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Facing the Rewrite


As Ernest Hemingway said, ‘The first draft of anything is shit’. For any screenwriter the rewrite is an inevitable part of the writing process and, arguably, the most important. It is the moment you delve back into the story, play around with the characters and assess the structure and overall plot of your script. Working from personal notes, feedback from other people and a desire to make the script the best it can be, no writer can avoid ‘Facing the Rewrite’.

Having written the first draft of the script, at the rewrite stage a writer can now break down the script into its individual components and deal with them separately to make sure that they all work within the body of the script (e.g. characters, storyline, structure. etc)  In this talk we will be dealing primarily with the issue of characters. 

CHARACTERS 
A lot of writers argue that characters drive the script.  From the hero to the villain, the protagonist to the antagonist, here are a number of useful questions and checks you can go through with each character to make sure that they play an effective role in your story;

1. Do your characters play an effect role in the structure of your story?
All characters in a script should play an effective role in either progressing the story, bringing out emotions in other characters, or helping to highlight themes and or plot twists.  

If a character in your script isn’t playing a role or function in helping to progress the story or other characters then it is up to the writers to either make sure that that character becomes a part of the working body of the script, or consider taking the character out of the script completely.

2. Are the reasons characters are together and the effect they have on each other believable?
Characters react to other characters i.e. the hero tries to stop the villain, or the male lead falls in love with a woman and tries to change to win her over. The relationships and effect characters have on one another need to be written in a believable way for your audience to take your story seriously.  

3. What’s the audience first impression of your characters?
All the main characters in your script must be introduced to the audience effectively.  When re-writing your script make sure that the first impression that you get of a character sets up there personality for what you intend to do with them later in the script.  

4. Is there enough conflict and reaction between your characters?
It is the conflict and reactions between your characters that drive your script. There needs to be conflict for the story to progress and your characters to grow and develop.  

5. Are your characters giving away too much?
Do your characters give away the storyline, twist or a personality trait that is supposed to play an important role or act as an unexpected twist later in the script?  

6. Do we empathise with them?
You want your audience to feel and care for your characters, and so it is very important when rewriting to see if your characters would cause a reader or audience to emotionally invest in them and their journey.

7. Are the forces that drive them believable?
If the forces that drive your characters are not believable, an audience will not empathise with them.

DEEPENING CHARACTERS 
If you find that your characters are lacking in depth and personality, here are a number of areas you can re-examine to make them a more believable and effective player in your script;

Have you made a character distinguishable in how they ‘speak’, ‘think’ and ‘act’? Have you given individual characters enough distinctive traits?
Make sure you haven’t made the mistake of giving a character a number of traits that are essentially the same .e.g. making a character ‘brave’, ‘honest’ and ‘giving’.

In a short or feature film a main character may have 3-5 Traits and minor character may have 1 or 2.  When dealing with Sitcoms each character may have one strong defining trait e.g. in ‘Friends’, Joey is the ‘Stupid’ one, Chandler is the ‘Funny’ one and Phoebe is the ‘Dippy’ one.

Remember, traits in the characters don’t create depth, but simply give the audience an interesting way to look at the characters.  Depth in a character is created through exploring their ‘fears’, ‘limitations’, emotional blocks or ‘wounds’ they may have.  In exploring these facets of a character you create your story arch and are able to show a characters growth.

THE WOUND
A wound is something in a character that causes a flaw in their personality or state of mind e.g. A character who is hurt in a relationship and then finds it hard to love again.

THE MASK
Your character may also have a mask. A mask is something that a character may use as a possible solutions to a problem they have, but in the contexts of the script the ‘mask’ is usually an ineffective solution e.g. If a character who is bullied puts on a mask of ‘shyness’.  It’s usually through the effort of another character trying to break through this mask that causes character development in a plot.

If you feel that your characters ‘mask’ or ‘wound’ are not fully made use of in  helping with the character’s development and growth, one think to look at is if you have effectively challenged your character(s).  

You can challenge your character by doing something to them that creates drama and causes them to wrestle with there mask or wound. 

WAYS TO CHALLENGE YOUR CHARACTER
-A sudden happy surprise e.g. Surprise birthday party.
-A sudden unhappy surprise e.g. Losing their job.
-Unexpected questions from other characters e.g. A girlfriend suddenly asking her boyfriend why he’s never brought up the issue of marriage.
-Introducing an event or person that triggers something from their past e.g. Seeing someone who use to bully them in school.

OTHER QUESTIONS TO REVIEW CHARACTERS
-Do we learn more about the character(s) as we go along?
-Do we see the character(s) in conflict with themselves?
-Are they faced with difficult decisions?
-Are they forced to sacrifice or take responsibility?

DIAGOLUE
The re-write is the perfect opportunity to read through your dialogue and sees if it actually works. When re-reading dialogue they’re a few questions you can ask yourself to see if the dialogue you are writing is an effect and believable tool in the script.

1. Do your characters speak with distinctive voices?
Does your characters’ individuality come out through the way they speak and the things they say, and if you read the dialogue without looking at the characters names would you be able to tell them apart from one another? 

2. Is the way the dialogue flows realistic?
In real life people interrupt each other - is this reflected in your script?

3. Do your characters speak differently around other characters in the scripts?
For example: A confident male character in a script may become shy and begin to stutter around a woman that he’s in love with.

4. Is your dialogue interesting or do you need to spice it up a bit to liven up the script? Is your dialogue natural?
Do your characters think about questions before answering them?  Have you put in fragmented speech?  Do your characters stop halfway thought a sentence to yawn, finish something they are doing, or answer the phone?

5. Are you being too patronising to the audience with your dialogue and telling too much of the story instead of relying on the visuals?
For example, if your character is standing at a bus stop on the phone, there is no need for the character to say ‘Hey Mike, I’m standing at a bus stop right now on the phone to you’. If your character has learned to love in the end there is no need for your character to say ‘Hey, I’ve learned to love now and am all the better for it’.

PLOT ENDING
When facing the rewrite, some writers may find that on a second read through the ending they first wrote no longer works. There are various reasons this may happen e.g. You might find that the main character’s development makes no real sense with the ending of the script, or that a plot twist you set up makes no sense with the overall ending of the story.

There are three main plots ending your can use:
-After Act 2 when the protagonist has taken off the ‘Mask’, give them the most emotionally challenging ending you can give them.
-Your main character completes their story arch and goal.
-Your main character completes story arch but doesn’t achieve goal.

Essentially there are two types of rewrite;

1. The COMPLETE rewrite where you have found that your characters, plot and story structure do not function as a whole in the script and you therefore have to go back to the Treatment and begin fleshing out the script again to see where you went wrong.

2. The PARTIAL Rewrite where you find the script and all its facets are functioning well and there are just a few aspects that have to be worked on, developed or tightened up; such as dialogue, the beginning or ending, or a certain character.

Which ever rewrite you are facing here are a few tips you can use to make the process a smooth and worth while one;

1. Try reading the script through from different characters’ perspectives to gain an objective view of the script.

2. Once you’ve read the script take a few days off and then read the script through again.

3. Read the script aloud to see if the dialogue sounds natural and has a good rhythm. 

3. Rewrite outrageously. Now is the time is to try out some new ideas and consider if you can compress the current story and add even more surprising twists and turns. 

Be Brutal
Be brutal in your analysis of your script. Sometimes, a writer must face the fact that a story might never work and they will have to ask themselves the question as to whether the script is worth rewriting or if they would do better to select a new idea and start again. 

