runningɺ offɺ toɺ beatɺ upɺ herɺ husband,ɺ Sonnyɺ isɺ ruledɺ byɺ hisɺ
emotions.ɺThatɺisɺwhyɺheɺhasɺsuchɺheatedɺrun-insɺwithɺTom.ɺTomɺisɺshownɺ
toɺhaveɺstudiedɺtheɺcontrolledɺsideɺofɺVito.ɺ ĕeɺhasɺtheɺsameɺcool,ɺ rationalɺ

side;ɺ everythingɺ isɺ alwaysɺ"justɺbusiness"ɺ toɺ him.ɺ ÇetɺwhatɺTomɺ lacksɺ isɺ
Vito'sɺcode,ɺwhichɺisɺtheɺrealɺsourceɺofɺhisɺcoolɺandɺrationalɺbehavior.ɺFredoɺ

isɺaɺweakling,ɺ fromɺtheɺtimeɺheɺ isɺshownɺdrunkɺatɺtheɺweddingɺtoɺhisɺ laterɺ
attemptɺtoɺserveɺtwoɺmastersɺ inɺ�asɺVegas,ɺMoeɺ�reeneɺandɺMichael.ɺAndɺ
Michaelɺ isɺcharacterizedɺmostɺbyɺhisɺlove,ɺnotɺbyɺaɺcodeɺorɺ business.ɺ Heɺ
meetsɺaɺwomanɺandɺheɺwantsɺtoɺloveɺher,ɺandɺinɺfactɺheɺmarriesɺbothɺwomenɺ
inɺwhomɺheɺeverɺexpressesɺanyɺ interest.ɺ Yet,ɺmoreɺthanɺ anyɺ other,ɺ heɺ isɺ
dominatedɺbyɺhisɺloveɺforɺhisɺfather.ɺAfterɺVitoɺisɺshot,ɺSonnyɺplotsɺrevengeɺ
whileɺMichaelɺgoesɺtoɺbeɺwithɺhisɺfather,ɺtoɺsupportɺhim,ɺ toɺloveɺhim,ɺ andɺ

ultimatelyɺtoɺsaveɺhisɺlife-aɺsharpɺcontrastɺbetweenɺtheɺtwoɺbrothersɺthatɺ

goesɺ toɺ theɺ coreɺ ofɺ whoɺ thŌyɺ are.ɺ Theɺ sameɺ eventɺ alsoɺ showsɺ theɺ otherɺ

brothers'ɺpersonalitiesvɺFredoɺbreaksɺdownɺandɺ cries;ɺ Tomɺ f�guresɺoutɺ theɺ
politicalɺramiicationsɺ theɺcrimeɺfamilies.ɺ

OEVELOPMENT OF THE STORY 

|heɺwholeɺ storyɺ growsɺ logicallyɺandɺ inexorablyɺoutɺofɺ theɺcollisionɺoÔɺtwoɺ
sɡongɺforcesăɺVito'sɺold-fashionedɺadherenceɺtoɺtheɺrulesɺofɺbehaviorɺforɺaɺ

cɃimeɺ familyɺ againstɺtheɺ tideɺofɺ changeɺasɺ evidencedɺbyɺ theɺpro­
posedɺmoveɺintoɺnarcotics.ɺÄhenɺVitoɺsaysɺnoɺtoɺthisɺnewɺdirectionɺbecauseɺ
ofɺ hisɺ ideas,ɺ itɺ ªetsɺ inɺmotionɺ theɺ chainɺ ofɺ eventsɺ thatɺ growɺ logicallyɺ
oneɺ fromɺanother.ɺ SollozzoɺmakesɺaɺpowerɺmoveɺandɺshootsɺVito;ɺMichaelɺ
isɺtheɺonlyɺoneɺwhoɺcanɺtakeɺrevengeɺandɺmaintainɺtheɺfamily'sɺdomiȴanceôɺ
whichɺleadsɺtoɺaɺlongµstandingɺÔeudɺthatɺgetsɺSonnyɺkilledɺandɺbringsɺMi­
chaelɺbackɺ inɺtoɺtakeɺoverɺtheɺfamilyɺfromɺtheɺailingɺVito.ɺ
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D RAMATIC IRONY 

marvelousɺexampleɺofɺtheɺuseɺofɺdramaticɺironyɺforɺheighteningɺtheɺten­
sionɺofɺaɺparticularɺsceneɺoccursɺwhenɺMichaelɺisɺvisitingɺVitoɺatɺ theɺhos­
pitalɺandɺdiscoversɺtheɺguardsɺareɺallɺmissing.ɺ HeɺknowsɺthatɺmovingɺVitoɺ
willɺ onlyɺ temporarilyɺ keepɺ himɺ safe,ɺ butɺ whenɺ Enzo,ɺ theɺ gratefulɺ bakerɺ
whomɺ theɺ Donɺ savedɺ fromɺ deportation,ɺ showsɺ upɺ withɺ lowers,ɺ Michaelɺ
hatchesɺ aɺ plan.ɺ Weɺknowɺ theseɺmenɺareɺunarmedɺandɺ areɺ asɺ unlikelyɺ aɺ
pairɺofɺbodyguardsɺasɺcouldɺbeɺfound.ɺ~etɺtheyɺstandɺonɺtheɺfrontɺstepsɺofɺ
theɺhospitalɺandɺlookɺjustɺthreateningɺenoughɺtoɺscareɺoffɺanɺentireɺcarloadɺ
ofɺpresumablyɺ heavilyɺ armedɺassassins.ɺ ¿fɺweɺ hadɺ knownɺ onlyɺ whatɺ theɺ
killersɺ knew,ɺ thereɺ wouldɺ beɺ littleɺ tensionɺ toɺ theɺ scene.ɺ Butɺ byɺ knowingɺ
whatɺoddsɺMichaelɺisɺupɺagainst,ɺaádɺËyɺknowingɺthatɺ Enzoɺ tooɺ
iguresɺoutɺwhatɺdangerɺhe'sɺ in,ɺ ourɺ interestɺandɺ tensionɺ inɺ theɺ sceneɺ areɺ
greatlyɺincreased.ɺ

Anotherɺ exampleɺofɺwell-usedɺ ironyɺ comesɺ withɺ planɺ toɺ killɺ
theɺ copɺMcCluskyɺandɺSollozzo.ɺ Heɺisɺknownɺ inɺ theɺunderworldɺasɺaɺ "ci­

vilian,"ɺ aɺ nonparticipant.ɺ Andɺ heɺ hasɺ hadɺ hisɺ cheekboneɺ brokenɺ byɺ theɺ
cop.ɺYetɺweɺknowɺheɺhasɺcourage-heɺwasɺaɺwarɺhero-andɺweɺknowɺtheɺ
fullɺ detailsɺ ofɺhisɺ planɺ toɺ killɺ theɺ t�oɺ men.ɺ ģnceɺ thisɺ dramaticɺ ironyɺ isɺ
establishōd,ɺ itɺ isɺ milkedɺ forɺ aɺ goodɺ dealɺ ofɺ tension.ɺ McCluskyɺ isɺ brusk,ɺ
conident,ɺ evenɺ cockyɺwithɺ theɺ youngerɺ Michael.ɺ We areɺmadeɺ toɺ dislikeɺ

himɺ completely,ɺ andɺ weɺ alreadyɺknowɺ thatɺ Sol¢ozzoɺ isɺ treacherous.ɺ Theɺ
minutesɺdragɺonɺandɺweɺwonderɺwhetherɺtheɺgunɺwillɺËeɺinɺplace,ɺwhetherɺ

Michaelɺ willɺbeɺableɺ toɺdoɺ it,ɺ andɺwhetherɺeitherɺ theɺ copɺ orɺ theɺ gangsterɺ

willɺ igureɺ itɺ out-andɺ allɺ theɺ whileɺ weɺ areɺ reallyɺ anticipating,ɺ weɺ areɺ
experiencingɺaɺ greatɺdealɺ ofɺt�nsionɺ createdɺprimarilyɺ throughɺ theɺuseɺofɺ
ęrony.ɺ

PRE PARATION AN D AF TERMATH 

Aɺ ilmɺasɺ texturalɺ andɺvividɺasɺ t isɺusesɺpreparationɺandɺaftermathɺ exten­
sively,ɺ sometimesɺforɺsettingɺupɺaɺmood,ɺ sometimesɺŘorɺcontrast,ɺandɺoftenɺ
forɺ establishingɺtheɺ contextɺ ofɺaɺsequence.ɺ WhenɺTomɺgoesɺ toɺHollywood,ɺ
thereɺisɺaɺlyricalɺintroductionɺtoɺtheɺstudioɺthatɺcontrastsɺwithɺhisɺreceptionɺ
byɺtheɺstudioɺboss.ɺThenɺthereɺisɺaɺveɄɯɺlong,ɺslowɺbuildupɺtoɺtheɺdiscoveryɺ
byɺtheɺbossɺofɺtheɺhorse'sɺheadɺunderɺhisɺbedcoversɺ thatɺ aɺpreparationɺ
forɺtheɺshockingɺ revelation.ɺ

Michaelɺ KayɺgoingɺChristmasɺshoppingɺandɺ theɺ songɺ
playingɺwhileɺ {ucaɺBrasiɺpreparesɺ forɺ hisɺ fatefulɺmeetingɺareɺpreparationɺ
byɺ contrastɺ forɺwhatɺ isɺ theɺirstɺ violentɺmomentɺ inɺ theɺ ilmɺandɺ theɺ
beginningɺ ofɺtheɺwarɺ thatɺ willɺ driveɺ theɺ restɺ ofɺtheɺ story.ɺ Whenɺ theɺ Donɺ
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goesɺtoɺbuyɺfruitɺwhileɺFredoɺwaitsɺinɺtheɺcar,ɺthisɺisɺaȟsoɺaɺpreparatȊonɺbyɺ

contrast,ɺbutɺinɺthisɺinstance,ɺcomingɺasɺitɺdoesɺonɺtheɺheelsɺofɺwrasi'sɺdeathɺ
andɺTom'sɺkidnapping,ɺ itɺisɺilledɺwithɺforebodingɺasɺwell.ɺ

P L A N T I N G  A N D P AY D F F  

Twoɺpeopleɺ introducedɺinɺ theɺveryɺopeningɺofɺ theɺstoryɺcomeɺbackɺmuchɺ
laterɺandɺfunctionɺasɺplantsɺandɺpayofs.ɺEnzoɺisɺsavedɺbyɺVitoɺfromɺbeingɺ
repatriatedɺ toɺ Italyɺ afterɺ theɺ war,ɺ andɺ hisɺ littleɺ visitɺ ofɺ gratitudeɺ toɺ theɺ
hospitalɺmuchɺlaterɺbecomesɺinstrumentalɺinɺsavingɺtheɺDon'sɺlife.ɺAndɺtheɺ
undertakerɺwhoɺbeginsɺtheɺwholeɺstoryɺandɺisɺtoldɺthatɺheɺwiȡlɺbeɺaskedɺtoɺ

returnɺtheɺ favorɺsometimeɺisɺbroughtɺbackɺintoɺ theɺstoryɺandɺaskedɺtoɺ tryɺ
toɺcoverɺupɺtheɺmarksɺofɺSonny'sɺviolentɺdeathɺsoɺhisɺmotherɺwon'tɺknow.ɺ

Plantingɺandɺpayoffɺcanɺcomeɺinɺtheɺformɺofɺaɺlineɺofɺdialogueɺthatɺrecursɺ
andɺhasɺnewɺmeaning.ɺ Theɺoftenørepeat�dɺphraseɺ "�aȔeɺhimɺanɺâferɺheɺ
can'tɺ refuse"ɺ isɺexplainedɺbyɺ Michaelɺ atɺ theɺ outsetɺ andɺ demonstratedɺ inɺ
actionɺwithɺtheɺmovieɺmogulɺandɺothersɺinɺtheɺcourseɺofɺtheɺstory.ɺ Ċutɺřorɺ
�ichael,ɺ whenɺ heɺ irstɺ explainsɺ it,ɺ theɺ phraseɺ isɺ somethingɺ heɺ usesɺ toɺ
distinguishɺ himselfɺ fromɺ hisɺ family.ɺ �eɺ tellsɺ Kayɺ thatɺ isɺ theɺ wayɺ ofɺ hisɺ

family,ɺbutɺnotɺhisɺway.ɺByɺtheɺendɺofɺtheɺstory,ɺtheyɺhaveɺbecomeɺtheɺwordsɺ

heɺlivesɺby.ɺ

ELEME N TS D F  T H E  F UTURE 

A ND A O VERTISI N G  

Michael'sɺplanɺtoɺkillɺtheɺcopɺandɺSollozzoɺisɺaɺformɺofɺadvertising.ɺH e ɺtellsɺ
usɺwhatɺheɺwantsɺ toɺdoɺandɺplansɺ forɺit,ɺ trainingɺwithɺ theɺ gunɺandɺsoɺon.ɺ

Theɺ�uestionɺofɺhisɺbeingɺableɺtoɺpullɺitɺoffɺisɺbroughtɺupɺandɺheightened,ɺ
butɺ allɺ theɺwhileɺweɺknowɺ thatɺ atɺ meastɺ hisɺattemptɺ toɺ enactɺ theɺ p¢anɺwillɺ

beɺdealtɺwithɺinɺtheɺstory.ɺTheɺsameɺgoesɺforɺhisɺbeingɺtomdɺheɺwillɺhaveɺtoɺ

hideɺoutɺforɺatɺleastɺaɺyear.ɺWeɺknowɺthatɺtheɺactionɺofɺtheɺstoryɺwillɺinc¢udeɺ
hisɺhiding.ɺ

WhenɺVitoɺtellsɺMichaelɺ thatɺ thereɺwillɺ beɺaɺtraitorɺamongɺ theɺmenɺheɺ
mostɺtrusts,ɺitɺ aɺpredictionɺandɺthereforeɺanɺelementɺof th�ɺf­t­Ʌe.ɺWhen,ɺ
afterɺtheɺDonɺisɺshot,ɺSonnyɺordersɺClemenzaɺtoɺgetɺridɺofɺPaulɺie,ɺtheɺDon'sɺ
errantɺbodyguard,ɺ itɺisɺadvertising,ɺbutɺwhenɺSonnyɺthreatensɺtoɺ ȕillɺCarloɺ
ifɺheɺeverɺbeatsɺhisɺsisterɺagain,ɺ itɺ isɺaɺwarning,ɺ anɺeȠementɺofɺ theɺ future.ɺ
Oneɺweɺknowɺwillɺbeɺcarriedɺoutɺwithinɺtheɺcontextɺofɺthisɺfamily,ɺ andɺtheɺ
otherɺisɺaɺkindɺofɺprediction.ɺ

P LA US I BIL I TY 

Itɺisɺtheɺsubjectɺmatterɺandɺcontextɺthatɺcreateɺtheɺproblemsɺofɺplausibilityɺ
thatɺmustɺbeɺovercomeɺinɺthisɺilm.ɺAlthoughɺweɺareɺallɺpainfullyɺawareɺofɺ
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theɺ existenceɺof ɺorganizedɺ crimeɺ in ɺAmerica,ɺ andɺ canɺ believeɺ thatɺ thereɺ
areɺpeopleɺwhoɺexerciseɺbrutalɺpowerɺwithɺutterɺcallousness,ɺitɺisɺaɺdiferentɺ
matterɺentirelyɺtoɺseeɺthatɺtheseɺthingsɺareɺdoneɺbyɺpeopleɺweɺ"know"ɺandɺ
comeɺtoɺcareɺaboutɺasɺweɺdoɺtheɺmembersɺofɺ thisɺfamily.ɺ Soɺ theɺ questionɺ
isɺ notɺ soɺmuchɺ thatɺ weɺ areɺ inclinedɺ toɺ disbelieveɺ thatɺ anyoneɺ wouldɺ doɺ
theseɺ things,ɺ butɺüthatɺweɺ tendɺ notɺ toɺ believeɺ theyɺ couldɺ beɺ doneɺ byɺ theɺ
kindɺofɺpeopleɺweɺwouldɺwantɺtoɺ identifyɺwith.ɺ

Weɺ areɺ seducedɺ intoɺ theɺ possibilityɺ withɺ ourɺ primayɺ holdoutɺ againstɺ

thatɺ kindɺ ofɺ behavior,ɺ Michael.ɺ Forɺ hisɺ part,ɺ Vitoɺ isɺ quiteɺ removedɺ fromɺ

theɺviolence,ɺandɺevenɺdeclaresɺthatɺ"weɺareɺnotɺmurderers,"ɺ despiteɺwhatɺ
theɺunde¨akerɺthinks.ɺTheɺirstɺevidenceɺofɺviolenceɺisɺtheɺseveredɺhorse'sɺ
head;ɺthoughɺdespicable,ɺtheɺkillingɺofɺ theɺhorseɺisɺdoneɺofɺscreenɺandɺisɺ
notɺquiteɺonɺaɺplaneɺwithɺmurder.ɺThenɺtheɺirstɺactsɺofɺviolenceɺweɺwitnessɺ
haveɺpeopleɺweɺknowɺasɺvictimsɺratherɺthanɺasɺperpetrators.ɺ LucaɺBrasiɺ isɺ
brutallyɺkilledɺandɺthenɺVitoɺ isɺshot.ɺ Theseɺincidentsɺpromoteɺourɺsympa­
thies,ɺ andɺ Michael'sɺ painɺ atɺ theɺnearɺdeathɺofɺ hisɺ fatherɺ isɺ veryɺ realɺ andɺ

heartfelt,ɺasɺ isɺ hisɺ desireɺtoɺguardɺhim.ɺ
Whenɺheɺdecidesɺtoɺ goɺonɺ theɺoffensive,ɺ then,ɺ weɺhaveɺseenɺthatɺheɺ isɺ

notɺnaturallyɺ inclinedɺtoɺbeɺaɺkiller,ɺthatɺheɺhasɺloveɺandɺemotions,ɺadmi­
rationɺ forɺ hisɺ father,ɺ andɺ aɺ protectiveɺ familyɺ sense.ɺ Heɺ isɺnotɺ aɺ monsterɺ
fromɺwhomɺweɺ instinctivelyɺdistanceɺourselves.ɺAndɺtheɺ twoɺmenɺheɺkillsɺ
weɺareɺencouragedɺtoɺdespise,ɺthoughɺthatɺdoesn'tɺreallyɺlessenɺtheɺ impactɺ
ofɺ theɺbrutalityɺofɺ theɺdoubleɺkilling.ɺ Butɺ byɺ nowɺweɺhaveɺbeenɺseducedɺ

intoɺbelievingɺ thatɺ thisɺholdoutɺforɺdecency¶orɺsomeɺsemblanceɺofɺ it�

wouldɺbelievablyɺbecomeɺaɺpartɺofɺ thisɺbrutalɺ life.ɺ

AnɺinterestingɺparadoxɺliesɺbeneathɺtheɺsurfaceɺofɺMichael'sɺdescentɺintoɺ
theɺ familyɺ businessɺandɺ itsɺmurderousɺways-howɺ didɺ someoneɺ likeɺ theɺ

Michaelɺ weɺirstɺmeetɺgrowɺupɺ inɺthisɺworldɺandɺ inɺthisɺfamily?ɺWithɺhisɺ
collegeɺeducation,ɺhisɺenlistmentɺ inɺtheɺ service,ɺ andɺ hisɺbecomingɺaɺwarɺ
hero,ɺ heɺ seemsɺ likeɺ aɺ veryɺoddɺ birdɺ inɺ theɺ family.ɺ �houghɺ thisɺ isɺ notɺ aɺ
problemɺweɺnecessarilyɺwrestleɺwithɺduringɺtheɺilm,ɺthereɺdoesɺseemɺtoɺbeɺ
anɺanswerɺthatɺcomesɺoutɺinɺtheɺinalɺmeetingɺofɺV itoɺandɺMichael,ɺinɺwhichɺ
theɺoldɺDonɺsaysɺthatɺheɺhadɺhopedɺtoɺ seeɺMichaelɺbecomeɺaɺsenatorɺorɺaɺ
governor.ɺ Tellingly,ɺ theseɺ areɺ bothɺ positionsɺ ofɺ extremeɺ power,ɺ theɺ onlyɺ
valuedɺ commodityɺ inɺ Vito'sɺ worldview.ɺ Perhaãsɺ thisɺ impliesɺ thatɺ Vitoɺ
trainedɺhimɺforɺ thatɺkindɺofɺ aɺ life,ɺ thatɺheɺ tookɺaɺhandɺ inɺ shapingɺ him,ɺ atɺ
leastɺearlyɺ inɺhisɺlife,ɺandɺkeptɺhimɺfreeɺofɺtheɺtaintɺofɺtheɺfamily.ɺWithoutɺ
itsɺ beingɺ dramatizedɺ onɺ screen,ɺweɺcomeɺ toɺ suspectɺthatɺ Michael'sɺ innoɷ
cenceɺatɺtheɺoutsetɺmightɺhaveɺbeenɺVito'sɺdoing,ɺandɺthatɺitɺmightɺbeɺpartɺ
ofɺ theɺloveɺtheyɺshare,ɺwhichɺheɺdoesn'tɺseemɺtoɺhaveɺwithɺ hisɺotherɺsons.ɺ
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ACTION AND ACTIVITY 

TheĸritualĸkissingĸofĸtheĸDon'sĸhandĸasĸaĸsignĸofĸrespectĸisĸanĸactivityĸmostĸ

ofĸ theĸ time.ĸ Yetĸ forĸ theĸ poorĸ frightenedĸ undertakerĸ inĸ theĸ opening,ĸ whoĸ

probablyĸseesĸhisĸlifeĸpassingĸbeforeĸhisĸeyes,ĸtheĸmomentĸwhenĸheĸkissesĸ

theĸDon'sĸhandĸisĸveryĸmuchĸanĸacġion.ĸ Behindĸitĸisĸhisĸdesperateĸattemptĸ

toĸgetĸhimselfĸoutĸofĸtheĸholeĸheĸhasĸdugĸhimselfĸinto,ĸandĸperhapsĸtoĸsalvageĸ

hisĸrequestĸforĸjustice.ĸ

WhenĸFredoĸarrangesĸaĸpartyĸandĸprostitutesĸforĸMichael'sĸarrivalĸinĸLasĸ

Vegas,ĸ itĸisĸveryĸmuchĸanĸaction.ĸ Heĸisĸtryingĸtoĸpleaseĸhisĸbrotherĸandĸatĸ

theĸsameĸtimeĸshowĸthatĸheĸisĸpowerfulĸinĸthisĸworld.ĸTheĸelaborateĸpartyĸ

forĸConnie'sĸweddingĸis,ĸforĸtheĸmostĸpart,ĸanĸactivity.ĸAndĸwhenĸApollonia'sĸ

familyĸhasĸaĸpartyĸforĸ theĸbeginningĸofĸMichael'sĸcourtshipĸofĸher,ĸ itĸisĸanĸ

activityĸf±¶ĸthem.ĸButĸMichael'sĸformalityĸandĸritualizedĸsociabilityĸwithĸtheĸ

familyĸisĸanĸaction;ĸheĸisĸinĸpursuitĸofĸhisĸgoalĸofĸwinningĸApollonia'sĸhandĸ

inĸtheĸoldĸSicilianĸway.ĸ

TheĸbaptismĸofĸConnie'sĸchild,ĸwithĸMichaelĸasĸgodfather,ĸ isĸveryĸmuchĸ
anĸactionĸforĸhim.ĸNotĸonlyĸisĸheĸgivingĸhimselfĸaĸperfectĸalibiĸforĸthatĸtimeĸ

ofĸ multipleĸ murders,ĸ but,ĸ moreĸ importantĸ toĸ hisĸ wayĸ ofĸ thinking,ĸ heĸ isĸ

becomingĸaĸtrueĸgodfatherĸandĸascendingĸtoĸtheĸfullĸpowerĸofĸtheĸpositionĸ

inĸeveryone'sĸeyes.ĸ

DIALOGUE 

Thisĸ ilmĸ addedĸ aĸ sayingĸ toĸ theĸAmericanĸ lexiconĸ thatĸ hasĸ lastedĸ twentyĸ

yearsĸ andĸ quiteĸ probablyĸ willĸ beĸ permanent:ĸ "Iĸ madeĸ himĸ anĸ offerĸ heĸ

couldn'tĸrefuse."ĸ

Butĸwellĸbeyondĸmemorableĸandĸquotableĸ theĸdialogueĸinĸthisĸilmĸ

isĸ aĸ veryĸ efectiveĸ toolĸ bothĸ forĸ characterizationĸ andĸ forĸ showingĸ powerĸ

dynamicsĸ atĸ work.ĸ Vitoĸ hasĸ hisĸ strictĸ rulesĸ ofĸ propriety,ĸ whichĸ includeĸ

language.ĸTomĸtalksĸofĸeverythingĸasĸbusiness,ĸwhileĸSonnyĸisĸproneĸtoĸlyĸ

ofĸtheĸhandleĸwithĸhisĸvolatileĸemotions.ĸMichael'sĸlanguageĸtendsĸtowardĸ
control;ĸ evenĸwhenĸheĸ isĸdisavowkngĸhisĸ family,ĸ heĸdoesĸ soĸwkthĸcoldĸ as­
surance.ĸAndĸtheĸdynamicsĸofĸwhoĸisĸpowerfulĸinĸaĸroomĸcolorĸtheĸlanguageĸ
asĸwell.ĸTomĸandĸSonnyĸcanĸightĸandĸmakeĸupĸlikeĸbrothersĸwithĸnoĸsenseĸ

ofĸformality.ĸ ButĸwhenĸTomĸisĸactingĸasĸcosigliore andĸtalkingĸtoĸ"outsid~
ers,"ĸheĸdoesĸsoĸwithĸtheĸutmostĸformality.ĸ

VISUALS 

TheĸbrutalityĸofĸLucaĸ�rasi'sĸmurderĸisĸmadeĸallĸtheĸmoreĸhorrifyingĸbyĸtheĸ
relentlessnessĸofĸtheĸcamera,ĸwhichĸwillĸnotĸcutĸawayĸfromĸhisĸdeathĸthroes.ĸ
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TheĸsameĸkindĸofĸforthrightĸandĸunblinkingĸapproachĸisĸalsoĸusedĸinĸSon­

ny'sĸdeath.ĸYet,ĸ ironically,ĸanĸoppositeĸtechniqueĸisĸusedĸtoĸgreatĸefectĸinĸ

theĸ ightĸ betweenĸ Connieĸ andĸ Carlo.ĸ Sheĸ doesĸmostĸ ofĸ theĸ damage-toĸ

dishesĸandĸ theĸdinnerĸ table-inĸ theĸ earlyĸ partĸ ofĸ theirĸ ight.ĸ Onceĸ Carloĸ

takesĸaĸhÂndĸtoĸher,ĸtheĸactionĸgoesĸintoĸtheĸbathroomĸandĸweĸareĸhorriiedĸ

toĸhearĸtheĸbeatingĸheĸisĸgivingĸhisĸveryĸpregnantĸwife.ĸ Notĸallowingĸusĸtoĸ

seeĸtheĸgruesomeĸdetails,ĸbutĸforcingĸusĸtoĸimagineĸwhatĸheĸisĸdoingĸtoĸher,ĸ

makesĸtheĸviolenceĸofĸthisĸnonlethalĸassaultĸmatchĸtheĸmurdersĸweĸseeĸonĸ

screenĸforĸintensityĸandĸvisceralĸreactionĸfromĸtheĸaudience.ĸ

Thereĸareĸstrikingĸvisualĸcontrastsĸbetweenĸtheĸdarkenedĸbackroomsĸofĸ

power-brokeringĸ andĸ theĸscenicĸandĸopenĸvistasĸofĸ Sicily,ĸ whereĸMichaelĸ

meetsĸandĸfallsĸinĸloveĸwithĸApollonia.ĸTheĸsameĸdarknessĸthatĸcharacter­

izedĸVitoĸasĸtheĸDonĸinĸ theĸopeningĸscenesĸenshroudsĸMichaelĸduringĸtheĸ

baptismĸandĸthenĸwhenĸheĸtakesĸoverĸtheĸdenĸofĸ theĸfamilyĸhouseĸandĸ forĸ
theĸirstĸtimeĸisĸcalledĸ"DonĸCormeone."ĸHeĸnoĸlongerĸisĸseenĸoutĸunderĸtheĸ

sun;ĸheĸhasĸtakenĸonĸ theĸdevilĸheĸrenouncedĸinĸ theĸ baptism,ĸ andĸ livesĸ inĸ

theĸsameĸdarkĸshadowsĸofĸpowerĸhisĸfatherĸdid.ĸ

Andĸthereĸisĸaĸveryĸeffectiveĸuseĸofĸvisualĸgrandeurĸtoĸestablishĸtheĸkindĸ

ofĸwealthĸtheĸfamilyĸhasĸamassed.ĸ Fromĸtheĸhomeĸfurnishingsĸtoĸ theĸwed­

dingĸpartyĸtoĸtheĸhouseĸandĸestate,ĸweĸareĸalwaysĸbeingĸshownĸtheirĸpowerĸ

throughĸtheirĸwealth.ĸ

DRAMATIC SCE NE S 

Aĸ veryĸ effectiveĸ dramaticĸ sceneĸ withĸ completeĸ preparationĸ andĸ after­

mathĸ comesĸ whenĸ Sollozzoĸ proposesĸ theĸ narcoticsĸ deal.ĸ We areĸ shownĸ

Sollozzoĸ comingĸ toĸ theĸ meetingĸ andĸ haveĸ aĸ preparationĸ showingĸ Vitoĸ

andĸ hisĸ coterieĸ ofĸ men-Tom,ĸ Sonny,ĸ andĸ Clemenza.ĸ Sollozzoĸ

meetsĸ theĸ Don,ĸ heĸ knowsĸ theĸ routineĸ andĸ givesĸ everyĸ deferenceĸ toĸ Vi­
to'sĸ positionĸ andĸ power.ĸ Thisĸ isĸ furtherĸ demonstratedĸ withĸ Sonny'sĸ out­
burst,ĸ whichĸ ¸itoĸ squashesĸ anÓĸ Ãpologizesĸ forĸ inĸ aĸ formalĸ way.ĸ
thereĸ isĸ aĸ sceneĸ ofĸ aftermathĸ whenĸ Vitoĸ chastisesĸ Sonnyĸ forĸ arguingĸ

withĸ himĸ inĸ frontĸ ofĸ Sollozzo.ĸ
Theĸsceneĸatĸtheĸrestaurant,ĸwhenĸ®ichaelĸisĸaboutĸtoĸkillĸMcCluskyĸandĸ

Sollozzo,ĸisĸfraughtĸwithĸanĸundercurrentĸbecauseĸofĸtheĸironyĸofĸourĸknow­

ingĸMichael'sĸplan.ĸ dramaticĸsceneĸtingedĸwithĸironyĸthatĸhasĸfullĸ

preparationĸandĸaftermathĸoccursĸwhenĸ¹itoĸcomesĸhomeĸfromĸtheĸhospital.ĸ
Thereĸ isĸconsiderableĸ elaborationĸ ofĸ hisĸ returnĸ home,ĸ theĸ visitsĸ fromĸ theĸ
grandchildren,ĸandĸhisĸwelcomeĸthere.ĸThenĸTomĸandĸSonnyĸtellĸhimĸthatĸ
itĸwasĸMichaelĸwhoĸkilledĸtheĸtwoĸmenĸandĸisĸnowĸinĸhidingĸwhileĸtheĸiveĸ
familiesĸgoĸ toĸwar,ĸ newsĸ thatĸ painsĸ theĸ Don.ĸ Thenĸ thereĸ isĸ anĸ aftermathĸ
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betweenĸ Sonnyĸ andĸ Tom,ĸ whereĸ Sonnyĸ tellsĸ Tomĸ heĸ isn'tĸ aĸ wartimeĸ

cosigliore. 

AĸveryĸmovingĸdramaticĸsceneĸcoāesĸwhenĸTomĸmustĸtellĸVitoĸthatĸSonnyĸ

hasĸbeenĸkilled.ĸ Thereĸ isĸ ironyĸbecauseĸweĸknowĸofĸ theĸdeath,ĸ andĸthereĸ

isĸaĸveryĸpalpableĸreluctanceĸonĸTom'sĸpartĸtoĸdeliverĸsuchĸbadĸnews,ĸbutĸ

theĸDonĸisĸ toĸhavingĸhisĸway,ĸandĸTomĸisĸaccustomedĸtoĸlettingĸ

him.ĸ Inĸtheĸendĸheĸaccedesĸandĸtellsĸtheĸpainfulĸtruth.ĸThisĸisĸtheĸmomentĸ

whenĸVitoĸfullyĸchangesĸfromĸtheĸmanĸinĸcompleteĸcontrolĸtoĸtheĸoneĸwhoĸ
isĸwillingĸtoĸgiveĸinĸtoĸtheĸotherĸfamiliesĸtoĸprotectĸMichael.ĸ

SPECIAL NOTE S 

Perhapsĸofĸallĸtheĸmasterfullyĸe|ecutedĸaspectsĸofĸthisĸ theĸmostĸpurelyĸ

cinematicĸandĸefectiveĸoneĸisĸtheĸutilizationĸofĸparallelĸactionĸforĸaĸvarietyĸ

ofĸefects.ĸ Parallelĸaction-theĸ simultaneousĸdevelopmentĸofĸ twoĸorĸmoreĸ

threadsĸofĸ actionĸintercutĸtoĸkeepĸeachĸ inĸprogress-isĸestablished,ĸ fromĸ
theĸveryĸopeningĸsequence,ĸasĸaĸpartĸofĸhowĸthisĸstoryĸwillĸbeĸtold.ĸWeĸcutĸ

fromĸVito'sĸstudyĸtoĸ theĸweddingĸpartyĸinĸprogress,ĸandĸbackĸagain.ĸ Hereĸ

theĸparallelĸactionĸisĸusedĸtoĸ setĸ theĸconte|tĸofĸ theĸ story.ĸ Theĸ faĶadeĸ

andĸtheĸrealityĸareĸcontrasted,ĸandĸ theĸscaleĸofĸtheĸstoryĸisĸestablished.ĸ
Later,ĸ whenĸMichaelĸ isĸ inĸSicilyĸandĸ theĸwarĸ isĸragingĸbackĸhome,ĸ theĸ

parallelĸactionĸisĸusedĸasĸaĸstrongĸcontrastĸbetweenĸwhoĸMichaelĸreallyĸisĴ

aĸ youngĸmanĸmoreĸ interestedĸinĸ loveĸ thanĸ inĸ power-andĸ theĸ resultsĸ ofĸ

heĸhasĸsetĸ inĸmotion.ĸ Heĸisĸnotĸyetĸpartĸofĸtheĸveryĸthingĸheĸhelpedĸ

toĸcreate,ĸandĸonlyĸatĸtheĸendĸofĸtheĸparallelĸaction,ĸwhenĸhisĸnewĸwifeĸisĸ

killed,ĸdoesĸheĸbecomeĸpartĸofĸtheĸightĸbackĸhome.ĸ

Andĸofĸ course,ĸ withĸtheĸ famousĸandĸmemorableĸbaptismĸ sequence,ĸ theĸ
payoffĸonĸtheĸstyleĸofĸusingĸparallelĸactionĸisĸcomplete.ĸHereĸagainĸweĸhaveĸ

aĸÍontrastĸbetweenĸtheĸfaķadeĸandĸ theĸ reality-renouncingĸSatanĸandĸor­

deringĸ murders.ĸ Andĸ thisĸ timeĸ theĸ contrastĸ isĸ muchĸ starkerĸ thanĸ aĢĸ theĸ

beginningĸofĸtheĸstory.ĸ Byĸtyingĸtogetherĸtheseĸ twoĸsidesĸofĸMichael'sĸnewĸ

lifeĸinĸsimultaneousĸdevelopment,ĸwithĸmusicĸandĸwordsĸcaryingĸoverĸfromĸ
oneĸtoĸtheĸother,ĸthisĸsequenceĸcapsĸofĸtheĸtransformationĸofĸMichaelĸintoĸ

theĸfuĸII roleĸofĸtheĸGodfather.ĸ



(1975J 

Written by Laurence Hauben and 80 Goldman, 

from the novel by Ken Kesey 

Directed by Milos Forman 

²nlyĸ theĸ secondĸilmĸeverĸ toĸwinĸ theĸ topĸ iveĸAcademyĸAwardsĸ forĸ Bestĸ

Picture,ĸBestĸScreenplay,ĸ Bestĸ Director,ĸ BestĸActor,ĸ andĸ BestĸActressĸ(¦Ĥĸ

Happened One Night wasĸtheĸirst,ĸandĸrecentlyĸ The Silence of the Lambs 

duplicatedĸtheĸfeat),ĸOne Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest isĸhardlyĸaĸfeel-goodĸ

movieĸinĸtermsĸofĸcateringĸtoĸanĸaudience'sĸdesireĸforĸescapeĸandĸ fantasy.ĸ
Yet,ĸ asĸ adaptedĸ fromĸ Kenĸ Kesey'sĸ extraordinaryĸ andĸ blisteringĸ novel,ĸ itĸ

enjoyedĸenormousĸcriticalĸandĸbox-oficeĸsuccess.ĸ Itĸmanagedĸthisĸwithoutĸ

anyĸofĸtheĸ trappingsĸofĸmaònstreamĸHollywoodĸfare;ĸitĸdidĸitĸwithĸonlyĸ

oneĸrecognizableĸilmĸstarĸ andĸaĸnearlyĸunknownĸ (atĸ theĸ time)ĸ foreignĸdiĵ

rÚcģor,ĸandĸdespiteĸaĸdepressinçĸsettingĸandĸaĸdecidedlyĸdownbeatĸending.ĸ

Theĸ keyĸ wasĸ aĸ compellingĸ storyĸ ofĸ aĸ sympatheticĸ characterĸ upĸ againstĸ

seeminglyĸinsurmountableĸoddsĸandĸanĸexecutionĸofĸthatĸstoryĸwithĸsuperbĸ

performancesĸbyĸallĸofĸtheĸprincipalĸcreativeĸpeopleĸinvolved.ĸ

SYNOPSIS 

R.ĸ P.ĸMcMurphyĸ isĸ broughtĸ toĸ aĸmentalĸ hospital,ĸ andĸ theĸmomentĸheĸ isĸ

releasedĸfromĸhisĸhandcuffs,ĸheĸleapsĸforĸjoy.ĸHeĸisĸledĸintoĸaĸmentalĸward,ĸ

whereĸtheĸirstĸinterneeĸheĸmeetsĸ isĸChief,ĸaĸhuge,ĸmuteĸ°ativeĸAmerican.ĸ

Theĸirstĸtoĸ talkĸwithĸhimĸ isĸ theĸ stutteringĸBillyĸ Bibbit.ĸMcMurphyĸcomesĸ
overĸand disrzpts the card game being played by Harding, Cheswick, and 

Martini.ĸWhenĸMcMzrphyĸinterviewsĸwithĸDr.ĸSpivey,ĸweĸlearnĸheĸhasĸbeenĸ
sentĸfromĸtheĸworkĸfarmĸwhereĸheĸwasĸheldĸonĸaĸstatutoryĸrapeĸcharge,ĸandĸ

whereĸheĸhasĸbeenĸighting.ĸHeĸwillĸbeĸ inĸtheĸhospitalĸforĸaĸwhileĸtoĸdeter­
mineĸwhetherĸheĸ isĸfeigningĸmentalĸillness.ĸMcMurphyĸ isĸ enthusiasticĸ toĸ
cooperateĸinĸthisĸobservation.ĸ

DĨringĸ groupĸ therapy,ĸ Nurseĸ Ratchedĸ encouragesĸ discussionĸ ofĸ Har­
ding�sĸ maritalĸproblems,ĸ andĸ itĸ turnsĸ óntoĸ aĸ shoutingĸmatchĸ withĸ Taber,ĸ

whiýeĸRatchedĸremaiĆsĸunmovedĸbyĸ theseĸmenĸoutĸofĸ control.ĸ

checöĝĸoutĸtheĸsecurityĸfencesĸaroundĸtheĸgrounds,ĸ thenĸ triesĸtoĸgetĸChiefĸ
toĸthrowĸaĸbasketballĸintoĸtheĸhoop.ĸDuringĸaĸpokerĸgame,ĸ¯cMurphyĸwantsĸ

20 2. 
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toĸhearĸaĸbaseballĸ game,ĸ butĸ theĸ "tranquil"ĸmusicĸplayingĸonĸ theĸwardĸisĸ

tooĸloud.ĸHeĸentersĸtheĸnurse'sĸstationĸtoĸturnĸitĸdownĸandĸgetsĸintoĸaĸbattleĸ

withĸ Ratchedĸ overĸ theĸ music.ĸ Whenĸ chidedĸ aboutĸ hisĸ ightĸ withĸ her,ĸ
McMurphyĸmakesĸaĸbetĸthatĸhe'llĸwearĸdownĸtheĸnurseĸinĸa week.ĸ

Withĸtheĸsidesĸdrawn,ĸMcMurphyĸsetsĸoutĸ toĸtakeĸonĸ Ratched,ĸ startingĸ

withĸtryingĸtoĸgetĸworkĸassignmentsĸchangedĸsoĸtheĸinmatesĸcanĸwatchĸtheĸ

ºorldĸSeriesĸthatĸisĸaboutĸtoĸbegin.ĸ Butĸwhenĸitĸisĸputĸtoĸaĸvoteĸinĸgroup,ĸ

heĸhasĸonlyĸtwoĸbackers.ĸ Inĸtheĸtubĸroom,ĸMcMurphyĸbetsĸtheĸmenĸheĸcanĸ

pickĸupĸaĸsinkĸbaseĸandĸ throwĸitĸ throughĸtheĸwindowĸ toĸoakeĸanĸescape.ĸ

Whenĸheĸcan'tĸbudgeĸtheĸmarbleĸbase,ĸheĸsaysĸthatĸatĸleastĸheĸtried.ĸ Andĸ

whenĸheĸbringsĸupĸtèeĸsecondĸSeriesĸgameĸtoĸgetĸaĸvote,ĸ thisĸ timeĸheĸhasĸ
votesĸfromĸallĸnineĸmenĸinĸ theĸgroup.ĸButĸRatchedĸchangesĸtheĸrulesĸandĸ

saysĸtheĸotherĸmenĸmustĸbeĸincluded.ĸMcMurphyĸtriesĸeveryoneĸtoĸgetĸjustĸ

oneĸmoreĸ vote,ĸ butĸ sheĸclosesĸupĸ theĸgroupĸmeetingĸbeforeĸheĸgetsĸChiefĸ

toĸvote.ĸ HeĸgoesĸtoĸtheĸblankĸTVĸandĸstartsĸcallingĸoutĸaĸplay-by-playĸofĸaĸ

made-upĸgameĸandĸgathersĸaĸcheeringĸcrowdĸofĸallĸ theĸotherĸmen,ĸ gettingĸ

themĸunusuallyĸexcited.ĸ

McMurphyĸ tellsĸ theĸ doctorĸ thatĸ ¡atchedĸ isn'tĸ honest,ĸ thatĸ sheĸ likesĸ aĸ

riggedĸgame.ĸThenĸlater,ĸwithĸChiefsĸhelp,ĸheĸgetsĸoverĸtheĸ fence,ĸ getsĸallĸ
ofĸhisĸbuddiesĸonĸboardĸtheĸhospitalĸbus,ĸandĸdrivesĸofĸwithoutĸtheĸdriver.ĸ

HeĸpicksĸupĸhisĸgirlfrienÎ,ĸCandy,ĸandĸtogetherĸtheyĸblusterĸtheirĸwayĸontoĸ

aĸdeep-seaĸishingĸboat.ĸ Heĸshowsĸthemĸhowĸtoĸ baitĸhooksĸandĸgoĸishingĸ

whileĸ heĸ retiresĸ toĸ theĸ cabinĸ withĸ Candy.ĸ Butĸ withĸ everyoneĸ watchingĸ
throughĸtheĸwindows,ĸtheĸboatĸgoesĸoutĸofĸcontrolĸandĸheĸmustĸstopĸhisĸtrystĸ

andĸgetĸthingsĸ order.ĸ Byĸ theĸtimeĸtheyĸreturnĸtoĸport,ĸwhereĸpoliceĸandĸ

onlookersĸawaitĸthem,ĸtheyĸhaveĸseveralĸtrophyĸishĸtoĸshowĸforĸtheirĸday.ĸ

McMurphy'sĸpsychiatristsĸagreeĸ thatĸheĸ isn'tĸ crazy,ĸ butĸ thatĸheĸ isĸdan­

gerousĸandĸshouldĸbeĸsentĸbackĸ toĸtheĸworkĸfarm.ĸ Ratched,ĸ howeverĸsaysĸ

sheĸthinksĸtheyĸcanĸhelpĸhim,ĸandĸpersuadesĸthemĸtoĸkeeċĸhimĸinĸherĸward.ĸ

McMurphyĸ indsĸ outĸ thatĸ theĸ timeĸheĸ isĸspendingĸinĸ theĸ hospitalĸdoesn'tĸ

countĸtowardĸhisĸprisonĸsentenÉe,ĸandĸbringsĸitĸupĸatĸgroup.ĸHeĸisĸsurprisedĸ
toĸindĸthatĸmostĸofĸtheĸotherĸmenĸareĸthereĸvoluntarily.ĸHeĸtriesĸtoĸconvinceĸ
�themĸ they'reĸnoĸcrazierĸthanĸmostĸpeopleĸonĸtheĸoutside,ĸandĸthatĸtheyĸ

shouldĸjustĸgo.ĸ Cheswickĸgetsĸbelligerentĸaboutĸwantingĸhisĸcigarettes,ĸandĸ
RatchedĸeggsĸhimĸonĸuntilĸinallyĸMcMurphyĸbreaksĸintoĸtheĸnurse'sĸstationĸ
toĸgetĸcigarettesĸforĸhimĸtoĸ tryĸtoĸendĸtheĸbattle.ĸWhenĸtheĸorderliesĸcomeĸ
toĸsubdueĸMcMurphy,ĸChiefĸjoinsĸinĸtheĸight,ĸandĸsuddenlyĸallĸthreeĸmenĸ
areĸledĸoffĸinĸcufs.ĸ

WhileĸCheswickĸisĸdraggedĸoffĸ forĸ someĸkindĸofĸ treatment,ĸMcMurphyĸ

indsĸ thatĸChiefsĸdeaf-muteĸroutineĸisĸallĸaĸsham,ĸthatĸheĸcanĸbothĸhearĸ
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andĸtalk.ĸ Togetherĸtheyĸplanĸtoĸescapeĸandĸgetĸ toĸ Canada.ĸ whenĸMc­

Murphyĸisĸledĸinĸforĸhisĸtherapy,ĸitĸturnsĸoutĸthatĸitĸisĸelectroshockĸtherapyĸ

(EST),ĸhorrifyingĸandĸgraphic.ĸWhenĸheĸisĸledĸbackĸtoĸgroupĸsomeĸdaysĸlater,ĸ

heĸwalksĸlikeĸaĸzombie,ĸbutĸsuddenlyĸlightsĸupĸandĸisĸasĸlivelyĸasĸever.ĸ

Inĸfact,ĸrightĸawayĸheĸarrangesĸtoĸhaveĸCandyĸdropĸbyĸwithĸsomeĸboozeĸforĸ

aĸparty-aĸgoing-awayĸparty,ĸbecauseĸheĸandĸChiefĸwillĸbeĸleaving.ĸ Theyĸ

bribeĸtheĸnightĸguardĸwithĸcash,ĸbooze,ĸandĸaĸwoman,ĸandĸtheĸmenĸofĸtheĸwardĸ

haveĸaĸriotousĸpartyĸofĸdrinkingĸandĸtrashingĸtheĸplace.ĸButĸBillyĸisĸgrowingĸ
veryĸenamoredĸofĸCandy,ĸslow-dancingĸwithĸher.ĸHeĸasksĸMcMurphyĸifĸhe'sĸ

goingĸtoĸmarryĸher.ĸMcMurphyĸgetsĸtheĸideaĸthatĸBillyĸshouldĸhaveĸaĸ"date"ĸ

withĸCandyĸjustĸonceĸbeforeĸtheyĸgo.ĸBillyĸisĸreluctant,ĸbutĸisĸledĸintoĸaĸprivateĸ

roomĸwithĸherĸwhileĸtheĸothersĸresumeĸtheirĸpartying.ĸ

Whenĸtheĸorderliesĸarriveĸinĸ theĸmorning,ĸeveryoneĸisĸasleep,ĸ includingĸ

McMurphyĸandĸChief.ĸWithĸRatchedĸinĸcharge,ĸtheĸmenĸareĸroundedĸupĸandĸ

theĸopenĸwindowĸisĸrelocked,ĸbutĸBillyĸisĸmissing.ĸWhenĸheĸisĸdiscoveredĸinĸ

bedĸwithĸCandy,ĸRatchedĸlaysĸintoĸhimĸaboutĸtellingĸhisĸmother,ĸbrutallyĸma­

nipulatingĸ intoĸlosingĸcontrol.ĸHeĸisĸ inĸtheĸdoctor'sĸofÛîceĸwithĸanĸ

orderly,ĸbutĸMcMurphyĸstillĸhasĸtheĸnightĸguard'sĸkeysĸandĸtriesĸtoĸbreakĸout.ĸ

TheĸorderlyĸrunsĸtoĸstopĸMcMurphy,ĸandĸthereĸisĸaĸscream.ĸ

Theyĸ discoverĸ thatĸ Billyĸ hasĸ killedĸ himself,ĸ andĸ McMurphyĸ blamesĸ

Ratched.ĸHeĸveryĸnearlyĸstranglesĸher toĸdeathĸbeforeĸheĸisĸpulledĸoffĸher.ĸLifeĸ

seemsĸtoĸhaveĸreturnedĸtoĸnormalĸaroundĸtheĸward,ĸexceptĸthatĸRatchedĸwearsĸ

anĸorthopedicĸ TheĸmenĸspreadĸrumorsĸthatĸMcMurphyĸhasĸinallyĸes}

caped.ĸButĸlateĸatĸnightĸheĸisĸbroughtĸbackĸtoĸhisĸbed,ĸandĸChiefĸindsĸoutĸthatĸ

heĸhasĸbeenĸlobotomized.ĸDistraught,ĸChiefĸsmothersĸhimĸtoĸdeath.ĸThenĸheĸ

pullsĸtheĸsinkĸbaseĸfromĸtheĸloorĸinĸtheĸtubĸroom,ĸthrowsĸitĸthroughĸtheĸwin}

dow,ĸandĸmakesĸgoodĸtheĸescapeĸheĸandĸMcMurphyĸplanned.ĸ

PROTAGONIST AND OBJECTIVE 

Thisĸ isĸMcMurphy'sĸstory;ĸ heĸ isĸ theĸpersonĸwhoseĸpowerfulĸwantĸandĸjoie 

de vivre createĸ thisĸ story.ĸ Ifĸ heĸ wereĸ evenĸ remotelyĸ likeĸ anyĸ ofĸ theĸ otherĸ

menĸonĸtheĸward,ĸ thereĸwouldĸbeĸnoĸstoryĸhere.ĸ Hisĸobjectiveĸbeginsĸasĸaĸ
veryĸsimpleĸone:ĸ toĸgetĸ outĸofĸ theĸworkĸfarm,ĸheĸpretendsĸtoĸbeĸcrazy.ĸ Aþĸ
heĸreallyĸwantsĸtoĸdoĸ isĸinishĸhisĸtimeĸandĸgetĸonĸwithĸhisĸlife.ĸ

OBSTACLE S 

McMurphy'sĸprimaryĸobstacleĸisĸclearlyĸNurseĸRatched,ĸbutĸinĸaĸsenseĸsheĸ

isĸ theĸ embodimentĸ ofĸ theĸ largerĸ institutionsĸandĸ theĸwholeĸ systemĸ ofĸ au­
thorityĸ againstĸ whichĸ heĸ rebels.ĸ Sheĸ isĸ supportedĸ byĸ thisĸ system,ĸ andĸ aĸ



One Flew Over t h e  Cuckoo's Nest • 20 5 

signiicantĸaspectĸofĸherĸasĸanĸobstacleĸisĸthatĸsheĸlikesĸtoĸcheat-sheĸlikesĸ

aĸ riggedĸ game,ĸ asĸMcMurphyĸ tellsĸ theĸdoctor.ĸ Ratched,ĸ theĸ conditionsĸofĸ

theĸhospital,ĸ andĸauthorityĸ inĸgeneralĸareĸMcMurphy'sĸexternalĸobstacles,ĸ

butĸ heĸalsoĸhasĸhisĸinternalĸones.ĸ Hisĸobjectiveĸ isĸtoĸgetĸ throughĸhisĸtimeĸ
withĸeaseĸinĸtheĸpsychĸward;ĸifĸheĸwereĸcapableĸofĸbeingĸmeekĸandĸpassiveĸ

likeĸHarding,ĸ itĸwouldĸbeĸaĸcinch.ĸ SoĸMcMurphy'sĸownĸ liveliness,ĸ energy,ĸ

andĸmanicĸspiritĸareĸpartĸofĸhisĸownĸdownfall,ĸandĸbecomeĸoneĸofĸhisĸworstĸ

obstaÕles.ĸ

PREMISE AND OPENING 

Theĸpremiseĸhereĸpredatesĸ theĸbeginningĸandĸisĸonlyĸwaitingĸforĸ theĸcol­
lisionĸofĸ theĸ twoĸ forces,ĸ McMurphyĸ andĸ NurseĸRatched.ĸ Ratchedĸ runsĸ aĸ

mental-hospitalĸ wardĸ ofĸ menĸ whomĸ sheĸ controlsĸ andĸ dominatesĸ withĸ aĸ

cleverĸ disguiseĸofĸcalmĸsupportiveness.ĸMcMurphyĸ isĸaĸ freeĸ spirit,ĸ aĸmanĸ

whoĸlovesĸa goodĸtime,ĸwhoĸisĸfullĸofĸlifeĸandĸenergyĸandĸbonhomie,ĸ aĸmanĸ

whoĸ isĸ aĸ naturalĸ leaderĸ andĸ booster.ĸ Heĸ isĸ alsoĸ aĸ convictĸ whoĸ isĸ servingĸ

timeĸforĸstatutoryĸrape.ĸ

Forĸ theirĸ opening,ĸ HaubenĸandĸGoldmanĸchoseĸ toĸgiveĸ aĸveryĸbriefĸ in­

troduÊtionĸ toĸ theĸ generalĸ landscape,ĸ thenĸ getĸ rightĸ insideĸ withĸ theĸ dailyĸ

routineĸofĸtheĸpassive,ĸobedientĸpatients.ĸMcMurphyĸisĸimmediatelyĸbroughtĸ

intoĸthisĸworld,ĸ andĸtheĸsecondĸheĸisĸfreedĸfromĸhisĸhandcufs,ĸ weĸseeĸtheĸ

irstĸglimmerĸofĸhisĸmanicĸspiritĸandĸenergy.ĸ

MAIN TE NSION, CULMINATION, 

AND RE SOLUTION 

Theĸ mainĸ tensionĸ ofĸ thisĸ storyĸ beginsĸ whenĸ theĸ battleĸ linesĸ haveĸ beenĸ

clearlyĸdrawnĸbetweenĸtheĸtwoĸadversaries.ĸAfterĸtheĸightĸoverĸtheĸmusic,ĸ

wéenĸMcMurphyĸmakesĸtheĸbetĸthatĸheĸcanĸrattleĸRatched'sĸcageĸwithinĸaĸ

week,ĸweĸhaveĸtheĸ twoĸprincipalsĸpoisedĸandĸreadyĸ forĸbattle.ĸ Clearlyĸ theĸ

storyĸ evolvesĸ farĸ beyondĸ hisĸ attemptsĸ toĸ shakeĸ herĸ control,ĸ butĸ theĸmainĸ
tensionĸhasĸbeÔnĸestablishedĸatĸthisĸpoint:ĸWillĸMcMurphyĸbeĸableĸtoĸwinĸ
inĸthisĸbattleĸwithĸ ³atched?ĸ

TheĸculmiĂationĸcomeęĸwhenĸMcMurphyĸandĸChiefĸhaveĸeverythingĸsetĸ

forĸ theirĸ escape.ĸ Itĸ isĸ theĸ completionĸ ofĸ theĸ mainĸ tension,ĸ becauseĸ Mc­
Murphyĸ hasĸ changedĸ hisĸ wantĸ fromĸ buckingĸ theĸ systemĸ (andĸ Nurseĸ
Ratched)ĸtoĸescapingĸit.ĸEarlyĸinĸtheĸpartyĸheĸhasĸtheĸwherewithalĸtoĸmakeĸ
goodĸ onĸ hisĸ newĸ want:ĸ heĸ hasĸ theĸ keysĸ andĸ theĸ abilityĸ toĸ escape.ĸ Butĸ
McMurphyĸstaysĸtoĸgiveĸaĸgoing-awayĸpartyĸforĸhisĸfriendsĸandĸthenĸtoĸgiveĸ

aĸ"present"ĸtoĸBillyĸthatĸjustĸmightĸsolveĸhisĸproblem.ĸTheĸwindowĸisĸopen,ĸ
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theĸescapeĸisĸpossible,ĸandĸhisĸescapeĸwouldĸconstituteĸaĸdefeatĸofĸRatched.ĸ

YetĸtheĸhumanitarianĸsideĸofĸMcMurphy,ĸwhichĸweĸhaveĸseenĸthroughout,ĸ
needsĸtoĸdoĸsomethingĸforĸhisĸfriends.ĸThisĸisĸhisĸdownfall.ĸ

TheĸresolutionĸcomesĸwhenĸChiefĸsmothersĸMcMurphyĸandĸmakesĸtheĸes­

capeĸaloneĸthatĸtheyĸplannedĸtoĸdoĸtogether.ĸAtĸleastĸoneĸcagedĸsoulĸhasĸbeenĸ

liberatedĸbyĸMcMurphy'sĸactions.ĸHeĸlostĸinĸtheĸlesh,ĸbutĸwonĸinĸtheĸspirit.ĸ

THE ME 

Thisĸstoryĸisĸaboutĸfreedom;ĸNurseĸRatchedĸisĸaĸjailerĸofĸtheĸhumanĸspiritĸ
whoĸpretendsĸtoĸbeĸhelpingĸwhenĸsheĸisĸsubjugatingĸwithĸherĸeveryĸmove.ĸ

Theĸbattleĸ foughtĸ betweenĸ theĸ twoĸprincipalsĸisĸoverĸ freedom,ĸ literalĸandĸ

igurative.ĸAndĸtwoĸsharplyĸdrawnĸsubplots,ĸinvolvingĸHardingĸandĸ Billy,ĸ

alsoĸdealĸwithĸit.ĸ Bothĸareĸvoluntarilyĸcommitted.ĸHardingĸchoosesĸtoĸstay,ĸ

forĸheĸisĸafraidĸofĸ freedomĸandĸprefersĸtheĸsafetyĸofĸcaptivity.ĸ Billyĸwouldĸ

reallyĸratherĸleave,ĸbutĸdoesn'tĸfeelĸhe'sĸready.ĸInĸf¾ct,ĸhisĸproblemĸisĸthatĸ

heĸ isĸ aĸ prisonerĸ ofĸ hisĸ mother-andĸ herĸ surrogate,ĸ Ratched.ĸ Evenĸ ifĸ heĸ

wereĸ toĸ leaveĸ physically,ĸ heĸ wouldĸ stillĸ beĸ aĸ prisonerĸ ofĸ hisĸ dominatingĸ

mother.ĸTheĸthirdĸsubplot,ĸ thatĸofĸChief,ĸalsoĸdealsĸwithĸimprisonment.ĸ Atĸ

irst,ĸChiefsĸprisonĸseemsĸtoĸbeĸthatĸheĸisĸdeafĸandĸspeechless.ĸ Butĸinĸfactĸ
heĸisĸaĸprisonerĸofĸhisĸownĸself-doubt,ĸhisĸownĸlackĸofĸfaithĸinĸhimself.ĸAndĸ

heĸisĸtheĸoneĸwhoĸisĸsetĸfreeĸbyĸMcMurphy,ĸwhoĸisĸgivenĸtheĸconidenceĸtoĸ

escapeĸhisĸ privateĸprison,ĸmakingĸhisĸ subplotĸ theĸ oneĸ withĸ theĸ greatestĸ

thematicĸresonance.ĸ

UNITV 

Theĸunityĸhereĸisĸoneĸofĸaction,ĸbecauseĸweĸhaveĸaĸstrongĸcentralĸcharacter.ĸ

Butĸinĸthisĸcase,ĸactionĸincludesĸreaction.ĸAboutĸhalfĸtheĸtimeĸMcMurphyĸisĸ

activelyĸtryingĸtoĸpursueĸhisĸownĸaims,ĸwhichĸincludeĸmakingĸhisĸstayĸeasier,ĸ
guaranteeingĸthatĸheĸwillĸbeĸableĸtoĸstay,ĸwinningĸtheĸleadershipĸofĸtheĸgroup,ĸ

andĸeventuallyĸtryingĸtoĸescape.ĸAndĸhalfĸtheĸtimeĸheĸisĸreactingĸtoĸtheĸwork­

ingsĸofĸRatched,ĸoftenĸinĸdefenseĸofĸhisĸcohorts,ĸwhomĸsheĸisĸtorturing.ĸ

E XPOSITION 

TheĸearlyĸexpositionĸonĸMcMurphyĸisĸdealtĸwithĸinĸtheĸirstĸinterviewĸwithĸ
theĸdoctor,ĸwhereĸthereĸisĸaĸconlictĸinĸtheĸsubtext.ĸThoughĸtheirĸexchangeĸ
isĸtreatedĸplayfully,ĸ theĸdoctorĸhasĸquiteĸ rightlyĸguessedĸwhatĸMcMurphyĸ

isĸupĸto,ĸfeigningĸmentalĸdisturbanceĸtoĸgetĸoutĸofĸworkĸandĸtheĸworkĸfarm.ĸ

McMurphyĸwantsĸtoĸbeĸableĸtoĸstayĸinĸtheĸhospital,ĸandĸthusĸthereĸisĸaĸtestĸ

betweenĸtheĸmenĸconcerningĸwhetherĸheĸwillĸgetĸawayĸwithĸhisĸplanĸatĸall.ĸ
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Theĸexpositionĸaboutĸtheĸrestĸofĸtheĸmenĸisĸlargelyĸdeliveredĸthroughĸtheĸ

group-therapyĸsessions.ĸ Inĸeachĸofĸthese,ĸthereĸisĸsomeĸmajorĸconlict,ĸandĸ

ourĸdiscoveryĸofĸtheĸexpositionalĸmaterialĸseemsĸincidental.ĸTheĸexpositionĸ

aboutĸRatched,ĸ inĸ termsĸofĸhoĪĸsheĸdealsĸwithĸ theĸmen,ĸ isĸbroughtĸoutĸ inĸ

theĸ sameĸ way.ĸ Thereĸ isĸ noĸ expositionĸdealingĸ withĸ herĸ personalĸ lifeĸ orĸ

accountingĸforĸwhyĸsheĸisĸtheĸwayĸsheĸis.ĸThisĸabsenceĸofĸanyĸbackgroundĸ

informationĸonĸherĸ helpsĸ toĸmakeĸ Ratchedĸaĸmoreĸ evilĸ character,ĸ forĸweĸ

¿reĸgivenĸnoĸmollifyingĸdetailsĸfromĸherĸownĸlifeĸandĸexperienceĸtoĸexplainĸ

herĸbehavior.ĸ

CHARACTE RIZATION 

TheĸcharacterizationĸofĸMcMurphyĸstartsĸfromĸhisĸveryĸirstĸscene,ĸwhenĸheĸ
isĸunshackled,ĸ leapsĸatĸ theĸ guard,ĸ andĸ kissesĸhisĸforehead.ĸ Heĸ isĸ almostĸ

largerĸthanĸ life,ĸ aĸveryĸdemonstrativeĸandĸenergeticĸman.ĸ Butĸheĸisĸalsoĸaĸ

manĸofĸdetermination,ĸasĸhisĸattemptĸtoĸmoveĸtheĸmarbleĸsinkĸbaseĸshows.ĸ

Thisĸ isĸaĸ telningĸmomentĸ forĸMcMurphyĸandĸ forĸ theĸ story,ĸ asĸheĸ attemptsĸ

theĸimpossibleĸwithĸallĸhisĸheart.ĸ

Nurseĸ Ratchedĸ isĸ shownĸ toĸ beĸ coldĸ andĸ indiferentĸ toĸ theĸ suferingsĸ ofĸ

allĸherĸcharges,ĸwhileĸwearingĸaĸmaskĸofĸconcern.ĸ Inĸ fact,ĸ earlyĸonĸweĸseeĸ

howĸsheĸrevelsĸinĸherĸpowerĸtoĸdivideĸandĸconquerĸallĸtheseĸmen.ĸ Itĸisĸtheirĸ

disunityĸ thatĸ givesĸherĸherĸpower-whichĸ isĸwhyĸMcMurphy'sĸ leadershipĸ

isĸsuchĸaĸthreatĸtoĸher.ĸ
Chiefĸisĸshownĸtoĸbeĸstolidĸandĸunafectedĸatĸirst,ĸbutĸin�ĸtheĸbasketballĸ

gameĸheĸcomesĸintoĸhisĸown,ĸandĸthisĸshowsĸtheĸgrowthĸinĸtheĸmanĸthatĸtheĸ

endingĸwillĸinalize.ĸ Billyĸ isĸ aĸ timidĸstuttererĸwithĸaĸhistoryĸofĸsuicideĸat­

temptsĸ andĸ aĸ problemĸwithĸ hisĸmother,ĸ somethingĸ Ratchedĸ usesĸ toĸ keepĸ

himĸinĸhisĸplace.ĸHardingĸalsoĸhasĸaĸproblemĸwithĸwomen,ĸ especiallyĸhisĸ

wife,ĸ againĸgivingĸRatchedĸtheĸleverĸsheĸneedsĸforĸcontrol.ĸ

OEVE LOPMENT OF THE STORY 

Thisĸstoryĸcanĸbeĸ seenĸasĸaĸbattleĸ forĸcontrolĸofĸ theĸpsychĸward,ĸ betweeăĸ
theĸnurĚeĸwhoĸhasĸcontrolledĸitĸ andĸtheĸnaturalĸ leaderĸwhoĸcomesĸinĸandĸ
threatensĸherĸposition.ĸWithĸthatĸinĸmind,ĸweĸcanĸseeĸthatĸtheĸstoryĸisĸreallyĸ
aĸseriesĸofĸbattles-skirmishesĸatĸ irst,ĸ thenĸopenlyĸdeclaredĸwarfareĸlaterĸ

on,ĸ theĸ pushĸ andĸ pullĸ betweenĸ twoĸwarriors,ĸ withĸ theĸ variousĸ otherĸmenĸ
shiftingĸ fromĸ oneĸ sideĸ toĸ theĸ otherĸ andĸ backĸ again.ĸ Inĸ thisĸ context,ĸ theĸ
battleĸoverĸtheĸWorldĸSeriesĸisĸwonĸbyĸMcMurphy,ĸasĸisĸtheĸgrandĸescapeĸ
toĸgoĸishing.ĸ�utĸRatchedĸwinsĸwithĸtheĸelectroshockĸtherapyĸandĸofĸcourse,ĸ

ultimatelyĸwithĸtheĸlobotomy.ĸ Sheĸwinsĸcontrolĸofĸtheĸwardĸinĸtheĸend,ĸbutĸ

oneĸspiritĸescapes:ĸChief.ĸHeĸisĸtheĸ"One"ĸofĸtheĸtitle.ĸ
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DRAMATIC IRONY 

Thereĸ isĸ relativelyĸ littleĸuseĸ ofĸdramaticĸ ironyĸ inĸ theĸ tellingĸ ofĸ thisĸ story,ĸ

andĸwhatĸthereĸisĸofĸitĸisĸgenerallyĸquiteĸshort�term.ĸThisĸisĸperhapsĸbecauseĸ

theĸ storytellersĸpreferredĸ toĸ withholdĸ ironyĸuntilĸ theĸ seriesĸ ofĸmajorĸ andĸ

horrifyingĸironiesĸdawnĸonĸusĸasĸweĸleaveĸtheĸtheater:ĸïfĸheĸhadĸonlyĸstayedĸ

atĸ theĸworkĸ farm,ĸMcMurphyĸwouldĸhaveĸbeenĸ free;ĸ ifĸheĸhadĸonlyĸ caredĸ

forĸ himself,ĸ heĸ couldĸ haveĸ escapedĸ inĸ theĸ busĸ orĸ atĸ theĸ party;ĸ theĸ trueĸ

humanitačianĸisĸcalledĸaĸcriminal,ĸandĸtheĸsadistĸisĸcalledĸaĸhumanitarian.ĸ

Theseĸpowerfulĸfeelings,ĸwhichĸcanĸhauntĸusĸlongĸafterĸtheĸilmĸisĸover,ĸareĸ

notĸdeliveredĸasĸdramaticĸironiesĸwhileĸtheĸstoryĸisĸinĸprogress.ĸRather,ĸweĸ

discoverĸ themĸmoreĸorĸ lessĸwithĸMcMurphy.ĸTheĸbigĸ diferenceĸ isĸthatĸweĸ

haveĸbeenĸilledĸwithĸaĸfarĸgreaterĸforebodingĸthanĸheĸhasĸmostĸofĸtheĸtime.ĸ

(Seeĸ"ElementsĸofĸtheĸFutureĸandĸAdvertising,"ĸbelow.)ĸ

Thereĸareĸlittleĸusesĸofĸirony,ĸhowever.ĸWhenĸHardingĸslipsĸaĸlitĸcigaretteĸ

intoĸ Taber'sĸ cuf,ĸ weĸ haveĸ theĸ revelationĸ andĸ awaitĸ Taber'sĸ recognition.ĸ

WhenĸMcMurphyĸcomesĸstumblingĸbackĸfromĸESTĸlookingĸlikeĸaĸzombie,ĸ

thereĸ isĸ aĸmomentaryĸ ironyĸwhenĸ heĸ revealsĸ theĸ truthĸ toĸ Chiefĸ beforeĸ heĸ

doesĸ toĸ theĸ others.ĸ Afterĸ theĸ bigĸ party,ĸ whenĸ Billyĸ isĸmissing,ĸ weĸ know,ĸ

alongĸwithĸallĸtheĸmen,ĸexactlyĸwhereĸheĸis,ĸbutĸRatchedĸandĸtheĸorderliesĸ

doĸnot.ĸThisĸisĸtheĸmostĸprotractedĸuseĸofĸironyĸinĸtheĸilm.ĸ

PRE PARATION AND AFTERMATH 

Thereĸisĸaĸmarvelousĸexampleĸofĸpreparationĸbyĸcontrastĸinĸtheĸsceneĸbeforeĸ

theĸEST.ĸ McMurphyĸ andĸ Chiefĸ areĸ aloneĸ andĸheĸ indsĸ outĸ theĸ deaf-muteĸ

businessĸisĸaĸsham.ĸ Heĸgetuĸexcitedĸandĸ theĸescapeĸtoĸCanada,ĸ andĸ

everythingĸ seemsĸ toĸ beĸ setĸ asĸ farĸ asĸMcMurphyĸisĸ concerned.ĸ Heĸ leavesĸ

givingĸtheĸthumbs-upĸtoĸChief.ĸTheĸhorrifyingĸsceneĸofĸelectroshockĸtherapyĸ

comesĸrightĸonĸtheĸheelsĸofĸthisĸhighĸmoment.ĸ
Andĸthereĸisĸaĸmarvelousĸsceneĸofĸaftermathĸatĸtheĸveryĸendĸofĸtheĸstory.ĸ

AfterĸChiefĸhasĸescapedĸandĸisĸlopingĸacrossĸtheĸieldĸtowardĸtheĸmountains,ĸ

Taberĸwakesĸupĸandĸbeginsĸtoĸhowlĸinĸdelight,ĸwakingĸtheĸwholeĸwardĸwithĸ

hisĸexcitementĸandĸcausingĸaĸslightĸupturnĸinĸ ourĸ ownĸemotions,ĸdespiteĸ
theĸdisappointmentĸofĸMcMurphy'sĸdefeat.ĸ

PLANTING AND PAYOFF 

Thereĸareĸnumerousĸefectiveĸplantingsĸandĸpayofs.ĸWhenĸMcMurphyĸirstĸ

meetsĸ theĸ doctor,ĸ theyĸ talkĸ aboutĸ deep-seaĸ ishing,ĸ andĸ thatĸ isĸ whereĸ

McMurphyĸtakesĸhisĸbuddiesĸwhenĸtheyĸescape.ĸMcMurphy'sĸawarenessĸofĸ
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theĸbusĸleavingĸtheĸhospitalĸfromĸoutsideĸtheĸfenceĸisĸplantedĸandĸpaidĸofĸ

withĸ theĸgreatĸescapeĸsequence.ĸ ChieÜsĸdeafnessĸandĸsilenceĸareĸaĸplant,ĸ

andĸ thereĸ isĸ aĸ marvelousĸ payofĸoutsideĸ theĸ electroshockĸ therapyĸ room.ĸ

Billy'sĸattemptedĸsuicidesĸareĸplantedĸandĸhaveĸaĸhorrifyingĸpayof.ĸ
Oneĸplantĸ takesĸonĸaĸmetaphoricalĸlevelĸbyĸ theĸend.ĸ Itĸ isĸMcMurphy'sĸ

attemptĸtoĸpullĸtheĸsinkĸbaseĸfromĸtheĸloorĸofĸtheĸtubĸroom.ĸ Itĸseemsĸtoĸbeĸ

anĸimpossibleĸtask,ĸandĸitĸsubliminallyĸgivesĸusĸtheĸideaĸofĸMcMurphyĸasĸ

Sisyphus.ĸAfterĸMcMurphy'sĸdeathĸinĸtheĸend,ĸwhenĸChiefĸyanksĸtheĸsinkĸ

baseĸ upĸ andĸ carriesĸ itĸ toĸ theĸ otherĸ room,ĸ theĸ impossibleĸ isĸ beingĸ done;ĸ

someoneĸelseĸisĸcarryingĸMcMurphy'sĸtorch,ĸandĸtheĸsinkĸbaseĸhasĸbecomeĸ

aĸmetaphor.ĸ

E LE ME NTS OF THE F UTURE 

AND ADVE RTISING 

TheĸirstĸadvertisingĸcomesĸinĸtheĸsceneĸwithĸtheĸdoctorĸwhoĸtellsĸMcMurphyĸ

heĸwillĸstayĸ awhile,ĸ andĸ theĸstaffĸwillĸevaluateĸhimĸandĸmakeĸtheirĸdeter­

mination.ĸ Thisĸnotĸ onlyĸ givesĸusĸourĸirstĸ timeĸ frame,ĸ butĸ itĸ alsoĸ leadsĸusĸ

toĸ anticipateĸ theirĸevaluationĸ andĸ determination-bothĸ ofĸ whichĸweĸ see.ĸ

AnotherĸadvertisementĸcomesĸwhenĸMcMurphyĸcallsĸCandyĸandĸ saysĸ theĸ

party'sĸonĸforĸtonight,ĸthusĸpromisingĸusĸthoseĸscenes.ĸ

Elementsĸofĸ theĸ futureĸareĸalsoĸused.ĸ Perhapsĸtheĸmostĸeffectiveĸisĸtheĸ
senseĸofĸforebodingĸthatĸcomesĸoverĸusĸallĸtooĸoften.ĸWhenĸMcMurphyĸandĸ

ChiefĸwaitĸoutsideĸtheĸESTĸroom,ĸweĸsuspectĸsomethingĸ isĸcoming,ĸ

yetĸheĸdoesĸnot.ĸWhenĸtheyĸescapeĸandĸgoĸishing,ĸweĸsuspectĸthereĸcouldĸ

beĸ terribleĸconsequences,ĸ butĸMcMurphyĸsaysĸthey'llĸjustĸbeĸtreatedĸlikeĸ

theyĸ areĸ crazyĸ andĸnothingĸwillĸhappen.ĸ Theĸ ironyĸ isĸ thatĸ thisĸ isĸ trueĸ ofĸ

everyoneĸbutĸhim.ĸ

OtherĸelementsĸofĸtheĸfutureĸoccurĸwhenĸMcMurphyĸmakesĸtheĸplanĸwithĸ

ChiefĸtoĸescapeĸtoĸCanada,ĸwhenĸheĸtellsĸtheĸdoctorĸtoĸ"getĸtoĸtheĸbottomĸofĸR.ĸ

P.ĸMcMurphy,"ĸandĸwhenĸheĸlaysĸoutĸtheĸwholeĸplanĸforĸescapingĸbyĸthrowingĸ
theĸsinkĸbaseĸthroughĸaĸwindow,ĸwhichĸisĸeventuallyĸusedĸatĸtheĸend.ĸ

PLAUSIBILITY 

Thisĸ storyĸ isĸdistressinglyĸplausible.ĸ Theĸ conditionsĸdepictedĸaren'tĸ evenĸ

theĸworstĸthatĸmentalĸpatientsĸsuferĸ through,ĸ andĸ theĸactionsĸofĸtheĸ staf,ĸ

hatedĸasĸ theyĸ areĸ inĸ theĸcourseĸofĸ thisĸstory,ĸ paleĸbyĸcomparisonĸtoĸrealį
lifeĸhorrorĸstoriesĸinĸtheĸdailyĸpaper.ĸTheĸactionsĸofĸtheĸprincipalĸcharactersĸ
areĸthoroughlyĸmotivatedĸandĸlogical,ĸwhileĸtheirĸdialogue,ĸtheirĸproblems,ĸ

andĸtheirĸstrengthsĸareĸallĸirmlyĸwithinĸtheĸrealmĸofĸbelievability.ĸ
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ACTION AND ACTIVITV 

Theĸ firstĸ timeĸ asksĸ theĸ groupĸ sessionĸ toĸ voteĸ onĸ changingĸ theĸ

schedule,ĸheĸhasĸdimĸhopeĸofĸgettingĸtoĸwatchĸtheĸWorldĸSeries.ĸHisĸprimaryĸ

interest,ĸhisĸaction,ĸ isĸinĸgettingĸtoĸRatched,ĸ sinceĸthisĸcomesĸrightĸonĸtheĸ

heelsĸofĸhisĸbetĸaboutĸrilingĸher.ĸ Theĸsecondĸtime,ĸ theĸvotingĸ isĸstillĸpartĸ

ofĸ hisĸplanĸtoĸgetĸ toĸher,ĸ butĸheĸ genuinelyĸbelievesĸheĸwillĸgetĸ toĸ seeĸ theĸ

secondĸ game.ĸ Whenĸ heĸ goesĸ toĸ callĸ outĸ theĸ play-by-playĸ inĸ frontĸ ofĸ

theĸemptyĸ screen,ĸ itĸisĸaĸstrongĸactionĸtoĸdefeatĸRatchedĸonĸthisĸsameĸ

¢ssue.ĸ

WhÖnĸMcMurphyĸ triesĸ toĸ teachĸ Chiefĸ toĸplayĸ baěketball,ĸ itĸ isĸonlyĸ anĸ

activity;ĸthereĸisĸ poĸotherĸmeaningĸbehindĸit.ĸ Butĸ heĸenlistsĸChiefsĸ

helpĸinĸgettingĸoverĸtheĸfence,ĸitĸisĸclearlyĸanĸaction.ĸAndĸtheĸescapeĸtoĸgoĸ

ishingĸitselfĸisĸanĸactionĸasĸaĸwhole.ĸ Heĸisĸthreatenedĸwithĸbeingĸfoundĸtoĸ

beĸ "notĸcrazy,�ĸandĸheĸsetsĸoutĸ toĸ showĸthemĸthatĸheĸ is.ĸ whenĸheĸ isĸ

settingĸtheĸmenĸallĸupĸwithĸbaitĸandĸrodsĸandĸgettingĸCheswickĸtoĸsteer,ĸitĸ

isĸaction.ĸHeĸisĸtryingĸtoĸgetĸthemĸallĸbusyĸsoĸheĸcanĸgoĸbelowdecksĸwithĸ

Candy.ĸ

DIALOGUE 

Theĸ isĸ realistic-grittyĸandĸ rough,ĸ believableĸwithinĸ theĸ settingĸ

andĸ theĸ context.ĸ Thoughĸ itĸ doesn'tĸ seemĸ poeticĸ inĸ theĸ usualĸ sense,ĸ theĸ

raucousĸ barroomĸ rhythmsĸ andĸ terminologyĸ ofĸ McMurphy'sĸ languageĸ areĸ

illedĸwithĸspeciicĸandĸevocativeĸimagery.ĸRatched'sĸlanguageĸ isĸallĸ con­

trol-oriented,ĸmanipulative,ĸandĸinsidious.ĸ isĸshownĸtoĸbeĸtheĸkindĸ

ofĸ manĸ whoĸ hidesĸ fromĸ himselfĸ behindĸ hisĸ intellectĸ andĸ usesĸ wordsĸ toĸ

muddyĸtheĸwaters.ĸBilly'sĸstutteringĸisĸmoreĸimportantĸthanĸhisĸwords,ĸandĸ

Chiefsĸmuteness,ĸonceĸweĸknowĸtheĸ truth,ĸ isĸeloquentĸindeed.ĸ

VISUALS 

Theĸvisualĸstyleĸofĸthisĸilmĸcouldĸperhapsĸbeĸcharacterizedĸasĸhyper-real.ĸ

Theĸcameraĸdoesĸnotĸ shyĸawayĸ fromĸdificultĸandĸpainfulĸimages.ĸWeĸseeĸ

ishhooksĸ goĸ throughĸ ishĸ eyes,ĸ weĸ lingerĸ andĸ closeĸ inĸ onĸ theĸ horrorĸ ofĸ
electroshockĸtherapy,ĸandĸweĸseeĸclearlyĸjustĸhowĸBillyĸkillsĸhimself.ĸThisĸ

isĸallĸusedĸ inĸserviceĸofĸtheĸstory,ĸaĸgrittyĸandĸhorrifyingĸlookĸatĸ
aĸrealityĸthatĸweĸwouldĸlargelyĸpreferĸtoĸoverlook.ĸ Butĸhereĸweĸcannot.ĸ
Thereĸareĸalsoĸ momentsĸandĸimages.ĸWhenĸMcMurphyĸ callsĸoutĸ

theĸ baseballĸ play-by-playĸ andĸ theĸ menĸ allĸ gatherĸ around,ĸ weĸ seeĸ theirĸ
relectionsĸinĸtheĸdeadĸTVĸscreen.ĸWhenĸChiefĸlearnsĸhowĸtoĸplayĸbasket­

ball,ĸweĸseeĸhimĸstrideĸupĸandĸdownĸtheĸcourtĸwithĸgrowingĸprideĸandĸinallyĸ
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runĸwithĸaĸnew-foundĸself-conidence.ĸWhenĸtheĸpartyingĸinmatesĸawakenĸ

inĸtheĸmorningĸandĸtheĸorderliesĸlockĸtheĸwindow,ĸtheĸlockĸisĸrightĸoverĸtheĸ

headsĸofĸ theĸ twoĸmenĸwhoĸhadĸmeantĸ toĸ escape.ĸ Theĸ imageĸaddsĸanotherĸ

noteĸofĸironyĸtoĸtheĸmoment.ĸ

DRAMATIC SCE NE S 

Aĸmarvelousĸdramaticĸsceneĸisĸtheĸirstĸgroup-therapyĸsession.ĸ ItĸisĸRatch­
ed'sĸ scene,ĸ andĸ sheĸ isĸ ostensiblyĸ tryingĸ toĸ getĸ theĸ groupĸ toĸ talkĸ aboutĸ

Harding'sĸmaritalĸproblems,ĸbutĸ inĸrealityĸwhatĸ sheĸisĸdoingĸ isĸexercisingĸ

herĸpowerĸoverĸtheĸgroupĸthroughĸdistancingĸthemĸfromĸeachĸother.ĸThereĸ

isĸ aĸ briefĸ preparationĸ asĸ theyĸ allĸ doĸ stretchingĸexercisesĸ andĸMcMurphyĸ

showsĸhimselfĸtoĸbeĸlazyĸindeed.ĸSheĸneedlesĸtheĸmenĸuntilĸtheyĸareĸreadyĸ

toĸthrowĸtheirĸdiscordĸatĸeachĸother,ĸandĸthenĸsheĸdoesĸnothingĸtoĸstopĸtheĸ

ensuingĸshoutingĸmatch.ĸAlthoughĸsheĸisĸobsessedĸwithĸcontrol,ĸthisĸabilityĸ
toĸ makeĸ theĸ menĸ goĸ outĸ ofĸ controlĸ atĸ herĸ whimĸ isĸ herĸ greatestĸ tool.ĸ A 

marvelousĸaftermathĸfollows,ĸinĸwhichĸsheĸandĸMcMurphyĸstareĸeachĸotherĸ
down,ĸeachĸawareĸthatĸtheĸotherĸknowsĸexactlyĸwhatĸhasĸjustĸhappened.ĸ

Anotherĸ efectiveĸ dramaticĸ sceneĸ isĸ theĸ secondĸ voteĸ onĸ theĸ baseballĸ

game.ĸMcMurphyĸthinksĸheĸhasĸaĸtrickĸupĸhisĸsleeveĸandĸseemsĸtoĸdeliv×rĸ
whenĸ heĸ getsĸ aĸ unanimousĸ voteĸ fromĸ theĸ session�ĸ onlyĸ toĸ haveĸ Ratchedĸ

changeĸ theĸ rules.ĸ Evenĸ whenĸ heĸ acceptsĸ theĸ newĸ rulesĸ andĸ goesĸ outĸ inĸ

searchĸofĸanotherĸvote,ĸwheedlingĸandĸcajolingĸtheĸmoreĸ"outĸofĸit"ĸpatientsĸ

toĸvoteĸforĸtheĸgame,ĸsheĸjustĸchangesĸtheĸrulesĸagainĸandĸendsĸtheĸsession.ĸ
Inĸ fact,ĸ theĸ wholeĸ sceneĸ whereĸMcMurphyĸ callsĸ theĸ playsĸ ofĸ aĸ ictitiousĸ

basebal÷ĸgameĸisĸaĸprotractedĸsceneĸofĸaftermathĸtoĸtheĸightĸwithĸRatched.ĸ

SPECIAL NOTES 

OneĸofĸtheĸmostĸimportantĸthingsĸtoĸnoteĸaÄoutĸthisĸilmĸhasĸalreadyĸbeenĸ

alludedĸtoĸinĸtheĸ"DramaticĸIrony"ĸsectionĸabove-theĸfactĸthatĸweĸareĸleftĸ

toĸ discoverĸ theĸmanyĸ ironiesĸ andĸ tragediesĸ ofĸ theĸ situationĸ andĸ theĸ storyĸ

forĸourselvesĸafterĸitĸisĸover,ĸratherĸthanĸe{periencingĸthemĸasĸironiesĸduringĸ
theĸcourseĸofĸtheĸstory.ĸWhenĸeachĸofĸusĸcomesĸtoĸrealizeĸthatĸtheĸ"criminal"ĸ
isĸtheĸhumanitarianĸandĸtheĸ"humanitarian"ĸisĸtheĸcriminal,ĸ theĸdiscoveryĸ
isĸgreaterĸforĸourĸhavingĸhadĸtoĸworkĸforĸ it,ĸratherĸ thanĸhavingĸ itĸ revealedĸ

duringĸtheĸstory.ĸ
AnotherĸaspectĸofĸthisĸstoryĸwellĸworthĸdiscussingĸisĸtheĸfactĸthÀtĸitĸwasĸ

veryĸsuccessful,ĸyetĸitĸhasĸaĸcentralĸcharacterĸwhoĸisĸnotĸespeciallyĸadmi­
rableĸandĸitĸhasĸanĸendingĸthatĸisĸbittersweetĸatĸbest.ĸMcMurphyĸisĸlovableĸ
andĸsympathetic,ĸevenĸthoughĸweĸdon'tĸespeciallyĸadmireĸwhoĸheĸhasĸbeenĸ
priorĸ toĸ theĸ storyĸ orĸ evenĸ inĸ theĸ earlyĸ scenes.ĸ Theĸ sympathyĸ comesĸ fromĸ
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hisĸjoie de vivre andĸhisĸgoodĸheart,ĸwhichĸisĸevidencedĸearlyĸon.ĸ Still,ĸ heĸ

isĸhardlyĸsomeoneĸmostĸinĸtheĸaudienceĸwouldĸchooseĸtoĸemulate.ĸThatĸdoesĸ

notĸinĸtheĸleastĸstopĸhimĸfromĸbeingĸaĸpowerfulĸprotagonist,ĸoneĸcapableĸofĸ

elicitingĸmajorĸemotionalĸresponsesĸfromĸtheĸaudience.ĸ

Andĸinĸaĸtimeĸwhenĸitĸseemsĸthatĸalmostĸallĸilmsĸhaveĸtoĸhaveĸaĸhappyĸ

endingĸ inĸ orderĸ toĸ sellĸ tickets,ĸ itĸ isĸ wellĸ worthĸ notingĸ thatĸ aĸ satisfactoryĸ

resolutionĸ andĸ aĸ happyĸ endingĸ areĸ notĸ necessarilyĸ theĸ sameĸ thing.ĸ Someĸ

satisfactoryĸ resolutionsĸareĸhappyĸendings,ĸ butĸ byĸ noĸmeansĸall.ĸ Theĸ au­

dienceĸ needsĸ toĸ feelĸ aĸ senseĸ ofĸcompletion,ĸ aĸ senseĸ thatĸ theĸ storyĸwon'tĸ

simplyĸgoĸonĸwithoutĸus.ĸ Atĸtheĸsameĸtime,ĸpeopleĸfail,ĸpeopleĸareĸnotĸupĸ

toĸ theĸ tasksĸtheyĸ setĸ forĸ themselves,ĸpeopleĸdeliverĸ tooĸ littleĸ tooĸ late,ĸ orĸ

theyĸrealizeĸ theirĸerrorĸonlyĸwhenĸ itĸ isĸ tooĸ late.ĸ Theseĸpeopleĸcanĸstillĸbeĸ
theĸstuffĸofĸirst-rateĸdrama.ĸ

Aĸrelentlesslyĸdownbeatĸendingĸwouldĸperhapsĸbeĸtooĸmuchĸforĸtheĸau­

dience.ĸIfĸChiefĸsmotheredĸMcMurphyĸandĸthenĸgotĸcaughtĸtryingĸtoĸescape,ĸ

wasĸ triedĸforĸmurderĸandĸexecuted,ĸ itĸwouldĸbeĸdificultĸ toĸ feelĸanyĸsenseĸ

ofĸ satisfactionĸ andĸ completionĸwhenĸ leavingĸ theĸ theater.ĸ Butĸ withĸ justĸ aĸ

hintĸofĸanĸupturnĸatĸtheĸend,ĸ evenĸtheĸdeathĸandĸdefeatĸofĸourĸprotagonistĸ

canĸbeĸaĸsatisfactoryĸresolution.ĸ
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´here'sĸanĸoldĸsayingĸthatĸcontroversyĸisĸgoodĸnewsĸatĸtheĸboxĸofice.ĸThereĸ

areĸilmĸproducersĸwhoĸgoĸoutĸofĸtheirĸwayĸtoĸcreateĸcontroversy,ĸthereĸareĸ

ilmsĸ thatĸ byĸ theirĸ veryĸ natureĸmustĸ becomeĸ controversial,ĸ andĸ thereĸ areĸ

others,ĸ suchĸasĸthisĸone,ĸwhichĸindĸunexpectedĸcontroversy.ĸTheĸironyĸinĸ

theĸcaseĸofĸThelma and ouise isĸ thatĸtheĸcontroversyĸsurroundingĸ itsĸre­

leaseĸisĸtheĸresultĸofĸtheĸveryĸsameĸsexistĸthinkingĸthatĸtheĸilmĸdecries.ĸIfĸ

itĸ hadĸbeenĸ Butchĸandĸ Sundance,ĸ thereĸwouldn'tĸhaveĸbeenĸ aĸ singleĸediİ

torial,ĸ butĸ becauseĸ inĸ thisĸilmĸ twoĸwomenĸ takeĸ toĸ theĸ roadĸ andĸ defyĸ theĸ

law,ĸ thereĸwasĸaĸgreatĸdealĸofĸfurorĸsurroundingĸitsĸexhibition.ĸ Andĸyes,ĸ itĸ

wasĸgoodĸforĸtheĸboxĸofice.ĸ

Butĸwellĸbeyondĸtheĸfactĸthatĸitĸpromptedĸarguments,ĸlettersĸtoĸtheĸeditor,ĸ

andĸticketĸsales,ĸthisĸisĸaĸwell-craftedĸandĸunusualĸilm.ĸInĸanĸeraĸdominatedĸ

byĸ machoĸ leadingĸ men,ĸ itĸ givesĸ usĸ twoĸ femaleĸ leadsĸ whoĸ areĸ assertiveĸ

withoutĸbeingĸmacho,ĸwhoĸmarchĸtoĸtheirĸownĸdrummerĸwithoutĸbeingĸcrazy,ĸ

andĸ itĸ offersĸ aĸ resolutionĸ thatĸ isĸjustĸ asĸ deiantĸ ofĸ theĸ recentĸ lawsĸ ofĸ theĸ
box-ofice-pleasingĸhappyĸendingĸasĸitsĸheroinesĸareĸofĸtheĸlawsĸofĸseveralĸ

Southernĸ states.ĸ Thelma and ouise receivedĸ sixĸ Academyĸ Awardĸ nomi­

nations,ĸ includingĸ twoĸ forĸ Bestĸ Actressĸ asĸ wellĸ asĸ Bestĸ Directing,ĸ Bestĸ

Editing,ĸ andĸ Bestĸ Cinematography,ĸ whileĸ theĸ scriptĸ wonĸ theĸ Academyĸ

Awardĸ forĸ Bestĸ Screenplay.ĸ Thisĸ ilmĸ posesĸ consðderableĸ dramaturgicalĸ

problemsĸasĸwell.ĸ Itĸcouldĸproveĸtoĸbeĸanĸexampleĸofĸwhatĸtheĸ 19�0sĸmightĸ

bringĸtoĸilmĸstorytelling.ĸ

SYNOPSIS 

Inĸ Arkansas,ĸ Louiseĸ isĸ aĸ waitressĸ inĸ aĸ busyĸ diner.ĸ Sheĸ callsĸ herĸ friendĸ

Thelmaĸtoĸcheckĸonĸtheirĸplansĸforĸaĸweekendĸatĸaĸborrowedĸcabinĸinĸtheĸ
mountains.ĸ Thelmaĸ isĸaĸ bitĸharriedĸinĸ herĸ ownĸ kitchen,ĸ andĸ itĸ isĸ theĸ ob­

noxiousĸ andĸoppressiveĸbehavioĎĸofĸ herĸ husbandĸ thatĸ seemsĸ toĸmakeĸherĸ

thatĸ way.ĸ Sheĸ isĸ supposedĸ toĸ askĸ hisĸ permissionĸ toĸ goĸ onĸ theĸ littleĸ trip,ĸ
somethingĸsheĸhasĸputĸoffĸalready.ĸAndĸwhenĸitĸcomeuĸdownĸtoĸit,ĸsheĸcan'tĸ
ask.ĸ Butĸ Louiseĸ goesĸhomeĸfromĸworkĸandĸ packsĸwhileĸ Thelmaĸ doesĸ theĸ
same-takingĸnearlyĸeverythingĸ inĸ herĸhouse.ĸ Sheĸpacksĸherĸ gun,ĸ whichĸ
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sheĸ canĸbarelyĸ standĸ toĸ touch,ĸ andĸ tellsĸ Louiseĸ it'sĸ toĸprotectĸ themĸ fromĸ

crazedĸkillersĸandĸbears.ĸThelmaĸputsĸitĸinĸLoyise'sĸpurse.ĸ

Theyĸ leaveĸ townĸandĸheadĸ toĸ theĸmountains,ĸ butĸThelmaĸwantsĸ toĸ stopĸ

forĸsomeĸfunĸonĸtheĸway,ĸsayingĸthatĸshe'sĸneverĸbeenĸoutĸofĸtownĸwithoutĸ
Darryl,ĸ herĸhusband,ĸ andĸshe'sĸintentĸonĸhavingĸsomeĸfun.ĸ Theyĸstopĸatĸaĸ

westernĸbarĸinĸtrucker'sĸterritoryĸandĸstartĸdrinkingĸheavily.ĸThelmaĸseemsĸ

toĸencourageĸtheĸattentionĸofĸaĸgoodĸoldĸboy,ĸHarlan,ĸandĸtheyĸacceptĸdrinksĸ
heĸsendsĸtoĸtheĸtable.ĸThelmaĸdancesĸwithĸhimĸwhileĸLouiseĸworriesĸaboutĸ

theĸtime.ĸWhileĸLouiseĸgoesĸtoĸtheĸbathroom,ĸHarlanĸushersĸThelmaĸoutsideĸ

forĸsomeĸfreshĸairĸbecauseĸofĸherĸdrunkenĸdizziness.ĸ

Butĸinĸtheĸparkingĸlotĸheĸstartsĸmakingĸinsistentĸadvancesĸonĸher.ĸWhenĸ

sheĸightsĸhimĸoff,ĸheĸhitsĸherĸhardĸandĸthenĸstartsĸtoĸrapeĸher.ĸLouiseĸshowsĸ

upĸand,ĸ holdingĸ theĸgunĸ toĸHarlan'sĸear,ĸmakesĸhimĸ stop.ĸ Butĸ hisĸverbalĸ

abuseĸcontinues,ĸandĸsomethingĸsnapsĸinĸLouise.ĸ Sheĸiresĸtheĸgun,ĸhittingĸ

Harlanĸinĸtheĸheart.ĸ SheĸsendsĸThelmaĸoffĸtoĸgetĸtheĸcar,ĸthenĸgivesĸaĸinalĸ

reprimandĸtoĸtheĸcorpseĸbeforeĸsheĸhopsĸinĸ theĸcarĸandĸ theyĸspeedĸaway.ĸ

Thelmaĸ thinksĸ theyĸ shouldĸ goĸ toĸ theĸ police,ĸ butĸ Louiseĸ saysĸ theyĸ won'tĸ

believeĸ heĸ triedĸ toĸ rapeĸ her,ĸ sheĸ wasĸ dancingĸ closeĸ withĸ himĸ allĸ night.ĸ

Instead,ĸ LouiseĸtellsĸThelmaĸsheĸhasĸtoĸthinkĸaboutĸwhatĸtheyĸwillĸdo.ĸ

Theyĸstopĸforĸcoffee,ĸ andĸ Louiseĸconcludesĸ theĸcopsĸwon'tĸknowĸ itĸwasĸ

them.ĸAtĸtheĸbar,ĸHalĸSlocumĸofĸtheĸstateĸpoliceĸviewsĸtheĸbodyĸandĸinter­

rogatesĸtheirĸwaitress,ĸwhoĸsaysĸitĸwasn'tĸThelmaĸandĸLouiseĸwhoĸshotĸhim,ĸ

butĸprobablyĸHarlan'sĸwifeĸorĸ theĸhusbandĸofĸoneĸofĸtheĸwomenĸhe'sĸbeenĸ

with.ĸOnĸtheĸroad,ĸLouiseĸiguresĸthatĸtheyĸneedĸmoreĸmoney.ĸTheyĸdecideĸ

toĸcheckĸintoĸaĸhotelĸandĸthink.ĸThereĸLouiseĸcallsĸherĸboyfriend,ĸJimmy,ĸ

andĸasksĸhimĸtoĸloanĸherĸaĸlargeĸsumĸofĸmoneyĸagainstĸherĸsavings,ĸandĸheĸ

saysĸhe'llĸwireĸ it.ĸ Sheĸ tellsĸhimĸ toĸsendĸ itĸ toĸOklahomaĸCity.ĸ Sheĸgathersĸ

upĸ Thelmaĸ andĸ theyĸ raceĸ offĸ towardĸOklahoma,ĸ whileĸ Louiseĸ concludesĸ

thatĸsheĸwillĸgoĸtoĸMexico.ĸ ItĸisĸuncertainĸwhetherĸThelmaĸwillĸgo.ĸ
ThelmaĸmeetsĸJ.ĸD. ,ĸaĸcuteĸyoungĸcowboy,ĸwhoĸasksĸforĸaĸride,ĸbutĸLouiseĸ

nixesĸtheĸideaĸandĸtheyĸdriveĸoff.ĸ HalĸindsĸLouiseĸinĸtheĸpoliceĸcomputer.ĸ
Meanwhileĸtheĸwomenĸdecideĸtoĸ takeĸsecondaryĸroadsĸtoĸMexico,ĸ iguringĸ

itĸwillĸdecreaseĸtheirĸchancesĸofĸbeingĸcaught.ĸ HalĸgoesĸtoĸLouise'sĸhouseĸ
andĸ thenĸ herĸ work,ĸ askingĸ suestions.ĸ Whenĸ theyĸ spotĸ J.ĸ D.ĸ hitchhikingĸ

again,ĸ Thelmaĸmoansĸ likeĸ aĸ puppyĸ untilĸ Louiseĸ agreesĸ toĸ pickĸ himĸ up.ĸ
WhenĸHalĸtriesĸtoĸexplainĸtoĸDarrylĸwhatĸhisĸwifeĸisĸmixedĸupĸwith,ĸheĸisĸ

disbelieved.ĸ J.ĸ D.ĸ charmsĸ Thelmaĸandĸdiscoversĸ thatĸ theĸwomenĸhaveĸ aĸ
seriousĸaversionĸtoĸtheĸpolice.ĸMeanwhile,ĸHalĸlearnsĸthatĸLouiseĸdidĸbringĸ
herĸgunĸfromĸhome;ĸ it'sĸtheĸrightĸcaliber.ĸ
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Whenĸ Louiseĸ goesĸ toĸ pickĸ upĸ theĸmoneyĸ inĸOklahomaĸ City,ĸ sheĸ indsĸ

thatĸ Jimmyĸhasĸbroughtĸ itĸ inĸ person.ĸ Theyĸ sendĸ1. D.ĸ awayĸwhileĸ Jimmyĸ
rentsĸthemĸtwoĸmotelĸrooms.ĸ LouiseĸgivesĸThelmaĸtheĸmoneyĸfromĸJimmyĸ

forĸsafekeeping,ĸandĸthenĸgoesĸtoĸJimmy'sĸroom.ĸ1. D.ĸshowsĸupĸatĸThelma'sĸ

doorĸandĸsheĸinvitesĸhimĸinĸoutĸofĸtheĸrain.ĸAsĸtheyĸgetĸtoĸknowĸeachĸother,ĸ

heĸtellsĸherĸhe'sĸonĸparoleĸandĸthenĸexplainsĸinĸdetailĸhowĸheĸcommitsĸhisĸ

armedĸ robberies.ĸJimmyĸwantsĸ toĸ knowĸifĸ Louiseĸ isĸ inĸ loveĸ withĸ anotherĸ

manĸandĸgetsĸangryĸwhenĸ sheĸ refusesĸ toĸ tellĸhimĸaboutĸherĸ realĸ troubles.ĸ

Afterĸighting,ĸ heĸoffersĸherĸtheĸengagementĸringĸheĸhadĸbroughtĸandĸasksĸ

herĸtoĸmarryĸhim.ĸThelmaĸandĸJ.ĸD.ĸmakeĸpassionateĸloveĸwhileĸLouiseĸandĸ

Jimmyĸcomeĸtoĸanĸunderstandingĸandĸgoĸtoĸbed.ĸ
Inĸ theĸmorningĸ Louiseĸworriesĸaboutĸ theĸ future,ĸ thenĸgoesĸ toĸbreakfastĸ

withĸ Jimmy.ĸ Sheĸ agreesĸ toĸ keepĸ theĸ ringĸ andĸ saysĸ good�byeĸ toĸ Jimmy.ĸ

Thelmaĸloatsĸin,ĸecstaticĸafterĸherĸnightĸwithĸJ.ĸ D. ,ĸbutĸwhenĸLouiseĸindsĸ

outĸsheĸleftĸhimĸinĸtheĸroomĸwithĸtheĸcash,ĸtheyĸrunĸout.ĸTheyĸdiscoverĸthatĸ

J.ĸ D.ĸ hasĸstolenĸtheirĸmoney,ĸandĸLouiseĸsimplyĸlosesĸcontrolĸandĸtheĸwillĸ

toĸgoĸon.ĸ isĸThelmaĸwhoĸhasĸtoĸmotivateĸthem.ĸ
HalĸandĸtheĸFBIĸgoĸtoĸDarryl'sĸhouseĸandĸtapĸtheĸphone.ĸTheyĸtellĸhimĸ

thatĸ whenĸ Thelmaĸ calls,ĸ heĸ shouldĸ beĸ niceĸ onĸ theĸ phoneĸ soĸ sheĸ won'tĸ

suspectĸanything.ĸThelmaĸstopsĸtheĸcarĸandĸgoesĸintoĸaĸmarket,ĸthenĸcomesĸ

runningĸoutĸwithĸaĸbagĸofĸmoneyĸandĸbooze.ĸTheĸpolice,ĸtheĸFBI,ĸandĸDarrylĸ

watchĸ onĸ theĸ store'sĸ videotapeĸ asĸ Thelmaĸ robsĸ theĸ marketĸ justĸ theĸ wayĸ

J.ĸ D.ĸ toldĸherĸheĸdidĸ it.ĸ Asĸ theyĸdriveĸon,ĸ theĸwomenĸhaveĸ aĸ run-inĸwithĸ

aĸparticularlĮĸlewdĸtruckdriver.ĸ

Jimmyĸgetsĸpickedĸupĸbyĸtheĸcopsĸonĸhisĸreturnĸhome,ĸandĸLouiseĸiguresĸ
thatĸThelma'sĸhomeĸphoneĸwillĸprobablyĸbeĸ tapped,ĸ nowĸ thatĸ theĸ chargesĸ

areĸirst-degreeĸmurderĸandĸarmedĸrobbery.ĸJ.ĸD.ĸisĸpickedĸupĸbyĸtheĸpolice,ĸ

andĸ whenĸquestionedĸbyĸ Hal,ĸ heĸindsĸoutĸ thatĸ theyĸ alreadyĸknowĸaboutĸ

theĸ cashĸ fromĸ Jimmy.ĸ Itĸ isĸ alsoĸ clearĸ thatĸ Halĸ reallyĸ wantsĸ toĸ helpĸ theĸ

women,ĸnotĸjustĸcatchĸthem.ĸWhenĸheĸisĸledĸaway,ĸJ.ĸD.ĸtauntsĸDarrylĸaboutĸ

hisĸwife.ĸ
Thelmaĸcallsĸ Darrylĸandĸknowsĸ immediatelyĸ fromĸhisĸnicenessĸ thatĸ heĸ

knows.ĸ Sheĸhangsĸĥp.ĸ Louiseĸcallsĸbackĸandĸasksĸtoĸtalkĸtoĸtheĸpolice.ĸ Sheĸ

talksĸwithĸHalĸandĸlearnsĸthatĸheĸknowsĸtheyĸplanĸtoĸgoĸtoĸMexico.ĸIt'sĸclearĸ
thatĸJ.ĸ D.ĸ hasĸbeenĸpickedĸup,ĸ andĸLouiseĸisĸangryĸwithĸThelma.ĸ Asĸtheyĸ
driveĸintoĸtheĸnight,ĸThelmaĸiguresĸoutĸLouise'sĸpastĸproblemĸinĸTexası
sheĸwasĸrapedĸthere-butĸLouiseĸwon'tĸconirmĸit.ĸTheyĸgetĸpulledĸoverĸbyĸ
aĸ trooperĸ forĸspeedingĸandĸThelmaĸpullsĸaĸgunĸonĸhim,ĸ disarmsĸhim,ĸ andĸ

locksĸhimĸinĸhisĸownĸtrunk.ĸ
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LouiseĸcallsĸHal,ĸwantingĸtoĸconvinceĸhimĸitĸwasĸanĸaccident,ĸwhichĸheĸ

saysĸheĸ believes.ĸ Butĸwhenĸheĸasksĸherĸ ifĸsheĸwantsĸtoĸ comeĸ outĸ ofĸ thisĸ

alive,ĸsheĸsaysĸtheyĸwillĸhaveĸtoĸthinkĸaboutĸit.ĸThisĸtimeĸtheĸpoliceĸphoneĸ

traceĸworks,ĸandĸHalĸasksĸtoĸbeĸthereĸforĸtheĸarrestĸwithĸtheĸFBIĸsoĸthatĸheĸ
canĸprotectĸtheĸwomen-they'veĸbeenĸhurtĸenough.ĸ

Afterĸtheirĸthirdĸrun�inĸwithĸtheĸlewdĸtrucler,ĸ Louiseĸpullsĸofĸtheĸroadĸ

toĸmeetĸhim.ĸ Sheĸdemandsĸatĸgunpointĸ thatĸheĸapologizeĸforĸhisĸbehavior,ĸ

butĸheĸwon'tĸandĸsheĸshootsĸoutĸhisĸtires.ĸWhenĸheĸgetsĸevenĸmoreĸabusive,ĸ

bothĸ womenĸ shootĸ atĸ hisĸ gasolineĸtruckĸandĸ itĸ explodes.ĸ Theyĸ driveĸ of,ĸ

leavingĸbillowingĸsmoke.ĸButĸtheĸFB£ĸandĸHalĸlandĸatĸaĸnearbyĸairport,ĸandĸ

soonĸaĸplatoonĸofĸpoliceĸcarsĸspotsĸtheĸwomenĸandĸchasesĸ themĸ overlandĸ

atĸhighĸspeeds.ĸThroughĸsomeĸprettyĸfancyĸdriving,ĸLouiseĸmanagesĸtoĸloseĸ

them.ĸ Butĸnowĸtheyĸareĸbeingĸpursuedĸbyĸhelicqpter.ĸ

Racingĸaway,ĸ theyĸbarelyĸmanageĸtoĸ stopĸ theĸcarĸatĸ theĸedgeĸofĸaĸhugeĸ

cliff.ĸWhenĸtheyĸbackĸofĸtheĸcliff,ĸtheyĸindĸtêatĸdozensĸofĸpoliceĸcarsĸhaveĸ

caughtĸupĸwithĸthem,ĸalongĸwithĸtheĸhelicopterĸcarryingĸHalĸandĸ theĸFBI.ĸ

Theyĸareĸtoldĸtoĸgiveĸup,ĸandĸtheyĸareĸsurroundedĸbyĸhigh-poweredĸweaponsĸ

withĸscopeĸsightsĸaimedĸrightĸatĸthem.ĸ Halĸwantsĸtoĸkeepĸthemĸfromĸbeingĸ

killed.ĸ Thelmaĸdoesn'tĸwantĸ toĸ beĸ caught,ĸ andĸ sheĸ convincesĸ Louiseĸ thatĸ

theyĸhaveĸtoĸgoĸonĸwithĸtheĸjourney.ĸ Loyiseĸloorsĸtheĸ acceleratorĸ andĸ theĸ

carĸsailsĸoverĸtheĸcliff.ĸ

PROTAGONIST ANO OBJECTIVE 

Thereĸseemĸtoĸbeĸthreeĸpossibilitiesĸforĸhowĸthisĸstoryĸisĸstructured:ĸitĸhasĸ

dualĸprotagonists;ĸitĸbeginsĸwithĸLouiseĸasĸtheĸprotagonist,ĸbutĸsomewhereĸ

inĸtheĸmiddleĸitĸshiftsĸtoĸThelma;ĸorĸperhapsĸitĸisĸThelma'sĸstoryĸaølĸ along,ĸ

andĸsheĸisĸsimplyĸdominatedĸbyĸLouiseĸ(asĸsheĸhasĸbeenĸforĸaĸlongĸtimeĸbyĸ

herĸhusband)ĸforĸaĸportionĸofĸtheĸstory.ĸCogentĸargumentsĸcanĸbeĸmountedĸ
forĸanyĸofĸtheseĸthreeĸstoryĸstructures.ĸ

Theĸusualĸtestĸtoĸdetermineĸtheĸprotagonistĸisĸwhichĸcharacterĸmakesĸtheĸ

decisionsĸthatĸpropelĸtheĸstory,ĸbutĸevenĸhereĸthereĸisĸaĸlittleĸdificulty.ĸTheĸ

pivotalĸ incidentĸ inĸ thisĸ ilmĸ occursĸwhenĸ Louiseĸ shootsĸ Harlanĸ afterĸ hisĸ
attemptedĸrapeĸofĸThelma.ĸ Hereĸweĸhaveĸbothĸwomen'sĸcomplicityĸinĸcre­
atingĸ theĸcircumstanceĸthatĸmakesĸ theĸ storyĸhappen.ĸ Thelma'sĸ innocenceĸ

helpsĸgetĸherĸintoĸtheĸpredicament,ĸwhichĸbringsĸoutĸsomethingĸinĸLouiseĸ

thatĸ sheĸ hadĸ prettyĸ thoroughlyĸ sublimated.ĸ Louiseĸ wćuldn'tĸ haveĸ killedĸ

Harlanĸ ifĸ itĸ hadn'tĸ beenĸ forĸ Thelma,ĸ andĸ yetĸ Thelma'sĸ storyĸ wouldĸ haveĸ
beenĸradicallyĸdiferentĸifĸLouiseĸhadn'tĸbeenĸthere.ĸSoĸtheĸquestionĸatĸthisĸ
pñvotalĸmomentĸinĸtheĸstoryĸisĸwhichĸdecisionĸisĸtheĸfatefulĸone-Thelma'sĸ
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decisionĸ to ĸgetĸ involvedĸ withĸ Harlanĸ andĸ placeĸ herselfĸ in ĸaĸ vulnerableĸ

positionĸwithĸhim,ĸorĸLouise'sĸdecisionĸinĸ theĸheatĸofĸtheĸmomentĸtoĸshootĸ

him.ĸ
Soĸperhapsĸ theĸdiggingĸhasĸ toĸgoĸdeeper.ĸ Whatĸaboutĸ otherĸpivotalĸde­

cisions?ĸ Stoppingĸatĸ theĸbarĸ insteadĸofĸgoingĸstraightĸupĸtoĸtheĸmountainsĸ

isĸThelma'sĸdecision.ĸ NotĸgoingĸdirectlyĸtoĸtheĸpoliceĸisĸLouise'sĸdecision.ĸ

PickingĸupĸtheĸhitchhikerĸJ.ĸ D.ĸ isĸThelma'sĸdecision.ĸRobbingĸtheĸmarketĸ

isĸ Thelma'sĸ decision.ĸ Avoidingĸ Texasĸ onĸ theĸ wayĸ toĸ Mexicoĸ isĸ Louise'sĸ

decision.ĸ Drivingĸ theĸ carĸ ofĸ theĸ clifĸ ratherĸ thanĸ givingĸ upĸ inĸ theĸ endĸ isĸ

Thelma'sĸdecision.ĸTheĸbalanceĸseemsĸtoĸgoĸtowardĸThelma,ĸbutĸitĸisn'tĸanĸ

oveėhelmingĸdominance.ĸ Soĸ theĸnextĸ thingĸ toĸlookĸatĸ isĸwhichĸcharacterĸ

undergoesĸtheĸgreaterĸchange.ĸ

Theĸcharacterĸarcĸseemsĸtoĸmakeĸclearĸwhichĸcharacterĸreallyĸdominates.ĸ

Whileĸ Louiseĸ changesĸ duringĸ theĸ courseĸ ofĸ theĸ story,ĸ herĸ characterĸ arcĸ

palesĸbyĸcomparisonĸtoĸ Thelma's.ĸ Theĸ latterĸ goesĸ fromĸ aĸ submissiveĸandĸ

utterlyĸdominated-ifĸdeceptive-housewifeĸ toĸ herĸ ownĸ self-deinedĸper­

son.ĸ Heďeĸ itĸbecomesĸclearĸthatĸ theĸcharacterĸwithĸmoreĸatĸstake,ĸ theĸoneĸ
withĸ theĸgreaterĸchangeĸandĸ theĸgreaterĸlinkĸ toĸ theĸ themeĸofĸliberationĸorĸ

self-deinition,ĸisĸThelma.ĸ lookĸatĸtheĸtitleĸmightĸbeĸa shorterĸrouteĸtoĸtheĸ

sameĸconclusion-thatĸthisĸisĸThelma'sĸstory.ĸ

IÝĸweĸacceptĸthatĸproposition,ĸitĸbecomesĸclearĸthatĸtheĸfatefulĸdecision,ĸ

theĸmomentĸ thatĸcreatesĸ theĸ restĸ ofĸ theĸ story,ĸ isĸ notĸ Louise'sĸ decisionĸ toĸ

killĸHarlan,ĸbutĸThelma'sĸdecisionĸtoĸletĸLouiseĸdoĸherĸthinkingĸforĸher,ĸasĸ

sheĸhasĸdoneĸwithĸDartlĸforĸaĸlongĸ time.ĸ Inĸtheĸaftermathĸofĸ theĸmurder,ĸ

whileĸLouiseĸisĸtryingĸtoĸdecideĸwhatĸtheyĸwillĸdo,ĸThelmaĸisĸ horriiedĸtoĸ

beĸthoughtĸofĸasĸtheĸcauseĸofĸtheĸpredicamentĸandĸimmediatelyĸcallsĸDarrylĸ

toĸdoĸherĸthinkingĸforĸher.ĸWhenĸheĸisn'tĸatĸhome,ĸsheĸdecidesĸtoĸæiveĸthatĸ
dutyĸ toĸ Louiseĸandĸ thusĸ signsĸonĸforĸtheĸride.ĸThisĸdemonstratesĸherĸcom­
pleteĸpassivity,ĸ herĸwayĸofĸdealingĸwithĸ theĸworld.ĸ Toĸ itsĸ core,ĸ thisĸilmĸisĸ

anĸexplorationĸofĸ theĸroleĸofĸ theĸ subjugatedĸandĸtheĸdominated;ĸitsĸplotĸ isĸ

theĸeruptionĸofĸrebellionĸagainstĸdomination.ĸ
TheĸkeyĸtoĸunderstandingĸThelma�sĸobjectiveĸcomesĸwhenĸsheĸrevealsĸtoĸ

Louiseĸthatĸsheĸdidn'tĸaskĸDarryl'sĸpermissionĸtoĸgo.ĸ Sheĸsaysĸheĸwouldn'tĸ
haveĸ letĸ herĸ go,ĸ andĸ yetĸ sheĸwantedĸ toĸ go.ĸ Inĸ herĸ viewĸ ofĸ herselfĸ atĸ thisĸ
time,ĸ sheĸ wasĸ supposedĸ toĸ askĸ andĸ yetĸ sheĸ wantsĸ toĸ haveĸ aĸ goodĸ time,ĸ

somethingĸheĸwouldĸ surelyĸhaveĸdeniedĸherĸ ifĸ she'dĸasked.ĸ Soĸ sheĸdidn'tĸ
ask.ĸHerĸobjectiveĸisĸtoĸhaveĸaĸgoodĸtime,ĸtoĸgetĸoutĸofĸtownĸwithoutĸDarrylĸ
forĸ theĸ irstĸ timeĸ inĸherĸ life,ĸ and,ĸ inĸ aĸway,ĸ toĸ tryĸ onĸ aĸ newĸpersona.ĸ Sheĸ
playsĸ atĸ smoking,ĸ lookingĸ atĸ herselfĸ inĸ theĸ mirror.ĸ Herĸ reactionĸ toĸ theĸ

murderĸ isĸ thatĸ it'sĸnotĸ theĸ funĸ sheĸ expected.ĸ ¼etĸ laterĸ sheĸ keepsĸcomingĸ
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Åacõĸwoĸwheĸsameĸtheme-thatĸshe'sĸenjoyingĸthis,ĸthatĸsheĸhasĸaĸknackĸforĸ

it,ĸthatĸ1. D.ĸ andĸsexĸareĸfun,ĸrobbingĸaĸstoreĸisĸfun,ĸblowingĸupĸaĸgasolineĸ

truckĸisĸfun.ĸ

OBSTACLE S 

IfĸThelma'sĸobjectiveĸisĸasĸsimpleĸasĸjustĸhavingĸfun,ĸ thenĸtheĸobstaclesĸinĸ

herĸwayĸmustĸbeĸ theĸrealĸsourceĸofĸ conlict.ĸ Herĸirstĸobstacleĸ isĸ Louise'sĸ

desireĸjustĸtoĸgetĸonĸwithĸtheĸtripĸtoĸtheĸmountains.ĸHarlanĸbecomesĸatĸirstĸ

aĸsourceĸofĸ fun,ĸ heĸwantsĸhisĸideaĸofĸ fun,ĸ notĸ hers,ĸ andĸheĸbecomesĸaĸ

majorĸ obstacle.ĸ Whenĸ Louiseĸ killsĸ him,ĸ thatĸ deedĸ becomesĸ theĸ centralĸ

drivingĸobstacleĸtoĸThelma'sĸobjective.ĸYet,ĸsurprisingly,ĸsheĸdoesn'tĸaban­

donĸtheĸobjective.ĸAllĸtheĸremainingĸobstacnesĸstemĸfromĸtheĸfactĸthatĸtheyĸ

haveĸ leftĸ aĸ deadĸmanĸ inĸ theirĸwakeĸandĸ haveĸ policeĸ searchingĸ forĸ them.ĸ

WhileĸsporadicallyĸThelmaĸachievesĸherĸobjective,ĸ itĸ isĸ notĸ aĸpermanentĸ

condition,ĸandĸnewĸobstaclesĸariseĸalongĸtheĸway.ĸ

Inĸanĸinterestingĸaddendum,ĸLouiseĸalsoĸhasĸherĸownĸobjectiveĸthatĸsur­

facesĸ inĸ theĸ aftermathĸ ofĸ theĸmurder-toĸgetĸ toĸMexico.ĸ WhileĸThelmaĸ isĸ

moreĸorĸlessĸinĸaccordĸīithĸthatĸobjective,ĸsheĸisĸreallyĸmoreĸalongĸforĸtheĸ

ride,ĸasĸsheĸsaysĸatĸtheĸend.ĸSheĸhasĸalwaysĸbeenĸlessĸintentĸonĸmakingĸtheĸ

destinationĸthanĸLouise;ĸitĸisĸgettingĸthere,ĸtheĸmomentsĸalongĸtheĸway,ĸthatĸ

Thelmaĸisĸafter.ĸ

PREMISE ANC OPENING 

Aĸwomanĸandĸherĸbestĸfriendĸgoĸonĸvacation,ĸbutĸwhenĸsheĸisĸnearlyĸrapedĸ

andĸ theĸmanĸ isĸkilled,ĸ theyĸhitĸ theĸ road,ĸ hopingĸ toĸ escapeĸ responsibility,ĸ
onlyĸ toĸbecomeĸ theĸ objectsĸ ofĸ aĸmassiveĸmanhunt.ĸ Theĸ collisionĸofĸ threeĸ

criticalĸelementsĸinĸtheĸparkingĸlotĸoutsideĸtheĸwesternĸbarĸisĸwhatĸcreatesĸ

thisĸ story:ĸ Thelma'sĸ innocenceĸ andĸ passivity;ĸ Harlan'sĸ relationshipĸ toĸ
womenĸandĸÞorce;ĸandĸ «ouise'sĸsuppressedĸpast,ĸ apparentlyĸhavingĸtoĸ doĸ
withĸsimilarĸ circumstances.ĸEachĸofĸ theseĸ elementsĸ predatesĸ theĸstartĸofĸ

theĸstory,ĸbutĸitĸisĸtheĸintersectionĸofĸtëemĸthatĸforcesĸtheĸstoryĸtoĸhappen.ĸ

Forĸherĸopening,ĸCallieĸKhouriĸchoseĸtoĸintroduceĸbothĸofĸtheĸwomenĸinĸ
theirĸ dailyĸ environments.ĸ Weĸ seeĸ Louiseĸ waitingĸ tablesĸ inĸ aĸ dinerĸ andĸ
displayingĸ aĸ certainĸ esuanimityĸ inĸ theĸ distractingĸ place.ĸ Byĸ contrast,ĸ
Thelmaĸisĸfrazzledĸwhileĸaloneĸinĸherĸkitchen,ĸ franticallyĸmovingĸaround,ĸ

preparingĸbreakfastĸ forĸ herĸhusband.ĸ Inĸtheirĸinteractionĸweĸseeĸjustĸhowĸ

dominatedĸThelmaĸisĸbyĸDaĔyl,ĸandĸhowĸwillingĸsheĸisĸtoĸacceptĸhisĸabuse.ĸ

Weĸalsoĸseeĸthatĸsheĸdoesn'tĸhaveĸtheĸfortitudeĸtoĸaskĸhisĸpermissionĸtoĸgoĸ
onĸtheĸweekendĸtripĸtoĸtheĸmountainsĸsheĸplansĸwithĸherĸfriendĸLouise.ĸ
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MAIN TE NSION, CULMINATION, 

AND RE SOLUTION 

Theĸmainĸ tensionĸhereĸ isn'tĸsoĸmuchĸwhetherĸ theyĸwillĸgetĸawayĸwithĸ theĸ

murder,ĸbutĸwhatĸwillĸhappenĸasĸaĸresultĸofĸtheirĸdecisionĸnotĸtoĸgoĸ toĸtheĸ
policeĸ afterĸ theĸ shooting.ĸ Thelma,ĸ asĸ aĸ passiveĸ centralĸ character,ĸ leavesĸ
thisĸdecisionĸinĸLouise'sĸhandsĸinĸtheĸimmediateĸaftermathĸofĸtheĸmurder.ĸ

Byĸdoingĸso,ĸsheĸsignsĸherselfĸonĸforĸaĸjourneyĸandĸaĸwholeĸslewĸofĸtroublesĸ

thatĸwouldĸnotĸbeĸhersĸifĸsheĸhadĸhadĸtheĸstrengthĸandĸsenseĸofĸselfĸtoĸmakeĸ

herĸownĸdecision.ĸ

TheĸculminationĸcomesĸwhenĸLouiseĸhasĸbeenĸtalkingĸwithĸSlocumĸandĸ

isĸcontemplatingĸgivingĸup,ĸ butĸThelmaĸhangsĸ upĸ theĸ phoneĸ onĸ herĸ andĸ

thenĸmakesĸherĸfriendĸpromiseĸthatĸsheĸ isn'tĸgoingĸtoĸstopĸnow.ĸThelma'sĸ

characterĸarcĸisĸcomplete;ĸsheĸhasĸbecomeĸanĸactiveĸcentralĸcharacter,ĸandĸ

aĸ trueĸtestĸofĸ thisĸnewĸstateĸofĸbeingĸisĸ thatĸherĸfriend'sĸconvictionĸisĸwa­

vering.ĸThelmaĸhasĸseemedĸtoĸbeĸanĸactiveĸcharacterĸsinceĸtheĸtimeĸofĸtheĸ

marketĸ robbery,ĸ yetĸtheĸrealĸissueĸinĸthisĸstoryĸisĸbetweenĸtheĸtwoĸwomen,ĸ

notĸbetweenĸthemĸandĸtheĸlaw.ĸThelmaĸallowedĸherselfĸtoĸbeĸdraggedĸintoĸ

troublesĸthatĸweren'tĸherĸownĸbyĸherĸpassivity,ĸbyĸallowingĸLouiseĸtoĸdecideĸ

forĸher.ĸ Nowĸsheĸhasĸtakenĸthoseĸtroublesĸonĸherself;ĸ sheĸhasĸbecomeĸtheĸ

decision-makerĸ andĸ sheĸ isĸ theĸ oneĸ whoĸ isĸ draggingĸ herĸ friendĸ intoĸ com­

pletingĸwhatĸtheyĸhaveĸbegun.ĸ

Theĸ resolutionĸcomesĸwhenĸThelmaĸsuggestsĸ thatĸ theyĸnotĸallowĸ them­

selvesĸtoĸbeĸcapturedĸdespiteĸtheĸabsolutelyĸinsurmountableĸarrayĸofĸpoliceĸ

powerĸthatĸsurroundsĸthem.ĸOnceĸfreedĸofĸherĸshackles,ĸThelmaĸisĸnotĸaboutĸ

toĸ returnĸ toĸ someĸotherĸ formĸofĸ subjugation,ĸ andĸprovesĸherselfĸwillingĸ toĸ

takeĸtheĸactionĸthatĸisĸtheĸonlyĸlogicalĸsolutionĸtoĸherĸdilemma.ĸ Sheĸisĸtheĸ

oneĸwhoĸpromptsĸLouiseĸtoĸdriveĸtheĸ Ëarĸoffĸtheĸcliff;ĸ sheĸhasĸtheĸcourageĸ

toĸ actĸ onĸ herĸ hard-wonĸ senseĸ ofĸ self,ĸ herĸ independence,ĸ liberation,ĸ orĸ
freedom.ĸ

THE ME 

Thelmaĸandĸ¬ouiseĸareĸinĸanalagousĸpositionsĸratherĸ thanĸidenticalĸones.ĸ
Thelmaĸ isĸ obviouslyĸandĸ overtlyĸoppressedĸbyĸ herĸhusband�ĸ andĸ sheĸ hasĸ
acceptedĸthisĸposition.ĸSheĸisĸnotĸopenlyĸrebelliousĸagainstĸit,ĸnorĸdoesĸsìeĸ

feelĸthatĸsheĸisĸgettingĸ lessĸthanĸherĸdue-atĸ leastĸatĸ tíeĸoutset.ĸ Louise'sĸ
subjugationĸisĸsubtlerĸandĸtakesĸmuchĸlongerĸtoĸsurface.ĸ¤tĸisĸnotĸtheĸnatureĸ

ofĸherĸjobĸorĸherĸrelationshipĸwithĸherĸboyfriend.ĸItĸisĸherĸpast-theĸthingĸ
thatĸhappenedĸtoĸherĸinĸTexas-thatĸpressesĸinĸonĸherĸandĸânallyĸexplodesĸ
whenĸHarlanĸisĸtĐyingĸtoĸrapeĸThelma.ĸ

Thematically,ĸ then,ĸ theĸ twoĸwomenĸ areĸ closelyĸ linked.ĸ Thisĸ isĸ aĸ stoyĸ
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aboutĸ liberation,ĸ notĸinĸaĸpoliticalĸorĸphysicalĸsense,ĸbutĸratherĸitĸisĸaboutĸ

liberationĸ fromĸone'sĸviewĸofĸone'sĸ self.ĸ Louise'sĸline,ĸ "Youĸgetĸwhatĸ youĸ

settleĸfor,"ĸquiteĸdearlyĸstatesĸwhatĸbothĸwomenĸareĸcomingĸtoĸtermsĸwithĸ

inĸtheĸstory.ĸThelmaĸhasĸsettledĸforĸtooĸlittleĸforĸtooĸlong,ĸandĸnowĸsheĸwantsĸ

more.ĸByĸtheĸthirdĸactĸsheĸactivelyĸwantsĸtoĸgrabĸaĸwholeĸlotĸmoreĸforĸherself.ĸ

Sheĸcomesĸtoĸfeelĸ"moreĸawake"ĸthanĸsheĸhasĸeverĸfeltĸinĸherĸlife.ĸ Louiseĸ

hasĸ alsoĸ settledĸ forĸ something-runningĸ fromĸherĸ pastĸ inĸ Texas.ĸ Butĸ theĸ

nightmareĸhasĸfollowedĸher,ĸandĸwhenĸitĸresurfacesĸwithĸHarlan,ĸ sheĸrunsĸ
again.ĸWhenĸsheĸinallyĸhasĸtheĸobno{iousĸtruckerĸpullĸoverĸandĸdemandsĸ

anĸapology,ĸsheĸhasĸturnedĸaroundĸandĸfacedĸherĸdemon.ĸWhenĸtheĸapologyĸ

doesn'tĸcome,ĸ sheĸ coollyĸshootsĸatĸhisĸ truckĸandĸblowsĸitĸup.ĸ Thoughĸsheĸ

hasn'tĸgottenĸ sheĸwasĸafter,ĸwithinĸherselfĸsheĸhasĸstoodĸupĸtoĸitĸratherĸ

thanĸrunningĸaway.ĸ Sheĸhasĸmadeĸlifeĸtakeĸherĸonĸherĸownĸ terms.ĸ

Andĸthisĸgetsĸusĸtoĸtheĸtheme,ĸself-definition.ĸThelmaĸescapesĸfromĸbeingĸ

theĸwifeĸthatĸDarrylĸforcefullyĸdemandsĸsheĸbe,ĸandĸbecomesĸwhoĸsheĸneedsĸ

toĸbe.ĸ Louiseĸquitsĸrunningĸ fromĸtheĸdemonĸ inĸ herĸpastĸ andĸsetsĸherĸ ownĸ

course.ĸ Theĸ factĸ thatĸ self-deinitionĸcomesĸ atĸ suchĸ aĸ highĸ priceĸ toĸ bothĸ

women,ĸ andĸonlyĸ afterĸ soĸmuchĸ andĸ activity,ĸ servesĸ toĸ
underscoreĸjustĸhowĸintractableĸisĸmaleĸÏominanceĸofĸwomen.ĸ

Andĸ thisĸ isĸ probablyĸ theĸ rootĸ ofĸ theĸ controversyĸsurroundiĸngĸ thisĸ ilm.ĸ

Reviewersĸandĸeditorialistsĸaskĸißĸitĸisĸnecessaryĸtoĸturnĸwomenĸintoĸcrim­

inalsĸinĸorderĸtoĸfreeĸthemĸofĸdomination,ĸ inĸorderĸforĸ themĸtoĸdeineĸtheirĸ

ownĸlives.ĸThisĸisĸtheĸveryĸquestionĸthisĸilÿĸwasĸmeantĸtoĸmakeĸaudiencesĸ

thinkĸ about.ĸ wereĸmeantĸ toĸ feelĸ theĸ injusticeĸ thatĸ Halĸ talksĸ aboutĸ inĸ

theĸ lastĸ scene.ĸ Theĸ factĸ thatĸ theĸ reactionĸ toĸ theĸ ilmĸ wasĸ soĸ strongĸ isĸ aĸ

testamentĸ toĸ theĸpowerĸofĸ theĸstoryĸ toĸprovokeĸemotionsĸandĸ toĸ challengeĸ

theĸprevailingĸassumptionsĸofĸmuchĸofĸ theĸviewingĸaudience.ĸ

UNITY 

Hereĸweĸhaveĸtheĸunityĸofĸacğion,ĸ though,ĸ inĸaĸway,ĸ itĸ couldĸÆeĸcalledĸtheĸ
unityĸofĸđØaction.ĸThroughĸmuchĸofĸtheĸstory,ĸThelmaĸisn'tĸsoĸmuchĸactivelyĸ
chasingĸ downĸ herĸ objectiveĸ asĸ reactingĸ toĸ allĸ theĸ changingĸ eventsĸ thatĸ

dearlyĸ interfereĸwithĸherĸobjectiveĸaĄdĸusuallyĸplaceĸ herĸ inĸdanger.ĸ Butĸ
thereĸ areĸplentyĸofĸ times-J.ĸ D.ĸ isĸ aĸineĸ example�whenĸ sheĸ isĸbackĸ toĸ
pĦrsuingĸherĸobjectiveĸregardlessĸofĸwhatĸelseĸisĸgoingĸonĸaroundĸher.ĸStilù,ĸ
jtĸ jsĸtheĸconsistencyĸofĸherĸcharacterĸthatĸgivesĸthisĸstoryĸunity.ĸ

EXPOSITION 

Theĸearlyĸexposition,ĸespeciallyĸaboutĸµhelma,ĸ isĸdeliveredĸ throughĸcon~

lict:ĸThelmaĸarguesĸwithĸLouiseĸoverĸwhenĸsheĸwillĸaskĸDaryl,ĸandĸsubmitsĸ
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toĸDarryl'sĸabusivenessĸwhenĸsheĸcan'tĸbringĸherselfĸtoĸask.ĸThelma'sĸoÇliĩ­

iousnessĸ ofĸ life'sĸrealitiesĸcomesĸthroughĸ inĸ theĸcontrastĸbetweenĸherĸ re�

actionĸandĸLouise'sĸtoĸHarlan'sĸirstĸapproach.ĸ

Aĸparticularlyĸefectiveĸsceneĸinĸwhichĸexpositionĸofĸaĸcomplicatedĸback�
storyĸ isĸ givenĸ withoutĸ seemingĸ likeĸ expositionĸcomesĸ inĸ theĸ sceneĸ withĸ

§immyĸandĸLouiseĸafterĸheĸhasĸdeliveredĸtheĸcashĸtoĸherĸinĸOklahomaĸCity.ĸ

Heĸthinksĸherĸsecrecyĸisĸbecauseĸofĸanotherĸman,ĸandĸheĸhasĸcomeĸtoĸaskĸ

herĸ toĸmarryĸhim.ĸ Weĸ learnĸaĸgreatĸdealĸaboutĸtheirĸrelationshipĸthroughĸ

theĸconlictĸinĸtheĸscene.ĸ

Anotherĸinterestingĸback-storyĸdevelopmentĸhasĸtoĸdoĸwithĸLouise'sĸmys­

teriousĸpastĸinĸTexas.ĸ Firstĸitĸisĸsimplyĸalludedĸtoĸwhenĸsheĸsaysĸsheĸshotĸ

aĸgunĸbeforeĸ inĸTexas,ĸ thenĸ itĸ isĸ broughtĸupĸwhenĸ sheĸ doesn'tĸwantĸ toĸgoĸ
throughĸTexasĸtoĸgetĸtoĸMexico.ĸFinallyĸThelmaĸiguresĸitĸoutĸandĸsaysĸthatĸ

LouiseĸmustĸhaveĸbeenĸrapedĸinĸTexas.ĸLouiseĸneverĸadmitsĸit,ĸbutĸitĸseemsĸ

clearĸfromĸtheĸvehemenceĸofĸherĸdenialĸthatĸThelmaĸhasĸhitĸtheĸnailĸonĸtheĸ

heaÐ.ĸThisĸisĸanĸinterestingĸvariationĸopĸexpositionĸthroughĸconlict.ĸWithĲ

outĸ theĸ personĸwhoĸ knowsĸ theĸ backgroundĸ everĸ revealingĸ itĸ directly,ĸ weĸ

haveĸlearnedĸasĸmuchĸasĸweĸneedĸtoĸaboutĸthatĸpartĸofĸherĸpast.ĸ

C HARACTE RIZATION 

Louiseĸ isĸ characterizedĸasĸworld-wiseĸ andĸ aĸ bitĸ world-weary.ĸ Thisĸ comesĸ

outĸ clearlyĸ inĸ theĸirstĸmeetingĸwithĸ Harlanĸandĸherĸ impatienceĸwithĸhimĸ

andĸherĸdisbeliefĸatĸThelma'sĸopenness.ĸThelmaĸisĸcharacterizedĸasĸinno­

cent,ĸ andĸ trusting,ĸ andĸ allĸ ofĸ thatĸ emergesĸ inĸ thatĸ sameĸ sceneĸ

withĸHarlan.ĸ Later,ĸ inĸtheĸparkingĸlot,ĸherĸeyesĸareĸreallyĸopened,ĸbutĸsheĸ

stillĸdisplaysĸmanyĸofĸtheĸsameĸqualitiesĸwhenĸsheĸmeetsĸJ.ĸ D.ĸ

Halĸisĸsympatheticĸandĸunderstanding,ĸwhichĸcomesĸasĸaĸ surprise,ĸ andĸ

heĸ isĸmoreĸonĸ theirĸsideĸthanĸheĸ isĸgivenĸcreditĸfor.ĸ Darrylĸisĸinsuferablyĸ
selish,ĸ abusive,ĸ andĸdemanding,ĸ asĸ isĸmadeĸ clearĸ inĸ hisĸ openingĸ sceneĸ

withĸ Thelma.ĸ Jimmyĸ isĸ anotherĸsympatheticĸmale,ĸ sensitiveĸ and,ĸ despiteĸ

hisĸoneĸoutburst,ĸ ratherĸgentle,ĸgiving,ĸandĸunderstanding.ĸJ.ĸD.ĸappearsĸtoĸ
beĸgentleĸandĸgentlemanlyĸwithĸallĸhisĸpoliteness,ĸyetĸonĸcloserĸinspectionĸ
heĸ resemblesĸDarrylĸmoreĸ thanĸJimmy.ĸ Eachĸofĸ theĸmenĸisĸcharacterizedĸ

mostĸ byĸ whatĸ heĸ wants�ĸ Halĸ wantsĸ toĸ helpĸ theĸ womenĸ byĸ stoppingĸ theirĸ

light�ĸ DarrylĸwantsĸThelma'sĸobedience;ĸJimmyĸwantsĸLouise�sĸ love;ĸ ¨�ĸ D.ĸ
wantsĸanythingĸandĸeverythingĸThelmaĸwillĸletĸhimĸhave.ĸ

DE VE LOPMENT OF T H E S T O R Y  

Mostĸ ofĸ theĸ storyĸ stemsĸ fromĸ theĸ collisionĸ ofĸThelma'sĸ characterĸandĸherĸ
objectiveĸwithĸtheĸrealitiesĸofĸtheĸworld.ĸTheĸrestĸisĸdueĸtoĸ Louiseĸandĸherĸ
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baggage.ĸ Thelmaĸ isĸaĸbitĸnaiveĸandĸ sheĸwantsĸtoĸhaveĸfun.ĸ Butĸ sheĸpicksĸ
theĸwrongĸmanĸ toĸ beĸthatĸwayĸwith,ĸandĸitĸ nearlyĸgetsĸherĸraped.ĸ Louise,ĸ

baggageĸandĸall,ĸ stepsĸinĸ toĸ saveĸherĸfriend,ĸ butĸ theĸmoĀentĸgoesĸwrongĸ

andĸ triggersĸ somethingĸfromĸ Louise'sĸpastĸ thatĸ turnsĸ aĸ badĸ thingĸ intoĸ aĸ

tragedy.ĸAndĸhereĸtheĸtwoĸcharacters'ĸnaturesĸconspireĸtoĸcreateĸtheĸrestĸofĸ

theĸ story.ĸ Louiseĸ isĸ accustomedĸ toĸ runningĸ awayĸ fromĸ badĸ things,ĸ andĸ

Thelmaĸisĸaccustomedĸtoĸhavingĸother,ĸmoreĸdominantĸpeopleĸaroundĸherĸ

doĸherĸthinkingĸforĸher.ĸThelmaĸgivesĸthatĸpowerĸtoĸLouise,ĸwhoĸisĸinclinedĸ

toĸrun,ĸandĸweĸareĸonĸtheĸroadĸforĸtheĸrestĸofĸtheĸstory.ĸWhileĸLouiseĸremainsĸ

moreĸorĸlessĸtrueĸtoĸherĸpastĸself,ĸThelmaĸgrowsĸoutĸofĸherĸpastĸandĸbecomesĸ

herĸownĸperson,ĸ takingĸtheĸinitiativeĸandĸactuallyĸbecomingĸtheĸdominantĸ

memberĸofĸtheĸpartnership�ĸ

CRAMATIC IRONY 

Sometimesĸdramaticĸironyĸcanĸbeĸusedĸforĸtheĸcreationĸofĸaĸsingleĸmomentĸ

ratherĸthanĸaĸprotractedĸdramaticĸscene.ĸAĸineĸexampleĸofĸthisĸoccursĸwhenĸ

ThelmaĸcallsĸDarrylĸandĸheĸisĸniceĸonĸ theĸphone.ĸ Sheĸimmediatelyĸknowsĸ
thatĸhe'sĸonĸtoĸeverythingĸandĸhangsĸup.ĸTheĸironyĸisĸthatĸtheĸpoliceĸdidn'tĸ

knowĸaboutĸThelmaĸandĸDarryl'sĸrelationshipĸandĸcounseledĸhimĸtoĸbeĸniceĸ

toĸher.ĸ Thisĸisĸsoĸoutĸ ofĸkeepingĸwithĸherĸexperienceĸofĸherĸhusbandĸthatĸ
itĸbecomesĸaĸdeadĸgiveaway.ĸ

Anotherĸ efectiveĸ useĸ ofĸ dramaticĸ ironyĸ comesĸ inĸ theĸ sceneĸ whenĸ theĸ

stateĸtrooperĸpullsĸ themĸoverĸ forĸ speeding.ĸ Heĸhasĸnoĸ ideaĸ thatĸheĸhasĸ aĸ

tigerĸbyĸtheĸtail.ĸ Heĸjustĸclockedĸthemĸatĸ 1 10ĸmilesĸperĸhourĸandĸisĸdoingĸ

whatĸ heĸ wouldĸ normallyĸ do.ĸ Theĸ trooper'sĸtransformationĸ fromĸ strutting,ĸ

controllingĸconidenceĸtoĸwhimperingĸandĸbeggingĸcomesĸ fromĸ theĸ unex­

pectednessĸofĸtheirĸreaction�whichĸisĸperfectlyĸexpectedĸandĸlogicalĸtoĸusĸ

whoĸknowĸaboutĸthem.ĸ
Andĸanotherĸuseĸofĸ comesĸinĸtheĸscenesĸwithĸJimmy,ĸwhenĸheĸwantsĸ

toĸknowĸwhat'sĸgoingĸonĸandĸLouiseĸrefusesĸtoĸtellĸhim.ĸBecauseĸheĸdoesn'tĸ

know,ĸ heĸjumpsĸ toĸ theĸ conclusionĸ thatĸ itĸ isĸ anotherĸman,ĸ andĸ hasĸ comeĸ

preparedĸwithĸaĸwholeĸplanĸ forĸwhatĸheĸwronglyĸassumesĸisĸgoingĸon.ĸ Heĸ

hasĸtheĸringĸandĸasksĸherĸ toĸmarryĸhim.ĸ Itĸisĸsuchĸaĸnonĸsequiturĸ toĸwhatĸ
isĸreallyĸhappeningĸtoĸtheĸwomenĸinĸthisĸstory,ĸ andĸyetĸitĸisĸsoĸtrueĸtoĸhisĸ
characterĸandĸhisĸrelationshipĸwithĸ Louise,ĸ thatĸinĸaĸway,ĸ thisĸironyĸhelpsĸ
pointĸupĸtheĸwrongĸtuēĸthatĸtheseĸwomenĸhaveĸtaken.ĸ

PRE PARATION A N D  A FTERMAT H 

Theĸ scenesĸ atĸ theĸ barĸwhereĸ theĸ twoĸwomenĸmeetĸ Harlanĸ haveĸ effectiveĸ

preparationĸandĸaftermath.ĸAfterĸtheyĸdecideĸtoĸstopĸbeforeĸgoingĸupĸtĈĸtheĸ
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mountains,ĸ theyĸdriveĸ throughĸtruckerĸcountryĸandĸthenĸenterĸtheĸwesternĸ

bar'sĸparkingĸ lot,ĸ helpingĸtoĸsetĸupĸsomethingĸofĸtheĸmasculine-dominatedĸ

environmentĸ theyĸ areĸentering.ĸ Whenĸ theyĸ speedĸ awayĸ afterĸ theĸmurder,ĸ

thereĸseemĸ toĸbeĸ trucksĸeverywhereĸwithĸangry,ĸ aggressiveĸhornsĸblastingĸ
atĸ them,ĸ toĸdriveĸtheĸunsettliĒgĸeventsĸdeeperĸintoĸourĸpsyches.ĸ

TwoĸnicelyĸcontrastedĸaftermathsĸcomeĸinĸOklahomaĸCity.ĸAfterĸherĸnightĸ

withĸJimmy,ĸ Louiseĸisĸupĸearlyĸandĸlookingĸbackĸoutĸ toĸ theĸroad,ĸworried.ĸ
Later,ĸ afterĸ LouiseĸandĸJimmyĸhaveĸsaidĸgood-bye,ĸThelmaĸ arrivesĸwithĸaĸ

radicallyĸdifferentĸaftermathĸtoĸherĸnightĸofĸoblivion.ĸ Sheĸ isĸ rapturousĸandĸ

wearsĸitĸonĸherĸsleeve-or,ĸinĸthisĸcase,ĸonĸherĸcollar.ĸTheseĸdemonstrableĸ

resultsĸ ofĸ theirĸ nightsĸ inĸ bedĸ withĸmenĸ tellĸmoreĸ thanĸwholeĸ volumesĸ ofĸ

wordsĸcouldĸsay.ĸ

PLANTING AN C PAYOFF 

TheĸclearestĸplantĸandĸpayoffĸhasĸtoĸbeĸtheĸgunĸThelmaĸdaintilyĸtakesĸfromĸ

theĸdrawerĸwhenĸpacking.ĸ Itsĸpayoffĸisĸobvious,ĸifĸdisastrous,ĸwhenĸLouiseĸ
usesĸ theĸ gunĸ onĸ Harlan.ĸ Aĸ moreĸ complicated,ĸ ifĸ justĸ asĸ effective,ĸ plantĸ

occursĸwhenĸJ.ĸ D.ĸ tellsĸThelmaĸinĸconsiderableĸdetailĸaboutĸhowĸheĸwouldĸ

conductĸhisĸ armedĸrobÈeries.ĸTheĸ twoĸ payofsĸ comeĸ inĸ rapidĸ succession.ĸ

Theĸirstĸ payoffĸ isĸwhenĸ sheĸcommitsĸtheĸ armedĸrobberyĸandĸ racesĸofĸ inĸ

giddyĸdelightĸwithĸLouiseĸatĸtheĸwheel.ĸThenĸtheĸfullĸdisclosureĸofĸtheĸeventĸ

onĸ theĸ videoĸscreenĸisĸanotherĸpayoff,ĸforĸsheĸperàormedĸtheĸrobberyĸpre­

ciselyĸtheĸway ½.ĸD.ĸhadĸinadvertentlyĸtaughtĸher.ĸ

E LE ME NTS OF THE F UTURE 

ANC ADVERTISING 

Thereĸareĸalmostĸinnumerableĸinstancesĸofĸtheĸuseĸofĸelementsĸofĸtheĸfuture.ĸ

ThelmaĸandĸLouiseĸareĸalwaysĸtalkingĸaboutĸwhatĸtheyĸareĸplanningĸtoĸdo,ĸ

aboutĸgettingĸtoĸMexico,ĸaboutĸnotĸgoingĸthroughĸTexas,ĸaboutĸwhatĸmightĸ

happen,ĸwhatĸtheyĸfearĸorĸhopeĸmightĸhappen.ĸWhenĸLouiseĸsays,ĸ"Whyĸgoĸtoĸ
theĸpolice?ĸ iveĸthemĸenoughĸtimeĸandĸthey'llĸcomeĸtoĸus,"ĸitĸisĸanĸelementĸofĸ
theĸfuture.ĸLouiseĸworriesĸoutĸloudĸthatĸthisĸcouldĸgetĸthemĸkilled,ĸandĸthenĸ
laterĸHalĸasksĸherĸifĸsheĸwantsĸtoĸcomeĸoutĸofĸthisĸalive.ĸSheĸsaysĸthatĸtheyĸwillĸ

haveĸtoĸthinkĸaboutĸit.ĸWhenĸThelmaĸasksĸifĸ­ouiseĸhasĸsomethingĸtoĸlookĸforĳ

wardĸto,ĸtheĸretortĸisĸ"We'llĸbeĸdrinkingĸmargaritasĸbyĸtheĸsea,ĸMamacita.�ĸ�llĸ

ofĸtheseĸhaveĸtheĸforceĸofĸdrivingĸourĸthoughtsĸfoĘardĸinĸtheĸstoryĸwithout 

guaranteeingĸusĸthatĸanyĸofĸthemĸwillĸreallyĸhappen.ĸ
Aĸ veyĸ efectiveĸ inĜtanceĸ ofĸ adveĕisingĸ comesĸ whenĸ ©immyĸ agreesĸ toĸ

wireĸmoneyĸtoĸLouiseĸandĸgivesĸherĸ theĸspeciicĸplaceĸinĸOklahomaĸ�ity.ĸ
Weĸ feelĸcertainĸthatĸ theĸ storyĸwillĸtakeĸusĸtoĸ thatĸplaceĸ forĸ theĸpickupĸofĸ
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theĸmoney.ĸWeĸhaveĸnoĸwayĸofĸknowingĸhowĸthatĸeventĸwillĸ transpire,ĸ andĸ

areĸsurprisedĸbyĸJimmy'sĸarrival,ĸbutĸweĸfeelĸthatĸtheĸstoryĸwillĸatĸleastĸtakeĸ

usĸtoĸthatĸpoint.ĸ

PLAUSIBILITY 

Inĸtheĸbeginningĸthereĸisĸnoĸproblemĸofĸbelievabilityĸaboutĸtheĸcharacters.ĸ

Louiseĸ isĸ quiteĸ Thelmaĸ andĸ herĸ passiveĸ acceptanceĸ ofĸ Darryl'sĸ

abuseĸ isĸdistressinglyĸ cĉmmon,ĸ asĸ isĸ hisĸunacceptableĸ behavior.ĸ Andĸweĸ

seeĸHarlanĸcomingĸfromĸtheĸirstĸminuteĸweĸlayĸeyesĸonĸhim,ĸjustĸasĸLouiseĸ

does.ĸ Soĸnotĸonlyĸ isĸheĸbeliÙvable,ĸbutĸweĸ areĸilledĸwithĸ aĸ certainĸdreadĸ

aboutĸ theĸ intersectionĸ ofĸ hisĸ believablyĸmachoĸ worldviewĸ andĸ Thelma'sĸ

innocentĸandĸacceptingĸattitude.ĸ Itĸ isĸwhenĸweĸgetĸ toĸ theĸmurderĸ thatĸ theĸ

willingĸsuspenvionĸofĸdisbeliefĸmustĸbeĸworkedĸthroughĸactively.ĸ

Louise'sĸactionĸcomesĸatĸaĸtimeĸinĸtheĸincidentĸ theĸdangerĸisĸover.ĸ

¥fĸ itĸ didn't,ĸ theyĸ wouldĸ beĸ utterlyĸ wrongĸ toĸ runĸ andĸ stupidĸ toĸ thinkĸ theyĸ

wouldn'tĸbeĸbelieved.ĸ anÑĸScottĸchoseĸtoĸplayĸtheĸmomentĸforĸshockĸ

value,ĸ forĸitsĸeúementĸofĸsurprise-placingĸusĸinĸThelma'sĸshoes.ĸTheĸpriceĸ

theyĸhadĸ toĸpayĸ forĸ theĸ surpriseĸwasĸthatĸtheyĸcouldn'tĸprepareĸusĸforĸ thisĸ

thingĸinĸLouiseĸthatĸsnapsĸatĸthatĸmoment.ĸTheyĸareĸlockedĸintoĸexplainingĸ

itĸafterĸtheĸfÁct.ĸ»eĸhaveĸbeenĸpreparedĸforĸherĸpersonality,ĸherĸforthrightĸ

wayĸofĸshuttingĸaĸmanĸdownĸandĸherĸdistrustĸofĸmen,ĸbutĸnothingĸthatĸwouldĸ

sayĸsheĸmightĸkillĸaĸman.ĸ

ThisĸisĸĬhereĸtheĸmysteryĸfromĸLouise'sĸTexasĸpastĸcomesĸin.ĸ Itĸisĸthereĸ

toĸgiveĸcredenceĸtoĸherĸhavingĸtakenĸsuchĸaĸdrasticĸaction.ĸKhouriĸandĸScottĸ

areĸaideÒĸinĸthisĸsxrategyĸofĸsuspendingĸourĸdisbeliefĸbyĸThelma,ĸourĸcentralĸ

character,ĸ whoseĸ shoesĸ weĸ haveĸ justĸ beenĸ in.ĸ Sheĸ can'tĸ quiteĸ believeĸ itĸ

either.ĸButĸasĸsheĸcrmesĸtoĸherĸownĸconclusionĸtoĸletĸLouiseĸdoĸherĸthinkingĸ

forĸher,ĸsheĸacceptsĸtheĸfactĸthatĸLouiseĸhadĸtoĸshootĸtheĸgun.ĸSheĸcontinuesĸ
toĸ ponderĸ dIP andĸ comesĸ backĸ toĸ theĸ incidentĸ inĸ Texasĸ severalĸ
timesĸasĸsheĸwrevtüesĸwithĸit.ĸThoughĸweĸmightĸnotĸeverĸgetĸaĸfullĸdelineationĸ
ofĸ theĸ facts,ĸ ĭeĸchooseĸ toĸ goĸ alĊngĸwithĸThelma'sĸ acceptanceĸ ofĸ Louise'sĸ
action.ĸExplainingĸaĸmajorĸmotivationĸqnlyĸafterĸaĸpivotalĸmooentĸisĸaĸveryĸ

trickyĸ solutionĸ toĸ theĸ problemĸ ofĸ suspendingĸ disbeliefĸ andĸ oneĸ thatĸ isĸ

doomedĸ toĸ failureĸ moreĸ oftenĸ thanĸ success,ĸ butĸ itĸ worksĸ wellĸ inĸ thisĸ
instance.ĸ

ACTION AND ACTIVITY 

AĸineĸexamČleĸofĸ actionsĸthatĸareĸdisguisedĸtoĸ appearĸ asĸmereĸactivitiesĸ
comesĸwithĸJ . �D.'sĸ poliĠenessĸ andĸ hisĸ apparentĸwillingnessĸ toĸ walkĸ awayĸ
withĸ"Haveĸaĸniceĸday."ĸHeĸisĸalwaysĸinĸpursuitĸofĸaĸgoal-aĸride,ĸgettingĸ
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intoĸThelma'sĸbed,ĸputtingĸdownĸtheĸcops-butĸheĸisĸmaskingĸitĸasĸgentle­

manlyĸpoliteness,ĸasĸinnocence.ĸLouiseĸseesĸthroughĸitĸimmediately,ĸasĸsheĸ

didĸwithĸHarlan,ĸbutĸThelmaĸbuysĸit.ĸ

Aĸniceĸcontrastĸofĸtheĸsameĸactionĸbeingĸactivityĸandĸactionĸinĸdiferentĸcir­
cumstancesĸcomesĸinĸtwoĸparallelĸscenes.ĸJimmyĸshovesĸbottlesĸonĸtheĸloorĸ

andĸoverturnsĸaĸtableĸinĸhisĸãghtĸwithĸLouiseĸaboutĸwhatĸheĸthinksĸisĸanotherĸ

man.ĸThisĸisĸanĸaction,ĸforĸheĸisĸtryingĸtoĸshowĸjustĸhowĸdeeplyĸheĸisĸhurt,ĸhowĸ

angryĸheĸis.ĸ Nextĸdoor,ĸonĸanotherĸtableĸcoveredĸwithĸboħles,ĸ 1.ĸD.ĸ sweepsĸ

themĸtoĸtheĸloorĸinĸanĸactivity,ĸsimplyĸtoĸclearĸaĸplaceĸtoĸmakeĸlove.ĸ

C IALOGUE 

Thereĸareĸ numerousĸeffectiveĸusesĸ ofĸ dialogueĸ forĸ goalsĸwellĸbeyondĸjustĸ
advancingĸ theĸ plotĸ andĸ conveyingĸ short-termĸ information.ĸ Louise'sĸ line,ĸ

"Yĸouĸ getĸ whatĸ youĸ settleĸ for,�ĸ beÌomesĸ moreĸ thanĸ justĸ aĸ lineĸ ofĸ dia­

logue.ĸ Itĸ becomesĸ somethingĸ ofĸ a statementĸ ofĸ theirĸ lives,ĸ almostĸ theirĸ

mantra.ĸ Whenĸ Halĸ says,ĸ "Brainsĸ willĸ getĸ youĸ onlyĸ soĸ farĸ andĸ luckĸ al­

waysĸ runsĸ out,"ĸ itĸ isĸ aĸ prediction,ĸ anĸ elementĸ ofĸ theĸ future,ĸ andĸ itĸ isĸ

alsoĸ aĸ statementĸ ofĸ whatĸ weĸ alreadyĸ seeĸ happeningĸ withĸ theĸ women.ĸ

Whenĸ Louiseĸ saysĸ toĸ Thelma,ĸ "You'veĸalwaysĸbeenĸ crazyĸ. . . ĸthisĸ isĸjustĸ

yourĸ irstĸ chanceĸ toĸ expressĸ yourself,"ĸ it �ĸisĸ aĸ relectionĸ ofĸ theĸ changeĸ

thatĸ hasĸ takenĸ placeĸ inĸ Thelma,ĸ aĸ summationĸ ofĸ theĸ stoyĸ thatĸ comesĸ

vetĸ nearĸ theĸ end.ĸ

VISUALS 

Ofĸ course,ĸ theĸ inalĸ imageĸ ofĸ thisĸ ilmĸ isĸ oneĸ thatĸ fewĸ peopleĸ forgetĸafterĸ

seeingĸit.ĸ Itĸsoĸaptlyĸsumsĸupĸwhatĸhasĸreallyĸbeenĸtakingĸplaceĸeverĸsinceĸ

theĸshooting�aĸgreatĸrideĸthatĸwillĸhaveĸaĸhorribleĸend.ĸOtherĸvisualsĸareĸ

usedĸ inĸ theĸ sameĸvein,ĸ asĸsummationsĸorĸshorthandĸforĸ variousĸelements.ĸ

Theĸviewĸfromĸhighĸaboveĸofĸtheĸwomen'sĸcarĸ racingĸacrossĸaĸieldĸwithĸaĸ
dozenĸpoliceĸcarsĸinĸpursuitĸsaysĸinĸoneĸimageĸwhatĸmightĸhaveĸtakenĸmaąyĸ
cutsĸandĸlotsĸofĸdialogueĸtoĸgetĸacrossĸotherwise.ĸTheĸviewĸofĸtheĸfrontĸwheelĸ
goingĸ overĸ theĸclifĸnearĸ theĸ endĸ isĸaĸsummationĸofĸ theirĸ situation-theyĸ

haveĸ comeĸ faceĸ toĸ faceĸ withĸ theirĸ ownĸpersonalĸ abyss�ĸ Theĸ imageĸ ofĸ theĸ

deiantĸ truckdriverĸ standingĸ inĸ frontĸ ofĸ hisĸgasolineĸ tĖckĸasĸ itĸ explodesĸ
seemsĸtoĸhaveĸtwoĸånctions.ĸ FirstĸitĸtellsĸhowĸfarĸLouiseĸisĸwillingĸtoĸgoĸtoĸ
getĸ"ôustice�ĸinĸtheĸguiseĸofĸhisĸapology.ĸ Itĸalsoĸforetellsĸtheĸpriceĸofĸdeä­
ance-whatĸThelmaĸandĸLouiseĸfaceĸforĸtheirĸdeianceĸofĸtheĸlawĸandĸwhatĸ
isĸexpectedĸofĸthem.ĸ
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DRAMATIC SCE NES 

Two� similar�scenes,� both� with� good� dramatic� emphasis , � also� point� up� the�

diferences�between�two�similar�characters . �When�Harlan�irst�approaches�

the�women� in �the�bar,�Thelma�welcomes�him� and� opens� up�to� him.� Louise�

squelches�i t �and�sends�him�away.� Harlan�recedes,�bu�,�l ike�a� shark,�i s �only�

looking� for� another� approach� to� his� attack . � When� 1.ĸ D. � asks� for� a� ride,�
Thelma�welcomes�him� in �a� similar�way.� Again� Loui se� nixes� the� idea,� but�

1. D. �really�is �willing�to�take�no�for�an�answer�and�does�not�c ircle�to�attack�

another�way .� They� are� men� with� intention�, � but� they� are� diferent,�

as� �hown� by� these� two� scenes.� Later,� when� he� is � given� another� chance,�

1. D.ĸ i s � immediately�back� into� the� same�mode,� but�one� feels�that�he� is �not�

the� sort� who,� like� Harlan,� would� resort� to� physical� and� verbal� abuse,� be­

cause�he�has� proven� that�he�can� take� no� for� an�

A�irst-rate�dramatic�scene�occurs�when�Jimmy�asks�Louise�to�marry�h im. �

And�i ts �power�i s �sharpened�by�the �contrast�to �the �scenes�of �J . �D . �and�Thelma�

getting�friendly�and�then�making�love.�J immy�is�l iving�under�a�mi staken�no­

tion�that�Louise�can't�seem�to�set�right,�given�her�desire� to�keep�what�is �re­

ally�going�on� secret.�When�he� presents� the� ri ng,� under�circumstances� that�

ight�his�i ntention�all� the�way,� the�mood�sh ifts�and� they�start� to� talk�of�how�

they�met.�When�he�really�does�know�the�color�of�her�eyes,�her�inal� defense�

falls �and� they�make� love.�The�ups�and�downs,� the�misunderstandings,�dis­

trusts,�gained�trusts,�and�shifting�power�between�them�as�the�scenes�unfold�

all�make�this�a�powerful�and�poignant�moment�in� the�stoy.�

S P ECIAL NOTES 

Thls� ilm� is� a� ine� recent� example� of� how� a� ilm� can� make� a� strong� and�

controversial� social� statement�without�being�either�byring� or� preachy.� In­

justice� in �men's� perception�and� treatment�of�women� i s �at� tie� core� of� this�

story,� and�. . �we� can't �help�but�feel� it� and�come�away� from� the�ilm� th inking�
about� i t . �Yet,�as� the� story� is� unfoldiwg,�we� are� only�aware� that�a� good� stzry�

is� being�told; �we�want� to� know�what� happen�and�we� can't�predict� i t . �

Too� often,� particularly� in�the�last� decade�or�so, � there� has�been� a� sepa­

ration�of�ilms� that� entertain� from� ilms� that�make� us� think,� as� if�thinking�

were� something�that�we�must�stop�doing�in�order�to�he�entertained.�Yet�the�

whole� hi story� of�stoytell ing�and�theater�and�cinema�say�the�opposite.�The�

ilms� analyzed� in� this� jook� urge� us� to� kee�� our� minds� awake� while� the�

show�is�going�on,�but�many�of�them�are�also�rather�old�by�today's�standards. �
Yet�here� i s �a� recent�ilm�that �did� very�well �at �the�box� ofice,�won�critical�

acclaim� and� several� Academy�Award� nominations,� and� also� requires� that�

we� think� and�feel�while�we� take� the� roller-coaster�ride.�



(1982) 

Written and directed by Barry Levinson 

So-called� "ensemble"� ilms� are� made� rather�frequently,� and� a� few,� such�

as�Diner, American Graiti, The Big Chill, and�Nashville, gain� a� level� of�

considerable� distinction,�while�many�more� sink� into� obl ivion. �Thi s � sort� of�

ilm� fails� more� easily� than� a� traditional� story� with� an� easily� identiiable�

protagonist,�because� i t � is �very� dificult� to� get� an� audience� to� identify� with�

a� number�of�characters�more�or� less�equally�and� still�care� about�what�will �

happen. �Levinson�managed�quite�well �in �this�c learly�autobiographical� and�

immensely�well-observed�ilm�that�was�his�debut�as�a� director.�

SYNOPS I S �

On� Christmas� night,� �959,ĸ in � Baltimore� we� follow� a� young� man,� Modell,�

into� a� dance� in �an� upstairs� gymnasium,�where� he� inds� his �riend� Boogie. �

Boogie� i n � turn� discovers� his� friend� Fenwick � in � the�basement,� drunkenly�

breaking�windows.� He�learns�that�Fenwick�"sold"�his�date�for�ive�dollars,�

but� Boogie� sweet-talks�her� into� going�home�with� Fenwick�anyway.� But� on�

the� drive� from� the� dance,� Fenwick� pulls� a� stunt� in � which� he� fakes� an�

accident.� Shrevie� and� his� wife,� Beth,� are� also�driving�home� at� the� same�

time,�but� by� the� time�Boogie,�Fenwick,� Shrevie,� and� Modell� gather� in� the�

diner,� where� they�meet�up�with�Eddie,� the�women�have�been� left� at� home.�

Boogie�owes�money� to� the� diner�owner,� but� has� nothing� to� pay� it � back�

with,� while� at� the� same� time� an� older�diner� habitue,� Bagel, � reveals� that�

Boogie�has�a� two-thou�sand-dollar�bet�on�a� basketball� game.� Boogie�claims�

it 's�a� rigged� game�and� the�bet� is � a� sure� thing.� But�when�he� tries� �o� enlist�

his�buddies�in � the�bet, �he�can't�cover�much�of�kis �action.� Instead�he�brags�
his� upcoming�date�with� Carol� and�makes�bets� about� how�far�he�will �

get� her�to�go�on�a�irst�date.�

In �the�dead�of�night,�the�guys�break�up,�but�several�go�to�the�train�station�

to� meet� Billy, � who� is � coming� in � as� a� surprise� to� his� best� friend,� Eddie,�

several�days�in� advance�of�his�wedding.�They� Billy� of�the� football� test�

that�Eddie� i s �giving� his�iancee;� if�she� fails , � the� is �of.� Bil ly�goes�

to�wake� up� Eddme� and�agrees� to� be� best� man.� Eddie� torments� his� mother,�

who� loves� in�the�end�gets�his�way.� Shrevie�sells�electrical� appli­

ances� an� has�a� visit �from� Fenwick,�who�is �already�drunk, � saying�that�the�
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"veriication"� of� bet� about� Carol� will� be� at� the� movies� tonight.�

While� playing� pool,� Eddie� reveal s � to� Billy� his � insecurity� about� getting�

married,� his� uncertainty�that�i t � i s � the� right� thing�to� do.�

That�night�everyone�gathers�at� the� theater�to� see� if�Boogie�will� get�Carol�

to� touch� him, � while� Beth� is � kept� in� the� dark� about� the� whole� situation.�

Boogie�succeeds,� after� a� fashion,� in � getting�Carol� to� do� what� he� wagered�

she� would,� by� slipping� his� penis� into� a� box� of�popcorn .� She� is �justiiably�

ofended,� but� he� runs�after� her�and� in �a� twisted�but� smooth� efort� at� logic�

and�explanation,�he�gets�her�to�believe�it�was� an� accident�and�was� due� to�

his � attraction� to� her.� She� comes� back� to� the� with� h im�for�the� end�

of�the�ilm.�

Outside�the� theater,� Bi l ly� decks�a�guy� in �settlement�of�a� many-year-old�

grudge.�The�next�day�he� looks�up�Barbara�at�her�joh�at� the� local� televi s ion�

station�and�establi shes�their�l{ng-e�isting�friendship.�The� next�night,�Fen­

drinks�and� stares� at� the�town�creche�while�Eddie�asks�Shrevie�about�

marriage.� At�irst� saying� i t's� great,� Shrevie� eventually� admits� that� he� and�

Beth� can't� talk� about� anything,� then� ends� up� by� saying� it's� great.� At� the�

diner,� Boogie�inds� out� that� he� lost� his� two-thou� bet,� and� then�

his�buddies�grouse� that� he� cheated� in � the� het� about�Carol . � Finally� he� ups�

the� ante� by� betting� them� all� that� he� will� make� love� with� her�on� the� very�

next� date.�They�all� take� bets� against� Boogie.�

As�the�sun�rises,�the�guys�all� leave� the�diner.�Boogie�and�Fenwick drive�

i nto�the�country,�where�Boogie�sees�the�real�girl�of�his�dreams�on�horseback�

on�a� huge�estate;�she� is �clearly�a� rich�girl� who�seems� to�have� little� i nterest�

in � him.� Billy� inds� out� that�Barbara�might�be� pregnant� from� their�one� en­

counter�several�weeks�ago.�She�laments�six�years�of�a�platonic�relationship,�

one� night� and� disaster.� Billy�wants� to� marry� her,� hut� she� says� their�night�

i n �bed� a�

TV�at�home,�Fenwick�outsmarts�both�teams�on� the� television�
show� "College� Bowl,"�while� Boogie� tells� his� mothe��of�his �debt�and� tries�
to�raise�some�cash.�Fenwick�says�he�wil l �talk�to�his�brother,�a�truly�horriic�

prospect,� about� borrowing� some� money.� Shrevie� picks� a� ight� with� Beth�

about� his� compulsive� organization�of�record� albums,�and� storms�out� of�the�

house� just� before� Boogie� arrives� to� see� him. � Boogie� comforts� her,� while�

Shrevie�looks�quite�disturbed� as� he�drives� about� trying�to�pretend�that�he�

i s �having�a� good� t ime.� Fenwick� tries� to�beg�money�from� his �older�brother�

and�gets�severely� rebuked.�

Bil ly� takes�Eddie� to� a� Bergman�ilm,�which�puts� him� to� sleep� until� they�

are�fetched�by�Shrevie.�They�ind�Fenwick�nearly�naked,� lying� in� the�man­

ger�of�the� creche.� He� drunkenly� ights� them�of�and�destroys� the� manger�
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setting,�which�gets� them� all� arrested.�The� other�three� fathers� come� to� bail�

out� their�sons,� but� Fenwick's�father� leaves� him� in �jail� overnight� to� "teach�

him� a� lesson." �

Eddie�admits�to�Boogie� that� he's� "technically"�still�a� virgin, �while �Billy�

tries�to�get�Barbara�to�agree�to�marry� him,� but�he�gets�a�fpat�no.�Boogie�gets�

beaten�up�by�the�man�to�whom�he�owes� the� two�thousand�dollars,� and� then�

inds� out� that� Carol� has� the� lu.� In�desperation� to� win� his� bet� about� Carol , �

he� sweet-talks�Beth,�who�was� once�his�girlfriend�and�who�is �uxhappy�with�

Shrevie,� i nto� going�out�with� him� tonight�while� everyone� else� i s �at� Eddie's�

football� test.� Friends� and� relatives� gather� to� l isten� in � as� an� unseen� Elyse�

answers� incredibly� dificult� football� questions,� but� still� fai ls � by� just� two�

points,�at� least� one�of�which� is� in� contention.�

Beth�goes�out�with�Boogie, �who�brings�a�wig�for�her�to�wear,�saying� i t � is�

so� no�one� will� recognize�her,�but� it� is �meant�to� make� her�look� l ike� Carol . �

Fenwick� i s � to � verify� the� event� to � settle� the�bet , �but � Shrevie � tags� along.�

While� those� two� hide� in � the� closet,� Boogie� takes� Beth� nearly� to� the� door�

before� he� calls� i t � off.� He� admits� to� her�what� was� happening�and� tells� her�

that� she� will � always� rate� right� up� there,� but� that� she� and� Shrevie� should�

work� thi ngs� out�between�them.�

In� a� strip� bar,� Eddie� and� Billy� commiserate� that� neither� of� them� has�

an� impending� marriage.� Eddie� admits� to� his� sexual� i neptitude� as� a� k id , �

while� Bi l ly � becomes� increasingly� agitated.� Finally� he� joins� the� band�on�

stage� and� l ivens� up� the� music� so� much� that� Eddie� dances� with� the�

stripper,� who� eventually� gets� into� it . � Boogie� arrives� at� the� diner� to� face�

the� music, � but� inds� out� that� Bagel� paid� his� debt� of-out� of� respect� for�

his� father.� Boogie� punches� out� the� man� who� beat� him� up,� then� makes� a�

deal� with� Bagel� to� work� as� a� salesman� for� him� in� the� home­

improvement� ield� to� pay off� the� debt.� Eddie,� Billy,� and� the� stripper� go�

out� for� cofee,� and� Eddie� says� that� he's� giving� Elyse� the� benefnt� of� the�

doubt� and� that� his� wedding� is � on.� Billy� is � asked� if� he� ever� really�

showed� Barbara� that� he� loved� her.�
Boogie� rides� in � the� country� on� horseback� until� he�meets� the� girl� of�his�

dreams�and�manages� to� sweet-talk�her.� Eddie�gets�married�with� a� football�

team� song� in � lieu� of�the�wedding�march,� and�all� his� friends�are� there�with�

him. � At� the� reception,� Beth� and� Shrevie� start� to� work� things� out,� Boogie�
brings� his� new�girlfriend�along�to�the�party,�and�Fenwick�talks�about�going�

to�Europe.� Bi lly�and�Barbara�dance�without�talking,�and�i t �seems�they�won't�

marry .� When�Elyse� tosses� her�bridal�bouquet,� it � lands�on� the� table�before�

all� of�the� guys� assembled� together.�
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PROTAGON I ST ANO OBJE CT I VE 

In� this�ilm�there�isn't�a�single�central�character;�rather,�there�are�ive�stories�

interwoven,�and�each�story�has�its�own�protagonist.�It's�interesting�that�there�

are� six� buddies � and� proportionally� they� don't� all� have� equal� screen� t ime,�

but�the�differences�are�not�really�pronounced.�Yet�one�of�the�friends,�Mo­

dell, �does�not�have�his�own�story. �He�is �there�and�he�participates� through­

out,� yet� we� are� not� made� curious� about� his� life,� nor� are� we� made� to�

participate�in�his�troubles.�The�ive�protagonists�are�Boogie,�Eddie,�Shrevie,�

Fenwick,�and�Bil ly . �Even�among�the�ones�who�have�complete�stories,�there�

isn't� absolute� equality.� Boogie's� and� Eddie's� stories� are� more� leshed� out�

and�demand�more� of�our�attention� than� do� the�other�three.�

Their�si tuations�are�s imilar,�thei r �settings�are�pretty�much�the�same,�their�

problems�are�related,�yet�their�objectives�are� all�different.� Boogie�wants�to�

keep�ahead� of�his�gambling�debts .� Eddie�wants�to� igure� out�whether�he's�

doing�the�right�thing�by�getting�married.�Bi qly�wants�to�work�something�out�

with� Barbara.� Fenwick� wants� attention,� and� Shrevie� wants� to� be�

appreciated.�

OBSTACLE S 

The� obstacles,�l ike�the�objectives,�are�different�for�each�of�the�guys.�Boogie�

likes� a� stacked� deck,� yet� his� every� effort� to� rig� a� bet� seems� to� run� into�

fai lure . � Eddie's� primary� obstacle� stems� from� his� ignorance;� he� is� a� virgin�

and�he�hasn't�dated�very�much,�so�he�has�no�idea�whether�what�he�is �doing�

is �right�for�him�at� this� time.� Bil ly's�obstacle�is �that�he� is �in �love�with�a� self­

possessed� and� strong�woman.� Unlike� Beth� and� the�unseen�Elyse,� Barbara�

thinks�for�herself,�and� though� she�has�a�long-standing�friendship�with�Billy, �

she� knows� enough� to� know� that� i t � won't� work� between� them.� Fenwick's�

obstacles� come� down� to� the� fact� that� he� can't� igure� out� how� to� get� any�

attention�|ther�than�a�negative�kind.�Shrevie's�obstacle,�again,�is �the�woman�

he�loves . �He �wants�to�be�apprec iated�for�what�he�can�do�and�what�he�knows,�

but� she�places� no� importance� on� those� things.�

PRE M I SE ANO OPE N I NG 

Five�guys�who�are�just� past� college�age� in� Bal�imore,� in� 1959,ĸ languish � i n �
their�lives,�both�fearing�and�hoping�for�change,�while�they�hang�out�together�

in �a� diner�rather�than�really�communicating�with�the�women�in�their�

The�pivotal� issue� in �each�of�their�l ives�predates�the�start�of�this� story .�

For� his�opening,�Levinson�chose�to� introduce�us� to� the�t ime�and� context�

of�the� story� rather�than� the� d iner�setting� itself.� The� music,� the� dress,� the�
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setting�of�this�little�Christmas-night�dance,� all� help�to�place� us� in� the� time�

period.�We�irst�see�the�one�friend�without�his�own�story-he� is �more� of�a�

commentator�on� all� the� stories-who�leads� us� to�Boogie,�who�in �turn� leads�
us� to� Fenwick,� already� out� of�control .� We� quickly� learn� that� Boogie� i s � a�

smooth�talker,�that�Fenwick�will �do�anything�for�attention,�and�that�Shrevie�

can't�open�up� about�anything�to�his�wife.�Only�after�the�conte�t�and�several�

of�the�characters�are�introduced�do�we� then�adjourn�to�the�diner�to�ind�out�

the� place� it � holds� in� their�world. �

MAIN TE NSION, CUL M INATION , 

AND RE SOLUTION 

Each� of� the� ive� stories� has� its� own� three� act� division,� yet� the� two� more�

important�stories�are�much�more�leshed�out� than�the�other�three,�and�those�

two� characters� also�go�through� the� greatest� changes.�

The�main� tension�of� Boogie's� story� has� to� do�with� his� gambling�debts . �

The�culmination� comes�when�he�can't�go �through�with� the �date�wi th �Beth,�

even�though� it�would�mean� he�would�have� the�money�to� pay off�enough�of�

the�debt�to�bu��more� time.�And�the�resolution�comes�when�he�makes�a�deal�

with� Bagel� to�utilize� his�demonstrable� talent-his�smooth�talk-to�pay of�

the� debt� that� Bagel� has� assumed.�

The�main� tension�of�Eddie's� story� is �his�decision�about�getting�married.�

He�tries�to�make�himself�believe� that� the�decision� is �out� of�his�hands,�yet�

he� is �obsessed�with� inding�out�from� each�of�his� friends�whether�this� is� the�

right� thing�for� him�to�do.�The� culmination�comes�when� Elyse�fai ls �the� test�

and�he�calls�of�the�wedding.�The�resolution�comes�when�he�concludes�that�

he� will� give� her�the�beneit�of�the� doubt� and� then�goes�ahead� and�marries�

her.�

The� main� tension� of� Billy's� story� arises� from� his� relationship� with� Bar­

bara.� Even�before�he� knows� of�the�possible�pregnancy,�he�wants�more�from�

her,� and� the� news� just� gives� him� a� good� reason� to� push� for� more.� The�

culmination� comes� when� she� gives� him� a� lat� refusal,� and� the� resolution�
comes�at� the�wedding�reception,�when�he� seems�to�accept�the�fact� that�she�

is �right�and� they�won't�marry.�

The� main� tension� of� Fenwick's� story� is� his� poorry� articulated� need� for�

attention.� From�breaking�windows�he� goes� right� into�his � fake� car�accident,�

which�he�seems�to�hope�will�elicit�the�sympathy�and�caring�that�l ie �behind�

the� attention� he� seeks.� The� culmination� of�his � stoy�comes� when� he� gets�

himself�and� his� friends� arrested� for� destroying� the� manger� scene. � Rather�
than� receiving�attention�from� the�person�he�wants� i t �from-his�father-he�

is � left� to� rot� in �jail . �
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The� main�tension�of�Shrevie's� story� has� to� do�with� his � feeling�unappre­

ciated�and�misunderstood�by� wife,�Beth.�The�culmination�comes,�with­

out�his �knowledge�but�with�his�almost�being�a�witness,�when�Beth�goes�out�

with� Boogie� and� almost� makes� love� to� him� in� front� of� her� husband.� And�

the�resolution,�equally�outside�of �Shrevie's�control, �comes�after�Boogie�per­

suades� Beth� to� try� harder�with� Shrevie,� and� the� two� start� to� communicate�

at� the�wedding�reception.�

THE ME 

The� ive� stories�are� variations� on� the� same� theme� of� growing� up.� Each� in �

his �own�way,�these�young�men�are�coming�to �grips�wi th �the �reali ty� that�they�

must�start�to�become�adults.�The�diner�has� in�part�enabled�their�protracted�

adolescence-their� inability� to� communicate� with� women,� to� see� women�

as� people, �to�grasp� l ife's�responsibil i t ies, �to� take�control� of�thei r �own� l i ves. �

At�the�d iner�they�have�a�safe�haven�from�women�and�adult �responsibi l i t ies . �

There� they�ind� the� understanding�and� appreciation� they� sometime�

learn�to�gain�elsewhere.�They�have� and�a�sympathetic�ear�when�

they�stay�up�all �night�at�the�diner.�So,�in�a�sense,�the�theme�of�their�growing�

up� as� individuals� is� directly� link'd� to� their�weaning� themselves� from� the�

diner�or�remaining�tied� to� it�and� thus� not� fully� up.�

UNITV 

Unity� in� this� kind� of�story� is� particularly� crucial� since,� l ike�Rashomon, i t �

does�not�have� a� single� central� character.� But� unlike� the� Kurosawa� ilm,�

here� the�unity� stems�not�so�much�from� time�as�from�place. �The�diner�of�the�

t i t le�i s �the�main�unifying�element,�but�i t �is�supported�by�the�whole�era,� the�

syndrome�of�protracted�adolescence�that�all�the�young�men�share,� the�entire�

context� i n �which� the� story� takes� place .� In� other�words,� the� place� i n � time,�

exempliied�by� the�diner,� is �what�holds�these�sto�ies�together-along�with�

a� strong� thematic�l ink . �

It�i s �i nteresting�to �note�how�many�of �the�films�that�are�bui l t �on�interwoven�

stories� share� nostalgia�as �an� inherent�part� of �thei r�makeup.�This �seems�to�

be� because�the�re-creation�of �an�era-the�music , �the�clothes,� the�

the� social� rules,� rituals , � and� conte�t-leads� in � the� best� films� to� an� espe­

cially� vivid� portrait�of�a� place� in � time,� and� this� in� turn� helps� the� variou��

stories�to� and�coalesce.�

E XPOSITION 

Much�of�the�exposition�of�the� place,�setting,�and� context�comes�"on� the�ly"�

while�the�stories�are�building�in �and� the�diner.�For�instance,�Boogie�
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owing�money� to� the� diner�owner�shows� his�inancial� straits�j ust� before� his �

two-thousand-dolla�� bet� i s � revealed.�And�a� great� deal� of�the� exposition� is �

delivered� through� us ing� Billy,� who� has � been� out � of � town.� He� must � be�

brought� up� to� date� on� Eddie's� football� test,� and� his� disbelief� helps� us� to�

grasp�the� situation.� Beth� i s �married� into� the� core� group,� but� is� systemati­

cally� kept� out� of�i t . � Nonetheless,� she� is� close�enough� to� ask�what� is� going�

on,� and� her�persi stence� in �trying�to�understand-and�Shrevie's�defense�of�

his� buddies-also� helps� expose�what� we� need� to� know� about� the� lives� of�

these� characters.�

There� are� some� marvelous� scenes� of� bickering,� particularly� between�

Eddie� and� Modell , � which� don't� so� much� lesh� out� back-stories� on� the� in­

div iduals�as� they� to� show� the�depth�and� length�of�the�friendships�and�

broaden�our�experience�of�the�world�we� are� being�delivered� i nto.�

CHARACTERIZATION 

Boogie� is� characterized� by� h is � abil ity� to� talk� nearly� anyone� i nto� nearly�

anything,�and�by� his� preference�for�a� rigged�game.� From� his� in i tial�big�bet,�

which� is� supposed� to� be� on� a� game�where� the� teams�are�shaving�points,� to�

his� trick�on�Carol� in� the�movie� theater,� to� his� scam�with� Beth�playing�Carol�

without�knowing� it,� Boogie� is �always� trying�to� take�the�risk�out� of�h i s �bets,�

to� stack� the� deck� in� his� favor-after� his� si lver�tongue�has�gotten� him� i nto�

the� bets� and� i nto� trouble.�

Billy� i s �presented� as� a� strong�contrast� in� character�to� Boogie,� who� lies, �

exaggerates,� and� manopulates,� especially� with�women,� and� enjoys� a� great�

deal� of� success� with� these� tactics. � Bi lly,� on� the� other� hand,� has� a� long­

standing�platonic�friendship�with�a�woman�and�is �able�to�communicate�with�

her�openly� and� honestly,�yet�can't�get�her� to� do�what� he�wants,� no� matter�

what� he� tries . �

Shrevie, �too, � i s �characterized�by�his � i nability� to� connect�with� a� woman,�

his� wife. � He� bemoans� the� days� before� they� were� married,� when� all� their�
talk�centered�around�inding�a�time�and�place�to�"do�it."�Now�he�feels�there�

i s �nothi ng� left� for� them� to� talk� about,� though�with� his �friends� in� the�diner�

he� can� stay�up�all� night�jabbering.�

Eddie's� i nabi l i ty� communicate� with� Elyse� doesn't� take� the� form� of�

talking,� but� is� characterized� by� h is �absolute� demand� that� she� pass� an� ab­

surd� test� about� footbal l . �This � demand,� coupled� with� his� guarded,� but� reg­
ularly� revealed,� uncertainty�about� the� step� he� is� about� to� take,� show� what�

really�makes� him� tick� through�most�of�the�story:�he�wants� someone�else� to�

make� this� crucial� decision�for� him. �
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Fenwick�doesn't�distinguish�between�men� and� women� in� his� inabis i ty� to�

communicate.�Though� he� is�a�welcome�member�of�the� boys'�club,�even�h is �

buddies� think� he's� crazy,� and� none�of �them� ever�gets� into� any� depth�

h im. �His�most�profound�miscommunication�is �with�his�brother,�who�accuses�

him�of�not�being�bright�and�not�reading�books,�when�we�know�Fenwick�can�

beat� the� scholars� on� "College� Bowl."� When� it � comes� to� getting� what� he�

wants� from� life, �Fenwick� is �characterized�as�being�utterly� inarticulate.�

OE VELOPM ENT OF THE STORY 

Each� of�the�ive� stories� stems� from� something�that� happened� (or� evolved)�

before� the� ilm� sta�ts.� The� time� frame� of� the� ilm� covers� the� week� from�

Christmas�Day,� 19�9,ĸ to� New� Years�Day,� 19�0,ĸand� each� story� comes�to�a�

head� during� this� time.� Boogie's� troubles� all� stem� from� the� bet� he� placed�

before� this� stoy� starts.� Eddie� has� demanded� the� football� test� for� Elyse�

months�before� this� Chri stmas�week,� now� it �has� to� hap�en.� Shrevie� has�

long�si nce�lost�his�ability� to�talk�with�Beth .� Billy's�desire�to�have�something�

more�with�Barbara� is� a� feeling�that�he� has� harbored� for�a� long�time.�

he�considers�their�night�in �New�York�the�start�of�something�more,�she�thinks�

i t � was� a� mistake.� And� Fenwick� has� become� increasingly� estranged� from�

his �fami ly� and� alienated�from�his�world,�to� the� point�where�we�irst� see� h im�

breaking� windows� just � for� the � hell� of � it , � and� we� only� know� him� as � an�

alcohol ic . �

ORAMATIC IRONY 

A� marvelous� example� of� the� use� of� dramatic� irony� occurs� in� the� movie­

theater�scene�where� Boogie� i s �trying� to�win�his�bet�about�Carol . �We are� let�

in �on�his�secret�trick-and�have�all�manner�of�commentary�and�antic ipation�

fr}m� his� buddies� in� the�theater.�And� all� the�while,� Carol� blithely� nibbles�
on�popcorn�while�we�wait�for�the�inevitable�uoment�of�discovery.�This�scene�

shows� how� effective� irony� can� be,� and�how� long� our� anticipation� can� be�

prolonged� by� i t . � We� seem� to� spend� forever� waiting� for� her� to� dig� deep�

enough� into� the� popcorn� box,� yet� no� one� is � bored.� From� the� voment� of�

revelation� to� the�audience,�we� are� waiting�with� bated� breath� for� the� inev­

itable�moment�of�recognition�by� the�one�character�who�does� not� know� the�

secret.�
Another� superb� use� of�dramatic� irony� comes� when� Boogie� i s � trying� to�

pass�Beth�of�as�Carol. �He� tells�one� story� to�Beth,�while�the�other�guys�only�

know��he�original�plan.�Only�Boogie�and�the�audience�know�the��hole�truth. �

From� the� revelation� of�the� irony�we�begin� to� antic ipate� recognition� from�
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both� sides,� and� that� anticipation� is� increased� when� Shrevie, � the� one�who�

stands� to� lose� the� most,� invites� himself�along,� not� knowing�what� he� might�

be�about� to� see.� This � compounds� the� irony,� because�Boogie� has� no� idea�

that� Beth's� husband� i s � hiding� there,� ready� to� watch�his� show.� Even� after�

Boogie� thinks�better�of�his� plan� and� reveals�what� he�knows� to�Beth,�a� new�

i rony� continues:� he� never� inds� out� that� Shrevie� was� hiding� in� the� c loset�

with�Fenwick�and� that� those� two� think� Boogie�has� failed,�an� i ronic�knowl­

edge�we� share�with�Boogie. �

PREPARATION AN O AF TERMATH 

The�same�scene�in �which�Boogie�is�about�to�show�up�at�Fenwick's�apartment�

with� "Carol"�has�marvelous�preparation.�From�the�moment�Shrevie� invites�

himself�along,� the�two�friends�treat� this�as�a�caper,� some�clandestine�thing�

that� seems� l ike� great� fun. � They� scamper� into� the� building� and� set� up� a�

perfect� hiding�place�for� themselves.�They� help� set� up� the�whole�plan,�and�

it� is � larkish� quality� that� makes� this� a� preparation� by� contrast. � The�

contrast� is �between�what�we�know�to�be�true�and�our�foreboding�at�Boogie's�

actually�going�through�with�i t . �Not�only�would�he�be�abusing�Beth�ho�ribly,�

but� he� would� inadvertently� be� compounding� it� with� her� husband� watch­

ing-two�events�we� strongly�hope�will �not�happen.�

The�entire� scene� in� the� strip�joint� between� Eddie� and� Billy� is,� in� a�way,�

an� aftermath�of�both�of�their�marriage�decisions-deci sions�that�were� "out�

of� their�hands"� because� Elyse� fai led� the� test� and� Barbara� adamantly� said�

no.� They� commiserate,� they� drink, � and� they�have� a� great� deal� of� energy�

that� they� have� to� let�of-all� of�which�are� kinds�of�aftermaths� to� the� trials�

they� have� been� through.� In� a� nice� scene� that� recaps� their� c ircumstances�

and� advances� the� they� go� out� with� the� stripper,� and� Eddie� decides�

he�wil l �get�married�while� Billy�acknowledges�that�he�won't.�

PLANTING AN O PAYOFF 

Fenwick's� consistent� fascination� with� the� community� creche� is� a� kind� of�
planting� that� is� paid� off� when� he� strips� of� his� c lothes� and� lays� himself�

down�in �the�manger.�And�the�utterly�senseless,�i rrational� side�of�his �atten­

tion-getting� is�also�planted�with�his�irst� introduction,�where�he� is� breaking�

windows. �This �gets� its�inal�payof�also�at�the�manger.�

The� woman� on� horseback� and� how� she� seems� to� embody� Boogie's� big�

dreams� i s � a� plant�for� his� continuing� to� chase�his� dreams� at� the� end-by�
g~ing�after� her�and�perhaps� not� going�after� any�more� stacked� decks . �And�
Bagel's�admiration�for�Boogie's�father�i s �planted�early�in� the�story�and�paid�

of�when�he�pays� Boogie's� gambling�debt.�
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EL EM ENTS OF THE FUTURE 

AND A OVE RTISING 

Eddie's�big� test� for� Elyse� is,� of�course,� advertising�that� is �brought�

up�regularly,� and� is � something� that�we� fully�expect� to� see� within� the�

The�inal � outcome� of �Boogie's� two-thousand-dollar� bet� is � another� adver­

tisement,� since�we� expect� to� know� how� it � goes.� When� he� loses� the� bet,� it�

is� another� advertisement,� because� we� expect� to� ind� out� how� he� will� pay�

of�such� a� huge�debt.�The�same�goes�for�all�of�Boogie's�bets.�When� he�bets�

about� his� irst� date� with� Carol,� we� fully� expect� to� ind� out�what� happens, �

just �as�we� expect� to�ind�out�about� his� second�date�with�her.�

Eddie's�mother's�strong�desire� to� see� him� leave� the�house�at� long�last� is�

an� element�of�the� future.� She� is �predicting� that� she� will� be� ecstatic� when�

he� leaves.�And�of�course� in �the�end�she� is�already� inviting�him� back�at�his �

wedding� reception.�When� Fenwick's� brother� says� that� their�dad� ought� to�

change� trust� fund,� it � is�a� prediction,�not�an� advertisement.� In� a�

way� it� comes� about� when� the� father� leaves� Fenwick� in� jail � overnight,� but�

i t � i sn't�a� l i teral� event� so�much�as� an�emotional�equivalent.�

PLAUSIBILITY 

Films� i n �which� i nterwoven� stories� of�several� characters� are� used� to� make�

one� larger�story� usually�take�place�in �a� relatively�short� span�of�time.�Amer­

ican Graiti was� one� night,� The Big Chill a� weekend,�Nashville a� week,�

and�Diner also�a�week.� In �these�ilms�we� have� no�real� trouble�believing�i n �

the� events�o f �the� i nterwoven� stories.� usually� needs� to� be� done� is� to�

convince�the�audience�that� it� is� bel ievable�that�all�of�these�different�stories�

would� come� to� a� head� in �such� a� short� period�of�time.�

In �American Graiti, that� one� night� was� the� last� night� two� principal�

characters� were� going� to� be� in � town;� the� action� had� to� take� place� then� or�
i t �woutd� have� to� wait.� In �The Big Chill the� characters� haven't� seen� each�

other� in� a� long� time� and� there� is� a� sizable� backlog� of� old� business� that�

nat�rally�comes�out� at� once.� In�Nashville there� is �a� poli tical� rally� and� the�

preparation�for� it , �which�provide�a� time�frame� to� intensify� the�actions . �

Here�the�same�method�of �t ime�compression�i s �used.�The�story�takes�place�

during� a� holiday� week,� and� at� the� end� of� it � a� wedding� is � planned.� Bi l ly�

hasn't� seen�most�of�the�people� for� a�while, �and�the�big�test �has�been�put�
of�until � this�week;�both�help� to� intensify� the� events . � Shrevie's� cris is � i s � a�

result�of�Boogie's� cris is , � and� in� fact� the� last� straw� for� Fenwick� the�ight�

with�his �brother,�which� i s �also�the�result�of�Boogie's�di lemma.�And�Boogie�

strikes� us� as� someone�who� has� always� been�just�one� step� and� two� smooth�
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linesɤ aheadɤ ofɤ seriousɤ trouble,ɤ soɤ itɤ doesn'tɤ seemɤ unbelievableɤ whenɤ hisɤ
lyingɤandɤcheatingɤwaysɤstartɤtoɤbackireɤonɤhim.ɤ

ACTION ANO ACTIVITV 

WhenɤModellɤandɤEddi^ɤbickerɤoverɤfoodɤandɤridesɤatɤtheɤdinerɤandɤinɤtheɤ
parkingɤlot,ɤ itɤisɤactivity.ɤThisɤisɤhowɤtheseɤguysɤrelateɤtoɤeachɤother,ɤ andɤ
thereɤ isɤnoɤhiddenɤ agenda-althoughɤModell'sɤmodeɤofɤaskingɤ forɤ aɤ rideɤ
orɤaɤpartɤofɤaɤsandwichɤareɤwaysɤofɤmaskingɤhisɤactionɤofɤaskingɤ forɤwhatɤ
heɤ wants.ɤ Butɤ whenɤ Boogieɤ isɤcajolingɤhisɤ friendsɤ intoɤ bettingɤ aboutɤ hisɤ
romanticɤprowessɤwithɤCarol,ɤ itɤ isɤmostɤdeinitelyɤanɤactionɢɤ Heɤwantsɤ toɤ
getɤ themɤtoɤbetɤbigɤmoneyɤsoɤthatɤheɤcanɤpay ofɤpartɤ ofɤ theɤ largeɤbetɤheɤ
lost.ɤ

Þɤ

WhenɤEddie'sɤmotherɤpullsɤaɤ knifeɤ onɤhimɤ inɤ theɤkitchen,ɤ itɤ isɤanɤ in­
terestingɤintefplayɤbetweenɤactivityɤandɤaction.ɤWeɤcomeɤtoɤseeɤthisɤsceneɤ
asɤ aɤ normalɤpartɤofɤ theirɤdailyɤ interaction,ɤ yetɤ itɤ isn'tɤ reallyɤ justɤ activity.ɤ
Theɤmotherɤpullsɤ theɤknifeɤnotɤbecauseɤ sheɤwantsɤ toɤ stabɤEddie,ɤ butɤbe­
causeɤsheɤwantsɤ toɤcommunicateɤherɤdispleasureɤatɤ theɤwayɤheɤ livesɤ andɤ
howɤheɤtreatsɤher.ɤEddieɤgoadsɤherɤandɤleadsɤtheɤfranticɤchaseɤaroundɤtheɤ
tableɤnotɤbecauseɤheɤdoesnÄtɤunderstand,ɤbutɤbecauseɤheɤwanthɤtoɤshowɤofɤ
forɤBilly.ɤ

CIALOG U E  

Ĉuiteɤ oftenɤ inɤ thisɤ story,ɤ theɤ charactersɤ expressɤ theɤ ess^nceɤo f ɤtheirɤ di­
lemmaɤorɤaɤcentralɤaspectɤofɤtheirɤcharacterizationɤinɤdialogue.ɤWhenɤBoo­
gieɤ tellsɤ Bagelɤ thatɤ withoutɤ "goodɤ dreams,ɤ youɤ gotɤ nightmares"ɤ heɤ isɤ
expressingɤwhatɤ keepsɤhimɤ runningɤjustɤ aɤ stepɤ aheadɤ ofɤ hisɤ deceptions.ɤ
WhenɤShrevieɤtellsɤEddieɤaboutɤhowɤheɤandɤBethɤusedɤtoɤtalkɤaboutɤplacesɤ
toɤmdoɤit"ɤ andɤnowɤtheyɤhav^ɤnothingɤleftɤtoɤtalkɤabout,ɤ heɤisɤspellingɤoutɤ
hisɤdilemmaɤwhileɤatɤtheɤsameɤtimeɤdenyingɤitsɤexistence.ɤ
TwoɤscenesɤwithɤFenwickɤrevealɤhisɤintercalɤ incon²i²tency.ɤWeɤseeɤhimɤ

topɤtheɤstudentsɤonɤ "CollegeɤBowl"ɤ inɤoneɤscene,ɤ thenɤ tellɤhisɤbrotherɤheɤ
neverɤ readsɤandɤdoesn'tɤknowɤanything.ɤ Fromɤwhatɤ heɤ saysɤandɤwhatɤ�eɤ
knowɤtoɤbeɤaɤlie,ɤweɤcomeɤtoɤunderstandɤwhyɤheɤisɤmisunderstoodɤandɤhowɤ
heɤrevelsɤinɤit.ɤ

VISU ALS 

ćartɤofɤtheɤrichnessɤofɤthisɤilmɤisɤtheɤaccumulationɤofɤwell-observedɤma­
terial.ɤItɤisɤaɤtellingɤdetailɤthatɤtheseɤguysɤallɤwearɤjacketsɤandɤtiesɤthrough-
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out,ɤ exceptɤ forɤ Billy,ɤ whoɤ isɤ theɤ oneɤ whoɤ seemsɤ toɤ beɤ movingɤ away.ɤ
Watchingɤ Eddieɤ dressɤ inɤdiftyɤ clothes,ɤ partiallyɤbuttonedɤ shirt,ɤ andɤ pre­
tiedɤnecktieɤtellsɤusɤmoreɤthanɤendlessɤdialogueɤaboutɤhowɤheɤlives.ɤShrev­
ie'sɤalbumɤcollectionɤandɤhisɤcareɤofɤitɤshowɤusɤhisɤnature.ɤTheɤguysɤleavingɤ
theɤdinerɤatɤdawnɤbecomesɤaɤrecurringɤimage,ɤoneɤthatɤunderlinesɤjustɤhowɤ
muchɤtimeɤtheyɤwasteɤthere.ɤ
Theɤvisualsɤcanɤbeɤusedɤtoɤconveyɤaɤjokeɤasɤwell.ɤ Afterɤtheɤbigɤfatɤmanɤ

hasɤeatenɤoneɤofɤeveyɤitemɤonɤtheɤdiner'sɤmenu,ɤheɤdrivesɤofɤinɤtheɤsmallestɤ
carɤavailableɤinɤAmericaɤinɤ 19q9ɤandɤitɤbecomesɤaɤjoke.ɤ

Anotherɤuseɤ ofɤ theɤvisualsɤisɤ toɤmakeɤ contrastsɤandɤ parallelsɤbetweenɤ
andɤtelevisionɤclipsɤweɤ seeɤ onɤscreenɤandɤ theɤlivesɤofɤ theɤcharactersɤ

inɤtheɤstory.ɤ Inɤ theɤmovieɤtheater,ɤ inɤ theɤapplianceɤstore,ɤ andɤinɤtheɤtele­
visionɤstation,ɤthereɤareɤvisualɤimagesɤandɤbitsɤofɤdialogueɤfromɤtheɤictionsɤ
onɤscreenɤthatɤareɤusedɤinɤcounterpointɤ to,ɤ orɤ toɤunderline,ɤ theɤ situationsɤ
ofɤtheɤcharactersɤinɤtheɤstory.ɤ

CRAMATIC SCENES 

AnɤeffectiveɤandɤuncomfortablyɤamusingɤdramaticɤsceneɤoccursɤafterɤCarolɤ
hasɤstormedɤoutɤofɤ theɤmovie.ɤBoogieɤtrieɣɤ toɤ doɤ theɤ impossibleɤandɤ suc­
ceeds.ɤWhatɤisɤparticularlyɤnoteworthyɤaboutɤtheɤ sceneɤisɤhowɤefectivelyɤ
itɤ showsɤ thisɤ smoothɤ talkerɤ takingɤwhatɤ isɤ anɤ obviousɤ disadvantageɤ andɤ
twistingɤitɤ toɤhisɤ ownɤends.ɤ Clearlyɤthereɤcanɤ beɤnoɤ excuse,ɤ yetɤ heɤ turnsɤ
thatɤintoɤaɤcomplimentɤtoɤher.ɤ Heɤtakesɤwhatɤshouldɤbeɤhisɤprofoundɤem­
barrassmentɤandɤturnsɤitɤintoɤaɤtoolɤtoɤmanipulateɤher.ɤ Thisɤsceneɤrevealsɤ
aɤgreatɤdealɤaboutɤhisɤcharacterɤasɤwellɤasɤhisɤpersuasiveɤabilities.ɤ

Aɤ similarɤ butɤ considerablyɤ moreɤ sinisterɤ exampleɤ ofɤ theɤ sameɤ thingɤ
comesɤ inɤ theɤsceneɤwhenɤBoogieɤtalksɤBethɤ intoɤmeetingɤhimɤonɤ theɤ sly.ɤ
Weɤknowɤherɤandɤhaveɤsympathyɤforɤherɤcircumstances.ɤAndɤweɤknowɤjustɤ
whatɤheɤisɤupɤtoɤasɤheɤtellsɤherɤaboutɤhowɤgoodɤtheɤoldɤdaysɤwere,ɤhowɤsheɤ
ranksɤ rightɤ upɤ there,ɤ andɤ heɤ getsɤ herɤ toɤ suggestɤ thatɤ theyɤmeetɤ tonight.ɤ
Whileɤthisɤisɤanɤexerciseɤofɤtheɤsameɤtalents,ɤthiɀɤsceneɤhasɤanotherɤelementɤ
thatɤtheɤirstɤdidn't.ɤWithɤCarol,ɤpartɤofɤusɤwantedɤhimɤtoɤgetɤawayɤwithɤit.ɤ
Noɤharmɤdone.ɤWithɤBethɤweɤfearɤthatɤheɤwillɤgetɤawayɤwithɤit,ɤandɤperhapsɤ
evenɤworse,ɤweɤareɤterriblyɤafraidɤthatɤheɤwillɤgoɤthroughɤwithɤit.ɤ So,ɤ evenɤ
thoughɤtheɤsceneɤwithɤBethɤisɤBoogie'sɤscene-heɤisɤinɤpursuitɤofɤherɤasɤaɤ
solutionɤtoɤhisɤproblem-ourɤallegianceɤshiftsɤoverɤtoɤherɤentirely,ɤwhereasɤ
withɤCarolɤourɤallegianceɤremainsɤwithɤBoogie.ɤ

Anotherɤ effectiveɤdramaticɤ sceneɤ forɤ showingɤhowɤaɤ simpleɤandɤseem­
inglyɤsmallɤconlictɤcanɤescalateɤoccursɤwhenɤShrevieɤindsɤthatɤBethɤhasɤ
putɤawayɤsomeɤofɤhisɤalbumsɤ inɤ theɤwrongɤ places.ɤ Notɤonlyɤdoɤ weɤ learnɤ
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whatɤ isɤ importantɤ toɤ himɤ byɤhearingɤ aboutɤ hisɤ elaborateɤ systemɤ andɤ theɤ
passionɤwithɤwhichɤheɤpleadsɤhisɤcase,ɤbutɤweɤindɤoutɤaboutɤBethɤasɤwell,ɤ
inɤ herɤresponsesɤ toɤ theɤbarrageɤandɤherɤassertionsɤofɤhowɤmeaninglessɤitɤ
allɤis.ɤThisɤsceneɤhasɤaɤpreparationɤwhenɤShrevieɤisɤorganizingɤtheɤalbums,ɤ
andɤitɤhasɤaɤparticularlyɤmovingɤaftermathɤwhenɤBoogieɤshowsɤupɤandɤquiteɤ
sympatheticallyɤconsolesɤBeth.ɤ

SPECIAL NOTES 

Nostalgiaɤwasɤdiscussedɤasɤanɤaspectɤofɤwhatɤhelpsɤtoɤunifyɤ thisɤkindɤofɤaɤ
story-notɤinɤallɤcases,ɤcertainly,ɤbutɤinɤaɤgreatɤmanyɤofɤthem.ɤButɤnostalgiaɤ
isɤoftenɤabusedɤandɤsometimesɤmisunderstood.ɤNostalgiaɤdoesn'tɤnecessar­
ilyɤmeanɤ remembered,ɤ seenɤ throughɤrose-coloredɤglasses,ɤ orɤcloy­
inglyɤsweet.ɤ Hereɤweɤhaveɤaɤineɤexampleɤofɤnostalgiaɤatɤitsɤbest.ɤThereɤisɤ
aɤqualityɤofɤfondɤremembranceɤaboutɤthisɤstory,ɤbutɤtheɤmemoriesɤareɤclearɤ
andɤ sharpɤ andɤ notɤ sugar-coated.ɤ Thereɤ isn'tɤ anyɤ ofɤ theɤ aspectɤ ofɤ wish­
fulillmentɤ thatɤ isɤsoɤoftenɤassociatedɤwithɤnostalgia-makingɤbelieveɤlifeɤ
wasɤperfectɤatɤanotherɤtimeɤandɤplace.ɤHere,ɤlifeɤinɤ19q9ɤisɤrecapturedɤwithɤ
complexity,ɤbaseɤemotionsɤalongɤwithɤ theɤbetterɤmoments,ɤ theɤbitterɤwithɤ
theɤsweet.ɤ

Falseɤ nostalgia,ɤ whichɤ impliesɤ thatɤ aɤ particularɤ placeɤ andɤ timeɤ wereɤ
somehowɤperfect,ɤutterlyɤdestroysɤdrama.ɤ Dramaɤdependsɤonɤgoodɤandɤevil,ɤ
internalɤ conlicts,ɤ desiresɤ thatɤmustɤ beɤ resisted,ɤ andɤ resistancesɤ thatɤ weɤ
hopeɤwillɤbeɤlifted.ɤ Itɤdependsɤonɤroundedɤcharactersɤwhoɤstandɤinɤtheɤmudɤ
andɤlookɤtoɤtheɤsky,ɤ onɤwhomɤrainɤfalls,ɤ andɤwhoseɤhopesɤandɤwishesɤareɤ
capableɤ ofɤ notɤ comingɤ true.ɤ Withoutɤtheseɤ things,ɤ thereɤ can'tɤ beɤ conlictɤ
andɤthereɤcan'tɤbeɤdrama.ɤ Falseɤnostalgiaɤisɤaɤkindɤofɤ self-deceptionɤthatɤ
forbidsɤ theɤ onlookerɤ toɤ admitɤ toɤ theɤ realityɤ ofɤ lifeɤ andɤ conlict.ɤ Withoutɤ
conlict,ɤ thereɤ isɤnoɤdrama.ɤ Withoutɤreality-inɤsomeɤguiseɤ orɤ another­
weɤdon'tɤreallyɤcareɤenoughɤtoɤinvestɤourɤemotions.ɤ



(1951) 

Screenplay by Akira Kurosawa and Shinobu Hashimoto, 

from a story by Ryonosuke Akutagawa 

Directed by Akira Kurosawa 

ĔhenɤRashomon wonɤtheɤ topɤprizeɤatɤ theɤĐeniceɤFilmɤFestivalɤandɤthenɤ
theɤAcademyɤAwardɤforɤBestɤForeignɤFilmɤinɤ 19q1,ɤ itɤopenedɤtheɤworld'sɤ
eyesɤtoɤilmmakingɤinɤ�apan,ɤ andɤitɤmadeɤitsɤco-writerɤandɤdireītor,ɤAkiraɤ
Kurosawa,ɤ aɤmajorɤforceɤinɤworldɤcinema.ɤThisɤilmɤisɤnotableɤforɤitsɤpsy­
chologicalɤrealism,ɤ itsɤmasterfulɤuseɤofɤtheɤcamera,ɤandɤitsɤvisualɤstyle,ɤasɤ
wellɤ asɤ itsɤ superbɤuseɤ ofɤmusicɤ toɤ heightenɤ theɤ differentɤversionsɤofɤ theɤ
sameɤevents.ɤ Butɤ aboveɤ all,ɤ itɤ isɤknownɤforɤ itsɤapproachɤtoɤ theɤ tellingɤofɤ
whatɤwouldɤatɤirstɤseemɤtoɤbeɤaɤsimpleɤtaleɤofɤlust,ɤ betrayal,ɤ andɤmurd r.ɤ
Itɤisɤtheɤwayɤinɤwhichɤthisɤstoryɤisɤtoldɤandɤtheɤjuxtapositionsɤofɤtheɤvariousɤ
accountsɤofɤtheɤ"truth"ɤpresentedɤinɤ theɤilmɤthatɤaccountɤforɤitsɤenduringɤ
importanceɤandɤpopularity.ɤ

SYNO PSIS 

Aɤ priest,ɤ aɤ woodcutter,ɤ andɤaɤ trampɤgatherɤunderɤ theɤ decrepitɤ Rashomonɤ
Gateɤ toɤgetɤoutɤ ofɤ aɤ thunderstorm.ɤ Theɤpriestɤ andɤ theɤ woodcutterɤ areɤ be­
moaningɤtheɤterribleɤeventsɤofɤtheɤday,ɤandɤtheɤtramp,ɤwishingɤonlyɤtoɤpassɤ
theɤtimeɤofɤtheɤstorm,ɤ urgesɤthemɤtoɤtellɤhimɤtheɤstoryɤthatɤhasɤthemɤupset.ɤ
Theɤwoodcutterɤdescribesɤhowɤheɤwasɤwalkingɤthroughɤtheɤwoodsɤwhenɤheɤ
foundɤirstɤaɤwoman'sɤhat,ɤ thenɤaɤman'sɤhat,ɤ thenɤaɤpieceɤofɤ ropeɤandɤanɤ
amulet.ɤAtɤtheɤendɤofɤthisɤtrailɤofɤdiscoveries,ɤheɤfoundɤaɤcorpseɤandɤracedɤ
throughɤtheɤwoodsɤtoɤreportɤitɤtoɤtheɤpolice.ɤ

Inɤaɤlashback,ɤtheɤpriestɤtellsɤtheɤpoliceɤhowɤheɤsawɤtheɤmurderedɤmanɤ
andɤhisɤwife,ɤ astrideɤaɤhorseɤandɤwearingɤaɤveiledɤhat,ɤ onɤtheɤroadɤshortlyɤ
beforeɤtheɤdeath.ɤ
TheɤnotoriousɤbanditɤTajomaruɤisɤbroughtɤbeforeɤtheɤsameɤpoliceɤinquestɤ

andɤ testiiesɤ thatɤ heɤ killedɤ theɤman,ɤ andɤ thatɤ ifɤ itɤ hadn'tɤ beenɤ forɤ aɤ coolɤ
breeze,ɤ heɤmightɤnotɤhaveɤkilled.ɤ Heɤtellsɤofɤirstɤseeingɤ theɤmanɤandɤhisɤ
wife,ɤTakehiroɤandɤMasago,ɤ onɤ theɤroad,ɤacdɤofɤ theɤbreezeɤblowingɤasideɤ
herɤveil.ɤ Heɤthinksɤheɤhasɤseenɤanɤangelɤandɤvowsɤtoɤhimselfɤthatɤheɤwillɤ
haveɤher.ɤ Heɤcutsɤthemɤofɤ onɤ theɤroad,ɤthenɤshowsɤhisɤ Koreanɤ swordɤ toɤ
theɤgentleman,ɤsayingɤthatɤheɤhasɤfoundɤaɤhoardɤofɤsuchɤitemsɤandɤwillɤsellɤ

240. 
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themɤcheap.ɤHeɤluresɤtheɤmanɤintoɤtheɤwoods,ɤjumpsɤhim,ɤandɤtiesɤhimɤup.ɤ
Thenɤheɤgoesɤbackɤforɤtheɤwifeɤandɤgetsɤtheɤnotionɤthatɤheɤwouldɤlikeɤherɤ
toɤ seeɤ thatɤ herɤ husbandɤhasɤbeenɤhumiliatedɤthisɤway.ɤ Heɤ luresɤherɤ intoɤ
theɤwoods,ɤandɤwhenɤsheɤseesɤherɤhusband,ɤsheɤattacksɤtheɤbanditɤwithɤherɤ
dagger.ɤ Heɤdisarmsɤ herɤ andɤ kissesɤher,ɤ andɤ sheɤ succumbsɤ toɤ hisɤ kisses.ɤ
Whenɤheɤisɤaboutɤtoɤleave,ɤ theɤwifeɤpleadsɤwithɤtheɤbanditɤthatɤsheɤcannotɤ
standɤ theɤ doubleɤhumiliation,ɤ sayingɤ thatɤ eitherɤheɤ orɤ Ŗerɤhusbandɤmustɤ
die.ɤTheɤbanditɤfreesɤtheɤman,ɤ theyɤightɤvaliantlyɤwithɤswords,ɤandɤTajom­
aruɤisɤtheɤvictor,ɤ stabbingɤtheɤmanɤwithɤhisɤsword.ɤButɤwhenɤitɤisɤover,ɤ theɤ
womanɤhasɤ}ȕed.ɤ

Backɤ atɤ theɤ Rashomonɤ Gate,ɤ theɤ trampɤ suggestsɤ theɤ banditɤ probablyɤ
killedɤtheɤwomanɤtoo,ɤ butɤ theɤpriestɤsaysɤsheɤalsoɤtestiiedɤatɤ theɤinquest,ɤ
andɤrecountsɤherɤtale.ɤInɤtheɤsubsequentɤlashback,ɤwhichɤtellsɤtheɤwoman'sɤ
version,ɤ theɤbanditɤattacksɤherɤ andɤ thenɤ afterwardɤsneersɤatɤherɤhusbandɤ
beforeɤrunningɤoffɤintoɤtheɤwoods.ɤ Sheɤgoesɤtoɤherɤhusbandɤandɤindsɤonlyɤ
coldɤhatredɤ hisɤeyes,ɤnoɤunderstandingɤorɤcompassion.ɤSheɤcutsɤhisɤropesɤ
andɤbegsɤhimɤtoɤkillɤher,ɤbutɤnotɤtoɤstareɤatɤherɤanymoreɤwithɤsuchɤhatred.ɤ
Sheɤapproachesɤhimɤwithɤtheɤ�aggeȰ,ɤbutɤthenɤfaints,ɤandɤwhenɤsheɤwakesɤ
up,ɤ herɤhusbandɤisɤdead.ɤSheɤindsɤherselfɤbyɤaɤstreamɤandɤthrowsɤherselfɤ
intoɤitɤ aɤfailedɤsuicideɤattempt.ɤ
Theɤ trampɤ complainsɤ thatɤ theɤ moreɤ heɤ hears,ɤ theɤ moreɤ confusedɤ heɤ

becomes.ɤTheɤpriestɤgoesɤonɤtoɤrecountɤtheɤmurderedɤman'sɤversion,ɤasɤtoldɤ
throughɤ aɤ mediumɤ atɤ theɤ inquest.ɤ Afterɤ theɤ banditɤ attacksɤ theɤ wife,ɤ heɤ
consolesɤ herɤwhileɤtheɤmanɤthinksɤhisɤwifeɤneverɤlookedɤlovelierɤthanɤ atɤ
thatɤmoment.ɤ Butɤthenɤsheɤbegsɤtheɤbanditɤtoɤkillɤherɤhusbandɤandɤtoɤtakeɤ
herɤawayɤwithɤhim.ɤ Evenɤtheɤbanditɤisɤ takenɤabackɤbyɤ thisɤdemand,ɤ andɤ
shovesɤherɤtoɤtheɤground.ɤWhileɤtheɤtwoɤmenɤwonderɤwhatɤtoɤdoɤwithɤsuchɤ
aɤwoman,ɤ sheɤlees.ɤ Tajomaruɤ freesɤ theɤ manɤ beforeɤrunningɤ ofɤ himself.ɤ
Leftɤ alone,ɤ Takehiroɤindsɤ hisɤwife'sɤdaggerɤ and,ɤ consumedɤwithɤ remorseɤ
andɤhumiliation,ɤplungesɤitɤintoɤhisɤownɤheart.ɤ
Theɤwoodcutterɤsaysɤthatɤbothɤtheɤdeadɤmanɤandɤtheɤmediumɤmustɤhaveɤ

lied,ɤ becauseɤ theɤmanɤwasɤkilledɤwithɤaɤ sword,ɤ notɤ aɤ dagger.ɤ Theɤ trampɤ
usesɤthisɤassertionɤtoɤelicitɤfromɤ theɤwoodcutterɤthatɤheɤknowsɤaɤ lotɤmoreɤ
thanɤheɤtoldɤtheɤpolice.ɤTheɤwoodcutterɤsaysɤthatɤaŌerɤindingɤtheɤwoman'sɤ
hat,ɤ heɤsawɤtheɤbanditɤconsolingɤtheɤwomanɤandɤ vowingɤhisɤ loveɤforɤher,ɤ
hisɤdesireɤtoɤmarryɤher.ɤ Inɤtheɤwoodcutter'sɤversion,ɤsheɤgrabsɤtheɤdaggerɤ
andɤcutsɤherɤhusband'sɤropes,ɤ onlyɤtoɤhearɤhimɤsayɤthatɤheɤwouldn'tɤightɤ
overɤ suchɤ aɤ woman,ɤ thatɤ sheɤ shouldɤ killɤ herself.ɤ Sheɤ tauntsɤ bothɤ ofɤ theɤ
men,ɤassaultingɤtheirɤmasculinityɤandɤprovokingɤthemɤintoɤaɤightɤoverɤher.ɤ
Bothɤ areɤ timidɤandɤ ratherɤpitifulɤ inɤ theirɤ protractedɤight,ɤ butɤ inɤ theɤ endɤ
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theɤbanditɤ getsɤ theɤupperɤhandɤandɤplungesɤhisɤ swordɤ intoɤ theɤ husband.ɤ
Theɤwomanɤrunsɤoffɤandɤ theɤbanditɤ limpsɤołfɤaloneɤwithɤhisɤ ownɤandɤ theɤ
husband'sɤswords.ɤ
Theɤtrampɤaccusesɤtheɤwoodcutterɤofɤlyingɤaboutɤeverything,ɤbutɤasɤtheyɤ

argue,ɤ theyɤhearɤ aɤ babyɤcrying.ɤTheyɤdiscoverɤ anɤ abandonedɤinfant,ɤ andɤ
theɤtrampɤstealsɤhalfɤitsɤclothes.ɤTheɤwoodcutterɤattacksɤhimɤasɤbeingɤdes­
picable,ɤ butɤ isɤaccusedɤinɤturnɤofɤ havingɤ stolenɤ theɤdaggerɤandɤprobablyɤ
havingɤliedɤaboutɤmuchɤofɤhisɤstory.ɤAfterɤtheɤtrampɤrunsɤofɤwithɤtheɤchild'sɤ
clothes,ɤ theɤpriestɤisɤdisconsolateɤaboutɤtheɤnatureɤofɤmankind.ɤWhenɤtheɤ
woodcutterɤgoesɤtoɤtakeɤtheɤbaby,ɤtheɤpriestɤaccusesɤhimɤofɤwantingɤtoɤstealɤ
whatɤlittleɤtheɤchildɤhasɤleft.ɤ Butɤ theɤwoodcutterɤsimplyɤwantsɤtoɤaddɤtheɤ
childɤ toɤ hisɤownɤ largeɤfamily.ɤTheɤpriestɤgivesɤupɤ theɤchildɤandɤ feelsɤ re­
afirmedɤ inɤ hisɤ faithɤ inɤ mankindɤ byɤ thisɤ simpleɤ actɤ ofɤ kindnessɤ andɤ
sellessness.ɤ

PROTAGONIST AN C OB J ECTIVE 

Becauseɤthisɤstoryɤcomprisesɤfourɤinterwovenɤversionsɤofɤmoreɤorɤ lessɤtheɤ
sameɤ events,ɤ thereɤ isɤ noɤ centralɤ characterɤ toɤ theɤ overallɤ story.ɤ Seeɤ theɤ
"tnity"ɤ sectionɤ beloɒɤ forɤ aɤ discussionɤ ofɤ whatɤ holdsɤ thisɤ storyɤ togetherɤ
withoutɤaɤprotagonist.ɤ

However,ɤwhenɤthisɤstoryɤisɤbrokenɤdownɤintoɤtheɤfourɤversions,ɤ threeɤofɤ
themɤhaveɤtheirɤownɤprotagonists,ɤinɤeachɤcaseɤ theɤpersonɤ recountingɤhisɤ
orɤherɤversionɤofɤtheɤevents.ɤTajomaruɤisɤtheɤcentralɤcharacterɤofɤhisɤversion,ɤ
andɤhisɤobjectiveɤ isɤ toɤgetɤ theɤwoman-withɤorɤwithoutɤhavingɤ toɤkillɤ theɤ
husband.ɤ Masagoɤisɤtheɤprotagonistɤofɤherɤversion,ɤandɤherɤobjectiveɤisɤtoɤ
getɤ backɤwhatɤ wasɤ lost-herɤhusband'sɤ respectɤandɤadmiration.ɤ Asɤwithɤ
theɤ others,ɤ Takehiroɤ isɤ hisɤ ownɤcentralɤcharacter,ɤ andɤ hisɤobjectiveɤisɤ toɤ
makeɤ upɤ forɤ hisɤ disgraceɤ andɤ humiliation-whichɤ heɤ doesɤ byɤ killingɤ
himself.ɤ

Onlyɤtheɤwoodcutter'sɤversionɤisɤwithoutɤaɤprotagonist,ɤwhichɤisɤwhy,ɤ atɤ
irstɤglance,ɤitɤseemsɤtoɤbeɤ theɤtruestɤandɤmostɤforthright.ɤWhileɤtheɤwood­
cutterɤrecountsɤtheɤevents,ɤheɤisɤinɤnoɤwayɤaɤparticipantɤinɤthem.ɤThisɤgivesɤ
hisɤaccountɤaɤkindɤofɤanonymousɤquality;ɤ thereɤisɤnoɤ ofɤ view,ɤ soɤweɤ
areɤnotɤmadeɤtoɤ identifyɤwithɤoneɤcharacterɤmoreɤthanɤtheɤothers.ɤ Thisɤsortɤ
ofɤstoryɤwouldɤfailɤmiserablyɤifɤitɤwereɤtheɤwholeɤilmɤorɤevenɤifɤitɤwereɤtheɤ
irstɤversionɤpresented.ɤ Butɤbecauseɤitɤisɤtheɤlast,ɤandɤweɤhaveɤbeenɤmadeɤ
toɤidentifyɤinɤturnɤwithɤtheɤbandit,ɤtheɤwife,ɤandɤtheɤhusband,ɤweɤareɤalreadyɤ
investedɤinɤtheirɤlivesɤandɤ theɤcourseɤofɤeventsɤthatɤisɤgivenɤitsɤlastɤ twistɤ
inɤtheɤwoodcutter'sɤversion.ɤBecauseɤthisɤidentiicationɤandɤempathyɤhaveɤ
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alreadyɤ beenɤ created,ɤ thisɤ lastɤ versüąnɤ canɤ standɤ aloneɤ withoutɤ aɤ
protagonist.ɤ

O B STACLES 

Inɤtheɤthreeɤversionsɤthatɤhaveɤprotagonists,ɤ thereɤareɤclearlyɤdeinedɤob­
stacles.ɤTajomaru'sɤobstaclesɤare,ɤirst,ɤ theɤhusband'sɤdistrustɤofɤhim,ɤ thenɤ
theɤwife'sɤassaultɤonɤhim,ɤ andɤinallyɤtheɤwife'sɤpleaɤthatɤoneɤorɤtheɤotherɤ
ofɤthemɤmustɤdieɤbecauseɤofɤwhatɤhasɤhappened.ɤThisɤleadsɤtoɤhisɤlastɤandɤ
biggestɤ obstacle,ɤ thatɤ theɤ husbandɤ isɤ aɤ samuraiɤ andɤ aɤ goodɤ swordsman.ɤ
Masago'sɤprincipalɤobstacleɤisɤtheɤfactɤthatɤ ratherɤthanɤ theɤ sympathyɤandɤ
understandingɤ sheɤ seeksɤfromɤherɤ husbandɤ afterɤ theɤ assault,ɤ sheɤ isɤ metɤ
withɤcoldɤhatred.ɤ Sheɤtriesɤtoɤbreakɤthroughɤherɤhusband'sɤshell,ɤ butɤfails.ɤ
AndɤTakehiro'sɤprimaryɤobstacleɤisɤnotɤtheɤbanditɤbutɤhisɤownɤwife.ɤWhenɤ
sheɤ demandsɤ thatɤ theɤ banditɤ killɤ him,ɤ hisɤ humiliationɤ isɤ redoubled,ɤ hisɤ
tragedyɤcompoundedɤbyɤherɤbetrayal.ɤ

PRE MISE AN D OPE NING 

Aɤman,ɤhisɤwife,ɤ andɤaɤbanditɤareɤinvolvedɤinɤanɤ incidentɤinɤtheɤwoodsɤinɤ
whichɤ theɤ wifeɤ isɤ rapedɤ orɤ seducedɤ byɤ theɤ banditɤ andɤ theɤ husbandɤ isɤ
stabbedɤtoɤdeath.ɤHisɤhorseɤandɤswordɤareɤstolenɤandɤfoundɤonɤtheɤbandit,ɤ
whileɤtheɤwifeɤisɤfoundɤelsewhere.ɤ

Forɤtheirɤopening,ɤ KurosawaɤandɤHashimotoɤchoseɤtheɤmeetingɤofɤthreeɤ
charactersɤ whoɤ are,ɤ atɤ beɁt,ɤ peripheralɤ toɤ theɤ mainɤ eventsɤ ofɤ theɤ story.ɤ
Becauseɤ thisɤ isɤ aɤ storyɤaboutɤ theɤ recountingɤofɤ eventsɤ andɤ theɤunreliableɤ
natureɤofɤmemoryɤorɤaɤperson'sɤ"honest"ɤversionɤofɤpastɤevents,ɤtheyɤĬhoseɤ
toɤ putɤ allɤ ofɤ theɤeventsɤ inɤ theɤ pastɤ andɤ toɤ haveɤ themɤ recounte�ɤ oneɤstepɤ
Ń¶°therɤremovedɤfromɤtheɤmajorɤparticipants.ɤ Inɤtheirɤownɤway,ɤ theseɤthreeɤ
menɤunderɤtheɤRashomonɤGateɤareɤtheɤaudience:ɤ ourɤmoralɤstanceɤisɤem­
bodiedɤinɤtheɤpriest,ɤourɤselishɤsideɤinɤtheɤtramp,ɤandɤo¶°ɤmixed-up,ɤtrou­
bled,ɤ andɤ cowardlyɤ aspectsɤ inɤ theɤ woodcutter.ɤ Theyɤ helpɤ toɤ guideɤ ourɤ
responsesɤonɤtheɤjourneyɤthroughɤtheɤmurkyɤmoralɤwatersɤthisɤilmɤexplores.ɤ

MAIN TENSION. C U LMINATION. 

ANO RESOL U TION 

Again,ɤ becauseɤofɤtheɤnatureɤofɤthisɤstoryɤandɤitsɤlackɤofɤaɤprotagonist,ɤ theɤ
overallɤ storyɤ isɤ toldɤwithoutɤ theseɤ threeɤ tools.ɤ Butɤ theɤ individualɤ storiesɤ
haveɤ theirɤ ownɤ points,ɤ howeverɤ brielyɤ theyɤmayɤ beɤ told.ɤ Theɤmostɤ fullyɤ
developedɤversionɤofɤtheɤevents,ɤTajomaru's,ɤisɤtheɤclearest.ɤTheɤmainɤten­
sionɤofɤhisɤstoryɤmightɤbeɤ"Willɤheɤgetɤtheɤwoman,ɤandɤatɤwhatɤpriceæ"ɤTheɤ
culminationɤwouldɤoccurɤafterɤheɤhasɤhadɤherɤandɤisɤaboutɤtoɤleave,ɤ atɤtheɤ
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momentɤwhenɤ sheɤ saysɤ thatɤ oneɤ orɤ theɤ otherɤofɤ themɤmustɤ die.ɤ Andɤ theɤ
resolutionɤisɤthatɤheɤprevailsɤinɤtheirɤswordightɤandɤkillsɤtheɤmanɤinɤaɤfairɤ
andɤhonorableɤway.ɤ

THEME 

Inɤeachɤofɤtheɤstoriesɤtoldɤaboutɤthatɤday'sɤevents,ɤ theɤtellerɤproclaimsɤtheɤ
"truth."ɤAndɤinɤhisɤquestioningɤ ofɤwhatɤheɤhearsɤfromɤ theɤpriestɤandɤ theɤ
woodcutter,ɤtheɤtrampɤisɤconstantlyɤquestioningɤwhatɤ isɤtheɤ truth,ɤwhatɤisɤ
aɤlie.ɤTogetherɤtheɤthreeɤmenɤunderɤtheɤgateɤphilosophizeɤonɤtruthɤandɤliesɤ
andɤwhyɤmenɤtellɤlies.ɤToɤitsɤcore,ɤthisɤilmɤisɤanɤexplorationɤofɤperspectivesɤ
onɤ truth,ɤ onɤhowɤanɤindividualɤmisperceivesɤorɤknowinglyɤdistortsɤ realityɤ
becauseɤofɤhisɤorɤherɤownɤinnerɤneeds.ɤ

U NITV 

Becauseɤthereɤisɤnoɤsingleɤprotagonist,ɤthisɤilmɤdoesɤnotɤgetɤitsɤunityɤfromɤ
action,ɤ fromɤ theɤpursuitɤofɤ anɤ objectiveɤ byɤ aɤcentralɤcharacter.ɤ Hereɤ theɤ
unityɤ isɤ oneɤ ofɤ time.ɤ Speciically,ɤ theɤ tieɤ thatɤ bindsɤ thisɤ intoɤ aɤ cohesiveɤ
storyɤisɤtheɤafternoonɤofɤtheɤfatefulɤevents.ɤEverythingɤkeepsɤcomingɤbackɤ
toɤ theseɤ fewɤ hoursɤ inɤwhichɤ allɤ ofɤ theseɤlivesɤchanŏedɤforever.ɤ Asɤweɤ goɤ
fromɤtheɤbandit'sɤversionɤofɤtheɤeventsɤtoɤtheɤwife'sɤtoɤtheɤhusband's,ɤwhatɤ
makesɤthisɤaɤsingleɤstoryɤratherɤthanɤfourɤunrelatedɤstoriesɤisɤthatɤtheyɤallɤ
focusɤonɤtheɤsameɤspeciicɤtimeɤandɤplace.ɤAsɤtheɤversionsɤofɤtheɤeventsɤinɤ
thatɤtimeɤandɤplaceɤsometimesɤsupportɤandɤsometimesɤcontradictɤpartsɤofɤ
theɤotherɤversionsɤandɤtheɤlayersɤofɤourɤunderstandingɤandɤquestioningɤofɤ
thoseɤeventsɤbuildɤup,ɤweɤunconsciouslyɤcomeɤtoɤacceptɤtheseɤwidelyɤvar­
yingɤaccountsɤasɤpartsɤofɤtheɤsameɤwhole.ɤ

Clearlyɤaɤmoreɤdificultɤformɤthanɤtheɤunityɤofɤaction,ɤ andɤforɤthatɤreasonɤ
lessɤfrequentlyɤattempted,ɤ tŗeɤunityɤofɤ timeɤ (or,ɤ ifɤyouɤpreferɤinɤthisɤcase,ɤ
timeɤ andɤ place�ɤ canɤ createɤaɤcohesive,ɤ compelling,ɤ andɤ eŅectiveɤ drama.ɤ
Althoughɤ itɤisɤperhapsɤmoreɤdificultɤtoɤgenerateɤasɤ intenseɤanɤ emotionalɤ
responseɤ inɤ theɤ audienceɤwithoutɤ aɤ mainɤ characterɤ toɤ identifyɤ with,ɤ theɤ
abilityɤofɤthisɤkindɤofɤstoryɤtoɤgenerateɤaɤthoughtfulɤandɤlingeringɤresponseɤ
isɤquiteɤclear.ɤ

EXPOSITION 

Theɤbasicɤexpositionɤisɤdeliveredɤirstɤbyɤ theɤwoodcutterɤandɤthenɤbyɤ theɤ
priest.ɤTheɤwoodcutterɤsetsɤtheɤlocaleɤandɤindsɤtheɤhatsɤandɤropeɤandɤthenɤ
theɤcorpseɤinɤhisɤirstɤŊashback.ɤTheɤpriestɤintroducesɤusɤ toɤtheɤmanɤandɤ
hisɤwifeɤ andɤgivesɤusɤ anotherɤ crucialɤ bitɤ ofɤ information,ɤ thatɤ itɤ wasɤ theɤ
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husbandɤwhoɤ died.ɤ Theɤ remainingɤ expositionɤ isɤ deliveredɤ inɤTajomaru'sɤ
versionɤofɤtheɤevents.ɤ
Anɤinterestingɤvariationɤonɤdeliveringɤexpositionɤthroughɤconlictɤcomesɤ

withɤ theɤwoodcutterÅsɤwalkɤ inɤ theɤwoods.ɤ Thereɤ isɤnoɤconlictɤ inherentɤ inɤ
theɤ scene,ɤ butɤweɤhaveɤ seenɤbothɤhimɤandɤ theɤpriestɤcommiseratingɤoverɤ
howɤ horribleɤ itɤ was,ɤ howɤ nothingɤ wasɤ everɤ worse,ɤ andɤ soɤ on.ɤ Withɤ thisɤ
preparation,ɤaɤsimpleɤwalkɤinɤtheɤwoodsɤcanɤbeɤilledɤwithɤforebodingɤandɤ
theɤaudienceɤwillɤfeelɤaɤsenseɤofɤconlict,ɤthoughɤtheɤactualɤeventsɤonɤscreenɤ
don'tɤhaveɤany.ɤ

CHARACTERIZATION 

Thereɤareɤfourɤaccountsɤofɤtheɤtheeeɤprincipalɤplayers'ɤactionsɤatɤtheɤsameɤ
placeɤandɤtime.ɤTheɤcharacterizationsɤofɤtheseɤthreeɤpeopleɤvaryɤfromɤoneɤ
accountɤ toɤ theɤ next.ɤ Theɤ cumulativeɤ effectɤ ofɤ theseɤ layersɤ ofɤ sometimesɤ
conlictbngɤandɤhometimesɤsupportingɤversionhɤisɤthatɤeachɤofɤtheɤcharactersɤ
takesɤ onɤ aɤ ĭomplexɤ andɤ inɤ someɤwaysɤ inconsistentɤcharacterization.ɤ
withinɤtheɤ individualɤaccounts,ɤ thereɤisɤaɤsimpleɤconsistency.ɤ

Forɤinstance,ɤ inɤhisɤownɤaccount,ɤTajomaruɤisɤtroubledɤbyɤitches,ɤbugs,ɤ
andɤotherɤthingsɤthatɤpesterɤhisɤpersonɤfromɤtheɤbeginningɤofɤhisɤtaleɤtoɤtheɤ
end.ɤ InɤtheɤotheȱsÆɤaccountsɤofɤhisɤactions,ɤthoseɤotherɤpeopleɤtellingɤaboutɤ
himɤ areɤ notɤ insideɤ hihɤ skin,ɤ andɤ thusɤ thereɤ isɤ noɤ focusɤ onɤ hisɤ personalɤ
hygieneɤorɤtheseɤpettyɤannoyances.ɤ

Whatɤisɤperhapsɤmoreɤinterestingɤthanɤtheɤdeviationsɤinɤ theɤcharacteri­
zationsɤfromɤoneɤversionɤtoɤtheɤnextɤisɤtheɤwayɤinɤwhichɤtheɤthreeɤprincipalsɤ
characterizeɤ themselvesɤ inɤ theirɤ ownɤ versions.ɤ Itɤ isɤ quiteɤ tellingɤ thatɤ inɤ
eachɤofɤtheɤthreeɤaccountsɤtheɤprotagonistɤofɤ thatɤversionɤdoesɤwhatɤisɤtheɤ
mostɤ honorableɤ thingɤ givenɤ theɤ circumstances.ɤ Inɤ hisɤ version,ɤ Tajomaruɤ
seducesɤ theɤ wife-neitherɤ havingɤ toɤ killɤ theɤ manɤ norɤ rapeɤ theɤ woman.ɤ
Whenɤheɤisɤcajoledɤintoɤightingɤforɤherɤhonor,ɤ itɤisɤaɤvaliantɤbattleɤandɤheɤ
wins,ɤ fairɤandɤsquare.ɤ Inɤ Masago'sɤversion,ɤ sheɤisɤassaultedɤandɤ thenɤsheɤ
isɤwrongedɤa ³eĮondɤtimeɤby herɤcoȖd-heartedɤhu³[and.ɤ Sheɤprefersɤtoɤdieɤ
thanɤtoɤwithstandɤhisɤhatred,ɤandɤasksɤhimɤtoɤkillɤher-theɤhonorableɤthingɤ
toɤdo,ɤ fromɤherɤpointɤofɤview.ɤAndɤinɤTakehiro'sɤversion,ɤhisɤhumiliationɤisɤ
doubledɤbyɤtheɤbanditɤandɤ theɤbetrayalɤofɤhisɤfaithlessɤwife.ɤ Heɤdoesɤ theɤ
onlyɤhonorableɤthing,ɤwhichɤisɤtoɤkillɤŘimself.ɤ

OEVELOPMENT OF THE STORY 

Allɤofɤ theɤ versionsɤofɤtheɤeventsɤofɤ thatɤafternoonɤareɤ developedɤ fromɤtheɤ
sameɤtwoɤdesiresɤcomingɤintoɤconlict.ɤTajomaruɤwantsɤtoɤhaveɤMasago,ɤbyɤ
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whateverɤmeansɤareɤnecessary.ɤMasagoɤandɤTakehiroɤbothɤwantɤhonorɤandɤ
propriety.ɤ Inɤeachɤofɤtheɤversionsɤofɤtheɤstory,ɤeverythingɤgrowsɤoutɤofɤtheɤ
collisionɤofɤtheseɤtwoɤwants.ɤ Theɤdifferencesɤfromɤoneɤversionɤ toɤanotherɤ
dependɤmostlyɤonɤ theɤperceiver:ɤ Theɤpersonɤwhoɤ isɤ tellingɤ theɤ story,ɤ theɤ
characterɤwhoseɤpointɤofɤviewɤisɤbeingɤrepresented,ɤevenɤinɤtheɤwoodcutter'sɤ
version,ɤ whereɤ heɤ isn'tɤ aɤ principalɤplayerɤ inɤ theɤ drama,ɤ hisɤ perceptionɤ
seriouslyɤ colorsɤ howɤ weɤ areɤ givenɤ theɤ events.ɤ Heɤ seesɤ noneɤ ofɤ themɤ asɤ
honorable,ɤ andɤ heɤ portraysɤ theɤ banditɤ asɤ lackingɤ theɤ courageɤ toɤ followɤ
throughɤ(untilɤtheɤveryɤendɤofɤtheɤight)ɤwithɤhisɤavowedɤdesireɤtoɤuseɤanyɤ
meansɤnecessary.ɤ

DRAMATIC IRONY 

Theɤ tellingɤ ofɤ thisɤstoryɤdoesɤnotɤdependɤheavilyɤ onɤ theɤ useɤ ofɤ dramaticɤ
irony.ɤThisɤisɤmostlyɤbecauseɤofɤtheɤterritoryɤbeingɤexploredɤinɤtheɤilmɝ
whatɤ isɤ true,ɤ whatɤ doɤ theɤcharactersɤreallyɤwant,ɤ andɤwhatɤ doɤ theyɤ doɤ toɤ
getɤit.ɤ Thisɤexplorationɤpresupposesɤthatɤ thereɤisn'tɤanɤabsoluteɤ truthɤthatɤ
canɤbeɤknownɤandɤthenɤbalancedɤagainstɤwhatɤa characterɤknowsɤorɤdoesn'tɤ
know.ɤ

Atɤtheɤsameɤtime,ɤwithinɤtheɤindividualɤaccounts,ɤthereɤisɤsomeɤefectiveɤ
useɤ ofɤ dramaticɤ irony,ɤ particularlyɤ inɤ Tajomaru'sɤ heɤ irstɤ
approachesɤtheɤcoupleɤonɤ theɤroad,ɤweɤknowɤthatɤheɤisɤafterɤtheɤ Yetɤ
heɤdoesɤnotɤ revealɤ thisɤwant.ɤRather,ɤheɤindsɤaɤwayɤtoɤwinɤ aɤ littleɤbitɤ ofɤ
theɤhusband'sɤtrustɤbyɤofferingɤhisɤswordɤandɤpresentingɤaɤplausible,ɤ andɤ
believablyɤdishonest,ɤlittleɤscheme-theɤsaleɤofɤgoodsɤheɤstoleɤfromɤaɤgrave.ɤ
withɤthisɤruseɤheɤluresɤtheɤmanɤawayɤfromɤhisɤwifeɤsoɤthatɤheɤmayɤattackɤ
himɤunawares.ɤThen,ɤwhenɤheɤgetsɤbackɤtoɤtheɤwife,ɤheɤusesɤtheɤsameɤtrickɤ
onceɤmore,ɤagainɤcreatingɤaɤdramaticɤirony.ɤThisɤtimeɤheɤtellsɤherɤtheɤmanɤ
wasɤbittenɤbyɤaɤsnakeɤandɤheɤluresɤherɤbackɤtoɤtheɤsameɤspot,ɤ soɤthatɤsheɤ
mayɤs{{ɤh{rɤhus[and'sɤhumiliation.ɤ ýnɤ[othɤcases,ɤ theɤuseɤofɤironyɤgreatlyɤ
increasesɤ theɤdramaticɤimpactɤandɤalsoɤgivesɤusɤ insightɤ intoɤ theɤwilesɤ ofɤ
thisɤbandit.ɤ

PRE P ARATION AN D AF TERMATH 

Mostɤofɤtheɤaftermathɤmomentsɤinɤthisɤilmɤbelongɤeitherɤtoɤtheɤthreeɤmenɤ
underɤtheɤRashomonɤGateɤorɤtoɤtheɤindividualɤgivingɤtestimonyɤtoɤtheɤin­
questɤ (includingɤ theɤmediumɤ inɤ theɤ placeɤ ofɤ theɤ slainɤ husband).ɤ Theseɤ
momentsɤ helpɤ usɤ toɤ digestɤ theɤ newɤ twistsɤ theɤ storyɤ hasɤ takenɤ andɤ theɤ
implicationsɤ ofɤthoseɤtwistsÏɤ andɤ toɤprepareɤ usɤ forɤ theɤneɓtɤ variation.ɤ Soɤ
someɤofɤtheɤpreparationɤalsoɤtakesɤplaceɤwithɤtheseɤthreeɤmen.ɤ
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Butɤmuchɤofɤtheɤpreparationɤoccursɤwithinɤtheɤcharacters'ɤstories.ɤAgain,ɤ
becauseɤTajomaru'sɤtaleɤisɤtheɤmostɤelaborate,ɤrichlyɤdeveloped,ɤandɤcom­
plete,ɤ itɤ usesɤ theɤ toolsɤ ofɤ screenwritingɤmoreɤ thanɤ theɤ others.ɤ Whenɤ theɤ
banditɤisɤsleepingɤundɞrɤtheɤtreeɤwithɤnoɤgreaterɤwantɤthanɤtoɤkeepɤupɤwithɤ
hisɤscratching,ɤ itɤisɤanɤintroductionɤtoɤhisɤindolentɤlife,ɤbutɤitɤisɤalsoɤprep­
arationɤbyɤcontrastɤforɤtheɤscenesɤtoɤcome.ɤWhenɤtheɤveilɤblowsɤasideɤandɤ
heɤseesɤMasago,ɤheɤleapsɤintoɤaction,ɤracesɤdownɤtheɤhill,ɤ andɤbecomesɤaɤ
manicɤandɤpersistentɤinterloperɤinɤ theɤ travelsɤofɤ thisɤ couple.ɤ Later,ɤ whenɤ
heɤ hasɤ luredɤ theɤwomanɤ intoɤ theɤwoodsɤonɤ theɤ pretextɤ thatɤ herɤ husbandɤ
wasɤbittenɤbyɤaɤsnake,ɤ theyɤrushɤthroughɤtheɤwoods,ɤ directlyɤpreparingɤusɤ
forɤtheɤenergyɤofɤtheirɤight,ɤwhenɤsheɤtriesɤtoɤstabɤhim.ɤ

PL ANTING AN C P AYOF F 

Theɤwoman'sɤhat,ɤ theɤman'sɤhat,ɤ theɤrope,ɤ andɤ theɤdaggerɤareɤallɤplantedɤ
veyɤ earlyɤ inɤ theɤ ilmÙinɤ theɤ woodcutter'sɤ accountɤ ofɤ indingɤ theɤ body.ɤ
Theseɤitems,ɤ inɤpaticularɤtheɤdagger,ɤ allɤhaveɤlaterɤpayofsɤinɤ theɤvariousɤ
versionsɤofɤevents.ɤTheɤdaggerɤisɤtheɤmostɤcriticalɤitem,ɤbecauseɤitɤplaysɤaɤ
roleɤinɤeveryɤsingleɤversionɤofɤtheɤeventsɤandɤevenɤcomesɤintoɤplayɤinɤtheɤ
framingɤstoryɤofɤtheɤthreeɤmenɤatɤtheɤgate,ɤsinceɤtheɤwoodcutterɤisɤaccusedɤ
inɤtheɤendɤofɤ it.ɤ

ELEMENTS OF THE F U T URE 

AN C A DVERTISING 

Withinɤ earlyɤpartɤofɤtřeɤrecountingɤofɤtheɤstories,ɤweɤcomeɤtoɤlearnɤtheɤ
styleɤ ofɤ theɤ stoytelling-thatɤ weɤ willɤ getɤ variousɤ versionsɤ ofɤ theɤ sameɤ
events.ɤWhenɤtheɤpriestɤandɤtheɤwoodcutterɤcommiserateɤoverɤtheseɤhorribleɤ
eventsɤandɤspeakɤofɤallɤthreeɤpeople,ɤitɤisɤaɤformɤofɤadvertisingɤthatɤletsɤusɤ
knowɤtoɤexpectɤatɤleastɤthoseɤversions,ɤ thoughɤitɤstillɤcomesɤasɤaɤsurpriseɤ
thatɤoneɤversionɤisɤtoldɤbyɤaɤghost.ɤTheɤwoodcutter'sɤstoryɤisɤnotɤadvertised.ɤ

Andɤtheɤ testimoniesɤofɤ theɤ threeɤprincipalsɤbeforeɤ theɤ inquestɤallɤhaveɤ
elementsɤofɤ theɤ futureɤ inɤ them.ɤ Atɤ theɤ veryɤ least,ɤ weɤ alreadyɤknowɤ thereɤ
wasɤaɤmurder,ɤbutɤatɤirstɤweɤdon'tɤknowɤwhoɤdied,ɤ andɤallɤalongɤwe'reɤnotɤ
quiteɤ sureɤhowɤ theɤdeathɤoccurred,ɤandɤbyɤwhoseɤhand.ɤ WhenɤTajomaruɤ
testiiesɤthatɤheɤkilledɤtheɤman,ɤ itɤpushesɤusɤintoɤtheɤfutureɤofɤhisɤsto�ɤbyɤ
makingɤ usɤ curiousɤ aboutɤ howɤ andɤ whyɤ andɤ underɤ whatɤ circumstances.ɤ
Whenɤ Masagoɤ testiies,ɤ sheɤ saysɤ thatɤ theɤ banditɤ sneeredɤ atɤ herɤ husbandɤ
andɤsheɤranɤafterɤhim.ɤThisɤtooɤgivesɤusɤanɤimpetusɤintoɤtheɤstoy,ɤsomethingɤ
toɤanticipateɤandɤwonderɤ about.ɤ AndɤwhenɤTakehiroɤ testiiesɤ throughɤ theɤ
mediumɤthatɤ theɤbanditɤconsoledɤhisɤwife,ɤ weɤwonderɤwhatɤdirectionɤthisɤ
versionɤwillɤtake.ɤ
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PLAUSIBILITV 

Theɤvastɤmajorityɤofɤeventsɤ inɤ thisɤstoryɤareɤ fullyɤwithinɤ theɤrealmɤofɤbe­
lievability;ɤ evenɤamongɤ theɤconlictingɤstatements,ɤeachɤ versionɤofɤeventsɤ
seemsɤ atɤ leastɤplausible.ɤ Theɤ onlyɤ areaɤwhereɤsuspensionɤofɤ isɤ
requiredɤisɤinɤtheɤtestimonyɤofɤtheɤslainɤhusbandɤthroughɤtheɤmedium.ɤTheɤ
threeɤmenɤunderɤRashomonɤGateɤtakeɤthisɤtestimonyɤasɤaɤmatterɤofɤcourse,ɤ
implyingɤ thatɤ thisɤ isɤaɤ completelyɤacceptableɤthingɤinɤ theirɤworld,ɤ inɤ theɤ
twelfthɤcentury.ɤ Butɤthisɤaloneɤisɤnotɤenoughɤforɤaɤmodernɤilmɤaudience.ɤ

Instead,ɤ theɤentireɤmatrixɤofɤtheɤilmɤhelpsɤtoɤpersuadeɤusɤtoɤacceptɤthisɤ
asɤreadilyɤasɤtheɤthreeɤmenɤdo.ɤThisɤisɤaɤstoryɤaboutɤperceptionɤandɤ
aboutɤ whatɤ isɤ trueɤ versusɤ whatɤ isɤ believedɤ toɤ beɤ true,ɤ whatɤ oneɤ personɤ
acceptsɤthatɤcontradictsɤwhatɤanotherɤpersonɤaccepts.ɤBecauseɤtheseɤques­
tionsɤandɤissuesɤareɤalreadyɤinɤtheɤaudience'iɤmindɤandɤareɤbeingɤactivelyɤ
wrestledɤwithɤ throughɤtwoɤalreadyɤdisparateɤversionsɤofɤ theɤevents,ɤ itɤ isɤ aɤ
relativelyɤeasyɤleapɤ forɤusɤ toɤgoɤoneɤstepɤ furtherɤandɤacceptɤ theɤmediumßɤ
husbandɤ asɤ aɤ witness.ɤ Weɤ doɤ soɤ notɤ becauseɤ weɤ believeɤ itɤ isɤ true,ɤ butɤ
becauseɤweɤbelieveɤ thatɤ they believeɤitɤ isɤ true.ɤ We areɤ giɤvĻnɤ threeɤotherɤ
conlictingɤstories,ɤeachɤtoldɤwithɤheartfeltɤearnestness;ɤwhyɤshouldɤthisɤoneɤ
beɤsingledɤoutɤforɤaɤspecialɤdegreeɤofɤdisbelief?ɤ

ACTION ANO ACTIVITV 

Thisɤisɤaɤilmɤinɤwhichɤtheɤactionɤisɤmɍchɤmoreɤimportantɤtoɤtheɤ
thanɤ isɤ theɤ dialogue.ɤ Aɤ marvelousɤexampleɤ ofɤ anɤ a_tionɤ withɤ aɤ purpoieɤ
behindɤitɤcomesɤwhenɤTajomaruɤoffersɤhisɤswordɤ toɤTakehiȳoɤshortlyɤ
theyɤirstɤmeet.ɤHeɤdoesn'tɤreallyɤwantɤtoɤ himɤcontrabanĴ,ɤbutɤheɤddesɤ
wantɤtoɤinspireɤaɤmeasureɤofɤtruitɤinɤaɤmanɤwháɤclearlyɤdoesɤnotɤtruitɤhim.ɤ
ThereɤisɤnoɤbetterɤwayɤtĤanɤbyɤapparentlyɤdisarmingɤhimself.ɤ Andtherɤex­
ampleɤofɤanɤactionɤcomesɤinɤtheɤwoodcutter'sɤaccountoɤ Āasagoɤtauntsɤ
bothɤmenɤaboutɤtheirɤmasculinity,ɤ aboutɤwhatɤrealɤmenɤwouldɤddɤinɤ theseɤ
circumstances.ɤSheɤisɤwillfullyɤincitingɤthemɤtoɤightɤoverɤherɤandɤherɤhonor.ɤ

Examplesɤofɤmereɤactivityɤcomeɤwhenɤtheɤtrampɤtearsɤwoodɤoffɤtheɤbuild­
ingɤtoɤmakeɤaɤire,ɤwhenɤheɤwringsɤhisɤclothesɤandɤdriesɤthemɤoverɤtheɤire.ɤ
Theseɤareɤactionsɤheɤtakesɤforɤnoɤpurposeɤotherɤthanɤwhatɤisɤonɤtheɤsurfaceɤ
ofɤtheɤact.ɤ

OIALOGUE 

�orɤtheɤmostɤpart,ɤtheɤtellingɤofɤtheɤvariousɤtalesɤdoesɤnotɤdependɤtooɤheavilyɤ
onɤdialogue.ɤ�etɤunderɤ theɤRashomonɤGate,ɤ whereɤ theɤ threeɤmembeȲɂɤ ofɤ
theɤ�audienįe�ɤreactɤtoɤandɤtryɤtoɤmakeɤsenseɤofɤtheseɤconlictingɤstories,ɤ
dialogueɤtakesɤonɤaɤmoreɤ importantɤfunction.ɤ Itɤ isɤhereɤ thatɤ theyɤexploreɤ
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theɤdeeperɤimplicationsɤofɤ theseɤeventsɤandɤwhatɤ theyɤmeanɤtoɤ theirɤownɤ
versionsɤofɤtheɤworld.ɤTheyɤareɤexploringɤtheɤtheme,ɤbutɤtheɤtrampɤcontin­
uallyɤstopsɤtheɤpriestɤfromɤturningɤitɤintoɤaɤsermon.ɤSeveralɤlinesɤofɤdialogueɤ
relectɤbackɤonɤtheɤ theme:ɤ "Menɤareɤonlyɤmen.ɤ That'sɤwhyɤtheyɤlie.ɤ Theyɤ
can'tɤtellɤtheɤtruth,ɤ evenɤtoɤthemselves";ɤ "Menɤlieɤtoɤdeceiveɤthemselves";ɤ
andɤ "Weɤallɤwantɤ toɤ forgetɤsomething,ɤ soɤweɤcreateɤ stories."ɤ Theseɤcomeɤ
dangerouslyɤcloseɤ toɤstatingɤ theɤ themeɤ inɤ forthrightɤ andɤ thesis-likeɤ form,ɤ
yetɤ becauseɤ theɤ threeɤcharactersɤareɤ inɤ conlictɤ themselves,ɤ andɤbecauseɤ
noneɤ ofɤ themɤ dominatesɤ theɤ otherɤ two,ɤ theɤ writersɤmanageɤ toɤ avoidɤ theɤ
pitfallɤofɤpreachingɤdirectlyɤtoɤtheɤaudience.ɤ

VIS U ALS 

Theɤvisualɤdesignɤofɤthisɤilmɤisɤstunning.ɤEveyɤshotɤandɤeveryɤmovementɤ
ofɤtheɤcameraɤseemɤtoɤsupportɤtheɤactionsɤofɤtheɤcharactersɤorɤtheɤreactionsɤ
ofɤtheɤaudience-usɤorɤtheɤon-screenɤaudienceɤunderɤtheɤgate.ɤThisɤisɤtrueɤ
fromɤtheɤstasisɤofɤtheɤtestimonyɤshotsɤtoɤtheɤcameraɤracingɤwithɤtheɤactionɤ
runningɤthroughɤtheɤ Diferentɤ visualɤ compositionsɤareɤusedɤforɤtheɤ
variousɤversions.ɤ Inɤ theɤbandit'sɤversion,ɤ two-shotsɤofɤhimɤandɤtheɤwomanɤ
orɤofɤhimɤandɤ theɤmanɤdominate.ɤ (Aɤ two-shotɤ isɤ aɤshotɤ inɤwhichɤonlyɤtwoɤ
peopleɤareɤinɤtheɤframe,ɤmostɤoftenɤtightlyɤtogether.)ɤTheseɤtwo-shotsɤsup­
portɤ hisɤ contentionɤ thatɤ heɤ takesɤ themɤ bothɤ onɤ separately.ɤ Inɤ theɤman'sɤ
version,ɤ two-shotsɤ ofɤ theɤbanditɤwithɤhisɤwifeɤ areɤ contrastedɤwithɤ singlesɤ
(oneɤpersonɤinɤtheɤ frame)ɤonɤhim.ɤ Thisɤhelpsɤtoɤdemonstȴateɤvisuallyɤthatɤ
heɤfeelsɤhisɤwifeɤandɤtheɤbanditɤareɤagainstɤhim.ɤ Inɤtheɤwife'sɤversion,ɤ theɤ
banditɤbarelyɤexists,ɤleavingɤaɤfewɤtwo-shotsɤwithɤherɤandɤherɤhusband,ɤbutɤ
aɤ predominanceɤ ofɤsinglesɤdepictsɤ theɤwife-versus-husbandɤconlict.ɤ Andɤ
inɤtheɤwoodcutter'sɤversion,ɤtheɤthree-shotɤ(allɤthreeɤchğractersɤinɤtheɤframeɤ
atɤonce)ɤdominates,ɤ almostɤalwaysɤwithɤtheɤwomanɤbetweenɤtheɤ twoɤmen,ɤ
visuallyɤdepictingɤtheɤconlictɤdynamics,ɤ showingɤtheɤtriangleɤthisɤstoryɤisɤ
about.ɤ

�ut,ɤwellɤbeyondɤtheseɤpatterns,ɤtheɤcamera,ɤtheɤstaging,ɤandɤtheɤchoicesɤ
Kurosawaɤmakesɤhelpɤtoɤpointɤupɤtheɤdynamicsɤbetweenɤpeople.ɤWhenɤtheɤ
trampɤisɤ tryingɤtoɤweaselɤtheɤstoryɤoutɤofɤ theɤwoodcutter,ɤheɤisɤseenɤprac­
ticallyɤperchedɤonɤhisɤshoulderɤlikeɤhisɤconscience.ɤWhenɤtheɤwomanɤsuc­
cumbsɤtoɤtheɤbandit'sɤkissesɤinɤhisɤversion,ɤtheɤ"ceiling"ɤofɤtheɤforestɤandɤ
theɤ lickeringɤ lightɤ throughɤitɤ helpɤ toɤ giveɤ aɤ littleɤ lyricismɤorɤ romanceɤ toɤ
whatɤisɤinherentlyɤanɤuglyɤreality.ɤWhen,ɤinɤtheɤwoodcutter'sɤversion,ɤ theɤ
womanɤprovokesɤtheɤmenɤtoɤight,ɤthereɤisɤaɤmarvelousɤshotɤofɤherɤbetweenɤ
theɤtwoɤswordsɤpoisedɤforɤbattle,ɤwhichɤseparatesɤtheɤmenɤbehindɤthemɤandɤ
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putsɤherɤatɤtheɤcoreɤwithɤtheɤweapons;ɤitɤisɤherɤbattleɤtheyɤareɤighting.ɤAndɤ
anotherɤtimeɤinɤtheɤsameɤversion,ɤsheɤisɤbetweenɤtheɤmen,ɤprostrateɤbetweenɤ
theɤbandit'sɤlegs,ɤwithɤherɤhusbandɤinɤtheɤbackground,ɤagainɤvisuallyɤclar­
ifyingɤtheɤveryɤnatureɤofɤtheɤconlict.ɤ

DRAMATIC SCENES 

Aɤ particularlyɤmarvelousɤ exampleɤ ofɤ aɤwell-madeɤdramaticɤ sceneɤ occursɤ
whenɤtheɤbanditɤirstɤconfrontsɤtheɤmanɤandɤwomanɤinɤtheɤwoods.ɤWeɤknowɤ
thatɤheɤ isɤafterɤtheɤwoman,ɤandɤweɤwatchɤwithɤfascinationɤasɤheɤdoesɤnotɤ
betrayɤhisɤwantɤevenɤwhileɤ inɤpursuitɤofɤhisɤopportunity.ɤ Itɤisɤ fascinatingɤ
toɤseeɤhowɤthisɤseeminglyɤshiftlessɤmanɤsetsɤtheɤsamuraiɤeverɤmoreɤatɤease.ɤ
Heɤisɤob·iouslyɤaɤbanditɤandɤwouldɤnotɤbeɤbeliev dɤbyɤtheɤmanɤifɤheɤdidn'tɤ
actɤlikeɤone.ɤ Soɤheɤactsɤlikeɤaɤbandit,ɤbutɤoneɤwhoɤisɤnoneɤtooɤcleverɤandɤ
thenɤ oneɤwhoɤ willinglyɤ disaȤȥsɤhimself.ɤ Onceɤ theɤ samuraiɤhasɤ acceptedɤ
theɤswordɤtoɤlookɤat,ɤtheɤbanditɤhasɤwon;ɤheɤhasɤgainedɤtheɤman'sɤconidenceɤ
byɤadmittingɤtoɤaɤ levelɤofɤdishonesty,ɤbutɤoneɤthatɤhasɤnothingɤ toɤdoɤwithɤ
hisɤrealɤintent.ɤTheɤfactɤthatɤthisɤisɤdoneɤwithɤonlyɤmodestɤuseɤofɤdialogueɤ
makesɤitɤaɤsceneɤwellɤworthɤstudying.ɤ

S PECIAL NOTES 

Thisɤilmɤisɤanɤexplorationɤofɤ theɤrelativeɤnatureɤofɤ truthɤandɤaɤsearchɤforɤ
anɤabsoluteɤtruth.ɤ Itɤgraphicallyɤdepictsɤhowɤrealityɤisɤilteredɤthroughɤtheɤ
pointɤofɤviewɤofɤtheɤpercei·er.ɤ Inɤotherɤwords,ɤmoreɤthanɤjustɤbeautyɤisɤinɤ
theɤeyeɤofɤtheɤbeholder.ɤWhatɤisɤrealɤandɤwhatɤisɤbelievedɤactuallyɤtoɤhaveɤ
happenedɤseemɤtoɤ dependɤ onɤ whoɤ sawɤ itɤ andɤ howɤ thatɤpersonɤilteredɤitɤ
throughɤhisɤorɤherɤ perspective.ɤ Theseɤareɤtheɤ questionsɤ theɤviewerɤ isɤ
leftɤ toɤwrestleɤwithɤ uponɤ seeingɤ thisɤilm,ɤ andɤ itɤ isɤ aɤ testamentɤ toɤ theɤ ef­
fectivenessɤ ofɤ theɤ ilmmakingɤ thatɤweɤ aren'tɤ soɤmuchɤ givenɤ "answers"­
theɤ£lmmaker'sɤphilosophy-asɤthatɤweɤareɤgivenɤintriguingɤquestionsɤandɤ
aɤperfectɤcontextɤinɤwhi_hɤtoɤgrappleɤwithɤthem.ɤ

Hereɤeachɤofɤ theɤstoriesɤtoldɤaboutɤtheɤsameɤeventsɤisɤdistortedɤbyɤtheɤ
pointɤofɤ viewɤofɤ theɤdifferentɤtellers:ɤ theɤbanditɤseesɤ itɤ asɤ aɤ valiantɤight,ɤ
andɤthatɤheɤhasɤwonɤtheɤwoman'sɤlove;ɤ theɤwomanɤfeelsɤthatɤsheɤhasɤbeenɤ
wrongedɤbyɤ theɤbanditɤandɤ thenɤwroȸgedɤagainɤ byɤ theɤ cold,ɤ hatefulɤhus­
band;ɤtheɤhɎsbandɤalsoɤfeelsɤthatɤheɤwasɤwrongedɤbyɤtheɤbandit,ɤbutɤinsteadɤ
ofɤdesertingɤhisɤwife,ɤheɤfeelsɤbetrayedɤbyɤher;ɤandɤtheɤwoodļutterɤseesɤtheɤ
ightɤ asɤ _owardlyɤ onɤ bothɤ sidesɤ andɤperceivesɤ allɤ threeɤ ofɤ themɤ asɤ weakɤ
andɤtreacherous.ɤñachɤofɤthemɤisɤ"right"ɤaboutɤtheɤtruthɤofɤhisɤorɤherɤtaleɤ
fromɤhisɤ orɤherɤownɤpointɤofɤview.ɤAndɤeachɤofɤ themɤdoesɤ theɤhonorableɤ
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thingɤ inɤ hisɤ orɤ herɤ ownɤ version.ɤ Thisɤ goesɤ backɤ toɤwhatɤ theɤ trampɤ sĞys�ɤ
"Weɤallɤwantɤtoɤforgetɤsomething,ɤ soɤweɤcreateɤstories."ɤ
Anotherɤinterestingɤofshootɤofɤtheɤdramaturgyɤofɤthisɤilmɤisɤtheɤfactɤthatɤ

thereɤisɤonlyɤresolutionɤinɤtheɤframinŎɤstory.ɤWhatɤweɤareɤleftɤwithɤfromɤtheɤ
mainɤstory-theɤfourɤinterwovenɤstoriesɤaboutɤtheɤsameɤevents-isɤaɤhostɤ
ofɤquestionsɤandɤsomeɤopinions,ɤwhichɤweɤwillɤdiscoverɤareɤdifferentɤfromɤ
theɤopinionsɤofɤothersɤ inɤtheɤsameɤaudience.ɤThisɤstoryɤsparksɤintellectualɤ
andɤphilosophicalɤcuriosityɤandɤrumination,ɤbutɤitɤisɤnotɤfullyɤresolved.ɤ Inɤ
theɤ framingɤ story,ɤ however,ɤ theɤ threeɤmenɤ discoverɤ theɤ abandonedɤ childɤ
andɤ eachɤ ofɤ themɤ actsɤ inɤ aɤ differentɤ wayɤ towardɤ it.ɤ Hereɤ weɤ areɤ givenɤ
somethingɤthatɤisɤnotɤaɤ"solution"ɤtoɤtheɤdilemmaɤofɤbeliefɤandɤconsciĺnceɤ
thatɤtheɤmainɤstoryɤhasɤprovoked.ɤ Rather,ɤ weɤareɤgivenɤanɤopportunityɤtoɤ
feelɤ thatɤ thereɤ isɤ atɤ leastɤsomeɤhopeɤ forɤmankind�ɤ howeverɤdificultɤ theɤ
problemsɤofɤcommunicationɤandɤperception,ɤhoweverɤimpossibleɤtheɤquestɤ
forɤanɤabsoluteɤtruth,ɤthereɤisɤatɤleastɤaɤsenseɤofɤhumanityɤstillɤaliveɤinɤtheɤ
humanɤspirit-inɤtheɤtwelfthɤcenturyɤandɤinɤtheɤtwentieth.ɤThatɤisɤquiteɤaɤ
feelingɤinɤtheɤ 199às;ɤimagineɤtheɤimpactɤitɤhadɤjustɤsixɤyearsɤafterɤtheɤendɤ
ofɤWɤorûdɤWarɤ II,ɤ comingɤ fromɤilmmakersɤ inɤ aɤ devastatedɤ andɤ defeatedɤ
land.ɤ



(19891 

Written and directed by Steven Soderbergh 

A veryɤ low�budget,ɤ independentlyɤproducedɤilm,ɤ andɤaɤirstɤefortɤ forɤ itsɤ
writeȵdirector,ɤ thisɤilmɤtookɤtheɤworldɤbyɤstormɤwhenɤitɤwasɤirstɤseenɤatɤ
theɤSundanceɤFilmɤFestivalɤandɤ thenɤwonɤ topɤhonorsɤatɤ theɤCannesɤ Filmɤ
Festival.ɤ Aɤ talkyɤandɤ low-keyɤ ilmɤthatɤ isɤdecidedlyɤfarɤaieldɤfromɤmain­
streamɤHollywoodɤfare,ɤitɤwonɤallɤthisɤattention,ɤandɤputɤSoderberghɤonɤtheɤ
mapɤasɤaɤilmmaker,ɤ throughɤtheɤqualityɤofɤ theɤwritingɤandɤ theɤ thoughtfulɤ
story,ɤ asɤwellɤasɤtheɤpeȷormancesɤheɤelicitedɤfromɤ itsɤ smallɤcast.ɤ

SYNOPSIS 

Whileɤ discussesɤ withɤheeɤ psychiatristɤ herɤ obsessionɤaboutɤ
allɤtheɤgarbageɤinɤ theɤworldɤandɤherɤsexualɤproblems-bothɤwithɤherɤhus­
bandɤandɤbyɤherself-herɤhusband,ɤJohn,ɤisɤhavingɤaɤpassionateɤtrystɤ
herɤsister,ɤCynthia.ɤAtɤ theɤsameɤtime,ɤanɤ houseɤguest,ɤ Graham,ɤ
aɤ collegeɤbuddyɤ ofɤ herɤ husband's,ɤ isɤheadingɤtowardɤ theirɤhouseɤandɤherɤ
life.ɤ AfterɤanɤawkwardɤmeetingɤofɤGrahamɤandɤAnn,ɤ comesɤhomeɤtoɤ
indɤ hisɤ formerɤ friendɤ totallyɤ differentɤ fromɤ himself,ɤ notɤ materialisticɤ orɤ
ambitious,ɤ readilyɤadmittingɤallɤ mannerɤ ofɤ faults,ɤ butɤprotestingɤ
thatɤheɤisɤnotɤaɤliar,ɤ heɤdoesɤnotɤ lie.ɤ

Annɤ helpsɤ Grahamɤ indɤ anɤ apartmentɤ inɤ townäɤ itɤ seemsɤ heɤ isɤ movingɤ
back,ɤ perhapsɤ toɤ beɤ nearɤ anɤ oldɤ girlfriendɤ whoɤ dumpedɤ himɤ yearsɤ ago.ɤ
Johnɤ picksɤ thisɤ time,ɤ withɤAnnɤ safelyɤoutɤ ofɤ theɤ way,ɤ toɤ makeɤ loveɤwithɤ
Cynthiaɤ inɤ hisɤ ownɤ bed.ɤ Inɤ aɤmomentɤofɤ surprisingɤcandor,ɤ Annɤ admitsɤ
toɤ Grahamɤ thatɤ sheɤ doesnÃtɤ careɤ muc�ɤ forɤ sex,ɤ Zndɤ Gra�amɤ tellsɤ �erɤ
thatɤ heɤ isɤ thatɤ heɤ can'tɤ becomeɤ arousedɤ inɤ theɤ presenceɤ ofɤ
anyone-thoughɤ heɤ wasn'tɤ alwaysɤ thisɤway.ɤ Theɤ twoɤ ofɤ themɤstrikeɤupɤ aɤ
friendship,ɤ whileɤ asksɤ bothɤ Johnɤ andɤ Annɤ aboutɤ Graham,ɤ be­
trayingɤ intenseɤ intɉrestɤ inɤ him,ɤ whichɤ bothɤ ofɤ themɤ interpretɤ asɤmeaningɤ
thatɤ sheɤ wantsɤ toɤ sleepɤ withɤ him.ɤ

WhenɤAnnɤvisitsɤGrahamɤunexpectedly,ɤsheɤdiscoversɤaɤlargeɤcollectionɤ
ofɤɏȅd�otap�s,ɤwhichɤheɤreluctantlyɤadmitsɤareɤinterviewsɤwithɤwomenɤwhoɤ
tellɤhimɤintimateɤdetailsɤofɤtheirɤsexɤlivesɤandɤsometimesɤdoɤthingsɤforɤtheɤ
camera,ɤ althoughɤ heɤ neverɤ touchesɤ theɤ women.ɤ Annɤ runsɤ ofɤ inɤ horror.ɤ
Cynthia'sɤcuriosityɤaboutɤGrahamɤreachesɤcriticalɤmassɤ whenɤ Annɤ won'tɤ

252. 
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tellɤherɤwhatɤGrahamɤdidɤthatɤwasɤsoɤoffensive,ɤsoɤsheɤvisitsɤhim.ɤOnceɤsheɤ
indsɤoutɤaboutɤ Graham,ɤ hisɤ videotapingɤandɤhisɤhang-ups,ɤ Cynthiaɤcan'tɤ
resistɤmakingɤaɤtapeɤherself,ɤwhichɤturnsɤoutɤtoɤbeɤaɤparticularlyɤrevealingɤ
exercise.ɤ Whenɤsheɤadmitsɤitɤ toɤAnnɤandɤJohnɤ (separately),ɤ theyɤareɤbothɤ
aghast,ɤ butɤsheɤisɤratherɤexcitedɤaboutɤit.ɤ

Ann'sɤgrowingɤsuspicionsɤaboutɤJohnɤinallyɤerupt,ɤandɤsheɤaccusesɤhimɤ
ofɤhavingɤanɤafairɤandɤ sheɤevenɤsuspectsɤitɤmightɤbeɤCynthia.ɤ Johnɤlooksɤ
herɤ straightɤ inɤ theɤ eyeɤ andɤ lies,ɤ eventuallyɤconvincingɤherɤ it'sɤ allɤ inɤ herɤ
mind.ɤ WhenɤheɤmeetsɤwithɤCynthia,ɤ heɤliesɤ toɤherɤasɤwell.ɤ ButɤAnnɤ can'tɤ
shakeɤ herɤ feelings,ɤ andɤ inɤ aɤ cleaningɤ frenzyɤ sheɤ findsɤ oneɤ ofɤ Cynthia'sɤ
earringsɤinɤherɤbedroomɤandɤknowsɤsheɤwasɤright.ɤ

Inɤaɤblindɤlight,ɤAnnɤisɤsurprisedɤtoɤindɤherselfɤatɤGraham'sɤhouse,ɤandɤ
heɤconfirmgɤwhatɤsheɤhasɤjustɤdiscovered;ɤheɤkno�sɤfromɤhisɤinterviewɤwithɤ
CynthiaɤthatɤsheɤisɤsleepingɤwithɤJohn.ɤNowɤchangedɟassertiveɤandɤswear­
ing»Annɤtellsɤòrahamɤthatɤsheɤwantsɤtoɤmakeɤoneɤofɤtheseɤvideotapesɤandɤ
heɤ reluctantlyɤ agrees.ɤ �tɤ homeɤ sheɤdropsɤ aɤ bombɤ onɤ demandingɤaɤ
divorce.ɤSheɤtellsɤhimɤsheɤmadeɤaɤtapeɤwithɤGrahamɤandɤimpliesɤsheɤmadeɤ
loveɤwithɤhim,ɤ too.ɤ Inɤaɤfury,ɤ JdhnɤgoesɤoverɤtoɤGraham'g,ɤ throwsɤhimɤout,ɤ
andɤviewsɤtheɤtapeɤofɤ�nn.ɤ ÷nɤit,ɤAnnɤandɤGrahamɤbrea�ɤdownɤeachɤother'sɤ
defensesɤ andɤ comeɤ toɤ grip±ɤ withɤ theirɤ ownɤ sexualɤ proĠlems.ɤ Whenɤ theyɤ
beginɤtoɤmakeɤlove,ɤ theyɤshutɤoffɤtheɤvideoɤcamera.ɤ
Johnɤ leaves,ɤ devastatedɤbutɤ noɤ wiserɤ asɤ heɤ triesɤ toɤ getɤ aɤ vengefulɤ digɤ

atɤ Graham,ɤ whoɤ thenɤ tearsɤ upɤ hisɤ collectionɤ ofɤ videotapesɤ andɤ destroysɤ
hisɤ camera.ɤ Johnɤ losesɤ aɤ majorɤ clientɤ becauseɤ heɤ hasɤ beenɤ neglectingɤ
hisɤ work,ɤ andɤ heɤ liesɤ toɤ himselfɤ thatɤ he'sɤ betterɤ offɤ withoutɤ hisɤmarriageɤ
toɤ Ann.ɤ Andɤ goesɤ backɤ toɤ work,ɤ feelingɤ independentɤ andɤ strong,ɤ
andɤ asɤ theɤ storyɤ ^nds,ɤ sheɤ getsɤ togetherɤ withɤ Grahamɤ forɤ theɤ beginningɤ
ofɤ aɤ relationship.ɤ

PROTAGONIST AND OBJECTIVE 

Theɤprotagonistɤofɤthisɤstoryɤisɤlessɤoġviousɤthanɤitɤisɤiȝɤaɤgoodɤmanyɤilms,ɤ
inɤ largeɤpartɤ becauseɤAnnɤ aɤ passiveɤ centralɤ character,ɤ oneɤwhoɤ isɤnotɤ
actuallyɤpursuingɤsomethingɤdifferentɤfromɤwhatɤsheɤhas,ɤbutɤratherɤwishesɤ
onlyɤtoɤmaintainɤwhatɤsheɤthin�sɤsheɤhas.ɤAnnɤisɤtheɤcentralɤcharacter,ɤandɤ
theɤotherɤthreeɤprincipalɤcharactersɤallɤgainɤtheirɤimpotanceɤmoreɤthroughɤ
theirɤrelationshipsɤwithɤherɤthanɤwithɤeachɤother»herɤsister,ɤherɤhusband,ɤ
andɤtheɤguestɤinɤherɤhouseɤwhoɤwillɤbeɤtheɤcatalystɤforɤherɤchange.ɤđhatɤ
sheɤwants,ɤ whatɤ sheɤactivelyɤ triesɤ toɤdo,ɤ isɤ toɤstickɤherɤ headɤ inɤtheɤ sandɤ
andɤavoidɤtheɤspirallingɤrealitiesɤofɤherɤlife.ɤ
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OBSTACLES 

Theɤ obstaclesɤ toɤ Annɤmaintainingɤwhatɤsheɤ thinksɤ isɤ herɤ statusɤ quoɤ areɤ
many,ɤbothɤinteriorɤandɤexterior.ɤOnɤtheɤoutsideɤisɤtheɤfactɤthatɤherɤhusbandɤ
isɤunfaithfulɤtoɤherɤwithɤherɤsexpotɤsister.ɤOnɤtheɤinsideɤareɤherɤobsessions,ɤ
whichɤsheɤusesɤtoɤhideɤfromɤherselfɤandɤfromɤherɤgrowingɤsuspicions,ɤ notɤ
justɤ aboutɤ herɤ husband,ɤ butɤ aboutɤ herselfɤ asɤ well.ɤ Addɤ toɤ thisɤ volatileɤ
circumstanceɤaɤ characterɤ fromɤ theɤoutsideɤwhoɤ isɤ capableɤ ofɤ insinuatingɤ
himselfɤinsideɤherɤworld-and,ɤmɠreɤimportant,ɤ intoɤherɤpsyche-andɤheɤ
becomesɤanɤobstacleɤtoɤherɤstatusɤquoɤasɤwell.ɤ

Theɤobstaclesɤ inɤ thisɤ storyɤhaveɤ aɤparticularɤ importanceɤ becauseɤ theyɤ
comeɤtoɤAnnɤmoreɤthanɤtheyɤstandɤinɤherɤway.ɤSheɤisɤtheɤpassiveɤcharacterɤ
whoɤisɤputɤuponɤbyɤcircumstancesɤandɤeventsɤthatɤeventuallyɤforceɤherɤintoɤ
anɤactiveɤroleɤinɤherɤownɤlifeɤandɤstory.ɤJustɤlikeɤRickɤinɤCasablanca, Annɤ
doesn'tɤwantɤ toɤactɤandɤworksɤveryɤhardɤ toɤavoidɤ it,ɤ butɤ circumstances­
externalɤandɤinternal-willɤnotɤallowɤherɤtoɤremainɤuninvolved.ɤ

PREMISE AN D OPENING 

Ann,ɤ aɤ lovelyɤ butɤ neuroticɤ woman,ɤ isɤ marriedɤ toɤ aɤ veryɤ successfulɤ andɤ
incrediblyɤselishɤmanɤwhoɤisɤhavingɤanɤaffairɤwithɤherɤsister.ɤ Atɤtheɤsameɤ
time,ɤAnnɤandɤherɤhusbandɤareɤnoɤlongerɤmakingɤlove,ɤ since,ɤ inɤpart,ɤ sheɤ
noɤlongerɤwantsɤhimɤtoɤ touchɤher.ɤ Sheɤ tellsɤherselfɤthatɤsheɤreallyɤdoesn'tɤ
careɤmuchɤ forɤ sexɤ andɤ evenɤ thatɤ happinessɤ isɤ overrated.ɤ Intoɤ thisɤ worldɤ
comesɤanɤequallyɤneuroticɤyoungɤman,ɤ oneɤwhoɤisɤimpotentɤandɤwhoɤvid­
eotapesɤwomen'sɤprivateɤconfessions.ɤ

Soderberghɤ choseɤ toɤ openɤ withɤ threeɤ parallelɤ ofɤ action,ɤ heldɤ to­
getherɤbyɤ theɤdialogueɤfromɤAnn'sɤsessionɤwithɤ herɤpsychiatristɤcarryingɤ
overɤtheɤotherɤlines.ɤWeɤareɤshownɤAnn'sɤobsessionsɤwithɤtheɤoutsideɤworld,ɤ
howɤsheɤdiminishesɤherɤlackɤofɤinterestɤinɤsexɤandɤherɤinabilityɤtoɤcomeɤtoɤ
gripsɤwithɤherɤsexuality,ɤevenɤwhileɤalone.ɤ Atɤtheɤ sameɤ time,ɤ weɤ seeɤ herɤ
husband'sɤcommandɤpositionɤinɤhisɤlawɤirmɤandɤhisɤtoȺidɤlovemakingɤwithɤ
Ann'sɤsister.ɤAlso,ɤ weɤ haveɤGraham'sɤarrivalɤinɤ townɤandɤpreparationɤforɤ
meetingɤAnnɤ andɤJohn.ɤWeɤ learnɤ ofɤ hisɤquirks,ɤ hisɤrelativeɤpoverty,ɤ andɤ
hisɤtransientɤsolitude.ɤ

MAIN TENSION, CULMINATION, 

AND RESOLUTION 

TheɤmainɤtensionɤasksɤwhetherɤAnnɤwillɤbeɤableɤtoɤkeepɤrealityɤatɤbayɤonceɤ
sheɤhasɤhadɤanɤintimateɤdiscussionɤwithɤGraham-moreɤintimate,ɤ inɤfact,ɤ
thanɤsheɤhasɤeverɤhadɤwithɤþohn.ɤWeɤhaveɤseenɤherɤhugeɤdefensesɤatɤwork,ɤ
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armorɤthatɤneitherɤJohnɤnorɤherɤpsychiatristɤseemsɤtoɤbeɤableɤtoɤpenetrate.ɤ
Butɤinɤaɤsimple,ɤ disarmingɤmomentɤofɤmutualɤ revelation,ɤGrahamɤopensɤaɤ
chinkɤinɤherɤarmorɤthatɤthreatensɤtoɤchangeɤherɤapproachɤtoɤlife.ɤ
TheɤculminationɤcomesɤwhenɤAnn,ɤafterɤfindingɤherɤsister'sɤearringɤandɤ

puttingɤtwoɤandɤtwoɤtogether,ɤinallyɤandɤdeinitivelyɤgoesɤintoɤaction,ɤshed­
dingɤherɤpassivity.ɤ
Theɤresolutionɤofɤthisɤstoryɤcomesɤchronologicallyɤaɤlittleɤsoonerɤthanɤitɤ

doesɤinɤtheɤtellingɤofɤtheɤstory.ɤInɤstrictɤsequenceɤofɤtime,ɤAnnɤandɤGrahamɤ
shutɤofɤtheɤvideotapeɤandɤmakeɤloveɤbeforeɤsheɤconfrontsɤJohn,ɤdemandingɤ
aɤdivorce,ɤandɤbeforeɤheɤknowsɤhowɤsheɤcameɤtoɤthisɤposition.ɤButɤbecauseɤ
theɤtellingɤofɤaɤstoryɤdoesɤnotɤhaveɤtoɤfollowɤchronology,ɤandɤeventsɤcanɤbeɤ
shiftedɤaroundɤforɤmaximumɤdramaticɤimpact,ɤSoderberghɤwiselyɤchoseɤtoɤ
delayɤtheɤresolutionɤuntilɤ theɤotherɤ mostɤparticularly-wereɤ
inɤplace.ɤWhenɤheɤviewsɤtheɤtapeɤofɤAnnɤandɤGraham,ɤandɤthenɤweɤgoɤintoɤ
theɤrealityɤofɤtheirɤmakingɤtheɤtape,ɤweɤarriveɤatɤtheɤresolution,ɤwhichɤoccursɤ
whenɤtheyɤmakeɤlove.ɤ

THEME 

Thematically,ɤ thisɤstoryɤrevolvesɤaroundɤlying.ɤ Annɤisɤaɤworld-classɤcham­
pionɤatɤlyingɤtoɤherself,ɤmakingɤherselfɤbelieveɤthatɤherɤforemostɤconcernsɤ
areɤ theɤworld'sɤgarbageɤandɤbabiesɤdyingɤ inɤAfrica,ɤwhenɤ thoseɤareɤbutɤaɤ
smokeɤscreenɤtoɤmaskɤherɤ realɤconcernsɤandɤ terrors.ɤ Johnɤ knowinglyɤ liesɤ
toɤeveryone-hisɤclients,ɤhisɤwife,ɤhisɤmistress,ɤhisɤoldɤfriend,ɤhisɤsecretay.ɤ
Cynthiaɤalsoɤlies,ɤ butɤ inɤaɤvastlyɤdiferentɤway.ɤ Sheɤisɤutterlyɤhonestɤwithɤ
herselfɤandɤherɤfeelings-sheɤisɤemotionallyɤhonestɤwithɤJohn,ɤsheɤisɤforth­
rightɤwithɤGraham,ɤandɤsheɤisɤgenerallyɤhonestɤwithɤAnnɤaboutɤeverythingɤ
fromɤ havingɤ madeɤ theɤ videotapeɤ withɤ Grahamɤ toɤ herɤ feelingsɤ aboutɤ theɤ
presentɤforɤtheirɤmother.ɤ AndɤGrahamɤcallsɤhimselfɤaɤrecoveringɤpatholog­
icalɤ liar,ɤ someoneɤ whoɤ hasɤ nowɤ swornɤ himselfɤ toɤ complete,ɤ ifɤ brutal,ɤ
honestyÚɤ

UNITV 

Actionɤgivesɤunityɤtoɤthisɤstory,ɤbutɤbecauseɤtheɤcentralɤcharacterɤisɤpassive,ɤ
thereɤ isɤaɤ slightɤvariationɤonɤ theɤunityɤ ofɤaction.ɤ Itɤcouldɤbeɤsaidɤtoɤbeɤ aɤ
unityɤofɤ ȩĵaction;ɤ allɤ theɤpressuresɤthatɤ comeɤ toɤbearɤ inɤtheɤ storyɤrevolveɤ
aroundɤAnnɤandɤherɤinabilityɤtoɤfaceɤupɤtoɤtheɤrealitiesɤofɤherɤlife.ɤSheɤhasɤ
aɤstrongɤdefensiveɤshellâɤsheɤcomesɤoutɤbrielyɤwhenɤsheɤandɤGrahamɤtalkɤ
aboutɤthemselves,ɤthenɤscurriesɤbackɤinɤtoɤsafety,ɤ comesɤbackɤout,ɤ onlyɤtoɤ
beɤburnedɤbyɤtheɤrevelationɤofɤGraham'sɤvideotaping,ɤthenɤgoesɤbackɤinɤtoɤ
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safety,ɤ andɤ soɤ on.ɤ Theɤ unityɤ thenɤ stemsɤ fromɤ theɤ continuouslyɤ evolvingɤ
challengesɤ toɤ herɤarmorɤ andɤherɤ reactionsɤ toɤ theseɤ challenges.ɤ Theseɤ re­
actionsɤconstituteɤaɤpatternɤofɤaction-tentativeɤforaysɤoutsideɤofɤtheɤshell,ɤ
franticɤdivesɤbackɤintoɤit-whichɤhelpsɤtoɤgiveɤtheɤstoryɤfocusɤandɤclarity.ɤ

EXPOSITION 

Evenɤ thoughɤaɤgoodɤdealɤofɤ theɤearlyɤexpositionɤisɤdeliveredɤprimarilyɤ inɤ
dialogue,ɤmuchɤofɤitɤeffectivelyɤusesɤconňictɤtoɤmaskɤtheɤexpositionalɤqual­
ity.ɤ InɤAnn'sɤopeningɤsessionɤ herɤpsychiatrist,ɤweɤ learnɤaɤ greatɤdealɤ
aboutɤherɤ life,ɤ circumstances,ɤ andɤ problems.ɤ Yetɤ theɤpsychiatristɤcontin­
uallyɤputsɤherɤonɤtheɤspotɤandɤatɤtimesɤembarrassesɤherɤwithɤhisɤstraight­
forwardɤ creatingɤ withinɤ herɤ conlictsɤ thatɤ makeɤ herɤ
revelationsɤbot¤ɤdificultɤandɤ reluctant.ɤ êecauseɤofɤthisɤvisibleɤinnerɤcon­
lict,ɤweɤdon'tɤseeɤtheɤexpositionɤasɤ tooɤeasyɤorɤconvenient.ɤ
Theɤexpositionɤ onɤ Johnɤ andɤ Cynthiaɤ isɤ shownɤmuchɤmoreɤwithɤ action,ɤ

andɤisɤgivenɤironyɤbyɤbeingɤplayedɤoutɤi�ɤcontrastɤtoɤAnn'sɤdiscussionɤwithɤ
herɤpsychiatrist.ɤAndɤtheɤeaelyɤexpositionɤonɤGrahamɤisɤdeliveredɤvirtuallyɤ
withoutɤ dialogue-shavingɤ andɤ changi�gɤ clothesɤ inɤ aɤ gas-stationɤ men'sɤ
room,ɤ theɤstuffɤinɤhisɤtrunk,ɤ someɤofɤhisɤquirkiness.ɤ

Aɤdeceptivelyɤ exampleɤofɤexpositionɤbeingɤdeliveredɤdirectlyɤtoɤ
theɤaudienceɤinɤdialogueɤoccursɤinɤtheɤsceneɤwithɤGrahamɤandɤAnnɤafterɤ
theyɤhaveɤfoundɤhimɤanɤapartment.ɤOnɤtheɤsurfaceɤweɤhaveɤtwoɤpeopleɤwhoɤ
willinglyɤtellɤeachɤother,ɤ andɤthusɤtheɤaudience,ɤaboutɤthemselves,ɤreveal­
ingɤinformationɤthatɤweɤcouldn'tɤhaveɤknownɤotherwise.ɤThisɤisɤseeminglyɤ
aɤ circumstance.ɤ Butɤbecauseɤofɤtheɤ natureɤofɤtheɤreveªations,ɤ
particularlyɤGraham's,ɤ andɤ t¤eɤdisarmingɤcandorɤ ofɤ theɤdelivery,ɤ thereɤ isɤ
againɤaɤ veryɤsteongɤ subtextɤ ofɤ conlict,ɤ largelyɤ createdɤwithinɤAnn.ɤ Herɤ
grapplingɤwithɤthisɤunexpectedɤturnɤofɤeventsɤisɤanotherɤefectiveɤuseɤofɤanɤ
innerɤconlictɤthatɤȗas�sɤ theɤexpositionaȉɤ ĶleȘentsɤwithinɤtheɤscene.ɤ

CHARACTERIZATION 

Annɤisɤclearlyɤcharacterizedɤfromɤtheɤopeningɤsceneɤthroughɤtheɤuseɤofɤherɤ
obsessionsɤandɤwithɤherɤselfÐconsciousnessɤevenɤinɤfrontɤofɤherɤpsychiatrist.ɤ
Theseɤcutɤrightɤtoɤtheɤcoreɤofɤherɤobjective,ɤwhichɤisɤtoɤhideɤfromɤherself,ɤ
toɤ throwɤupɤ smokeɤscreens.ɤLater,ɤGrahamɤdirectlyɤpointsɤ outɤ toɤherɤherɤ
selfÑconsciousness,ɤunderliningɤitsɤimportance.ɤGraham�sɤsolitudeɤandɤroot­
lessnessɤareɤalsoɤestablishedɤveryɤquicklyɤandɤthenɤgivenɤstrengthɤbyɤhiȻɤ
desireɤtoɤ �haveɤonlyɤ oneɤ key,"ɤ notɤ toɤburdenɤhimselfɤwithɤ two,ɤ threeÊɤ orɤ
fourɤkeys.ɤ
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Johnɤ isɤ characterizedɤ inɤpartɤbyɤwhatɤheɤhas-aɤ"power"ɤ oficeɤwithɤaɤ
commandingɤview,ɤ theɤtrappingsɤofɤsuccess-andɤinɤpartɤbyɤwhatɤheɤdoes.ɤ
Nearlyɤhisɤirgtɤactɤonɤscreenɤisɤcomingɤupɤwithɤaɤlieɤtoɤrescheduleɤaɤclient,ɤ
thenɤheɤsmuglyɤgoesɤafterɤwhatɤheɤwants-Cynthia.ɤAndɤCynthiaɤisɤchar­
acterizedɤbyɤwhatɤsheɤwants-which,ɤsurprisingly,ɤisɤnotɤJohn.ɤRather,ɤwhatɤ
sheɤwantsɤisɤtoɤbeɤdesired,ɤ toɤbeɤasɤprizedɤbyɤmenɤasɤherɤsisterɤis,ɤ andɤtoɤ
haveɤasɤgoodɤaɤtimeɤasɤself-indulgenceɤcanɤgiveɤher.ɤ

DE VE LDPMENT DF THE STDRY 

Again,ɤ owingɤtoɤtheɤpassivityɤofɤ theɤcentralɤcharacter,ɤ theɤdevelopmentɤofɤ
thisɤstor¸ɤ isɤ aɤ slightɤvariationɤ fromɤtheɤnorm.ɤ Annɤ isɤ inɤactiveɤpursuitɤofɤ
escapeɤfromɤtheɤrealitiesɤofɤherɤlife,ɤsoɤtheɤdevelopmentɤofɤthisɤstoryɤdealsɤ
inɤlargeɤpartɤwithɤescalationsɤofɤtheɤassaultɤofɤrealityɤuponɤher.ɤ

AtɤirstɤGrahamɤseemsɤlikeɤ aɤperfectɤfriend,ɤ sensitiveɤandɤeasyɤ toɤ talkɤ
to,ɤ andɤhisɤimpotenceɤmeansɤheɤisɤnotɤaɤthreatɤtoɤAnn'sɤavoidanceɤofɤsex­
uality.ɤ Whenɤsheɤdiscoversɤthatɤheɤmakesɤtheseɤvideotapes,ɤheɤbecomesɤaɤ
threat,ɤwhichɤscaresɤherɤoff.ɤxetɤherɤreactionɤtoɤthatɤthreatɤisɤwhatɤintriguesɤ
herɤ sister,ɤ whoɤ hasɤ theɤ oppositeɤ attitudeɤ towardɤ allɤ thingsɤ sexual.ɤ Whenɤ
Cynthiaɤ actsɤ outɤ ofɤ herɤ ownɤ character,ɤ notɤ onlyɤ makingɤ aɤ videotapeɤ butɤ
openlyɤ toɤAnnɤthatɤsheɤhasɤdoneɤso,ɤ thisɤincreasesɤtheɤpressureɤ
onɤAnn.ɤ

WhenɤAnnɤindsɤCynthia'sɤearringɤinɤherɤbedroom,ɤ itɤpromptsɤ herɤ intoɤ
action,ɤwhichɤtoɤherɤatɤthisɤmomentɤtranslatesɤintoɤmakingɤherɤownɤvideo­
tapeɤwithɤGraham.ɤ Butɤthatɤactɤitselfɤpromptsɤtheɤnextɤdevelopmentɤinɤtheɤ
story.ɤ Inɤtheɤpast,ɤGraham'sɤtapesɤhaveɤbeenɤmadeɤwithɤwomenɤwithɤwhomɤ
heɤ hadɤnoɤmoreɤ relationshipɤ thanɤ heɤ hadɤ withɤ Cynthia,ɤ butɤ nowɤ heɤ andɤ
Annɤhaveɤaɤfriendship.ɤAsɤtheyɤattemptɤtoɤmakeɤtheɤtape,ɤ thisɤconnectionɤ
andɤ theɤ changesɤ goingɤ onɤ insideɤ Annɤ forceɤ theɤ sessionɤ toɤ beɤ radicallyɤ
differentɤ fromɤ pastɤ ones.ɤ Theyɤ bothɤ comeɤ toɤ gripsɤ withɤ theirɤ sexualɤ andɤ
relationshipɤproblemsɤandɤseeɤtheɤsolutionɤpartlyɤinɤeachɤother.ɤAndɤevenɤ
theɤmakingɤofɤtheɤtape,ɤwithɤitsɤpersonalɤrepercussionsɤforɤAnn,ɤisɤalsoɤtheɤ
instigatorɤofɤaɤ furtherɤdevelopment,ɤwhenɤJohnɤviewsɤitɤandɤitɤhelpsɤbringɤ
theɤmarriageɤtoɤanɤend.ɤ

DRAMATIC IRDNY 

Fromɤ theɤ veryɤ beginning,ɤ thisɤ ilmɤ utiliɖesɤ dramaticɤ ironyɤ forɤ aɤ centralɤ
element.ɤ Weɤ knowɤ fromɤ theɤ openingɤ parallelɤ scenesɤ thatɤ husbandɤ
andɤsisterɤareɤhavingɤanɤaffair.ɤThisɤcriticalɤbitɤofɤinformationɤisɤdealtɤwithɤ
andɤescalatedɤthroughoutɤmuchɤofɤtheɤstoȪyɤwhileɤweɤwaitɤforɤAnnɤtoɤigureɤ
outɤtheɤtruth,ɤwhichɤsheɤdoesɤuponɤindingɤtheɤearring.ɤ
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Atɤtheɤsameɤtime,ɤthereɤisɤanotherɤaspectɤofɤthisɤstoryɤthatɤweɤfullyɤexpectɤ
willɤbeɤanɤ irony,ɤ onlyɤ toɤbeɤ surprisedɤ thatɤitɤisɤnot.ɤ WhenɤCynthiaɤmakesɤ
theɤ videotapeɤwithɤGrahamɤandɤ heɤhasɤpromisedɤsecrecy,ɤ weɤexpectɤ thisɤ
tapeɤandɤitsɤexistenceɤtoɤbeɤanɤironicɤunderpinningɤofɤtheɤrestɤofɤtheɤstory.ɤ
Butɤbecauseɤofɤherɤnature,ɤ itɤisɤCynthiaɤwhoɤrevealsɤtoɤbothɤAnnɤandɤJohnɤ
thatɤsheɤmadeɤitɤandɤeveythingɤthatɤsheɤdid.ɤ

ëecauseɤthisɤisɤaɤ storyɤaboutɤlying,ɤplayingɤwithɤ theɤuseɤofɤ ironyɤ isɤ anɤ
efectiveɤtool-bothɤwhatɤweɤexpectɤwillɤbeɤ toldɤandɤwhatɤweɤexpectɤwillɤ
remainɤaɤsecretɤcanɤhaveɤaɤsigniicantɤimpactɤonɤtheɤaudience.ɤForɤinstance,ɤ
whenɤAnnɤunexpectedlyɤvisitsɤGrahamɤandɤ heɤ isɤwatchingɤwhatɤweɤ learnɤ
isɤ aɤ ratherɤ racyɤ littleɤ homemadeɤtape,ɤ weɤ fullyɤ expectɤ himɤ toɤ keepɤ thisɤ
knowledgeɤfromɤAnnpɤxetɤhisɤrevelationɤtoɤherɤisɤinɤkeepingɤwithɤhisɤchar­
acter,ɤandɤitɤthematicallyɤtiegɤwithɤtheɤstoryɤforɤhimɤtoɤbeɤforthright.ɤ

PRE PARATION AND AFTERMATH 

AɤineɤlittleɤsceneɤofɤpreparationɤcomesɤtheɤlastɤnightɤthatɤGrahamɤisɤstayingɤ
atɤAnn'sɤhouse.ɤ Sheɤgetsɤupɤandɤgoesɤtoɤtheɤsideɤofɤtheɤcouchɤwhereɤheɤisɤ
sleepingɤ andɤ justɤ looksɤ atɤ him,ɤ whileɤ musicɤ playsɤ andɤ moody,ɤ intimateɤ
lightingɤmakesɤherɤandɤtheɤwholeɤsettingɤseemɤromanticɤandɤpeacefulɤandɤ
calm.ɤ Theɤ nextɤ sceneɤ isɤ oneɤ withɤ herɤ psychiatrist,ɤ whoɤ asksɤ aboutɤ theɤ
unwantedɤvisitorɤandɤAnnɤ hasɤ toɤadmitɤitɤwasn'tɤbadɤ atɤ all-aɤstatementɤ
thatɤisɤvastlyɤstrengthenedɤnotɤonlyɤbyɤtheɤactionɤofɤherɤstaringɤatɤhim,ɤbutɤ
byɤtheɤsettingɤandɤmoodɤofɤtheɤcircumstances.ɤ

AɤgoodɤexampleɤoĽɤanɤaftermathɤofɤoneɤsceneɤbeingɤ theɤpreparationɤ forɤ
theɤnextɤcomesɤwhenɤAnnɤaccusesɤJohnɤofɤhavingɤanɤafairɤwithɤherɤsister.ɤ
Heɤsuccessfullyɤ hisɤwayɤthroughɤit,ɤbutɤstillɤindsɤhimselfɤupsetɤandɤheɤ
sitsɤonɤtheɤedgeɤofɤtheɤbed.ɤWithɤaɤniceɤtransition,ɤweɤseeɤhimɤsittingɤinɤaɤ
similarɤ wayɤ onɤ theɤ edgeɤ ofɤ aɤ bed,ɤ onlyɤ thisɤ timeɤ withɤ Cynthia,ɤ andɤ theɤ
subȆectɤ isɤ veryɤdifferent,ɤ forɤ sheɤ isɤ revealingɤ thatɤ sheɤ madeɤ aɤ videotapeɤ
withɤsraham.ɤHisɤaftermathɤofɤbeingɤupsetɤfromɤoneɤsceneɤcarriesɤoverɤintoɤ
anotherɤkindɤ ofɤ upsetɤ inɤ theɤnext,ɤ asɤ theɤ transitionɤ turnsɤ theɤ tablesɤ andɤ
transformsɤJohnɤfromɤbetrayerɤtoɤbetrayed.ɤ

PLANTING AND PAYOFF 

TheɤmostɤcrucialɤplantingɤandɤpayoffɤinɤtheɤstoryɤisɤCynthia'sɤearring,ɤwhichɤ
ultimatelyɤrevealsɤtoɤAnnɤthatɤhe­ɤsuspicionsɤareɤwellɤfounded.ɤWhenɤCyn­
thiaɤcomesɤtoɤJohn'sɤhouseɤforɤtheɤfantasyɤtrystɤofɤmakingɤloveɤinɤherɤsister'sɤ
bed,ɤsheɤtakesɤherɤearringsɤoffɤandɤtheɤmomentɤisɤemphasized.ɤLater,ɤwhenɤ
Annɤ¢ndsɤone,ɤweɤknowɤexactlyɤwhenɤitɤwasɤlost.ɤ
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Aɤplantingɤandɤpayoffɤthatɤeventuallyɤachievesɤtheɤmetaphoricalɤlevelɤisɤ
Graham'sɤvideotapeɤcollection.ɤOnceɤtheɤtapesɤareɤintroduced,ɤtheyɤbecomeɤ
anɤelementɤinɤtheɤtellingɤofɤtheɤstor¹,ɤdiscussed,ɤcȫeated,ɤ andɤfoundɤtoɤbeɤ
titillatingɤorɤhorrifying.ɤButɤbyɤtheɤveryɤendɤofɤ theɤ whenɤGrahamɤ isɤ
tearingɤthemɤ apartɤ frantically,ɤ theyɤ haveɤ comeɤ toɤrepresentɤhisɤ isolation,ɤ
hisɤdistanceɤfromɤtheɤworldɤandɤwomenɤandɤrelationships,ɤtheɤveryɤthingsɤ
heɤhasɤ conqueredɤwithɤ Atɤthisɤpointɤaɤcinematicɤmetaphorɤhasɤ
beenɤcreated.ɤ

E LE MENTS OF THE F UTURE 

AN D A DVERTISING 

Thereɤareɤnumerousɤinstancesɤofɤadvertising.ɤThereɤisɤtalkɤofɤGrahamɤind�
ingɤanɤapartmentɤandɤAnnɤhelpingɤhimɤwithɤtheɤsearch.ɤ Cynthiaɤsaysɤthatɤ
sheɤwouldɤlikeɤtoɤmakeɤloveɤatɤJohn'sɤhouseɤinɤherɤsister'sɤbed.ɤ AndɤAnnɤ
suggestsɤtoɤCynthiaɤthatɤtheyɤgetɤaɤpresentɤforɤtheirɤmotherɤtogether.ɤîachɤ
ofɤtheseɤpointsɤtowardɤaľutureɤevent.ɤ

Anɤeffectiveɤelementɤofɤ theɤ futureɤoccursɤwhenɤGrahamɤtellsɤJohnɤ andɤ
Annɤoverɤdinnerɤhisɤirstɤnightɤthereɤthatɤheɤdoesn'tɤlie,ɤthatɤheɤneverɤlies.ɤ
Thisɤpredictionɤofɤfutureɤbehaviorɤisɤputɤtoɤtheɤtestɤlaterɤinɤtheɤstory.ɤ

PLAUSIBILITV 

Thereɤisɤnothingɤinɤthisɤstoryɤthatɤcouldn'tɤquiteɤbelievablyɤhappen.ɤThereɤ
isɤnoɤstoryɤelementɤthatɤrequiresɤtheɤaudienceɤtoɤsuspendɤitsɤdisbelief,ɤandɤ
theɤwholeɤsenseɤofɤplausibilityɤaboutɤtheɤilmɤisɤsubstantiallyɤaidedɤbyɤtheɤ
naturalisticɤperformancesɤofɤtheɤactors.ɤ

ACTION AN D ACTIVITV 

Thereɤareɤ twoɤ interestingɤ scenesɤ inɤ whichɤ theɤ sameɤmomentɤ isɤ anɤ actionɤ
forɤoneɤcharacterɤandɤanɤactivityɤforɤanother.ɤWhenɤJohnɤandɤCynthiaɤmakeɤ
loveɤinɤAnn'sɤbed,ɤitɤisɤmerelyɤanɤactivit¸ɤforɤJohn;ɤitɤhasɤnoɤdeeperɤpurposeɤ
thanɤwhatɤisɤobviousɤonɤtheɤsurface.ɤButɤforɤCynthia,ɤwhoɤisɤcompetingɤwithɤ
theɤ sisterɤsheɤhasɤalwaysɤenvied,ɤ thisɤ isɤ anɤaction,ɤ aɤmomentɤofɤ triumph.ɤ
Aɤ similarɤthingɤhappensɤwhenɤsheɤgoesɤtoɤmakeɤaɤvideotapeɤwithɤGraham.ɤ
Heɤdoesɤitɤforɤtheɤsameɤreasonsɤheɤhasɤdoneɤitɤwithɤotherɤwomen;ɤ thereɤisɤ
noɤotherɤintentionɤ there.ɤ ButɤCynthiaɤ isɤ againɤ actingɤ outɤ thatɤ sameɤcom­
petitionɤwithɤçnn,ɤconvincingɤherselfɤofɤherɤsuperiorityɤoverɤherɤsister.ɤThisɤ
compulsionɤofɤhersɤtoɤoutdoɤherɤsisterɤisɤwhyɤsheɤindsɤitɤnecessaryɤtoɤrevealɤ
theɤvideotapingɤtoɤherɤtwoɤintimates,ɤAnnɤandɤJohn.ɤ
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DIALOGUE 

Thisɤisɤundeniablyɤaɤtalkyɤpicture,ɤwhichɤmakesɤitɤ feelɤmoreɤlikeɤaɤEuro­
peanɤilmɤthanɤoneɤmadeɤinɤHollywood.ɤYet,ɤ evenɤforɤAmer­
icanɤaudiences,ɤ itɤdoesn'tɤseemɤslowɤandɤitɤdoesn'tɤseemɤasɤifɤthereɤisɤtooɤ
muchɤ talk.ɤ Thisɤ comesɤ fromɤ theɤ factɤ thatɤ whenɤ aɤ ilmɤ hasɤ somethingɤ inɤ
abundanceɤthatɤtheɤaudienceɤwantsɤorɤappreciates,ɤtheɤaudienceɤwillɤover­
lookɤallɤmannerɤofɤthingsɤ thatɤ otherɐiseɤ botherɤ them.ɤ Inɤ thisɤ case,ɤ
theɤilșɤ deliversɤ soɤ wit,ɤ humor,ɤ and,ɤ inɤ particular,ɤ pathos,ɤ thatɤweɤ
barelyɤnoticeɤhowɤoftenɤtheɤscenesɤareɤjustɤtwoɤpeopleɤsittingɤandɤtalking.ɤ
Thisɤ senseɤ ofɤ good,ɤ effectiveɤdialogueɤ isɤ greatlyɤ aidedɤ byɤ theɤ useɤ ofɤ

dramaticɤironyɤÇseeɤabove),ɤwhichɤhelpsɤtingeɤnearlyɤeveryɤsceneɤwithɤdou­
bleɤ orɤ evenɤ tripleɤmeanings,ɤ dependingɤ onɤwhichɤcharactersɤknowɤwhat,ɤ
andɤ onɤ whatɤ weɤ knowɤ thatɤ theyɤ don't.ɤ Thisɤ establishmentɤ ofɤ ironyɤ thatɤ
continuallyɤchangesɤcanɤhelpɤdialogueɤimmeasurably.ɤ

Anɤexampleɤofɤaɤstraightforwardɤuseɤofɤdialogueɤtoɤhelpɤrevealɤcharacterɤ
isɤAnn'sɤaversionɤtoɤfourÒ«etterɤwordsɤandɤanyɤdiscussionɤthatɤdealsɤdirectlyɤ
withɤsexuality.ɤByɤtheɤend,ɤwhenɤsheɤgoesɤtoɤGrahamɤandɤinsistsɤonɤmakingɤ
aɤ videotapeɤtoɤattackɤ head-onɤ thisɤ fearɤofɤdiscussingɤsex,ɤ sheɤ isɤ usingɤallɤ
theɤwordsɤsheɤearlierɤabhorred.ɤThusɤtheɤmereɤchoiceɤofɤwordsɤhelpsɤdem­
onstrateɤherɤcharacterɤchange.ɤ

VISUALS 

Whileɤthisɤilmɤdoesn'tɤhaveɤstrikingɤvistasɤorɤpainterlyɤcompositions,ɤthereɤ
isɤaɤsophisticatedɤvisualɤstyleɤatɤworkɤhere,ɤevidencedɤbyɤtheɤ effectiveɤuseɤ
ofɤtransitionsɤthatɤhaveɤaɤgraphicɤandɤvisualɤcomponent.ɤWe areɤpulledɤintoɤ
lashbacksɤ theɤvideoɤscreenɤorɤthroughɤtheɤcameraɤitself,ɤusingɤtheɤ
actɤofɤilmmakingɤtoɤbecomeɤaɤtransitionɤintoɤtheɤ sceneɤthatɤwasɤrecorded.ɤ
Anotherɤeffectiveɤuseɤ ofɤ aɤ visua«ɤ transitionɤcomeȼɤwhenɤ Annɤ ¡Ȁndsɤ theɤ

earringɤandɤrunsɤoutɤtoɤherɤcZrɤZnİɤ herɤhead.ɤĎudden�ɔɤ s¥eɤ ȋooȇsɤupɤ
andɤindsɤherselfɤoutsideɤGraham'sɤhouseɤwithoutɤseemingɤtoɤhaveɤdriven.ɤ
ThisɤvisualɤtransitionɤemphasizesɤwhatɤisɤgoingɤonɤinsideɤAnn�sheɤhadn'tɤ
consciouslyɤbeenɤawareɤofɤgoingɤtoɤGraham'sɤorɤevenɤintendingɤtoɤgoɤthere,ɤ
butɤ ratherɤ seemedɤ toɤ wakeɤ upɤ there.ɤ Thisɤ makesɤ theɤ visualɤ transitionɤ aɤ
subjectiveɤelementɤthatɤhelpsɤtoɤputɤusɤinsideɤtheɤshoesɤofɤaɤ character.ɤ

DRAMATI C SCENES 

Sometimesɤtheɤmeasureɤofɤ theɤeffectivenessɤofɤaɤ sceneɤisɤhowɤmuchɤitɤcanɤ
makeɤtheɤaudienceɤuncomfortable,ɤsqueamish,ɤexhilarated,ɤorɤexcited�inɤ
otherɤ words,ɤ howɤ awareɤweɤ areɤ ofɤ howɤviscerallyɤweɤ areɤ reactingɤ toɤ theɤ
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sceneɤatɤhand.ɤ Oneɤsceneɤthatɤworksɤveryɤwellɤbyɤthisɤmeasureɤ isɤtheɤirstɤ
meetingɤo|ɤAnnɤandɤGraham,ɤ beforeɤ�ohnɤcomesɤhome.ɤ alreadyɤknowɤ
thatɤAnnɤ dreadsɤ hisɤ arrival,ɤ anıɤ then,ɤ whenɤheɤ comes,ɤ theɤ awkwardnessɤ
betweenɤthemɤbecomesɤpalpable.ɤWeɤdesperatelyɤwantɤthemɤtoɤindɤsome­
thingɤ chattyɤ toɤ illɤ theɤ awkwardnessɤ andɤmaskɤtheirɤ discom|ort,ɤ butɤ theɤ
effectivenessɤofɤtheɤsceneɤcomesɤfromɤtheɤfactɤthatɤSoderberghɤresistsɤthatɤ
want;ɤ heɤ consciouslyɤ andɤ deliberatelyɤ putsɤ themɤ throughɤ thisɤ awkwardɤ
wringer,ɤwhichɤhasɤaɤlastingɤimpactɤonɤus.ɤ

Anotherɤ effectiveɤdramaticɤsceneɤ occursɤwhenɤAnnɤ comesɤ toɤ theɤbarɤtoɤ
showɤCynthiaɤtheɤdressɤthatɤsheɤboughtɤforɤtheirɤmother.ɤTwoɤeȌementsɤareɤ
addedɤtoɤthisɤsceneɤofɤconlictɤbetweenɤtheɤsisters.ɤTheɤirstɤ isɤtheɤ
drunkɤwhoɤinsinuatesɤhimselfɤintoɤtheirɤinteraction,ɤheighteningɤtheɤstand­
offɤ betweenɤ theɤsisters.ɤTheɤ otherɤisɤtheɤ phoneɤ callɤ fromɤJohn,ɤ whichɤun­
derlinesɤ theɤ ironyɤ ofɤ theɤ sisters'ɤ bickeringɤ overɤ somethingɤ ratherɤ
inconsequentialɤ whenɤ thereɤ isɤ aɤ hugeɤ areaɤ thatɤ isn'tɤ beingɤ dealtɤwith.ɤ Itɤ
alsoɤlendsɤaɤgreaterɤ degreeɤofɤsubtextɤtoɤCynthia'sɤremarksɤtoɤAnnɤafterɤtheɤ
call.ɤ

S PECIAL NOTES 

Oneɤofɤtheɤmoreɤintriguingɤaspectsɤofɤthisɤilmɤisɤnotɤjustɤthatɤitɤgotɤmadeɤ
atɤall,ɤbutɤthatɤitɤenjoyedɤbothɤcriticalɤandɤbox-oficeɤsuccess,ɤinɤtheɤtnitedɤ
Statesɤandɤoverseas.ɤ Itɤhasɤ veryɤlittleɤaction,ɤ noɤspec§alɤefeĥts,ɤ noɤmajorɤ
stars,ɤ noneɤ ofɤ theɤelementsɤ traditionallyɤthoughtɤtoɤbringɤ inɤanɤaudience.ɤ
Whatɤthisɤilmɤ doesɤhave,ɤ however,ɤ isɤ aɤ storyɤtheɤ audienceɤ canɤ identifyɤ
with;ɤ itɤhasɤsituationsɤweɤhaveɤallɤfelt-andɤsuferedɤthrough;ɤ itɤhasɤchar­
actersɤweɤrecognizeɤfromɤourɤownɤlives;ɤand,ɤmostɤimportantɤofɤall,ɤtheɤstoryɤ
isɤeffectivelyɤtold.ɤ Irony,ɤrevelation,ɤ andɤrecognition,ɤstrongɤsubtext,ɤawk­
wardɤandɤhumiliatingɤandɤdificultɤmoments,ɤ surprisesɤandɤstartlingɤreve­
lationsɤandɤmarvelousɤnaturalisticɤperformancesɤareɤallɤelementsɤinɤmakingɤ
thisɤstoryɤwellɤtold.ɤ



(1977) 

Written by Woody Al len and Marsha l l  Brickman 

Directed by Woody A l len 

Ąneɤofɤtheɤmostɤhighlyɤhonoredɤcomediesɤofɤrecentɤmemory,ɤAnnie Hall isɤ
perhapsɤ theɤ bestɤ achievementɤ toɤ dateɤ ofɤ oneɤ ofɤ theɤ fewɤ trueɤ auteurs ofɤ
Americanɤcinema.ɤ Asɤwriter,ɤdirector,ɤandɤactor,ɤWoodyɤAllenɤhasɤestab�
lishedɤhimselfɤasɤaɤcompleteɤilmmakerɤwithɤanɤ incrediblyɤvariedɤbodyɤofɤ
workɤthatɤrangesɤfromɤmanicɤsillinessɤtoɤsomber,ɤ thoughtfulɤintrospection.ɤ
Perhapsɤbecauseɤitɤisɤaɤdelightfulɤandɤdelicateɤsynthesisɤofɤtheɤtwoɤextremesɤ
ofɤ Allen'sɤ work,ɤ thisɤ ilmɤ isɤ consideredɤbyɤ manyɤ ofɤ hisɤ fansɤ aroundɤ theɤ
worldɤtoɤbeɤhisɤbest.ɤItɤwonɤAcademyɤAwardsɤforɤBestɤPicture,ɤBestɤActress,ɤ
BestɤScreenplay,ɤandɤBestɤDirector,ɤandɤAllenɤwasɤalsoɤnominatedɤasɤBestɤ
Actor.ɤ

SYNOPSIS 

StandÓupɤ comedianɤ Alvyɤ Singerɤ directlyɤaddressesɤ theɤ cameraɤ andɤ tellsɤ
aboutɤ hisɤ life,ɤ startingɤwithɤ anɤ incidentɤ inɤ hisɤ childhoodɤ thatɤ showsɤ hisɤ
existentialɤangst.ɤWeɤseeɤhisɤfamilyɤinɤConeyɤ Island,ɤhisɤchildhoodɤlibidoɤ
inɤ theɤclassroom,ɤ andɤweɤ seeɤ himɤ onɤ aɤ televisionɤtalkɤ showɤ asɤ anɤ adult.ɤ
WhileɤheɤwaitsɤoutsideɤaɤNewɤYorkɤtheaterɤforɤ Annie,ɤ heɤ isɤ accostedɤbyɤ
working�classɤfansɤandɤ"rescued"ɤwhenɤherɤcabɤarrives.ɤButɤsheɤisɤirritable,ɤ
whichɤisɤonlyɤmadeɤworseɤwhenɤheɤrefusesɤtoɤseeɤtheɤmovieɤtheyɤwereɤgoingɤ
to,ɤ becauseɤtheyɤmissedɤtheɤirstɤtwoɤminutes.ɤHeɤcajolesɤherɤintoɤgoingɤtoɤ
seeɤThe Sorrow and the Pity oneɤmoreɤt¨me,ɤbutɤwh¨ leɤtheyɤwaitɤinɤline,ɤanɤ
obnoxiousɤpatronɤbehindɤthemɤpontiicatķsɤuntilɤAlvyɤbringsɤMarshallɤMc�
Luhanɤoutɤofɤtheɤwingsɤtoɤputɤhimɤdown.ɤ

Later,ɤinɤbed,ɤAlvyɤwantsɤtoɤmakeɤloveɤwithɤAnnie,ɤbutɤsheɤdoesn'tɤwantɤ
toËɤ andɤbringsɤupɤhisɤirstɤwife,ɤAlison.ɤAɤlashbackɤtakesɤusɤbackstageɤatɤ
anɤAdlaiɤStevensonɤrally,ɤ whereɤAlvyɤmeetsɤAlisonɤjustɤasɤheɤ isɤaboutɤtoɤ
goɤonɤasɤaɤcomic.ɤLater,ɤ inɤbedɤwithɤAlison,ɤ whoɤisɤnowɤhisɤwife,ɤ Alvyɤisɤ
obsessedɤwithɤtheɤKennedyɤassassinationɤ toɤ theɤpointɤwhereɤ sheɤaccusesɤ
himɤofɤusingɤitɤasɤanɤexcuseɤforɤnotɤmakingɤloveɤwithɤher.ɤ

Inɤaɤbeachɤhouse,ɤAlvyɤandɤAnnieɤareɤenjoyingɤtheirɤbestɤtimes,ɤhavingɤ
funɤtryingɤtoɤcookɤlobsters.ɤThen,ɤwalkingɤonɤ theɤbeach,ɤAnnieɤtelȍsɤAlvyɤ

26 2 . 
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aboutɤherɤoldɤboyfriendsɤandɤtogetherɤtheyɤ"visit"ɤherɤpastɤandɤlookɤ inɤ onɤ
herɤwithɤtheseɤotherɤmen.ɤ

Withɤ hisɤ secondɤwife,ɤ theɤambitiousɤandɤ"proper"ɤRobin,ɤAlvyɤ isɤbeingɤ
conductedɤaroundɤaɤliteraryɤpartyɤwhileɤallɤheɤwantsɤtoɤdoɤisɤwatchɤaɤbas­
ketballɤ gameɤonɤTvɤ orɤ makeɤ love,ɤ despiteɤ theɤ partyɤ guests.ɤ Later,ɤ whileɤ
theyɤ areɤmakingɤ love,ɤ Robinɤ isɤ distractedɤbyɤ aɤ sirenɤ andɤ cannotɤ climax.ɤ
Sheɤ takesɤaɤvaliumɤandɤheɤtakesɤaɤ coldɤshower.ɤ Alvyɤ talksɤonɤaboutɤhisɤ
JewishɤparanoiaɤwhileɤhisɤbuddyɤRobɤtalksɤonɤaboutɤgoingɤ toɤCalifornia,ɤ
theɤnewɤmecca.ɤTheyɤmeetɤtwoɤwomenɤforɤtennis,ɤandɤthisɤisɤtheɤirstɤmeet­
ingɤofɤAlvyɤandɤAnnie.ɤTheyɤhaveɤanɤawkwardɤmeetingɤafterɤtheɤgameɤandɤ
inallyɤendɤupɤwithɤherɤgivingɤhimɤaɤrideɤuptown.ɤTheyɤkeepɤstartingɤtoɤsayɤ
good-byeɤandɤnotɤleavingɤuntilɤAlvyɤwindsɤupɤatɤherɤapartment.ɤOverɤwineɤ
andɤ anɤ increasinglyɤ dificultɤ exchange-counterpointedɤ byɤ subtitlesɤ ofɤ
theirɤthoughtsɤcontrastedɤwithɤtheirɤwords-Alvyɤinallyɤasksɤherɤout.ɤ

Annieɤ singsɤbeforeɤanɤ inattentiveɤaudience,ɤthenɤafterwardsɤAlvyɤkissesɤ
herɤonɤtheɤwayɤtoɤgettingɤsomethingɤtoɤeat.ɤOverɤaɤsandwich,ɤAlvyɤdiscussesɤ
hisɤex-wives.ɤ Inɤbedɤtogether,ɤAlvyɤandɤAnnieɤcan'tɤgetɤoverɤhowɤgoodɤtheyɤ
were.ɤ Asɤ theyɤgetɤ toɤ knowɤeachɤother,ɤAlvyɤrecommendsɤbooksɤforɤAnnieɤ
withɤ"death"ɤ inɤtheɤtitleɤandɤtheyɤcommentɤonɤallɤtheɤ"types"ɤtheyɤseeɤinɤ
Centralɤ Parkɤ beforeɤ heɤdeclaresɤ thatɤ heɤlovesɤ her.ɤ Butɤ whenɤ sheɤ statsɤ
movingɤ intoɤ hisɤ apartment,ɤ heɤ seemsɤ toɤ panicɤ atɤ theɤ thoughtɤ thatɤ she�sɤ
givingɤupɤherɤownɤapartment,ɤ theirɤsafetyɤvalve.ɤ Backɤatɤtheɤbeachɤhouse,ɤ
Annieɤporesɤoverɤadult-educationɤcourseɤoferingsɤthatɤAlvyɤhasɤsuggested,ɤ
butɤheɤwantsɤtoɤmakeɤ love-insistingɤsheɤnotɤ smokeɤmarijuanaɤ thisɤ time.ɤ
Whileɤ heɤ startsɤ toɤ makeɤ loveɤwithɤher,ɤ herɤ "spirit"ɤ getsɤ outɤ ofɤ bedɤ andɤ
wantsɤtoɤknowɤwhereɤherɤdrawingɤpadsɤare.ɤ

Alvyɤsufersɤthroughɤanɤ interviewɤwithɤaɤ horribleɤcomicɤwhoɤ isɤ lookingɤ
forɤaɤwriter,ɤ thenɤperformsɤ forɤaɤ collegeɤaudienceɤ inɤwisconsin.ɤ Thenɤheɤ
andɤAnnieɤgoɤtoɤvisitɤherɤfamilyɤforɤaɤbigɤSundayɤdinner.ɤHeɤthinksɤGrammyɤ
Hallɤ seesɤ himɤ asɤ Hassidic,ɤ thenɤ contrastsɤ hisɤ familyɤwithɤ hers,ɤ showingɤ
bothɤ simultaneouslyɤ throughɤ aɤ split-screen.ɤ Annie'sɤ brotherɤ revealsɤ aɤ
death-wishɤfantasyɤaboutɤdriving,ɤthenɤterriiesɤAlvyɤbyɤdrivingɤthemɤtoɤtheɤ
airportɤ inɤtheɤrain.ɤ

BackɤinɤNewɤYork,ɤAlvyɤisɤnowɤjealousɤofɤAnnie'Ƚɤapparentɤinvolvementɤ
withɤherɤadult-educationɤ instructorɤandɤsheɤcountersɤthatɤheɤneverɤconsid­
ersɤherɤsmartɤenoughɤorɤ intellectualɤenough.ɤ Annieɤreturnsɤfromɤherɤirstɤ
sessionɤwithɤherɤpsychiatrist,ɤwhichɤAlvyɤisɤpayingɤfor.ɤ Sheɤseețsɤtoɤhaveɤ
madeɤmoreɤprogressɤ inɤoneɤ sessionɤthanɤheɤ hasɤ inɤņfteenɤ ye��sɤwi´hɤhisɤ
psychiatrist.ɤBu´ɤAnnieɤdreamsɤthatɤAlvyɤisɤsuffocatingɤher,ɤsoɤheɤinterviewsɤ
peopleɤonɤtheɤstreetɤaboutɤtheɤdurabilityɤofɤlove.ɤ Inɤanɤanimatedɤparodyɤofɤ
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Snow White, Robɤsuggestsɤjustɤtheɤgirlɤforɤ toɤdate.ɤHeɤandɤtheɤwoman,ɤ
aɤ ganglyɤRolling Stone repoter,ɤ goɤ toɤ seeɤ theɤ Maharishi,ɤ thenɤ endɤupɤ inɤ
bed.ɤ ButɤAlvyɤgetsɤanɤemergencyɤcallɤfromɤAnnieɤandɤrushesɤtoɤherɤapart­
mentɤonlyɤtoɤdiscoverɤtheɤemergencyɤisɤaɤspiderɤinɤherɤbathroom.ɤAfterɤheɤ
tanglesɤwithɤtheɤ spider,ɤ heɤandɤAnnieɤwindɤupɤ inɤ bedɤ andɤ vowɤneverɤtoɤ
breakɤupɤagain.ɤ

Rob,ɤ Annie,ɤ andɤAlvyɤdriveɤbackɤtoɤ theɤoldɤBrooklynɤneighborhoodɤtoɤ
"visit"ɤwithɤAlvy'sɤpast.ɤ Forɤherɤbirthday,ɤAlvyɤgivesɤAnnieɤlingerieɤandɤaɤ
watch.ɤ Sheɤ givesɤ aɤ goodɤ performanceɤ ofɤ "Seemsɤ Likeɤ Oldɤ Times"ɤ atɤ aɤ
nightclub,ɤ whichɤ attractsɤ theɤattentionɤofɤTonyɤ Lacey,ɤ aɤ recordɤproducerɤ
fromɤLosɤAngeles.ɤ Alvyɤ turnsɤdownɤTony'sɤ invitationɤ toɤaɤparty.ɤ Then,ɤ inɤ
split-screenɤwithɤ theirɤrespectiveɤpsychiatrists,ɤ AnnieɤandɤAlvyɤcomplainɤ
aboutɤtheɤ"constant"ɤandɤ"hardlyɤever"ɤlĢvemakingɤofɤtheirɤrelationship.ɤ

isɤintroducedɤtoɤcocaineɤbyɤĿriends,ɤbutɤendsɤupɤdestroyingɤaɤlotɤofɤ
itɤ byɤ sneezingɤintoɤit.ɤThen,ɤ inɤ LosɤAngeles,ɤ heɤandɤAnnieɤareɤshownɤtheɤ
ChristmastimeɤsightsɤbyɤRob.ɤAlvyɤisɤinɤtownɤtoɤdeliverɤanɤaward,ɤbutɤfeelsɤ
deathlyɤ ill.ɤ Whenɤheɤ isɤ replacedɤ onɤ theɤ awardsɤshow,ɤ heɤ feelsɤ justɤ }ȁne.ɤ
Robɤ takesɤthemɤtoɤ aɤ Hollywoodɤ party,ɤ onlyɤtoɤdiscoverɤ thatɤ itɤ isɤ atɤTonyɤ
Lacey'sɤhouse.ɤ Tonyɤwantsɤtoɤcutɤanɤalbumɤwithɤ �nnieɤ andɤhaveɤherɤstayɤ
atɤhisɤhouseɤforɤsixɤweeksɤtoɤdoɤit.ɤ Alvyɤtriesɤtoɤputɤtheɤkiboshɤonɤtheɤdeal,ɤ
butɤwhenɤtheyɤareɤlyingɤhomeɤtoɤ āewɤYork,ɤ heɤandɤAnnieɤconcludeɤthatɤ
theyɤcan'tɤstayɤ together.ɤ Theyɤdivideɤupɤ theirɤbooks,ɤ andɤAlvyɤ isɤ advisedɤ
toɤseeɤotherɤwomen.ɤ

Heɤ triesɤ toɤ indɤ theɤ sameɤ oldɤ magicɤ withɤ anotherɤ womanɤ byɤ cookingɤ
lobstersɤ atɤ theɤ beachɤ house,ɤ butɤ sŐeɤ isɤ noɤ fun.ɤ Heɤ callsɤ inɤ Losɤ
Angelesɤandɤasksɤherɤtoɤcomeɤback,ɤbutɤwhenɤsheɤrefuses,ɤheɤliesɤthere.ɤ
Heɤ drivesɤ toɤ meetɤ herɤ forɤ luncőɤ andɤ proposesɤmarriage.ɤ Sheɤ turnsɤ himɤ
down,ɤ andɤheɤsmashesɤupɤhisɤya­ɤ theɤrestaurantɤparkingɤ lotɤ rightɤafter�
wards.ɤ Robɤ bailsɤhimɤoutɤ ofɤ jail.ɤ Backɤinɤ Ăewɤ Yorkoɤ Alvyɤwatchesɤ aɤ re­
hearsalɤ ofɤ hisɤ irstɤ play,ɤ whichɤ isɤ near�yɤ anɤ exactɤ rep�icationɤ ofɤ theɤ lastɤ
sceneɤ withɤ thatɤ theɤ guyɤ leavesɤ herɤ onlyɤ toɤ haveɤ herɤ runɤ
afterɤhimɤandɤagreeɤtoɤmarryɤhim.ɤAlvyɤtellsɤusɤheɤ sawɤherɤagainɤandɤtheyɤ
reminiscedɤaboutɤoldɤtimes,ɤandɤpartedɤamicably.ɤ Inɤtheɤend,ɤheɤconcludesɤ
thatɤrelationshipsɤareɤirrationalɤandɤabsurd,ɤbutɤweɤneedɤthem.ɤ

PROTAGONIST AND OB JECTIVE 

Inɤmostɤilmsɤwhereɤtheɤ titleɤisɤ theɤnameɤofɤaɤcharĕĦter,ɤ thatɤ characterɤ isɤ
theɤprotagonist.ɤHowever,ɤ inɤ thisɤ caseɤ theɤ centralɤcharacterɤisɤAlvy,ɤ notɤ
Annie.ɤThisɤisɤtheɤstoryɤofɤhisɤlife,ɤ andɤhisɤobjectiveɤisɤhisɤquestɤforɤsomeɤ
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kindɤofɤhappiness,ɤ someɤmeansɤofɤindingɤorɤexperiencingɤpleasure,ɤ love,ɤ
andɤacceptanceɤofɤlife'sɤlimitations.ɤ

O B STACLES 

Alvy'sɤmostɤformidableɤ obstaclesɤ toɤ experiencingɤ pleasure,ɤ love,ɤ andɤac­
ceptanceɤ areɤhisɤownɤneuroses.ɤTheseɤareɤdelineatedɤfromɤtheɤveryɤoutset,ɤ
fromɤchildhoodɤandɤevenɤfromɤtheɤ jokesɤheɤtells.ɤ ButɤAlvy'sɤmultipleɤneu­
rosesɤareɤcompoundedɤbyɤtheɤwomenɤheɤfallsɤinɤloveɤwith.ɤWeɤseeɤhowɤbothɤ
Alison'sɤandɤRobin'sɤownɤproblemsɤconlictɤwithɤAlvy's,ɤconvincingɤhimɤalȎɤ
theɤmoreɤ ofɤ theɤ impossibilityɤ ofɤ hisɤindingɤ loveɤ andɤacceptanceɤ andɤ theɤ
pleasureɤ thatɤ shouldɤ resultɤ fromɤ them.ɤ Whenɤheɤfallsɤinɤ loveɤwithɤAnnie,ɤ
heɤthinksɤthatɤatɤlastɤheɤhasɤtheɤkey,ɤonlyɤtoɤdiscoverɤthatɤsheɤhasɤherɤownɤ
insecuritiesɤandɤhang�ups,ɤwhichɤbecomeɤobstaclesɤtoɤhisɤquest,ɤalongɤwithɤ
herɤgrowingɤsenseɤofɤselfɤandɤherɤambitions.ɤ

PREMISE AND OPENING 

Aɤ neurotic,ɤ Newɤ Yorkɤ comedianɤ fallsɤ inɤ loveɤwithɤ aɤ gentileɤmid­
westernɤsingerɤinɤNewɤYorkɤCityɤandɤtriesɤtoɤindɤthroughɤthisɤrelationshipɤ
theɤanswerɤtoɤhisɤinabilityɤtoɤacceptɤandɤloveɤlife.ɤAlvy'sɤquestɤforɤloveɤandɤ
understandingɤpredateɤtheɤstartɤofɤtheɤstory.ɤ

Forɤtheirɤopening,ɤAllenɤandɤBrickmanɤchoseɤtoɤhaveɤtheɤcentralɤchar­
actĸȬɤspeakɤdirectlyɤtoɤtheɤcamera,ɤ tellingɤjokesɤthatɤrelectɤonɤhisɤlifeɤandɤ
philosophy.ɤ HeɤalludesɤtoɤaɤbreakupɤwithɤAnnie,ɤ thenɤturnsɤtoɤdescribingɤ
hisɤchildhood,ɤcompleteɤwithɤhisɤbuddingɤneurosesɤandɤangst.ɤTheseɤearly,ɤ
subjectivelyɤtoldɤscenesɤshowɤnotɤsoɤmuchɤtheɤ realityɤofɤhowɤheɤgrewɤup,ɤ
butɤratherɤtheɤinnerɤemotionalɤstateɤheɤbroughtɤfromɤhisɤchildhoodɤintoɤhisɤ
adulthood.ɤThisɤisɤevidencedɤbyɤ theɤ endɤofɤ thisɤirstɤchildhoodɤsequence,ɤ
whenɤheɤisɤonɤaɤTvɤ talkɤshowɤmakingɤjokesɤofɤhisɤneuroticɤexistence.ɤ

MAIN TENSION, CULMINATION, 

AND RESOLUTION 

TheɤmainɤtensionɤasksɤwhetherɤAlvyɤcanɤindɤtheɤkeyɤtoɤhisɤfutureɤhappinessɤ
inɤthisɤrelationshipɤwithɤAnnie.ɤ Itɤbeginsɤwhenɤtheyɤmeetɤandɤgetɤtogetherɤ
afterɤ tennis,ɤ evenɤ thoughɤ weɤ haveɤ knowȞɤ fromɤ theɤ irstɤ sceneɤ thatɤ theyɤ
wouldɤgetɤtogether.ɤTheɤquestionɤisɤnotɤwhetherɤtheyɤ haveɤaɤrelation­
ship,ɤ butɤ ratherɤwhetherɤ itɤwillɤworkɤ forɤAlvy;ɤ thereforeɤweɤmustɤ seeɤ theɤ
contextɤbeforeɤtheɤmainɤtensionɤbecomesɤ_leaɡ-whoɤheɤis,ɤwhatɤhisɤhang­
upsɤare,ɤwhatɤhisɤpastɤrelationshipsɤhaveɤbeenɤlike,ɤandɤhowɤheɤandɤAnnieɤ
manageɤtoɤgetɤtogetherɤatɤall.ɤ
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TheɤculminationɤoccursɤwhenɤtheyɤareɤlyingɤbackɤfromɤLosɤAnge�esɤandɤ
decideɤthatɤtheyɤmustɤbreakɤup.ɤ Ourɤprotagonistɤhasɤgoneɤasɤfarɤasɤheɤcanɤ
withɤtryingɤ toɤgetɤwhatɤheɤneedsɤfromɤthisɤrelationshipɤtoɤixɤhisɤproblem,ɤ
andɤtheɤattemptɤhasɤfailed.ɤ
Theɤ resolutionɤ comesɤafterɤheɤ rehearsesɤhisɤ "improved"ɤ versionɤ ofɤ hisɤ

afairɤwithɤAnnieɤinɤtheɤplayɤandɤheɤrelivesɤtheɤbestɤtimesɤtheyɤhadɤwhileɤ
reminiscingɤwithɤher.ɤ Itɤisɤhereɤthatɤheɤconcludesɤthatɤthereɤisn'tɤaɤperfectɤ
keyɤ forɤhim,ɤ thereɤ isn'tɤaɤrelationshipɤthatɤwillɤsolveɤhisɤ troubleɤwithɤtheɤ
acceptanceɤofɤloveɤandɤtheɤexperienceɤofɤpleasure,ɤ butɤ thatɤ relation­
shipsɤareɤnonethelessɤworthwhileɤbecauseɤ"weɤneedɤtheɤeggs."ɤ

TH EME 

Whenɤthisɤstoryɤwasɤbeingɤwrittenɤandɤshot,ɤitsɤworkingɤtitleɤwasɤAnhedonia, 

whichɤmeansɤtheɤinabilityɤtoɤexperienceɤpleasure.ɤWhileɤitɤwasɤquiteɤrightlyɤ
concludedɤ thatɤ thisɤ wasɤ notɤ aɤ titleɤ thatɤ wouldɤ attractɤ aɤ wideɤ audience,ɤ
anhedoniaɤhasɤremainedɤasɤtheɤthemeɤofɤtheɤstory.ɤ Rightɤfromɤtheɤopeningɤ
direct-to-the-cameraɤscene,ɤAlvyɤtalksɤaboutɤhowɤmiserableɤlifeɤis,ɤandɤhowɤ
it'sɤoverɤwayɤtooɤsoon.ɤ Atɤvariousɤotherɤtimesɤheɤspeaksɤofɤhowɤweɤshouldɤ
beɤthankfulɤwhenɤweɤareɤmiserableɤbecauseɤitɤcouldɤbeɤworse,ɤweɤcouldɤbeɤ
horrible.ɤAndɤinɤtheɤendɤheɤconcludesɤthatɤmiseryɤisɤworthwhile.ɤ

Annieɤ hasɤ aɤ differentɤvariationɤonɤ theɤ sameɤ theme.ɤ Sheɤ tooɤ startsɤ outɤ
withɤnumerousɤhang-upsɤandɤdificultyɤwithɤpleasure,ɤnotɤsoɤmuchɤinɤac�
ceptingɤ itɤ asɤ inɤ allowingɤ it.ɤ Butɤ asɤ sheɤ growsɤ andɤ becomesɤ moreɤ self­
conident,ɤsheɤisɤableɤtoɤenjoyɤtheɤpleasureɤofɤherɤsuccessɤandɤherɤnewɤlife.ɤ
Andɤ Robɤ isɤ theɤ perfectɤ contrastɤ toɤ Alvy.ɤ Heɤ isɤ theɤ hedonist,ɤ theɤ exactɤ
oppositeɤofɤ theɤanhedonistɤthatɤAlvyɤis.ɤ Robɤ onlyɤ forɤpleasure,ɤ fromɤ
fakeɤ laughɤ tracksɤ toɤ twinsɤ inɤbedɤtoɤtheɤfeel�goodɤlifeɤheɤ alwaysɤpromotesɤ
toɤAlvy.ɤ

UNITV 

tnityɤ isɤcriticalɤtoɤaɤstoryɤthatɤisɤ toldɤ inɤ thisɤmanner,ɤŀorɤitɤneverɤfollowsɤ
chronology,ɤandɤatɤirstɤglanceɤthereɤdoesn'tɤseemɤtoɤbeɤaɤclear-cutɤpursuitɤ
ofɤaɤgoal.ɤ�etɤwithɤtheɤillusionɤofɤ theɤilmɤscreenɤbroken,ɤwithɤtheɤprotag­
onistɤspeakingɤdirectlyɤtoɤtheɤaudience,ɤbringingɤaliveɤhisɤfantasiesɤandɤhisɤ
feĖrs,ɤstandingɤasideɤandɤwatchingɤhisɤownɤchildhoodɤorɤAnnieɤwithɤZɤpastɤ
lover,ɤ weɤ areɤ constantlyɤputɤ intoɤ Alvy'sɤ shoes,ɤ insideɤ hisɤ skin.ɤ Soɤ evenɤ
thoughɤheɤmightɤnotɤalwaysɤknowɤwhatɤheɤisɤpursuing,ɤweɤidentifyɤwithɤhimɤ
ėndɤ seeɤ thatɤ hisɤwholeɤ relationshipɤwithɤ Annieɤ hasɤ comeɤ toɤ beɤ whatɤ heɤ
thinģɤ isɤhisɤlast-ditchɤeffortɤtoɤindɤpleasure,ɤ love,ɤ andɤhappinessɤinɤthisɤ
miserableɤthingɤweɤ callɤexistence.ɤThisɤpursuit,ɤ whichɤheɤdoesn'tɤalwaysɤ
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understandɤhimself,ɤ isɤtheɤunifyingɤelementɤofɤtheɤstory,ɤ andɤthusɤ itɤisɤtheɤ
unityɤofɤactionɤthatɤholdsɤtheɤ together.ɤ

EXPOSITION 

Theɤexpositionɤisɤalwaysɤhandledɤwithɤhumorɤand,ɤmoreɤoftenɤthanɤnot,ɤ isɤ
dramatizedɤratherɤthanɤalludedɤto.ɤWeɤindɤoutɤaboutɤhisɤchildhoodɤbyɤgoingɤ
thereɤtoɤhisɤhome,ɤ toɤhisɤfamily,ɤandɤ toɤhisɤ ylassroom.ɤWeɤindɤoutɤaboutɤ
Annie'sɤoldɤboyfriendsɤbyɤseeingɤthem,ɤstandingɤasideɤandɤwatchingɤthem.ɤ
Inɤallɤofɤtheseɤexpositionalɤscenesɤthereɤisɤatɤleastɤhumorɤandɤmostɤofɤtheɤ
timeɤconlictɤasɤwell-sometimesɤbetweenɤ theɤ"modern"ɤAnnieɤandɤAlvyɤ
andɤtheɤ"remembered"ɤversion,ɤasɤinɤtheɤsceneɤwhereɤAnnieɤandɤherɤactorɤ
boyfriendɤtalkɤatɤaɤparty.ɤ Atɤotherɤtimesɤtheɤconlictɤisɤwithinɤ theɤ remem­
beredɤmoment,ɤasɤwhenɤyoungɤAlvyɤassertsɤthatɤtheɤuniverseɤisɤexpandingɤ
andɤtheɤobnoxiousɤdoctorɤtriesɤtoɤchideɤhimɤoutɤofɤ a t.ɤ

CH ARACTERIZATION 

Alvyɤisɤcharacterizedɤbyɤhisɤneuroses,ɤhisɤobsessionsɤwithɤdeathɤandɤguiltɤ
andɤThe Sorrow and the Pity. Heɤisɤaɤmanɤwhoɤbelievesɤthatɤalªɤpeopleɤareɤ
eitherɤ miserableɤ orɤ horrible,ɤ whoɤ seesɤ anti-semitasmɤ �hereverɤ heɤ turns,ɤ
whoɤdoesn'tɤevenɤallowɤhisɤsuccessɤasɤaɤcomedianɤtoɤcheerɤhimɤupɤorɤmaȈeɤ
himɤfeelɤgood.ɤByɤtheɤend,ɤwhenɤheɤisɤreminiscingɤaboutɤallɤtheɤoldɤtimesɤ
withɤAnnie,ɤheɤhasɤcomeɤtoɤrealizeɤthatɤwhatɤmayɤhaveɤseemedɤlikeɤmiseryɤ
toɤhimɤatɤtheɤtimeɤwasɤreallyɤpleasureɤandɤthatɤheɤcanɤexperienceɤit,ɤ evenɤ
ifɤitɤisɤsometimesɤdelayed.ɤ

Annieɤ isɤ characterizedɤbyɤherɤconstantɤworryɤthatɤsheɤ doesn'tɤ comeɤofɤ
asɤintellectualɤenough.ɤLikeɤAlvy,ɤsheɤfailsɤtoɤseeɤherɤstrengthsɤasɤstrengths,ɤ
sheɤthinksɤthatɤherɤutterɤcharmɤisɤlakiness.ɤ Sheɤ isɤvulnerableɤtoɤhisɤ sug­
gestionsɤ abouɃɤ adult-educationɤ classesɤbecauseɤ ofɤ thasɤ fearɤ aboutɤ herɤ in­
tellectualɤ capacity,ɤ andɤ sheɤ isɤ touchyɤaboutɤ hisɤ comments.ɤ sheɤ isɤ aɤ
muchɤmoreɤopenɤperson;ɤsheɤisɤunfazedɤbyɤreferringɤtoɤherɤ"sexualɤproblem"ɤ
inɤpublicɤandɤisɤableɤtoɤgetɤmoreɤdoneɤ anɤoneɤsessionɤwithɤherɤpsychiatristɤ
thanɤAlvyɤhĘsɤinɤyearsɤofɤtherapy.ɤ

DEVELOPMENT OF THE STORY 

Thisɤstoryɤdevelopsɤcompletelyɤoutsideɤtheɤrealmɤofɤtheɤchronologyɤofɤ theɤ
events.ɤByɤbreakingɤtheɤillusionɤofɤtheɤilmɤasɤ"reality,"ɤbyɤspeakingɤdirectlyɤ
toɤtheɤaudienceɤandɤfreeingɤupɤtheɤstorytellersɤtoɤgoɤwhereverɤtheyɤwant­
past,ɤ present,ɤ fantasy,ɤ animation-theyɤhaveɤmadeɤitɤpossibleɤforɤtheɤde­
velopmentɤo|ɤ theɤ stoyɤ toɤ lowɤ withɤ theɤ emotionalɤ sideɤ ofɤ theɤprotagonistɤ
ratherɤ thanɤtheɤ sequenceɤofɤevents.ɤWeɤbeginɤwithɤAlvy,ɤ hisɤ lifeɤandɤ hisɤ
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obsessionsɤandɤneuroses.ɤWhenɤweɤirstɤseeɤAnnie,ɤweɤseeɤnoɤpoµecµiaȏɤforɤ
herɤtoɤ helpɤdelectɤ hisɤ courseɤ fromɤ theseɤ problems.ɤ Weɤ learnɤ ofɤhisɤpastɤ
failuresɤwithɤ formerɤwives,ɤ andɤ onlyɤ laterɤ doɤ weɤ getɤ theɤ irstɤ meetingɤ ofɤ
AlvyɤandɤAnnie,ɤwhichɤpromotesɤourɤhopeɤthatɤthisɤwillɤbeɤtheɤrelationshipɤ
thatɤwillɤhelpɤhimɤovercomeɤhisɤanhedonia.ɤ

OnceɤtheyɤareɤtogetherɤandɤAlvy'sɤproblemsɤareɤclear,ɤweɤfollowɤaɤsome­
whatɤmoreɤstraightforwardɤchronology,ɤbutɤstillɤhaveɤdetoursɤintoɤtheɤpast,ɤ
andɤfantasyɤandɤanimationɤcomeɤintoɤplay.ɤ Butɤstillɤtheɤ threadɤofɤ theɤde­
velopmentɤisɤAlvy'sɤemotionalɤprogress,ɤnotɤtheɤsequenceɤofɤeventsɤofɤhisɤ
lifeɤ withɤ Annie.ɤ Andɤ theɤ largeɤ leapsɤ ofɤ timeɤ inɤ theɤ thirdɤ actɤ areɤ madeɤ
possibleɤbyɤtellingɤtheɤstoryɤwithɤthisɤfreedom,ɤthisɤconnectionɤtoɤtheɤemo­
tionalɤratherɤthanɤtheɤtemporal.ɤ

DRAMATIC IRONY 

Dramaticɤironyɤisɤutilizedɤinɤaɤnumberɤofɤways.ɤWhenɤAnnieɤandɤAlvyɤareɤ
tryingɤtoɤimpressɤeachɤotherɤshortlyɤafterɤtheyɤmeetɤbyɤtalkingɤaboutɤaes­
thetics,ɤ weɤ seeɤ theɤ subtitlesɤofɤwhatɤtheyɤareɤreallyɤthinkingɤ asɤ anɤ ironicɤ
contrastɤ toɤ theirɤ mumbo-jumbo.ɤ Straightfofwardɤ dramaticɤ irocyɤ isɤ usedɤ
whenɤAlvyɤgetsɤoutɤofɤbedɤwithɤtheɤRolling Stone reporterɤtoɤgoɤkillɤspidersɤ
atɤAnnie'sɤhouse.ɤAnnieɤasksɤifɤheɤwasɤwithɤsomeone,ɤ andɤheɤlies,ɤ thoughɤ
weɤknowɤtheɤtruth.ɤ

Butɤthereɤisɤalsoɤaɤkindɤofɤrelectiveɤuseɤofɤironyɤemployedɤinɤtheɤtellingɤ
ofɤthisɤstory.ɤ Alvyɤasksɤpeopleɤ onɤ theɤ streetɤ toɤcommentɤonɤ theɤeventsɤ ofɤ
theɤstoryɤorɤaspectsɤofɤtheirɤlivesɤthatɤrelectɤonɤtheɤstory.ɤAlso,ɤthroughɤtheɤ
useɤ ofɤ split-screenɤ contrasts-theɤ twoɤ psychiatricɤ sessionsɤ andɤ theɤ twoɤ
families,ɤevenɤcommentingɤ onɤeachɤother-Allenɤhasɤ employedɤanɤ ironyɤ
thatɤinvolvesɤtheɤaudienceɤ inɤ theɤstoryɤandɤforcesɤusɤ toɤrelectɤonɤ whatɤisɤ
happening.ɤThenɤthereɤareɤtheɤvisitsɤtoɤhisɤpast,ɤtheɤadultɤAlvyɤinɤhisɤschoolɤ
chair,ɤAlvyɤandɤAnnieɤwatchingɤaɤyoungerɤAnnieɤandɤherɤactorɤboyfriend.ɤ
Inɤ allɤ theseɤ instancesɤ weɤ areɤ madeɤ privyɤ toɤ somethingɤ thatɤ someoneɤ onɤ
screenɤdoesn'tɤknow,ɤweɤhearɤbothɤtheɤpastɤandɤtheɤpresent,ɤweɤareɤmadeɤ
toɤrelectɤonɤbothɤsidesɤatɤonce.ɤInɤaɤsenseɤweɤbecomeɤpartɤofɤtheɤirony,ɤweɤ
participate,ɤwhichɤ isɤoneɤofɤ theɤmajorɤgoalsɤofɤusingɤ irony,ɤ toɤ involveɤ theɤ
audienceɤmoreɤdeeplyɤinɤ theɤstofy.ɤ

PRE PARATION AN C AFTERMATH 

Theɤscenesɤofɤpreparationɤusedɤhereɤareɤoftenɤquiteɤ traditionalɤusesɤofɤtheɤ
dramaticɤ form,ɤ whileɤ theɤ aftermathɤ scenesɤ areɤ oftenɤ veryɤ different.ɤ Forɤ
instance,ɤ rightɤ beforeɤ Annieɤ isɤirstɤ introduced,ɤ Alvyɤ isɤ accostedɤ byɤ "theɤ
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castɤofɤThe odfather" outsideɤtheɤmovieɤtheater.ɤ Heɤisɤputɤuponɤinɤaɤwayɤ
thatɤdistressesɤhim,ɤ andɤherɤarrivalɤisɤseenɤasɤhisɤ rescue.ɤ Butɤsheɤ isɤ inɤaɤ
reallyɤ badɤ moodɤ andɤ theyɤ areɤ inɤ instantɤ conlict.ɤ Theɤ sceneɤ wasɤ oneɤ ofɤ
directɤpreparation.ɤ

WhenɤAlvyɤandɤAnnieɤwalkɤonɤaɤpierɤandɤheɤdeclaresɤthatɤheɤlovesɤherɤ
andɤ"lurvs�ɤher,ɤ itɤisɤaɤpreparationɤbyɤcontrastɤforɤtheɤsceneɤtoɤcomeɤwhenɤ
sheɤisɤmovingɤintoɤhisɤapartmentɤandɤheɤgoesɤintoɤaɤpanicɤaboutɤit.ɤLateɤinɤ
theɤ ilm,ɤ whenɤ heɤ goesɤ toɤ Californiaɤ toɤ askɤ herɤ toɤmarryɤhim,ɤ thereɤ isɤ aɤ
sceneɤofɤpreparationɤwithɤtheɤwaitressɤbeforeɤtheɤscene.ɤAndɤhereɤthereɤisɤ
anɤeffectiveɤandɤtraditionalɤsceneɤofɤaftermathɤwhenɤheɤsmashesɤ rentalɤ
carɤintoɤthreeɤcarsɤinɤtheɤparkingɤlot.ɤ

Butɤmanyɤ otherɤscenesɤofɤ aftermathɤoccurɤwhenɤ heɤ speaksɤ directlyɤ toɤ
theɤ cameraɤ orɤ interviewsɤpeopleɤ onɤ theɤ street.ɤWhenɤ heɤ andɤAnnieɤ ightɤ
andɤsheɤ takesɤoffɤ inɤaɤ cab,ɤ Alvyɤ questionsɤpeopleɤonɤ theɤ street,ɤ whoɤ tellɤ
himɤthatɤloveɤ fadesɤandɤ thatɤshallownessɤworksɤtoɤkeepɤaɤrelationshipɤto­
gether.ɤ AfterɤAnnieɤhasɤmovedɤoutɤ ofɤ hisɤapartment,ɤ aɤmanɤ onɤ theɤstreetɤ
tellsɤ himɤ sheɤ movedɤ toɤ Californiaɤ andɤ aɤ womanɤ tellsɤ himɤ toɤ dateɤ otherɤ
women.ɤTheseɤaftermathɤscenesɤareɤanotherɤwayɤinɤwhichɤtheɤaudienceɤisɤ
enlistedɤtoɤparticipateɤinɤ theɤstory.ɤ

PLANTING AND PAYOFF 

AɤmarvelousɤexampleɤofɤplantingɤandɤpayofɤisɤyoungɤAlvyɤdrivingɤaɤbumperɤ
carɤatɤConeyɤIsland.ɤThroughoutɤtheɤstory,ɤAlvy'sɤrelationshipɤwithɤcarsɤisɤ
emphasized-hisɤ terrorɤatɤAnnie'sɤdriving,ɤ hisɤ unwillingnessɤ toɤ driveɤ inɤ
California,ɤ andɤthenɤhisɤerraticɤattemptɤtoɤdriveɤwhenɤheɤcomesɤ toɤseeɤherɤ
atɤtheɤend.ɤTheɤpayoffɤafterɤsheɤturnsɤdownɤhisɤmarriageɤproposalɤgoesɤrightɤ
backɤtoɤhisɤbumper-carɤdays.ɤ

Anotherɤ goodɤ exampleɤ ofɤ contrastsɤmakingɤ aɤ plantɤ andɤ aɤ payofɤworkɤ
effectivelyɤ areɤ theɤ twoɤ lobster-cookingɤ scenes.ɤ Oneɤ ofɤ theɤ bestɤ timesɤweɤ
seeɤ Annieɤ andɤ Alvyɤ haveɤ isɤ theirɤ battleɤ withɤ theɤ lobsteȭsɤ atɤ theɤ beachɤ
house.ɤ Whenɤ heɤ triesɤ toɤ re-createɤ thatɤ sameɤ senseɤ ofɤ funɤ withɤ anotherɤ
womanɤ itɤ isɤ aɤ disaster.ɤ Anotherɤ exampleɤ ofɤ theɤ sameɤ contrastɤ betweenɤ
plantɤ andɤ payoffɤ comesɤ withɤ herɤ marijuanaɤ smokingɤ whenɤ theyɤ makeɤ
love.ɤ Whenɤ theyɤirstɤmakeɤ love,ɤ heɤindsɤ itɤacceptable,ɤbutɤ laterɤ itɤboth­
ersɤ himɤ andɤ itɤ becomesɤ aɤ conlict,ɤ aɤ distinctɤ contrastɤ isɤ drawn.ɤ Booksɤ
withɤ "Death"ɤ inɤ theirɤ titlesɤ formɤ anotherɤ plant,ɤ whichɤ weɤ seeɤ inɤ actionɤ
earlyɤ in theirɤ �elationshiprɤ late�ɤ itɤ isɤ paidɤ offɤ whenɤ theyɤ splitɤ up,ɤ whenɤ
sheɤturnsɤdownɤhisɤproposalɤandɤheɤreusesɤitɤ inɤhisɤplayɤthatɤreconstructsɤ
thatɤ scene.ɤ
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ELEMENTS OF THE FUTURE 

AN C A DVERTISING 

FromɤtheɤveyɤirstɤtimeɤAlvyɤmentionsɤAnnie,ɤitɤisɤinɤtheɤcontextɤofɤbreakingɤ
up,ɤ thoughɤforɤtheɤmostɤpartɤtheɤstoyɤisɤaboutɤtheirɤbeingɤtogether.ɤ Soɤthisɤ
earlyɤstatementɤisɤaɤ formɤofɤadvertising.ɤRobɤconstantlyɤtalksɤaboutɤgoingɤ
toɤCaliforniaɤandɤurgesɤAlvyɤtoɤgoɤwithɤhim.ɤThisɤisɤmoreɤofɤanɤelementɤofɤ
theɤfuture,ɤnotɤaɤguaranteeɤthatɤtheɤactionɤwillɤgoɤtoɤCaliforniaɤbutɤsomethingɤ
ofɤ aɤ prediction.ɤ Andɤ then,ɤ whenɤ theyɤ irstɤmeetɤTonyɤ Lacey,ɤ heɤ suggestsɤ
theyɤcomeɤtoɤseeɤhimɤifɤ theyɤeverɤgetɤoutɤ toɤCalifornia-anotherɤelementɤ
ofɤtheɤfuture.ɤ

PL AUSIBILITY 

Weɤareɤneverɤexpectedɤtoɤbelieveɤ thatɤeverythingɤhappensɤexactlyɤasɤde­
picted.ɤFromɤtheɤveryɤirstɤframe,ɤthisɤilmɤbreaksɤtheɤillusionɤofɤreęlityɤthatɤ
mostɤilmsɤattemptɤtoɤcreateɤforɤtheɤaudience.ɤ Ratherɤweɤareɤencouragedɤtoɤ
believeɤinɤtheɤemotionalɤrealityɤofɤtheɤexperiences,ɤwhileɤtakingɤtheɤactualɤ
depictionɤ ofɤ eventsɤ asɤ exaggeration,ɤ hyperbole,ɤ andɤ sometimesɤ outrightɤ
fantasy.ɤ

Theɤmethodɤemployedɤ forɤgettingɤusɤ toɤ suspendɤourɤdisbeliefɤ isɤanɤ in­
terestingɤone.ɤ Hereɤitɤ isɤsimplyɤpresentedɤ fromɤ theɤoutsetɤ thatɤ thisɤ isɤ theɤ
wayɤ thisɤ storyɤ willɤ beɤ told.ɤ Ifɤ theɤ protagonistɤ talkingɤ directlyɤ toɤ usɤ isn'tɤ
enoughɤandɤ ifɤweɤbelieveɤthatɤ theɤyoungɤAlvyɤ reallyɤdidɤworryɤaboutɤ theɤ
expandingɤuniverseɤjustɤasɤshown,ɤwithinɤaɤfewɤminutesɤweɤhaveɤtheɤadultɤ
Alvyɤsittingɤinɤhisɤchildhoodɤschoolɤseatɤdebatingɤhisɤinterestɤinɤgirlsɤwithɤ
hisɤgrade-schoolɤteacher.ɤWeɤhaveɤbeenɤledɤintoɤaɤstyleɤofɤstorytellingɤthatɤ
doesɤnotɤaskɤusɤtoɤbelieveɤanythingɤhappensɤexactlyɤasɤpresented,ɤbutɤratherɤ
thatɤ thisɤ isɤ howɤ theɤ centralɤ characterɤ feelsɤ aboutɤ whatɤ isɤ depicted.ɤ Hisɤ
feelingsɤthusɤbecomeɤtheɤgoverningɤfactorɤinɤwhatɤweɤbelieveɤtoɤbeɤtrueɤorɤ
not.ɤ

ACTION AN C ACTIVITY 

Aɤineɤ exampleɤ ofɤ theɤ diferenceɤbetweenɤ activityɤ andɤ actionɤ happensɤ inɤ
theɤ twoɤ lobsterɤ scenes.ɤ Inɤ theɤ sceneɤwithɤAnnie,ɤ forɤ allɤ theɤ funɤandɤhap­
pinessɤthisɤsceneɤrepresents,ɤwhatɤhappensɤinɤ theɤ sceneɤ isɤ onlyɤ activity.ɤ
�eyondɤtheɤsurfaceɤlevelɤofɤjustɤhavingɤfunɤtogether,ɤneitherɤofɤthemɤhasɤaɤ
hiddenɤ agenda,ɤ neitherɤ isɤpursuingɤaɤ goalɤbyɤ tryingɤ toɤ cookɤ theɤ lobsters.ɤ
Inɤ theɤ secondɤ scene,ɤ Alvyɤ isɤ tryingɤ toɤ re-createɤ aɤ pleasantɤ moment,ɤ toɤ
recaptureɤsomethingɤ thatɤ theɤwomanɤheɤ isɤwithɤknowsɤnothingɤ about.ɤ Heɤ
hasɤaɤgoal,ɤaɤhiddenɤagenda,ɤandɤthereforeɤtheɤsceneɤshowsɤhimɤinɤanɤaction.ɤ
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WhenɤAnnieɤcallsɤAlvyɤ inɤtheɤmiddleɤofɤtheɤnightɤtoɤcomeɤkillɤspiders,ɤ
itɤisɤanɤactionɤonɤherɤpart.ɤSheɤwantsɤthemɤtoɤgetɤbackɤtogether.ɤTheɤactualɤ
killingɤofɤtheɤspidersɤisɤanɤactivity,ɤbutɤtheɤinvitationɤandɤthenɤherɤkeepingɤ
himɤinɤherɤapartmentɤareɤactions.ɤ

Whenɤ Annieɤ andɤAlvyɤ offerɤ eachɤ otherɤ ridesɤ afterɤ irstɤ meeting,ɤ itɤ isɤ
actionɤonɤ bothɤsides.ɤ Eachɤ ofɤ themɤwantsɤtoɤ getɤaɤ chanceɤ toɤ getɤ toɤknowɤ
theɤother,ɤ andɤbothɤareɤawkwardɤaboutɤcomingɤrightɤoutɤandɤsayingɤit.ɤ Soɤ
theyɤbanterɤaboutɤwhoɤwillɤgiveɤwhomɤaɤrideɤandɤwhoɤownsɤaɤcarɤtoɤprolongɤ
theirɤ interactionɤ longɤ enoughɤ toɤ indɤ aɤ wayɤ toɤ spendɤ someɤ moreɤ timeɤ
together.ɤ

DIA LOG U E  

Wittyɤandɤpithyɤdialogueɤoccurɤ throughoutɤ theɤstor¹.ɤ FromɤAlvy'sɤspeechɤ
aboutɤtheɤmiserableɤandɤtheɤhorribleɤtoɤ theɤRolling Stone reporter'sɤstate­
ment,ɤ "SexɤwithɤyouɤisɤaɤrealɤKaŇaesqueɤexperience,"ɤweɤseeɤaɤsardonicɤ
witɤatɤwork.ɤ Oneɤofɤhisɤbestɤbitsɤofɤdialogueɤisɤreservedɤforɤtheirɤdecisionɤ
toɤ breakɤ up: "ɤA relationshipɤ isɤ likeɤ aɤ shark,ɤ itɤ hasɤ toɤ keepɤmovingɤ orɤ itɤ
dies.ɤ Iɤthinkɤwhatɤweɤgotɤonɤourɤhandsɤisɤaɤdeadɤshark."ɤ

Butɤbeyondɤtheɤwit,ɤdialogueɤisɤusedɤeffectivelyɤforɤcontrastsɤandɤgrowthɤ
asɤwell.ɤ WhenɤAlvyɤirstɤ suggestsɤAnnieɤ takeɤ adult�educationɤclasses,ɤ heɤ
saysɤthatɤsheɤ"couldɤmeetɤlotsɤofɤinterestingɤprofessors."ɤWhenɤsheɤmeetsɤ
anɤ interestingɤ professor,ɤ Alvyɤ lambastsɤ adultɤ educationɤ asɤ beingɤ "suchɤ
junk,ɤ theɤprofessorsɤareɤsoɤphony."ɤNearɤtheɤend,ɤwhenɤAnnieɤturnsɤdownɤ
Alvy'sɤmarriageɤproposal,ɤsheɤlikensɤhimɤtoɤăewɤYork,ɤaɤdyingɤcity.ɤWhenɤ
heɤ "ixesɤ upɤ reality"ɤ byɤ redoingɤ itɤ inɤ hisɤ play,ɤ heɤ usesɤ theɤ sameɤ words,ɤ
showingɤhowɤmuchɤsheɤhasɤafectedɤhim.ɤ

VIS U ALS 

Theɤvisualsɤofɤthisɤilmɤareɤconstantlyɤbeingɤusedɤtoɤbreakɤtheɤ illusionɤofɤ
reality.ɤ Justɤ likeɤtheɤdirectɤaddressesɤ toɤ theɤcameraɤandɤ theɤ "interviews"ɤ
ofɤpeopleɤonɤtheɤstreet,ɤtheɤvisualsÔandɤsomeɤofɤtheɤparadoxesɤcreatedɤbyɤ
them-areɤinɤtheɤserviceɤofɤmaintainingɤthisɤstyleɤofɤtheɤstory.ɤWhenɤAlvyɤ
appearsɤinɤhisɤschoolɤseatɤandɤdebatesɤwithɤtheɤteacher,ɤthereɤisn'tɤanythingɤ
terriblyɤstunningɤinɤ theɤ lookɤofɤ theɤmoment,ɤbutɤitɤisɤtheɤbeginningɤofɤtheɤ
freedomɤtheɤcameraɤhasɤtoɤshowɤusɤthingsɤthatɤareɤnotɤreallyɤpossible:ɤAnnieɤ
andɤAlvyɤwatchingɤherɤwithɤanotherɤmanɤinɤtheɤpast;ɤ "visiting"ɤAlvy'sɤoldɤ
neighborhoodɤbyɤactuallyɤstandingɤthereɤinɤscenesɤfromɤtheɤpast.ɤ øtɤisɤalsoɤ
thisɤsameɤfreedomɤthatɤenablesɤtheɤsplit-screenɤcontrastsɤofɤtheɤpsychiatricɤ
sessionsɤandɤtheɤtwoɤfamilyɤdinners.ɤAndɤitɤalsoɤmakesɤpossibleɤtheɤfantasyɤ
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sideɤofɤwhatɤweɤcanɤsee-AlvyɤasɤaɤHassidicɤJewɤatɤtheɤHallsnɤdinnerɤtable,ɤ
theɤanimatedɤsequence,ɤAnniensɤspiritɤgettingɤoutɤ ofɤ bedɤ whileɤ herɤ bodyɤ
remainsɤthere.ɤ

DRAMATIC SCE NES 

Theɤ sceneɤ ofɤ Annieɤ andɤ Alvyɤ afterɤ theɤ tennisɤ matchɤ isɤ anɤ incrediblyɤ
memorableɤ andɤ vividɤ dramaticɤ scene.ɤ Awkwardnessɤ isɤ aɤ veryɤ efectiveɤ
toolɤ forɤ revealingɤ characterɤ becauseɤ notɤ onlyɤ doesɤ itɤ showɤ usɤ whatɤ
makesɤ someoneɤ awkward,ɤ butɤ theirɤ attemptsɤ toɤ overcomeɤ itɤ canɤ com­
poundɤ theɤ discomfortɤ andɤ atɤ theɤ sameɤ timeɤ shedɤ lightɤ onɤ theɤ natureɤ ofɤ
theirɤ character.ɤ Thisɤ seeminglyɤ simpleɤ sceneɤ ofɤ oferingɤ aɤ rideɤ isɤ bothɤ
beautifullyɤ performedɤ andɤ marvelouslyɤ conceived.ɤ Sheɤ seemsɤ interestedɤ
inɤ himɤandɤheɤ catchesɤ herɤ inɤ apparentɤinconsistenciesɤorɤ contradictions.ɤ
Forɤ herɤ part,ɤ sheɤ isɤ nonplussedɤ andɤ resortsɤ toɤ affectationsɤ thatɤ areɤ bothɤ
endearingɤ andɤ Ēeɤ findɤ ourselvesɤ hopingɤ theyɤ
willɤmuddleɤ throughɤ theirɤ impasseɤ longɤ beforeɤ theyɤ inallyɤ concludeɤ thatɤ
sheɤwillɤ giveɤ himɤ aɤ rideɤ uptown.ɤ Inɤ aɤ funnyɤ bitɤ ofɤ stagingɤ thatɤ endsɤ theɤ
scene,ɤ �lvyɤ accidentallyɤ mpokes"ɤ herɤ withɤ theɤ handleɤ ofɤ hisɤ tennisɤ
racketɤ onɤ theirɤwayɤ outɤ theɤdoor.ɤ Alvyɤwouldɤsurelyɤ admitɤ toɤ theɤ Freud­
ianɤ implications,ɤ butɤ itɤ alsoɤhearkensɤbackɤ toɤ hisɤjokeɤ aboutɤ theɤ womanɤ
heɤ datedɤ brielyɤ duringɤ theɤ Eisenhowerɤ administration.ɤ

Anotherɤmarvelousɤdramaticɤsceneɤisɤ theɤoneɤatɤ theɤbeachɤhouseɤwhenɤ
Alvyɤ doesn'tɤwantɤAnnieɤ toɤ smokeɤmarijuanaɤbeŁoreɤ theyɤmakeɤ love.ɤ Hisɤ
wantɤandɤhersɤareɤinɤdirectɤconlict,ɤandɤhisɤattemptsɤtoɤdistractɤthemɤbothɤ
fromɤtheɤfactɤthatɤtheyɤareɤighting,ɤnotɤmakingɤlove,ɤdemonstrablyɤfailɤwhenɤ
herɤspiritɤgetsɤoutɤofɤbedɤandɤwantsɤherɤdrawingɤpad.ɤHisɤdesireɤtoɤre-createɤ
theirɤ lovemakingɤ toɤitɤhisɤfantasy-completeɤwithɤ redɤ lightɤandɤnoɤmari­
juana-isɤatɤtheɤheartɤofɤtheirɤconlictɤandɤisɤtheɤveryɤthingɤthatɤisɤsoundlyɤ
defeated.ɤ

SPE CIAL NOTES 

Thereɤareɤmanyɤmemorableɤmomentsɤinɤthisɤilm:ɤMarshallɤMcLuhanɤcom­
ingɤoutɤfromɤbehindɤaɤsignɤtoɤputɤdownɤaɤpedanticɤnuȂsance;ɤ theɤsubtitlesɤ
contrastingɤrealɤthoughtsɤwithɤtheɤwordsɤtheɤloversɤsayɤtoɤeachɤotherɤshortlyɤ
afterɤmeeting;ɤAnniensɤspiritɤgettingɤoutɤofɤbedɤandɤdebatingɤwithɤAlvyɤwhileɤ
herɤbodyɤisɤstillɤthere;ɤAlvyɤenlistingɤpeopleɤonɤtheɤstreetɤintoɤhisɤproblemsɤ
andɤintoɤtheɤstory.ɤ Butɤperhapsɤtheɤmostɤimportantɤaspectɤofɤthisɤilmɤthatɤ
makesɤitɤmemorableɤisɤtheɤwayɤitɤliterallyɤexternalizesɤtheɤinternal.ɤ
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Externalizingɤ theɤ internalɤ isɤ aɤ perennialɤproblemɤ forɤ theɤ screenɤ story­
teller-howɤdoɤweɤknowɤwhatɤsomeoneɤreallyɤfeelsɤorɤthinks?ɤusuallyɤthisɤ
isɤsolvedɤthroughɤputtingɤcharactersɤintoɤactionɤsoɤ thatɤwhatɤtheyɤdoɤtellsɤ
usɤwhatɤtheyɤfeelɤandɤthink,ɤregardlessɤofɤwhatɤtheyɤmightɤsay.ɤThisɤmethodɤ
isɤusedɤatɤtimesɤinɤthisɤstory,ɤbutɤoftenɤweɤhaveɤtheɤinternalɤliterallyɤper­
formed.ɤ AskingɤpeopleɤonɤtheɤstreetɤorɤbringingɤinɤMarshallɤMcLuhanɤareɤ
fantasiesɤliterallyɤactedɤoutɤinɤtheɤstory.ɤGoingɤbackɤtoɤdebateɤtheɤschool­
teacher,ɤcriticizingɤAnnie'sɤoldɤboyfriendsɤasɤtheyɤpontiicate,ɤ andɤtalkingɤ
directlyɤtoɤtheɤaudienceɤareɤallɤextensionsɤofɤtheɤprotagonist'sɤfantasyɤlifeɤ
asɤ well.ɤ Weɤ areɤmadeɤ privyɤ toɤ hisɤ innerɤ thoughtsɤ andɤ feelingsɤ byɤ beingɤ
there,ɤ seeingɤthemɤactedɤoutɤandɤdramatized.ɤ
Thisɤwouldɤnotɤworkɤinɤeveryɤilm,ɤ andɤitɤtakesɤaɤconidentɤilmmakerɤtoɤ

attemptɤtoɤleadɤtheɤaudienceɤintoɤacceptingɤitɤasɤtheɤwayɤinɤwhichɤaɤstoryɤ
willɤ beɤ told.ɤWhenɤ itɤ works,ɤ asɤ itɤ doesɤhere,ɤ itɤ isɤ absolutelyɤmarvelous.ɤ
Whenɤitɤfails,ɤ asɤitɤoftenɤdoesɤinɤ lesserɤhands,ɤ itɤcanɤbeɤdreadfulɤandɤcanɤ
sendɤtheɤaudienceɤliterallyɤorɤigurativelyɤrunningɤforɤtheɤexbts.ɤ



(1948 1 

From the play by William Shakespeare 

Directed by Laurence O l ivier 

Hamlet is,ɤofɤcourse,ɤatɤonceɤaɤtheatricalɤmasterpiece,ɤgreatɤliterature,ɤandɤ
oneɤofɤtheɤmostɤpopularɤandɤfrequentlyɤperformedɤplaysɤeverɤwritten.ɤ Itɤhasɤ
alsoɤbeenɤsuccessfullyɤadaptedɤ toɤ theɤ screenɤonɤmoreɤ thĚnɤoneɤ occasion,ɤ
andɤthɊsɤprovidesɤusɤwithɤanɤopportunityɤtoɤexploreɤwhichɤofɤtheɤideasɤinɤ
thisɤbookɤareɤ toɤdramaɤandɤwhichɤareɤparticularɤtoɤcinemaɤalone.ɤ
Theɤp�ayɤwasɤwrittenɤtoɤbeɤȨerformedɤbeforeɤanɤ ïliºabethanɤaudience,ɤoneɤ
accustomedɤtoɤsuspenseɤmelodramasɤandɤ theɤ luridɤ trappingsɤ ofɤ regicide,ɤ
vengeěnce,ɤmadness,ɤandɤassortedɤactsɤofɤviolence.ɤInɤshort,ɤ itɤisɤperfectlyɤ
tailo¯edɤtoɤ theɤaudienceɤofɤ today,ɤ ifɤonlyɤweɤcanɤ getɤbeyondɤ theɤlanguageɤ
inɤtheɤdia�ogueɤandɤtheɤmoviegoingɤpublic'sɤfearɤofɤliterature.ɤTheɤplayɤhasɤ
aɤ greatɤmanyɤ scenes,ɤ whichɤ inɤ theɤ Ʉheaterɤhaveɤ comeɤ toɤ beɤ groupedɤ intoɤ
iveɤacts,ɤ thoughɤinɤtheɤfilmɤversionsɤ theseɤactɤbreaksɤareɤblendedɤintoɤtheɤ
ħontinuumɤofɤtheɤaction,ɤwhichɤcoversɤaɤwideɤrangeɤofɤtimeɤandɤlocations.ɤ
TheɤilmɤversionɤweɤareɤworkingɤfromɤwonɤtheɤAcademyɤAwardɤforɤBestɤ

Picture,ɤ asɤ wellɤ asɤ Bestɤ Actorɤ forɤOlivierɤandɤ BestɤArtɤ Direction.ɤ Itɤ alsoɤ
garneredɤnominationsɤforɤtheɤcostumes,ɤ forɤOlivierɤasɤdirector,ɤ forɤWilliamɤ
ēaltonɤforɤtheɤmusic,ɤ andɤforɤJeanɤSimmonsɤasɤOphelia.ɤ

SYNOPSIS 

(Note:ɤ Whenɤ theɤ fullɤtextɤ isɤperformed,ɤHamlet isɤaɤveryɤ longɤplay.ɤ ÿanyɤ
ofɤ Ʌheɤmoreɤ stageɤversionsɤandɤmostɤofɤ theɤilmɤ adaptationsɤofɤ theɤ
playɤhaveɤabridgedɤtheɤtext,ɤofɆenɤinɤdińeringɤways.ɤTheɤfollowingɤsynopsisɤ
isɤforɤtheɤentiretyɤofɤtheɤplayɤandɤthusɤmayɤincludeɤscenesɤorɤmomentsɤnotɤ
evidentɤinɤtheɤilmɤversionɤyouɤmightɤwatch.ɤInɤtheɤOlivierɤversionɤofɤHaml
let,ɤ theɤFortinbrasɤandɤ theɤ ĉosencrantºɤ andɤ Guildensternɤ storyɤ linesɤareɤ
excisedɤcompletely,ɤ whileɤotherɤareasɤhaveɤbeenɤtruncatedɤ inɤmoreɤsubtleɤ
ways.�ɤ

A ghostɤresemblingɤtheɤlaɇeɤ hasɤbeenɤseenɤwalkingɤtheɤbattlementsɤ
ofɤ ð �sinore.ɤ Ho®atio,ɤ aɤ trustedɤ friendɤ ofɤ Princeɤ Hamlet's,ɤ hasɤ beenɤ suml
monedɤtoɤconfrontɤtheɤgho±t.ɤWhileɤwaiting,ɤheɤspeaksɤofɤtheɤrecentɤconlictɤ
betweenɤ Denmarkɤ andɤNorwayɤandɤworriesɤthatɤ Fortinbras,ɤ whoseɤ fatherɤ
óamletɤkilledɤinɤbattle,ɤmightɤbeɤpreparingɤtoɤretakeɤtheɤNorwegianɤlandsɤ
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lostɤ toɤ Denmark.ɤ Whenɤ theɤghȦstɤ appearsɤonɤ schedule,ɤ itɤ willɤnotɤ speak,ɤ
andɤHoratioɤdecidesɤ thatɤ Hamletɤmustɤbeɤsummoned.ɤ
Theɤ newlyɤ crownedɤ king,ɤ Claudius,ɤ sendsɤ ambassadorsɤ toɤ theɤ kingɤ ofɤ

Norwayɤ toɤ persuadeɤhimɤ toɤ restrainɤFortinbras,ɤ thenɤgrantsɤpermissionɤ toɤ
Laertes,ɤ sonɤofɤhisɤcounselorɤPolonius,ɤ toɤ returnɤtoɤhisɤ studiesɤinɤ France.ɤ
Withɤ theɤ supportɤ ofɤGertrude,ɤhisɤnewɤ queenɤ andɤ theɤmotherɤ ofɤHamlet,ɤ
Claudiusɤurgesɤ Hamletɤ toɤ endɤhisɤprolongedɤandɤexcessiveɤmourningɤ forɤ
hisɤ father.ɤ Butɤaloneɤ inɤ hisɤ thoughts,ɤ Hamletɤ isɤrepulsedɤbyɤhisɤmother'sɤ
quickɤ remarriageɤ toɤ hisɤ uncleɤ Claudius,ɤ aɤmanɤ farɤ inferiorɤ toɤ hisɤ father.ɤ
Hisɤ rageɤoverɤ thisɤmarriageɤhasɤ leftɤHamletɤbitterɤandɤdisgustedɤwithɤ lifeɤ
itself.ɤ Later,ɤHoratioɤtellsɤHamletɤofɤtheɤghostɤofɤhisɤfather,ɤ andɤheɤagreesɤ
toɤjoinɤhimɤinɤtheɤwatchɤtoɤmeetɤ theɤghost.ɤ

Laertesɤsaysɤgood-byeɤtoɤhisɤ sisterɤOpheliaɤandɤwarnsɤherɤthatɤHamlet'sɤ
attentionsɤ toɤ herɤ shouldɤ notɤ beɤ takenɤ Poloniusɤ givesɤ Laertesɤ
adviceɤonɤhisɤ journey,ɤ thenɤinsistsɤthatɤOpheliaɤnotɤseeɤHamletɤanymo¯epɤ
WhenɤHamletɤjoinsɤHoratioɤonɤ theɤwatch,ɤ theɤghostɤ appearsɤandɤbeckonsɤ
him.ɤ Hamletɤ cannotɤ beɤ restrainedɤ fromɤfollowingɤ theɤ ghostÛɤ Onceɤ aloneɤ
withɤ it , ɤHamletɤ discoversɤ theɤghostɤ isɤ indeedɤ thatɤ ofɤhisɤdeadɤ father,ɤ andɤ
theɤo¬dɤkingɤcommandsɤhisɤsonɤ toɤavengeɤhisɤmurder.ɤTheɤghostɤsaysɤthatɤ
Claudiusɤseducedɤhisɤwife,ɤGertrude,ɤthenɤpouredɤpoisonɤintoɤhisɤear,ɤkill �
ingɤhim.ɤTheɤfather-ghostɤurgesɤleniencyɤforɤHamlet'sɤmother,ɤandɤHamletɤ
swearsɤvengeanceɤonɤ Claudiusɤforɤtheɤmurder.ɤ Theɤghostɤdisappearsɤandɤ
HoratioɤindsɤHamlet,ɤwhoɤrefusesɤtoɤtellɤhimɤwhatɤhappened.ɤ Butɤheɤdoesɤ
demandɤaɤvowɤofɤsecrecy,ɤnoɤmatterɤhowɤstrangeɤhisɤactionsɤmightɤbecome.ɤ

Poloniusɤ worriesɤaboutɤ Laertes'sɤ lifeɤ inɤ Franceɤandɤ sendsɤaɤ servantɤ toɤ
spyɤonɤhim.ɤThenɤOpheliaɤrevealsɤtoɤherɤfatherɤthatɤsheɤencounteredɤHamletɤ
actingɤ irrationally.ɤ Po¬oniusɤ seesɤ thisɤ supposedɤmadnessɤ asɤ theɤ resultɤ ofɤ
hisɤ unrequitedɤloveɤforɤOphelia,ɤ andɤdeĩidesɤtoɤtellɤClaudius.ɤ Meanwhile,ɤ
RosencrantzɤandɤGuildenȾtern,ɤ twoɤoldɤfriendsɤofɤHamlet's,ɤareɤbroughtɤ toɤ
Claudiusɤandɤinstructedɤtoɤ¡indɤoutɤwhatɤ theyɤcanɤaboutɤHamlet'sɤstrangeɤ
behavior.ɤ
Theɤ ambassadorsɤ sentɤ toɤ Norwayɤ reportɤ thatɤ Fortinbrasɤ hasɤ beenɤ per­

suadedɤtoɤmakeɤwarɤonɤ mtheɤPolack¾ɤ instead,ɤ butɤ toɤ doɤ soɤheɤmustɤ crossɤ
Denmark.ɤ Claudiusɤisɤdelightedɤbyɤ theɤ successɤofɤhisɤmission.ɤWhenɤPo­
loniusɤtellsɤClaudiusɤthatɤHamletɤ hasɤbeenɤdrivenɤmadɤbyɤhisɤunrequitedɤ
loveɤ forɤOphelia,ɤ Claudiusɤ isɤ doubtful,ɤ butɤ agreesɤ toɤ spyɤonɤ anɤ arrangedɤ
meetingɤbetweenɤHamletɤandɤOphelia.ɤWhenɤPoloniusɤencountersɤHamlet,ɤ
hisɤ beh�viorɤ�on£rmsɤ Polonius'sɤideaɤthatɤtheɤprin�eɤhasɤlostɤhisɤreĜson.ɤ
RosencrantzɤandɤGuildensternɤindɤHamlet,ɤwhoɤguessesɤatɤtheɤtrueɤreaɗ

sonɤ forɤ theirɤvisitɤ andɤtheyɤcannotɤ denyɤit.ɤ Poloniusɤarrivesɤwithɤaɤ troupeɤ
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ofɤtravelingɤactors,ɤandɤHamletɤwelcomesɤthemɤwarmly.ɤAɤspeechɤfromɤoneɤ
ofɤtheɤplayersɤpromptsɤHamletɤtoɤthinkɤofɤaɤwayɤtoɤproveɤClaudius'sɤguilt.ɤ
Heɤasksɤtheɤplayersɤtoɤperformɤaɤspeciicɤplayɤandɤinsertɤsomeɤlinesɤheɤwillɤ
writeɤ forɤ them.ɤ Aloneɤagain,ɤ Hamletɤ worriesɤ aboutɤ theɤ actorsɤplayingɤ aɤ
ictionɤwithɤnoɤȜeaningɤtoɤthemselvesɤwhileɤheɤmustɤbottleɤupɤhisɤownɤtrueɤ
emotions.ɤ HamletɤbelievesɤthatɤifɤClaudius'sɤresponseɤtoɤtheɤplayɤbetraysɤ
hisɤguilt,ɤ thisɤwillɤgiveɤhimɤtheɤcourageɤandɤtheɤwillɤtoɤactɤinɤhisɤpromisedɤ
revengeɤforɤtheɤmurder.ɤ

AllɤthatɤRosencrantzɤandɤGuildensternɤcanɤtellɤClaudiusɤisɤthatɤHamletɤ
hasɤbecomeɤinterestedɤinɤaɤplayɤtoɤbeɤperformedɤthatɤevening,ɤandɤtheɤkingɤ
isɤpleasedɤthatɤHamletɤisɤgettingɤbeyondɤhisɤownɤmelancholia.ɤOpheliaɤisɤ
sentɤtoɤmeetɤwithɤ whereɤClaudiusɤandɤ Poloniusɤ canɤspyɤonɤ them.ɤ
Claudiusɤadmitsɤtoɤhisɤownɤ feelingsɤofɤguiltɤbeforeɤhiding.ɤ Hamletɤentersɤ
aloneɤandɤpondersɤsuicide,ɤbutɤheɤisɤstoppedɤfromɤitɤbyɤtheɤfactɤthatɤheɤhasɤ
notɤfulilledɤhisɤpromiseɤtoɤhisɤfatherɤandɤtheɤthoughtɤthatɤevenɤdeathɤmightɤ
notɤ endɤhisɤmisery.ɤ Opheliaɤindsɤhimɤ andɤ returnsɤ theɤgiftsɤheɤhasɤ givenɤ
her.ɤ Sensingɤherɤ betrayalɤandɤ thatɤ hisɤpromisedɤ revengeɤ doomsɤ theirɤ re­
lationship,ɤ heɤ tellsɤ herɤ inɤ aɤvenomousɤandɤ insultingɤwayɤ thatɤ heɤ doesn'tɤ
loveɤher.ɤ HeɤrailsɤonɤagainstɤPoloniusɤasɤwell,ɤ andɤhintsɤatɤaɤthreatɤtoɤtheɤ
king,ɤleadingɤOpheliaɤtoɤconcludeɤthatɤheɤhasɤlostɤallɤreason.ɤClaudiusɤandɤ
Poloniusɤdiscussɤallɤthatɤtheyɤhaveɤoverheard,ɤandɤtheɤkingɤdecidesɤthatɤinɤ
hisɤpresentɤstateɤofɤmind,ɤ Hamletɤisɤtooɤdangerousɤtoɤhaveɤatɤcourt,ɤsoɤheɤ
decidesɤ toɤsendɤtheɤprinceɤtoɤEngland.ɤPoloniusɤholdsɤtoɤhisɤunrequited­
loveɤtheoryɤandɤsuggestsɤthatɤafterɤtheɤplayɤtonight,ɤ Gertrudeɤmightɤspeakɤ
toɤherɤson.ɤ

Hamletɤpreparesɤ theɤplayersɤbyɤ speakingɤ onɤ acting,ɤ thenɤ tellsɤ Horatioɤ
thatɤheɤmustɤobserveɤtheɤking'sɤreactionsɤtoɤtheɤplay.ɤTheɤcourtɤassemblesɤ
forɤtheɤplay,ɤwhoseɤstoryɤcloselyɤparaȐlelsɤClaudius'sɤmurderɤofɤhisɤbrother.ɤ
Theɤkingɤisɤdisturbedɤandɤrunsɤoutɤofɤtheɤhall,ɤ conirmingɤforɤHamletɤandɤ
Horatioɤthatɤtheɤghostɤwasɤtellingɤtheɤtruth.ɤĊosencrantzɤandɤGuildensternɤ
reportɤtoɤHamletɤtheɤking'sɤangerɤandɤtheɤqueen'sɤdesireɤtoɤseeɤHamletɤinɤ
herɤchamber.ɤHamletɤisɤcontemptuousɤofɤhisɤformerɤfriends,ɤ thenɤPoloniusɤ
comesɤtoɤbringɤHamletɤtoɤhisɤmother.ɤ Inɤhisɤthoughts,ɤHamletɤvowsɤnotɤtoɤ
allowɤhimselfɤtoɤbeɤsoɤovercomeɤwithɤemotionsɤthatɤheɤkillsɤher.ɤ
TheɤkingɤordersɤRosencrantzɤandɤGuildensternɤtoɤ takeɤHamletɤtoɤEng­

land,ɤwhȃleɤPoloniusɤcomesɤtoɤsayɤthatɤtheɤprinceɤisɤonɤhisɤwayɤtoɤvisitɤtheɤ
queen,ɤ anɤencounterɤthatɤPoloniusɤintendsɤtoɤeavesdropɤupon.ɤTheɤkingɤisɤ
tryingɤtoɤeaseɤhisɤconscienceɤbyɤprayerɤwhenɤHamletɤcomesɤuponɤhim.ɤ Itɤ
isɤ anɤ opportunityɤ toɤ exactɤ hisɤ revenge,ɤ butɤ Hamletɤ cannotɤ killɤ Claudiusɤ
duringɤaɤmomentɤofɤrepentence,ɤbecauseɤitɤwouldɤsendɤtheɤkingɤtoɤheavenɤ
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insteadɤofɤhell.ɤ Butɤinɤtheɤendɤweɤlearnɤ thatɤtheɤkingɤhasɤbeenɤunableɤtoɤ
pray.ɤ

Hamletɤconfrontsɤ hisɤ motherɤ inɤ suchɤ aɤwayɤ thatɤ itɤ alarmsɤherɤ andɤ sheɤ
callsɤforɤhelp,ɤwhichɤisɤechoedɤbyɤPolonius,ɤwhoɤisɤhidingɤbehindɤaɤtapestry.ɤ
Believingɤtheɤintruderɤ isɤClaudius,ɤHamletɤstabsɤhimɤ throughɤtheɤtapestryɤ
andɤdiscoversɤheɤhasɤkilledɤtheɤcounselor,ɤtheɤfatherɤofɤOpheliaɤandɤLaertes.ɤ
Heɤturnsɤhisɤvenomɤonɤhisɤmother,ɤwhoɤisɤconsumedɤwithɤshameɤandɤterrorɤ
untilɤ theɤghostɤreappears,ɤ distractingɤhimɤ fromɤhisɤ furyɤatɤhisɤmotherɤandɤ
remindingɤhimɤthatɤhisɤvengeanceɤisɤnotɤyetɤdone.ɤBecauseɤGertrudeɤcannotɤ
seeɤtheɤghost,ɤsheɤinterpretsɤHamlet'sɤactionsɤasɤproofɤofɤhisɤlunacy.ɤHamletɤ
urgesɤhisɤmotherɤtoɤrepentɤfromɤherɤdegradingɤmarriage,ɤ thenɤtellsɤherɤheɤ
hasɤ beenɤorderedɤtoɤ England,ɤ whereɤheɤ expectsɤ Rosencrantzɤ andɤGuild­
ersternɤtoɤtryɤtoɤkillɤhim.ɤ Heɤresolvesɤtoɤturnɤtheɤtablesɤonɤhbsɤfriends.ɤ

Claudiusɤ isɤ toldɤ ofɤ theɤ deathɤofɤ Poloniusɤ andɤ sendsɤċosencrantzɤandɤ
Guildensternɤafterɤtheɤprince,ɤwhoɤtauntsɤthemɤandɤleadsɤthemɤonɤaɤchase.ɤ
FinallyɤHamletɤisɤbroughtɤbeforeɤtheɤkinōɤandɤorderedɤtoɤEnglandɤwithɤhisɤ

escorts.ɤClaudiusɤsaysɤthatɤwithɤtheɤdeathɤofɤPolonius,ɤthisɤisɤforɤHam­
let'sɤ ownɤ safety,ɤ andɤ theɤ prbnceɤ hasɤ noɤ choiceɤ butɤ toɤ go.ɤ Onɤ theɤ wayɤ toɤ
England,ɤ theɤtrioɤpassɤtheɤarmiesɤofɤFortinbras,ɤandɤHamletɤ ruminatesɤonɤ
theirɤ act§onɤ andɤ hisɤ inactionɤ evenɤ inɤ theɤ faceɤ ofɤ overwhelmingɤ personalɤ
motive.ɤ Puzzledɤ byɤ hisɤ ownɤ failureɤ atɤ theɤ vengeance,ɤ Hamletɤ resolvesɤ toɤ
actɤboldlyɤfromɤnowɤon.ɤ

Meanwhile,ɤwithɤherɤfatherɤkilledɤandɤherɤbrotherɤ abroad,ɤ Opheliaɤhasɤ
lostɤherɤ reason,ɤ whichɤshocksɤClaudiusɤandɤGertrude.ɤ Laertesɤ hearsɤofɤhisɤ
father'sɤdeathɤand,ɤsuspectingɤtheɤkingɤofɤfoulɤplay,ɤreturnsɤhome.ɤHeɤburstsɤ
intoɤcourt,ɤ seesɤwhatɤhasɤbecomĹɤ ofɤhisɤsister,ɤ andɤ isɤcalmedɤbyɤtheɤking,ɤ
whoɤprivatelyɤinformsɤhimɤofɤallɤ thatɤhasɤhappened.ɤ

Horatioɤ receȄvesɤ aɤ letɈerɤ fromɤ Hamletɤ allɤ aboutɤ hȧw,ɤ inɤ aɤ battleɤ withɤ
piratesɤatɤsea,ɤ theɤprinceɤhasɤescapedɤfromɤČosencrantzɤandɤGuildensternɤ
andɤisɤonɤhisɤwayɤbackɤtoɤElsinore.ɤHoratioɤgoesɤtoɤmeetɤhisɤfriend.ɤClaudiusɤ
inishesɤhisɤ versionɤ ofɤeventsɤtoɤ Laertesɤandɤsaysɤ thatɤheɤcannotɤactɤper­
sonallyɤ againstɤ theɤ princeɤ becauseɤ Hamletɤ isɤ hisɤqueen'sɤ sonɤ andɤ heɤ isɤ
popularɤwithɤtheɤpeople.ɤWhenɤClaudiusɤandɤLaertesɤlearnɤofɤtheɤimpendingɤ
returnɤofɤHamlet,ɤtheyɤplanɤaɤfriendlyɤfencingɤmatchɤbetweenɤLaertesɤandɤ
Hamlet,ɤ whichɤtheyɤ intendɤtoɤendɤ inɤtheɤprince'sɤdeath.ɤ Laertesɤwillɤuseɤaɤ
poison-tippedɤ rapier,ɤ whileɤ Claudiusɤ makesɤ doublyɤ sureɤ byɤ preparingɤ aɤ
poisonedɤdrinkɤforɤtheɤyoungɤprince.ɤTheɤqueenɤinterruptsɤtheirɤplottingɤbyɤ
announcingɤthatɤOpheliaɤhasɤdrowned.ɤ

Hamletɤ returnsɤ fromɤEnglandɤ and,ɤ withɤ hisɤ ŋiendɤ Horatio,ɤ encountersɤ
gravediggersɤ whoɤ speakɤ ofɤ theɤ prince'sɤ madnessɤ asɤ aɤ funeralɤ partyɤ ap-
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proaches,ɤ includingɤtheɤ kingɤ andɤqueenɤandɤLaertes.ɤ Ham�etɤ �earnsɤ tŒatɤ
theɤfuneralɤisɤforɤOphelia,ɤwhoɤprobablyɤtookɤherɤownɤlife.ɤHamletɤrevealsɤ
himselfɤ andɤ hisɤ loveɤ forɤ Ophelia.ɤ LaertesɤattacksɤHamlet,ɤ butɤ theyɤ areɤ
pulledɤapart.ɤ

HamletɤrevealsɤtoɤHoratioɤthatɤheɤdiscoveredɤtheɤking'sɤwrittenɤrequestɤ
toɤtheɤkingɤofɤEngland,ɤ toɤbeɤdeliveredɤbyɤRosencrantzɤandɤGuildenstern,ɤ
toɤkillɤHamletɤwhenɤtheyɤarrivedɤinɤEngland,ɤbutɤreplacedɤitɤwithɤanɤorderɤ
forɤtheɤpairɤtoɤbeɤputɤtoɤdeath.ɤWhenɤtheyɤhearɤthatɤtheɤkingɤwouldɤlikeɤtoɤ
wagerɤ onɤ aɤ fencingɤmatchɤwithɤ Laerteȿ,ɤ Horatioɤwarnsɤ himɤ ofɤ treachery,ɤ
butɤHamletɤisɤ andɤagreesɤtoɤtheɤmatch.ɤ Itɤbeginsɤatɤonce,ɤwithɤtheɤ
kingɤ inɤ attendance.ɤ Theyɤ beginɤ withɤ civilities,ɤ thenɤ Hamletɤ scoresɤ irstɤ
whenɤ theɤduelɤ starts.ɤ Claudiusɤofersɤhimɤ theɤpoisonedɤwine,ɤ butɤHamletɤ
refusesɤit.ɤ
Thenɤ Gertrudeɤ drinksɤ fromɤ theɤ cupɤ overɤ theɤ king'sɤ protests.ɤ Laertesɤ

woundsɤ Hamletɤ withɤ theɤpoisonedɤ rapier,ɤ butɤ inɤ theɤ battle,ɤ theɤ weaponsɤ
areɤ exchangedɤ andɤ Laertesɤ isɤ alsoɤ woundedɤ withɤ theɤ poisonedɤ tip.ɤ Theɤ
queenɤdies,ɤ LaertesɤcollapsesɤandɤbegsɤHamletɤforɤforgivenessɤforɤtheɤdu­
elingɤplot,ɤwhichɤheɤsaysɤwasɤtheɤking'sɤdoing.ɤ HamletɤstabsɤClaudiusɤandɤ
thenɤforcesɤhimɤtoɤdrinkɤtheɤpoisonedɤwine.ɤInɤhisɤownɤdeathɤthroes,ɤHamletɤ
forgivesɤLaertes,ɤbidsɤhisɤmotherɤfarewell,ɤandɤasksɤ�oratioɤtoɤtellɤtheɤstoryɤ.ɤ

Üɤ Justɤthen,ɤ Fortinbrasɤarrives,ɤ andɤasɤheɤdies,ɤ Hamletɤsaysɤ thatɤheɤprefersɤ
thatɤtheɤNorwegianɤsitɤonɤtheɤDanishɤthrone.ɤAnɤambassadorɤfromɤEnglandɤ
arrivesɤ withɤ theɤ newsɤ thatɤ theɤ king'sɤ ordersɤ haveɤ beenɤ carriedɤ outɤ andɤ
RosencrantzɤandɤGuildensternɤhaveɤbeenɤputɤtoɤdeath.ɤ

PROTAGONIST AND OBJ ECTIVE 

Hamletɤisɤclearlyɤtheɤprotagonist;ɤheɤisɤtheɤoneɤwhoɤhasɤtheɤproblemɤaroundɤ
whichɤ thisɤstoryɤ isɤbuilt.ɤ Hisɤobjectiveɤisɤ toɤhonorɤ theɤ pȑedgeɤheɤmadeɤtoɤ
theɤ ghostɤ ofɤhisɤfatherɤtoɤavengeɤhisɤmurder.ɤ Becauseɤ thisɤobjectiveɤisɤsoɤ
irmlyɤandɤeloquentlyɤstatedɤinɤtheɤaftermathɤofɤHamlet'sɤirstɤvisitɤfromɤtheɤ
ghostɤofɤhisɤfather,ɤ itɤmakesɤitɤpossibleɤforɤShakespeareɤtoɤshowɤtheɤyoungɤ
princeɤprocrastinating,ɤwrackedɤwithɤdoubtsɤandɤ reluctanceɤ toɤ actɤonɤ hisɤ
vow.ɤWithoutɤsuchɤ aɤclearɤstatementɤofɤ hisɤ objective,ɤ itɤwouldɤbeɤharderɤ
forɤ theɤaudienceɤtoɤfollowɤtheɤveryɤcircuitousɤrouteɤfromɤhisɤdesireɤtoɤhisɤ
ultimateɤactionsɤtoɤfulillɤit.ɤ

O B S TACLES 

Hamlet isɤaɤsplendidɤexampleɤofɤtheɤfactɤthat,ɤalthoughɤtheɤprotagonistɤcanɤ
haveɤonlyɤoneɤmainɤobjectiveɤifɤaɤstoryɤisɤtoɤhaveɤunity,ɤthereɤcanɤbeɤmanyɤ
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obstacles.ɤTheseɤvariedɤobstaclesɤdon'tɤallɤcomeɤfromɤaɤsingleɤlineɤofɤcauseɤ
andɤeffect,ɤ butɤriseɤfromɤaɤnumberɤofɤdifferentɤdirections.ɤ

Fewɤprotagonistsɤhaveɤbeenɤbeseigedɤbyɤmoreɤobstaclesɤthanɤunfortunateɤ
Hamlet.ɤHeɤis,ɤofɤcourse,ɤactivelyɤopposedɤbyɤClaudius,ɤtheɤkingɤpresump­
tiveɤandɤmurdererɤofɤHamlet'sɤfather.ɤ Andɤheɤisɤopposedɤbyɤallɤwhoɤobeyɤ
Claudius,ɤespeciallyɤPolonius.ɤHeɤisɤalsoɤinundatedɤbyɤhisɤownɤdoubtsɤandɤ
insecurities,ɤ irstɤ hisɤ doubtɤ aboutɤ theɤ truthɤ theɤ ghostɤ spoke,ɤ butɤ alsoɤ hisɤ
innerɤrageɤaboutɤhisɤmother'sɤhastyɤremarriageɤtoɤtheɤdetestableɤClaudius.ɤ
HeɤlovesɤOpheliaɤbutɤheɤfearsɤherɤbetrayalɤunderɤtheɤswayɤofɤPolonius,ɤandɤ
heɤisɤsoɤshockedɤbyɤtheɤeventsɤatɤcourtɤthatɤheɤisɤnearlyɤimmobilizedɤwithɤ
melancholia.ɤ

Thusɤweɤhaveɤaɤ fallible,ɤ sympathetic,ɤ andɤ tormentedɤcentralɤ characterɤ
ightingɤagainstɤbothɤexternalɤandɤinternalɤobstazes,ɤwhichɤsoɤtestɤhisɤmet­
tleɤandɤcourageɤthatɤthisɤplayɤhasɤenduredɤforɤcenturiesɤandɤstillɤmovesɤtheɤ
audienceɤasɤviscerallyɤtodayɤasɤitɤdidɤinɤShakespeare'sɤday.ɤ

PREMISE AN C OPENING 

PrinceɤHamlet-intelligent,ɤsensitive,ɤintrospective,ɤandɤalreadyɤmourningɤ
theɤ deathɤ ofɤ hisɤ belovedɤ father-isɤprofoundlyɤ shockedɤ byɤ hisɤ mother'sɤ
hastyɤremarriageɤtoɤhisɤdetestedɤunze,ɤClaudius,ɤwhoɤhasɤbecomeɤtheɤking.ɤ
Beforeɤtheɤstoryɤhasɤbegun,ɤClaudiusɤandɤHamlet'sɤmother,ɤGertrude,ɤwereɤ
adulterersɤandɤitɤwasɤClaudiusɤwhoɤkilledɤtheɤking.ɤ
Shakespeareɤ mightɤ haveɤ chosenɤ toɤ openɤ theɤ storyɤ withɤ theɤmurderɤ ofɤ

KingɤHamlet,ɤ PrinceɤHamlet'sɤ returnɤ fromɤWittenberg,ɤ andɤ theɤmarriageɤ
ofɤGertrudeɤandɤClaudius.ɤ Butɤhisɤconcernɤinɤthisɤstoryɤwasɤwithɤaɤman'sɤ
struggleɤ toɤ fulillɤhisɤ oathɤ ofɤ vengeance,ɤ notɤmerelyɤwithɤ theɤ factsɤ ofɤ theɤ
events.ɤSinceɤitɤisɤtheɤghostɤofɤtheɤfatherɤwhoɤrevealsɤtheɤtruthɤofɤtheɤmurderɤ
andɤexactsɤtheɤpromiseɤofɤrevengeɤagainstɤtheɤnewɤking,ɤShakespeareɤchoseɤ
toɤbeginɤtheɤtaleɤwithɤanɤappearanceɤofɤtheɤghostɤandɤtheɤdecisionɤtoɤsum­
monɤtheɤyoungɤbroodingɤprinceɤtoɤmeetɤtheɤapparition.ɤ Inɤotherɤwords,ɤ heɤ
choseɤ toɤbeginɤtheɤstoryɤzoserɤtoɤ theɤ realɤbodyɤofɤ theɤmaterialɤandɤallowɤ
usɤandɤHamletɤtoɤlearnɤtheɤearlierɤeventsɤinɤdueɤtime.ɤ

MAIN TENSION, CULMINATION, 

AN C RESOLUTION 

Hamletɤ swearsɤ anɤoathɤ toɤ theɤ ghostɤ ofɤ hisɤ father,ɤ KingɤHamlet,ɤ andɤ itɤ isɤ
thatɤpromise,ɤalongɤwithɤtheɤrevelationɤofɤtheɤmurderɤthatɤpromptsɤit,ɤwhichɤ
createsɤandɤsustainsɤthisɤstory.ɤButɤthisɤisɤnoɤsimpleɤtaleɤofɤrevenge.ɤRatherɤ
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itɤisɤaɤcomplexɤpsychologicalɤstudyɤofɤaɤbright,ɤsensitive,ɤandɤdeepȒyɤtrou­
bledɤmanɤtryingɤtoɤcomeɤtoɤgripsɤwithɤnotɤonlyɤtheɤimpactɤofɤtheɤoath,ɤbutɤ
theɤcrushingɤeventsɤthatɤswirlɤaroundɤhim,ɤmakingɤhisɤactingɤonɤthatɤpledgeɤ
theɤurgentɤquestionɤinɤtheɤmindsɤofɤtheɤaudience.ɤSoɤtheɤmainɤtensionɤmightɤ
be,ɤ"WillɤHamletɤbeɤableɤtoɤactɤonɤhisɤvowɤofɤvengeanceɤagainstɤClaudius?"ɤ
Itɤ couldɤ alsoɤ be,ɤ "Willɤheɤ summonɤ theɤ courage,ɤ provokeɤhimselfɤ toɤ act,ɤ
breakɤhisɤ ownɤ inertia?"ɤ Theɤ importantɤ thingɤtoɤ keepɤ inɤmindɤ isɤ thatɤ theɤ
realɤbattlegroundɤofɤthisɤstoryɤisɤinsideɤHamletɤhimself.ɤ

Theɤculmiȟation,ɤtheɤmomentɤwhenɤôamletɤinallyɤshrugsɤoffɤhisɤoverlongɤ
inertiaɤ andɤ leapsɤ intoɤ action,ɤ comesɤ inɤ theɤ sceneɤ whereɤ heɤ isɤ viciouslyɤ
beratingɤhisɤmotherɤ andɤ tellingɤherɤ ofɤ theɤmurder,ɤ theɤnatureɤ ofɤherɤnewɤ
husband,ɤandɤtheɤloathsomenessɤofɤherɤmarriage.ɤWhenɤheɤhearsɤPoloniusɤ
behindɤtheɤcurtainɤandɤthinksɤitɤisɤClaudius,ɤ heɤinallyɤlosesɤallɤhisɤhesi­
tationɤandɤplɋngesɤhisɤswordɤinɤtoɤtheɤhilt.ɤ TheɤtragedyɤforɤHamletɤisɤthatɤ
whenɤheɤatɤ longɤ lastɤbringsɤhimselfɤtoɤact,ɤ heɤ isɤ mistakenɤaboutɤ theɤmanɤ
heɤisɤkilling.ɤThisɤleavesɤhisɤvengeanceɤstillɤ

Theɤresolution,ɤofɤcourse,ɤcomesɤwhenɤtheɤvengeanceɤisɤcomplete-thatɤ
is,ɤ whenɤheɤinallyɤkillsɤClaudius.ɤ Thisɤ isɤbyɤ allɤmeansɤaɤ tragedyɤanĲ,ɤ inɤ
theɤSenecanɤmodelɤofɤtragedyɤthatɤShakespeareɤworkedɤfrom,ɤnearlyɤevey­
oneɤofɤimportanceɤdies.ɤHereɤweɤhaveɤaɤprimeɤexample:ɤPoloniusɤandɤOphe­
liaɤdieɤbeforeɤtheɤmajorɤclimacticɤscene;ɤthenɤClaudius,ɤGertrude,ɤLaertes,ɤ
andɤHamletɤallɤdieɤinɤthatɤscene;ɤandɤthen,ɤonɤtheɤheelsɤofɤallɤthoseɤdeaths,ɤ
comesɤthe ÁannouncementɤthatɤRosencrantzɤandɤGuildensternɤwereɤalsoɤputɤ
toɤdeath.ɤ

TH EME 

Thisɤisɤaɤstoryɤaboutɤrevenge.ɤSometimesɤtheɤthemeɤisɤexplicit,ɤasɤitɤisɤwithɤ
Hamlet'sɤ promiseɤ toɤ avengeɤ hisɤ father'sɤ murderɤ andɤ Laertes'sɤ desireɤ toɤ
avengeɤhisɤ father'sɤmurderɤandɤsister'sɤdeathɤagainstɤ theɤmanɤ heɤ[ȓamesɤ
forɤboth.ɤAtɤotherɤtimesɤitɤisɤmuchɤmoreɤopenɤtoɤinterpretation:ɤIsɤOphelia'sɤ
deathɤ byɤ presumedɤsuicideɤ herɤ revengeɤagainstɤ aɤ worldɤ consumedɤ withɤ
treachery?ɤ úsɤGertrude'sɤdrinkingɤfromɤtheɤcupɤintendedɤforɤHamletɤsimplyɤ
aɤmistake,ɤ orɤ aɤ suicideɤbecauseɤ sheɤ can'tɤ bearɤ herɤ partɤ inɤ theɤ horrorsɤofɤ
herɤhousehold,ɤorɤisɤitɤtooɤaɤrevengeɤonɤherɤnewɤandɤconnivinglyɤmurderousɤ
husbandɤonceɤsheɤhasɤseenɤhimɤforɤwhatɤheɤreallyɤis?ɤWeɤareɤleftɤtoɤponderɤ
theseɤ questions,ɤ andɤ theyɤ mustɤ beɤ askedɤ byɤ anyɤ whoɤ stageɤ yetɤ anotherɤ
productionɤofɤtheɤplay,ɤ onɤstageɤorɤscreen.ɤStill,ɤ regardlessɤofɤtheɤinterpreɘ
tationɤ putɤ onɤ thisɤ story,ɤ theɤ thoughtsɤprovokedɤ byɤ thisɤ playɤ stillɤ alwaysɤ
comeɤbaĪkɤtoɤrevenge.ɤ
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UNITV 

unityɤofɤactionɤ isɤcarefullyɤobservedɤinɤ thisɤstory;ɤ itɤ isɤmadeɤallɤ theɤmoreɤ
necessaryɤbecauseɤweɤhaveɤaɤpassiveɤcentralɤcharacter.ɤYetɤevenɤHamlet'sɤ
inactionɤisɤaction.ɤForɤtheɤstoryɤisɤnotɤsimplyɤaboutɤhisɤexactingɤtheɤrevengeɤ
onɤhisɤuncle,ɤ butɤ aboutɤ hisɤwrestlingɤwithɤhisɤ ownɤ inabilityɤ toɤact,ɤ toɤ getɤ
onɤwithɤhisɤ vow,ɤ toɤdoɤ theɤ oneɤ thingɤ toɤwhichɤ heɤ hasɤ committedɤhisɤ life.ɤ
Whileɤourɤprotagonistɤisɤwrestlingɤwithɤhisɤownɤdemons,ɤ heɤisɤactiveɤafterɤ
aɤfashion.ɤAtɤtheɤsameɤtime,ɤeventsɤareɤswirlingɤaroundɤhimɤthatɤpushɤhimɤ
toɤgetɤonɤwithɤhisɤpromisedɤaction.ɤThus,ɤbothɤfromɤtheɤinsideɤandɤfromɤtheɤ
outside,ɤ theɤpromiseɤofɤHamlet'sɤactionɤisɤwhatɤcreatesɤunityɤhere.ɤ

EXPOSITION 

Evenɤ Shakespeareɤwasɤ capableɤofɤ deliveringɤ awkwardɤbitsɤ ofɤ exposition,ɤ
soɤthereɤisɤhopeɤandɤsolaceɤforɤtheɤrestɤofɤus.ɤWhenɤHoratioɤtellsɤMarcellusɤ
aboutɤ theɤ conlictɤ betweenɤ Kingɤ Hamletɤ andɤ theɤ elderɤ Fortinbras,ɤ itɤ isɤ
unrelievedɤnarrative.ɤ Itɤ hasɤneitherɤhumorɤnorɤ conlictɤ toɤ helpɤ maskɤ theɤ
factɤ thatɤ thisɤ isɤ informationɤ bothɤ menɤ shouldɤalreadyɤknow.ɤ Yet,ɤ shortlyɤ
afterɤthisɤscene,ɤwhenɤ�amletɤirstɤmeetsɤhisɤfather'sɤghost,ɤ theɤsceneɤisɤsoɤ
emotionallyɤ chargedɤ andɤ theɤ enormityɤ ofɤ theɤ informationɤ isɤ soɤ greatɤ forɤ
Hamletɤ thatɤ theɤ expositionalɤnatureɤofɤ theɤ sceneɤ isɤ fullyɤ coveredɤ byɤ theɤ
horriicɤchangesɤitɤexactsɤinɤourɤprotagonist.ɤ

Otherɤ examplesɤ ofɤ expositionɤ wellɤ deliveredɤ throughɤ aɤ conlictɤ inɤ theɤ
sceneɤ occurɤwhenɤGertrudeɤ andɤClaudiusɤ imploreɤ Hamletɤ toɤgiveɤ upɤhisɤ
broodingɤoverɤhisɤfather,ɤandɤlater,ɤwhenɤbothɤLaertesɤandɤPoloniusɤforbidɤ
OpheliaɤtoɤseeɤHamlet.ɤ

CHARAC TERIZ ATION 

Thereɤisɤnoɤmoreɤfascinatingɤandɤcomplexɤcharacterɤinɤtheɤhistoryɤofɤdramaɤ
thanɤ Hamlet.ɤ Shakespeareɤachievesɤthisɤdepthɤofɤ characterizationɤinɤpartɤ
byɤcontrastingɤHamlet'sɤencountersɤwithɤHoratio,ɤwhomɤheɤtrusts,ɤwithɤallɤ
thoseɤwhomɤheɤdistrusts.ɤTheɤscenesɤwithɤHoratioɤgiveɤusɤtheɤkeyɤtoɤHamə
let'sɤrealɤnature,ɤ theɤmanɤheɤwouldɤbeɤ ifɤ itɤ weren'tɤ forɤ allɤ theseɤ terribleɤ
circumstancesɤaroundɤ him.ɤ Theseɤ scenesɤareɤ theɤ measureɤ againstɤwhichɤ
weɤ holdɤHamlet'sɤ dealingsɤwithɤ allɤ theɤ otherɤ principalsɤ inɤ theɤ stoy.ɤ Forɤ
instance,ɤinɤallɤtheɤscenesɤwithɤHoratio,ɤthereɤisn'tɤtheɤslightestɤindicationɤ
theɤ youngɤ princeɤmightɤ beɤ mad.ɤ Theɤ sameɤ isɤ trueɤ ofɤ hisɤ soliloquiesɤ (orɤ
voice-overɤ thoughtsɤ inɤ theɤ Olivierɤ ilmɤ version).ɤ Theseɤ wouldɤ leadɤ usɤ toɤ
believeɤ hisɤ purportedɤmadnessɤ isɤ feignedɤ asɤ aɤ toolɤ inɤ hisɤ questɤ forɤ reɚ
vengeÕorɤtoɤbuyɤhimɤtimeɤinɤhisɤequivocations.ɤ
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Hamletɤisɤcharacterizedɤbyɤhisɤintellect,ɤ idealism,ɤ imagination,ɤandɤwit;ɤ
heɤisɤsomeoneɤwhoɤisɤnormallyɤpopularɤa�dɤwellɤthoughtɤofɤbyɤotherɤpeople.ɤ
Butɤ whenɤ heɤ isɤ calledɤ toɤ action,ɤ heɤ delaysɤ orɤ procrastinates.ɤ Externallyɤ
thereɤisɤtheɤuncertaintyɤthatɤtheɤkingɤreallyɤisɤaɤmurderer.ɤInternally,ɤHaml
letɤ isɤ immobilizeĳɤbyɤhisɤmelancholiaɤoverɤallɤ thatɤhasɤbefallenɤhim,ɤ hisɤ
mother,ɤandɤhisɤhousehold.ɤTheseɤconspireɤtoɤkeepɤhimɤfromɤactingɤonɤhisɤ
vow.ɤ

Hamlet'sɤ irstɤ realɤ opportunityɤ toɤ killɤ Claudiusɤ isɤ beautifullyɤ placed.ɤ
Rightɤafterɤtheɤmeetingɤwithɤtheɤplayers,ɤwhenɤHamlet'sɤrageɤisɤmostɤ
up,ɤheɤcomesɤuponɤtheɤkingɤaloneɤandɤunsuspecting.ɤìutɤhereɤhisɤinactionɤ
hasɤaɤveryɤgoodɤreasonɤ(orɤaɤveryɤgoodɤexcuse?É;ɤifɤheɤwereɤtoɤkillɤtheɤmanɤ
duringɤanɤactɤofɤcontrition,ɤitɤwouldɤdefeatɤtheɤpurposeɤofɤtheɤrevenge.ɤ Inɤ
aɤbeautifulɤirony,ɤ itɤisɤrevealedɤtoɤusɤafterɤõamletɤleavesɤthatɤtheɤkingɤwasɤ
unableɤtoɤprayɤandɤthusɤwasɤnotɤ inɤanɤactɤofɤcontrition.ɤ

Theɤ otherɤ charactersɤ areɤ alsoɤ expertlyɤdrawn.ɤ Gertrudeɤisɤ aɤ solicitousɤ
andɤ protectiveɤ motherɤ evenɤ afterɤ herɤ son'sɤ indictmentɤ ofɤ her.ɤ Ophelia,ɤ
dominatedɤ byɤ herɤ fatherɤ andɤ brother,ɤ isɤ anɤ immatureɤ girl,ɤ butɤ loyalɤ toɤ
Hamlet.ɤ Weɤ knowɤ thatɤ herɤ loveɤ isɤ genuine,ɤ andɤ whatɤ sheɤ doesɤ underɤ
theɤ inluenceɤ ofɤ herɤ fatherɤ isɤ doneɤ withɤ theɤ hopeɤ ofɤ helpingɤ toɤ yureɤ theɤ
prince.ɤ Poloniusɤ isɤ bumbling,ɤ pompous,ɤ andɤ windy,ɤ butɤ aɤ ~elievableɤ
contrastɤ toɤ hisɤ hotheadedɤ son,ɤ Laertes.ɤ Evenɤ Claudius,ɤ theɤ villainɤ ifɤ
everɤ thereɤ wasɤ one,ɤ isɤ givenɤ hisɤ momentɤ ofɤ remorse,ɤ hisɤ desireɤ toɤ ~eɤ
ableɤ toɤpray,ɤ thoughɤ heɤ isɤunable.ɤ Thisɤ leavesɤ himɤ aɤ moreɤ roundedɤ andɤ
believableɤ character.ɤ

DEVELOPMENT OF THE STORY 

Thisɤ storyɤ developsɤ notɤ soɤmuchɤ outɤ ofɤ aɤ singleɤwantɤ setɤ agai�stɤaɤ stringɤ
ofɤ successiveɤ o~staclesɤ asɤ itɤ doesɤ fromɤ conèictingɤ wants,ɤ sometimesɤ ofɤ
severalɤcharacters.ɤ öamletɤofɤcourseɤwantsɤtoɤavengeɤhisɤ father'sɤ
andɤmuchɤofɤ theɤconéictɤ ofɤ theɤstoryɤcomesɤfromɤ himɤasɤheɤstrugl
glesɤtoɤputɤhisɤvowɤintoɤaction.ɤ ButɤClaudiusɤwantsɤtoɤprotectɤhimselfɤandɤ
hisɤ throne,ɤ whichɤheɤmurderedɤ toɤget.ɤPoloniusɤwantsɤtoɤcurryɤfavorɤwithɤ
theɤ newɤ kingɤ andɤ solidifyɤ hisɤ positionɤ asɤmostɤ trustedɤ adviser.ɤ Opheliaɤ
wantsɤ toɤhelpɤ theɤyoungɤmanɤsheɤloves,ɤwhomɤsheɤ fearsɤhasɤgoneɤ insane.ɤ
Eventuallyɤ Laertesɤwantsɤ toɤ avengeɤ theɤ deathsɤ ofɤ hisɤ fatherɤ andɤ sister.ɤ
sertrudeɤwantsɤ toɤ believeɤClaudius'sɤversionɤofɤ eventsÌɤ forɤHamlet'sɤver­
sionɤ isɤ tooɤ horribleɤ forɤ herɤ toɤbear.ɤ Eachɤofɤ theseɤwantsɤpresentsɤ itsɤownɤ
obstacleɤ toɤ Hamletɤ inɤ hisɤ circuitous,ɤ twoÖsteps×forward,ɤ one-step-backɤ
routeɤ toɤhisɤpromisedɤrevenge.ɤ
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DRAMATIC IRONY 

usesɤofɤdramaticɤironyɤaboundɤinɤthisɤstory.ɤFromɤtheɤtimeɤHamletɤisɤvisitedɤ
byɤtheɤghostɤuntilɤtheɤplayɤ isɤpresentedɤtoɤtheɤking,ɤweɤknowɤthatɤHamletɤ
suspectsɤClaudiusɤofɤtheɤmu®der,ɤbutɤtheɤkingɤdoesɤnot.ɤ Fromɤtheɤmomentɤ
heɤrealizesɤthatɤHamletɤ Claudiusɤactivelyɤplansɤtheɤprince'sɤdeath,ɤ
andɤweɤ areɤ awareɤ ofɤ thisɤ whileɤ theɤ princeɤ isɤ not.ɤ Andɤ atɤ theɤ playɤ itself,ɤ
ironyɤ isɤusedɤmasterfully:ɤWeɤknowɤofɤHamlet'sɤplanɤtoɤunmaskɤtheɤking,ɤ
butɤtheɤkingɤdoesɤnot.ɤ

WhenɤOpheliaɤcomesɤtoɤHamletɤtoɤreturnɤhisɤgifts,ɤweɤknowɤthatɤsheɤis ɤ
actingɤunderɤherɤfather'sɤorders,ɤbutɤHamletɤdoesn'tɤknowɤthisɤandɤit ɤleadsɤ
himɤ toɤ distrustɤher,ɤ thinkingɤ herɤ toɤ beɤ asɤ treacherousɤasɤ heɤ believesɤ hisɤ
motherɤtoɤbe.ɤ

Inɤ Gertrude'sɤbedroom,ɤ whenɤ Hamletɤ railsɤ atɤherɤwithɤ allɤ hisɤ fury,ɤ weɤ
knowɤ thatɤ itɤ isɤ Ćoloniusɤ behindɤ theɤ curtain,ɤ notɤ Claudius,ɤ soɤ thatɤ whenɤ
Hamletɤthrustsɤhisɤ swordɤtoɤcompleteɤhisɤ revenge,ɤweɤareɤjustlyɤhorriied,ɤ
owingɤtoɤtheɤironyɤofɤourɤsuperiorɤknowledgeɤ inɤ theɤcircumstance.ɤ
Andɤofɤcourseɤtheɤironiesɤcompoundɤinɤtheɤinalɤscene.ɤWeɤknowɤtheɤtipɤ

ofɤLaertes'sɤ rapierɤ isɤ poisoned,ɤ andɤweɤknowɤ thatɤ theɤwineɤtheɤkingɤplansɤ
toɤ offerɤ willɤ beɤ poisonedɤ asɤwell.ɤ Whenɤ Hamletɤ isɤcutɤ byɤ theɤ rapier,ɤ weɤ
kȠowɤheɤ isɤdoomed,ɤbutɤthenɤtheɤswordɤchangesɤhandsɤandɤdoomsɤLaertesɤ
asɤwell.ɤGertrude,ɤnotɤHamlet,ɤendsɤupɤdrinkingɤtheɤpoisonedɤwine.ɤTheseɤ
eventsɤ areɤ givenɤ allɤ theɤ greaterɤ resonanceɤbecauseɤ weɤ knowɤ whatɤ someɤ
charactersɤdoɤnot.ɤ

PREPARATION AN D AFTERMATH 

AɤmarvelouslyɤironicɤpreparationɤisɤmadeɤrightɤbeforeɤHamlet'sɤirstɤmeet­
ingɤ withɤ hisɤ father'sɤghost.ɤ Talkingɤ withɤ Horatioɤ andɤ Marcellus,ɤ heɤ dis­
cussesɤhowɤaɤsingleɤfaultɤcanɤbeɤtheɤdownfallɤofɤanɤotherwiseɤworthyɤman.ɤ
Heɤ isɤ inɤ factɤ tellingɤ ofɤhisɤownɤcondition,ɤ aboutɤtoɤcomeɤintoɤfullɤbeing­
heɤhasɤbutɤtheɤoneɤfatalɤlaw,ɤheɤcannotɤprovokeɤhimselfɤtoɤactionɤuntilɤ itɤ
isɤtooɤlate.ɤThereɤisɤalsoɤaɤtellingɤsceneɤofɤaftermath.ɤčightɤonɤtheɤheelsɤofɤ
Hamletɤmakingɤhisɤvowɤofɤrevengeɤtoɤtheɤghost,ɤheɤrefusesɤtoɤtellɤhisɤmostɤ
trustedɤ friendsɤwhatɤhasɤjustɤœappened.ɤ Distrustɤhasɤenteredɤhisɤ lifeɤandɤ
willɤstayɤtoɤtheɤend.ɤ
TheɤplayɤwithinɤtheɤstoryɤalsoɤhasɤwellØrenderedɤpreparationsɤandɤafterɛ

maths.ɤ Ofɤcourseɤthereɤ isɤ allɤ theɤpreparationɤforɤ theɤplayɤandɤtheɤ famousɤ
speechɤtoɤtheɤplayers,ɤbutɤasɤaɤdirectɤpreparationɤforɤaɤsceneɤtoɤcome,ɤthereɤ
isɤtheɤmomentɤbetweenɤHamletɤandɤHoratioɤwhenɤtheɤprinceɤasksɤhisɤfriendɤ
toɤwatchɤtheɤkingɤduringɤtheɤperformance,ɤ settingɤtheɤstageɤforɤ theɤdramaɤ
toɤcome.ɤAfterɤtheɤkingɤhasɤbeenɤdrivenɤfromɤtheɤaudienceɤbyɤtheɤsubstanceɤ
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ofɤtheɤpȔay,ɤthereɤisɤaɤmarvelousɤaftermathɤwhenɤallɤtheɤothersɤatɤcourtɤŉeeɤ
inɤhorror-bothɤatɤtheɤaccusationɤandɤatɤ theɤreactionɤofɤtheɤking.ɤ

PLANTIN G AN C PAYOFF 

�lantingɤandɤpayofɤareɤnotɤusedɤtoɤaɤgreatɤextentɤinɤtheɤplay,ɤandɤbarelyɤ
atɤallɤinɤtheɤOlivierɤilmɤversion.ɤInɤtheɤplayɤthereɤisɤallɤtheɤplantingɤofɤtheɤ
�otinbrasɤcharacterɤandɤhisɤproximityɤtoɤtheɤeventsɤofɤtheɤplay.ɤAllɤthisɤisɤ
inallyɤpaidɤoffɤwhenɤheɤtakesɤtheɤDanishɤthroneɤaLɤ theɤend.ɤ

�erhapsɤtheɤbestɤuseɤofɤplantingɤandɤpayoffɤinɤ theɤsLoryɤhasɤ toɤdoɤwithɤ
poison.ɤ KingɤHamletɤwasɤkilledɤbyɤpoison,ɤandɤ thisɤseemsɤ Loɤbeɤtheɤ formɤ
ofɤtreacheryɤthatɤClaudiusɤprefers,ɤ forɤheɤchoosesɤnotɤoneɤbďLɤ twoɤwaysɤtoɤ
poisonɤHamletɤinɤtheɤend.ɤTheɤironɕɤofɤtheɤpayoffɤisɤthatɤnotɤonlyɤisɤHamletɤ
poisoned,ɤbutɤsoɤaȮeɤLaertesɤandɤGertrude,ɤandɤinallyɤClaudiusɤhimself.ɤ

Perhapsɤaɤmissedɤopportunityɤforɤplantingɤcouldɤhaveɤbeenɤtoɤletɤusɤknowɤ
thatɤ Hamletɤ wasɤ anɤ accomplishedɤswordsmanɤwhoɤ keptɤ upɤ hisɤ practice,ɤ
andɤthatɤLaertesɤwasɤstudyingɤtheɤswordɤinɤFrance.ɤ

E LE MENTS OF THE FUTURE 

AN D A C VERTISING 

Thereɤ areɤmanyɤefectiveɤusesɤofɤ elementsɤofɤ theɤ futureɤhere.ɤ Outɤonɤ theɤ
battlements,ɤHoratioɤspeaksɤtoɤHamletɤaboutɤmadnessɤrightɤbeforeɤheɤmeetsɤ
theɤghostɤofɤhisɤfather.ɤ Later,ɤClaudiusɤsaysɤofɤHamlet,ɤ ¿Madnessɤinɤgreatɤ
onesɤ shallɤ notɤ unwatchedɤ go,"ɤ indicatingɤ hisɤ fearɤ ofɤ theɤ princeɤ andɤ hisɤ
unspeciiedɤintentionɤtoɤpayɤcloseɤattention.ɤ

Evenɤ inɤ Hamlet'sɤ soliloquies,ɤ elementsɤ ofɤ theɤ futureɤ canɤ beɤ found.ɤ Inɤ
hisɤ "Toɤ beɤ orɤ notɤ toɤ be"ɤ speech,ɤ heɤ ruminatesɤ overɤ losingɤ "theɤ �ameɤ ofɤ
action,"ɤwhichɤhelpsɤpointɤusɤforwardɤbyɤmakingɤusɤworryɤwhetherɤheɤwillɤ
beɤableɤtoɤactɤorɤnot.ɤ

Advertisingɤisɤalsoɤeffectivelyɤused.ɤPoloniusɤandɤClaudiusɤplanɤ toɤuseɤ
Opheliaɤtoɤ Hamletɤ Loɤtalkɤwhileɤtheyɤeavesdrop.ɤLaertesɤandɤClaudiusɤ
planɤoutɤtheirɤpoison-tippedɤrevengeɤforɤtheɤclimacticɤsceneɤtogether.ɤAndɤ
Hamletɤmakesɤhisɤplansɤtoɤunmaskɤhisɤuncle'sɤtreacheryɤbyɤusingɤtheɤplay.ɤ
Eachɤofɤtheseɤspeciicɤplansɤofɤ theɤcharactersɤtellsɤusɤaboutɤanɤupcomingɤ
eventɤweɤcanɤreasonablyɤexpectɤtoɤsee.ɤ

PL AUSI BILITY 

TheɤfeelingɤofɤinevitabilityɤinɤthisɤstoryɤisɤtheɤresultɤnotɤofɤFate,ɤasɤinɤtheɤ
Greekɤtragedies,ɤ butɤ ofɤ extraordinarilyɤskillfulɤ characterization.ɤ Hamlet'sɤ
innerɤstrengthsɤandɤinnerɤtroubles,ɤwhenɤconfrontedɤbyɤsoɤmanyɤconlictingɤ
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wantsɤfromɤotherɤcharacters,ɤleadɤtoɤanɤendɤthatɤweɤcannotɤpredicj,ɤ\kjɤjŔĝjɤ
seemsɤtoɤbeɤtheɤonlyɤwayɤthoseɤeventsɤcouldɤhaveɤgone.ɤIfɤHamletɤhadɤ\e`ȡɤ
lessɤtrueɤ toɤ hisɤ vowɤ toɤ hisɤ father'sɤ ghost,ɤ heɤmightɤhaveɤ abandonedɤ ¦isɤ
promisedɤrevengeɤbeforeɤunmaskingɤtheɤvillainɤatɤtheɤplay.ɤ Ifɤheɤ¦adɤ\eenɤ
moreɤimpulsiveɤandɤlessɤthoughtful,ɤ heɤprobablyɤwouldɤhav`ɤkilledɤílak­
diusɤrightɤafterɤtalkingɤwithɤtheɤghost.ɤ Inɤeitherɤcase,ɤthereɤɑokldɤhaveɤ\e`nɤ
noɤstoryɤhere.ɤ Onlyɤwithɤtheɤintersectionɤofɤtheɤcharacterɤandɤhisɤcirckm­
stancesɤwasɤShakespeareɤableɤtoɤfashionɤaɤrivetingɤsto�ɤthatɤ isɤbothɤclearɤ
andɤplausibleɤthroughout.ɤ

ACTION AN C ACTIVITY 

PurposefɌlɤactionɤrunsɤthroughoutɤthisɤstory.ɤHamletɤplaysɤupɤhisɤmadnessɤ
dependingɤ onɤ whoɤ hisɤ audienceɤ is.ɤ Poloniusɤ andɤ Claudiusɤ hideɤ behindɤ
curtainsɤtoɤeavesdrop.ɤ PoloniusɤsetsɤhisɤdaughterɤupɤtoɤprovokeɤHamletɤtoɤ
revealɤ Hamletɤinstructsɤtheɤplayersɤtoɤgiveɤtheirɤplayɤinɤjustɤsuchɤ
aɤwayɤasɤtoɤgenerateɤaɤresponseɤfromɤhisɤuncle.ɤ
Theɤpageantryɤofɤtheɤstory,ɤentrancesɤofɤtheɤkingɤandɤactionsɤofɤtheɤcourt,ɤ

areɤ activities.ɤ Soɤ isɤ theɤ diggingɤ ofɤ Ophelia'sɤgrave,ɤ thoughɤwhenɤ Laertesɤ
lingsɤhimselfɤintoɤit,ɤ itɤisɤanɤaction.ɤ

DIALOGUE 

WhatɤcanɤaɤmerelyɤmortalɤdramaticɤwriterɤsayɤinɤtheɤfaceɤofɤShakespeare'sɤ
dialogue?ɤ Modernɤaudiencesɤtendɤtoɤforgetɤthatɤwhatɤseemsɤtoɤbeɤstylizedɤ
languageɤwasɤperfectlyɤ toɤ theɤ audiencesɤ ofɤtheɤday.ɤ Anyɤ
writerɤwouldɤcountɤhimselfɤluckyɤtoɤhaveɤwrittenɤaɤsingleɤphraseɤthatɤentersɤ
theɤvernacularɤofɤhisɤnativeɤtongueɤandɤlivesɤforɤaɤhundredɤyearsɤorɤmore.ɤ
Yetɤ inɤ thisɤ oneɤ playɤ aloneÎɤ Shakespeareɤ enrichedɤ theɤ Englishɤ languageɤ
withɤdozensɤofɤphrasesɤstillɤusedɤtoday.ɤHereɤareɤjustɤaɤfewɤofɤthem:ɤ"Thereɤ
isɤ somethiȢgɤ rottenɤ inɤ theɤ stateɤofɤ Denmark";ɤ "Neitherɤ aɤ borrowerɤnorɤ aɤ
lenderɤbe";ɤ "Toɤthineɤownɤselfɤbeɤ true";ɤ "Toɤtheɤmanorɤborn";ɤ "Brevityɤisɤ
theɤsoulɤofɤwit"rɤ"There'sɤtheɤrub"rɤandɤofɤcourse,ɤ"Toɤŕeɤorɤnotɤtoɤbe,ɤ thatɤ
isɤtheɤquestion."ɤ

VISUALS 

Oneɤcanɤonlyɤdiscussɤtheɤvisualsɤinɤtermsɤofɤaɤ¢lmedɤversionɤofɤthisɤsto�ɜ
inɤ thisɤ case,ɤ theɤ Olivierɤ versionÝɤ Despiteɤ theɤ formidableɤ sets,ɤ marvelousɤ
costumes,ɤ andɤ considerableɤ expenseɤ evidentɤ throughoutɤ theɤ production,ɤ
thisɤ isɤ stillɤesseȣtiallyɤaɤilmedɤversionɤofɤtheɤplay.ɤ Itɤhasɤnotɤreallyɤbeenɤ
takenɤoutsideɤtheɤcastle;ɤ scenesɤonlyɤalludedɤtoɤ inɤ th`ɤ playɤareɤnotɤdram�
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at©ze]ãɤan],ɤqu©teɤun]erstandably,ɤtheɤdependenceɤonɤtheɤspokenɤwordɤÈbutɤ
whatɤwords¼)ɤremainsɤintactɤfromɤtheɤplay.ɤHowever,ɤtheɤsenseɤofɤscaleɤthatɤ
theɤsetsɤgive,ɤtheɤsizeɤofɤsomeɤofɤtheɤpageantryɤscenes,ɤandɤtheɤsplendorɤofɤ
theɤcostumes,ɤalongɤwithɤtheɤafectingɤmusic,ɤdoɤallɤhelpɤtoɤgiveɤthisɤmoreɤ
ofɤaɤ cinematicɤefect.ɤ

Andɤ thereɤ areɤsomeɤ expressiveɤ usesɤofɤvisuals,ɤ particularlyɤinɤgrantingɤ
theɤcameraɤaɤsubjectiveɤrelationshipɤtoɤHamlet'sɤinnerɤworld.ɤHisɤheartbeatɤ
canɤafectɤtheɤcamera;ɤweɤcanɤseeɤhisɤthoughts,ɤhisɤvisionsɤandɤobsessions.ɤ
Andɤthereɤareɤalsoɤsomeɤtellingɤmomentsɤwhenɤtheɤcameraɤandɤtheɤvisualsɤ
chosenɤhelpɤtoɤdirectɤourɤattentionpɤ Duȯingɤtheɤplay,ɤ asɤClaudiusɤisɤbeingɤ
repelledɤbyɤtheɤperformance,ɤ allɤeyesɤ inɤ theɤaudienceɤonɤ screenɤbeginɤ toɤ
tuȹɤ towardɤ himɤ andɤ awayɤ fromɤ theɤ playɤ itself.ɤ Andɤ inɤ theɤ inalɤ scene,ɤ
setrude'sɤixationɤonɤtheɤcupɤofɤwineɤsheɤknowsɤwasɤmeantɤforɤHamletɤisɤ
pointedɤup.ɤ Inɤ thisɤcaseɤitɤ showsɤusɤthatɤsheɤconsciouslyɤchoosesɤtoɤdrinkɤ
whatɤ sheɤcannotɤhelpɤbutɤsuspectɤisɤpoison.ɤ

DRAMATIC SCENES 

Asɤwithɤdialogue,ɤ thereɤisɤnowhereɤtoɤbeginɤtoɤdiscussɤdramaticɤscenes;ɤ inɤ
Shakespeareɤ inɤgeneralɤ andɤinɤHamlet inɤparticular,ɤ noɤmatterɤwhereɤyouɤ
look,ɤ youɤwillɤindɤmarvelousɤ examplesɤofɤdramaɤatɤ itsɤbest.ɤ Oneɤineɤex­
ampleɤoccursɤwhenɤHamletɤandɤOpheliaɤmeetɤwhileɤPoloniusɤandɤClaudiusɤ
hideɤbehindɤtheɤdrapes.ɤThereɤisɤironyɤbecauseɤweɤknowɤofɤtheɤeavesdrop­
persɤ andɤ Opheliaɤ knowsɤ asɤwell,ɤ yetɤ Hamletɤ initiallyɤ doesɤ not.ɤ Thereɤ isɤ
suspenseɤwhenɤweɤbeginɤtoɤsuspectɤthatɤheɤmayɤknowɤtheyɤareɤthere.ɤThereɤ
isɤ theɤuseɤofɤaɤpropɤwhenɤsheɤtriesɤtoɤgiveɤbackɤhisɤgiftsɤ toɤher.ɤ Thereɤ isɤ
revelationɤwhenɤweɤdiscoverɤthatɤheɤreallyɤlovesɤherɤdespiteɤallɤthatɤheɤhasɤ
railedɤonɤ about,ɤ leadingɤ usɤ toɤconcludeɤthatɤ heɤhasɤ beenɤ playingɤ aɤ part,ɤ
feigningɤhisɤmadness.ɤThere'sɤaɤcompleteɤsceneɤofɤpreparationɤwhereɤweɤ
seeɤOpheliaɤ comeɤunderɤ theɤ swayɤ ofɤ herɤ father,ɤ andɤ theɤmenɤ hide.ɤ Andɤ
thereɤisɤanɤaftermath,ɤwhenɤtheɤkingɤandɤhisɤcounselorɤbothɤuseɤwhatɤtheyɤ
haveɤheardɤtoɤconirmɤtheirɤownɤpersonalɤideasɤaboutɤwhatɤisɤgoingɤonɤwithɤ
Hamlet.ɤWhoɤcouldɤaskɤforɤmoreɤinɤaɤsceneåɤ
Anotherɤmarvelousɤsceneɤthatɤplaysɤ onɤ theɤ internalɤ conlictsɤ

ofɤHamletɤisɤtheɤoneɤinɤwhichɤheɤcomesɤuponɤhisɤuncleɤattemptingɤtoɤpray.ɤ
ThereɤisɤpreparationɤwhereɤweɤlearnɤofɤClaudius'sɤremorseɤandɤhisɤdesireɤ
toɤpray.ɤThereɤisɤtheɤmomentɤwhenɤHamletɤseesɤhim,ɤandɤtheɤironyɤcreate]ɤ
byɤ ourɤ knowingɤ andɤ Claudiusɤbeingɤ unaware.ɤ Thereɤ isɤ theɤ tussleɤ withinɤ
Hamletɤatɤthisɤbeingɤaɤpeȶectɤoppotunity,ɤyetɤoneɤheɤcannotɤ takeɤbecauseɤ
itɤwouldɤruinɤtheɤrevengeɤinɤtheɤeverlastingɤsense.ɤHamletÂsɤapproachɤandɤ
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pulling out his sword are evocative actions showing his intentions; his so­

liloquy tells us of his doubts and the reason for his decision; and his retreat 

makes it inal. Then, in an aftermath tinged with irony, we ind out that 

Claudius was unable to pray, and thus Hamlet's reason for not killing him 

was invalid. The use of irony from beginning to end, the use of staging, 

props, actions, reasoning, the presence of a dificult and compelling deci­

sion-all these contribute to the making of irst-rate dramatic scenes. 

SPECIAL NOTES 

One of the most noteworthy aspects of this story, at least within the dis­

cussion at hand in this book, is the fact that Hamlet is the archetypal 

passive central character. That is to say, he wants to act but cannot bring 

himself to do so throughout the middle section of the story. He performs a 

number of actions, most notably the plan of using the play to unmask 

Claudius, but none of these is the essential act that he has committed 

himself to perform. 

In stories where there is a passive-or inactive-central character, we 

must have two elements, both of which are admirably demonstrated here. 

The irst is that the passivity of the central character is not the result of 

indiference; the character cares, has passions, but is unable to act, as 

opposed to not caring and inding no will to act. The other condition nec­

essary for a story with a passive central character is that the circumstances 

of the character's life actively oppose his passivity. That is, there must be 

strong forces at work that are, knowingly or unknowingly, striving to break 

the character's passivity, inertia, inability to act. the character is 

passive, the obstacles to the character must be active. 

Rick in Casablanca is just such a character, and Hamlet is the supreme 

passive protagonist. He cares with every iber of his being, he has huge 

passions and every intention of acting. Yet he is filled with doubt, with 

melancholia, he feels overwhelmed by the recent events of his life, and 
these all converge to force him into inaction. But the world he inhabits and 

the circumstances of his life conspire in the opposite direction: he is visited 

by a ghost exacting a vow of revenge; his uncle is fearful of his every move 

and makes treacherous plans around him; the woman he loves is under the 

inluence of her dominating father, who is in collusion with his hated uncle; 

and so on. Everything in Hamlet's world is assaulting his inaction, working 

to bring his inner conlict-to act or not to act-to a head. 
Another noteworthy aspect of this analysis is how many of the tools of 

screenwriting apply to a story written hundreds of years before cinema was 



eBB • The Tools of Screen writing 

invented. Storytelling has not changed all that much since the Elizabethan 

days of William Shakespeare, at least not in the principles that govern the 

quality and efectiveness of a well-told story. Only in the area of planting 

and payof does there seem to be anything in our discussion not in active 

use in this play. Elsewhere in Shakespeare, there is considerably more 

planting and payof, but perhaps never quite as much as in ilm. The nature 

of a play is such that the audience can look wherever it pleases at any 

given time, so planting and payof are somewhat more dificult for the au­

dience to notice-and hence more dificult for the playwright to use. 

The ideas we have discussed throughout the book appear in great abun­

dance in this story, commonly considered the best drama of all time. It's 

food for thought when any screenwriter, whether novice or professional, sits 

down to create a screenplay. 
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development| of| the| story,|6--8 
dialogue,|84-7 
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obstacles,|117 
planting| and| payoff,|
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development|of| the| story,|221-2 
dialogue,|225 
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Witness,£50-1,£1565£

action|and| activity,|163£
characterization,|160£
development|of| the|story,|160-1£
dialogue,|163-4£
dramatic|irony,|161£
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