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Foreword

Insights hereby presents the 2012-2013 digital edition.
We are pleased to once again tempt you to take a pause and read some, hopefully,
inspiring and thought-provoking reflections on film, screenwriting and on the fast
moving development of digital cinema and cross-platform storytelling.
We want to extend a big thank you to our contributors for sharing their insights
with us, and a special thank you goes to Carmen Sofía Brenes, who generously has
allowed us to reprint two of her papers. Carmen is a member of an exciting network,
SRN, the Screenwriting Research Network that was established in 2006 in order to
create a forum for working seriously with research on screenwriting and screenplays.
They organize a yearly international conference, and attending it in 2010 I was struck
by how the many papers explored a multitude of aspects in the world of screenwriting; and how a so-called academic approach could inspire very concrete ideas and
practices – whether by going into deep detail, looking wide across a specific field or
by lifting the view high up.
Next year’s conference* will take place in Berlin and the theme is particularly interesting for TorinoFilmLab participants and alumni, as it focuses on the relationship
between writing and directing across a broad field of media and practices.
As always, we invite alumni, tutors, trainers and everyone attending the Meeting
Event to contribute to Insights. All it takes is an email to start a dialogue. With TFL’s
active community – on Facebook, at the Alumni Meeting and around the world, we
guarantee a curious audience to share your thoughts.

Valeria Richter
Editor & Head of Studies

* screenwritingresearch.com/conference-and-events/
7
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Biographies

Carmen Sofia Brenes
Carmen Sofia Brenes (PhD) is Professor of Poetics and Story Analysis at University
of los Andes (Chile). As well as being Academic Director of the Screenwriting Master Program MGDA, she is also the Director of a research project, funded by Fondecyt-Chile, on the practical and professional current validity of Aristotle’s Poetics
in screenwriting. She understands cinema as a cultural institution and not only as
entertainment and is focused on screenwriting and story analysis, studied under
the light of Aristotle’s Poetics in dialogue with contemporary authors: Paul Ricoeur,
Juan José García-Noblejas, etc. Website: poeticaycine.wordpress.com

Michael Gubbins
Michael Gubbins is a consultant and journalist working in film, music and digital
media. He is also chair of national film body, the Film Agency for Wales. During a
25-year career in journalism, he has been editor of Screen International and Music Week, and he writes reports for businesses, institutions and policy makers in
Europe, including the annual Digital Revolution report for CineRegio. Gubbins also
speaks at and chairs prestigious events at festivals and conferences around the
world.

Gino Ventriglia
Script&Pitch Tutor 2008-2010, FrameWork Tutor 2008-2011, Interchange Tutor 2010,
Writers’ Room Tutor 2011-2014. Gino is based in Rome and works as a story editor
and tutor for TorinoFilmLab. Since 2012 he works at the Biennale College - Cinema
at the Cinema Festival of Venice as a tutor and group leader. He teaches drama
writing at the Centro Sperimentale di Cinematografia, the Italian National School of
Cinema. He has written screenplays for cinema and television, both for independent
companies and broadcasters.
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The Practical Value of Theory: Teaching
Aristotle’s Poetics to Screenwriters
Prof. Dr. Carmen Sofía Brenes

Ref.: Brenes, Carmen Sofía, “The Practical Value of Theory: Teaching Aristotle´s Poetics
to Screenwriters” in: Communication and Society, vol. XXIV, n. 1, 2011, pp.101-118.
www.unav.es/fcom/comunicacionysociedad/en/resumen.php?art_id=380

Abstract:
This paper uses P. Ricoeur’s studies on the Poetics, and his notion of “refiguration”
as developed in the work of Juan José García-Noblejas, under the scope of the
Aristotelian doctrine. It suggests that the “first writing” of a screenplay focuses on
the structure of the plot and the characters, dialogue and actions. The “re-writing”
deals with these same elements; but above all, discovers the deep poetic structure
that holds together the story. From that point on, the writer is able to return to the
plot and refine it. This back and forth movement ends up in coherence and unity of
the story, and so illuminates the writer’s personal exploration on the meaning of life.

“The theater exists to deal with problems of the soul,
with the mysteries of human life, not with its quotidian calamities”
David Mamet

1. Introduction
Is it possible to teach how to write for the screen? Does it make sense that a
screenwriting school should seek to provide something other than mere technical
rules about how to write a screenplay?1
The issue at play in these questions is whether there are stable references and
appropriate ways to attain a reasonable agreement on the artistic nature of
audiovisual stories and, therefore, on the most suitable topics and ways to approach
their writing. Against the backdrop of many negative answers to the previous

1

Part of this paper has been presented at the International Conference “Screenwriting Research: History,
Theory and Practice”, organized by The Film and Media Studies Section, Department of Media, Cognition and
Communication, University of Copenhagen, 9-11 September 2010. It was written in the light of some teaching
experiences of the MA on Screenwriting and Audiovisual Development of the School of Communication,
Universidad de los Andes (Chile), www.mgda.cl.
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questions2, in this paper I would like to suggest that such principles do indeed exist
and are to be found in Aristotle’s Poetics3. I would also like to put forth that one
of the elements that most helps screenwriters to understand what their work as
writers consists in and, in practice, to rewrite their history, is to get an in-depth
knowledge not only of the theoretical or academic sense of the Aristotelian text, but
also of its professional sense.
As is known, it is usual for screenwriting schools and the books that claim to teach
how to write for the screen to refer to Aristotle’s Poetics. However, more often
than not, Poetics is quoted only as if it were a handbook on “how” to write stories4,
despite the fact that, as some contemporary writers have pointed out5, it also says
something about the nature of stories, that is, “what” they are and “why” they are
thus made up.
This paper presents part of the theoretical proposal about the nature of audiovisual
fiction developed by Juan José García-Noblejas, starting from the reading of Poetics 6,
and briefly outlines a way to apply it during the phase of rewriting the script.
The first part of the paper shows in some detail how this author understands the
poetic myth following Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutics, and describes the process of
“double navigation” or perusal of the stories as a way to approach the myth. The
2 Recently, Jonathan Jones, The Guardian’s art critic stated his skepticism about the existence of a stable rule to
judge works of art and the way in which he sorted out the issue: “If you believe there is only one ‘correct’ way
to make art, or only one true style (a timeless classicism), then of course criticism is easy. You simply praise or
condemn artists according to their fidelity to the norm. Only about one in a hundred people today believe in
such a norm, and they are kidding themselves. We need critical standards that are contingent and temporal,
rather than timeless and absolute. The only way to find these is by comparison, to say ‘this is better than
that’.” http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2010/aug/05/martin-creed-richardwright-rivals (10/8/2010).
3 Aristotle’s Poetics provides ample margin to extend what was initially said about tragedy to the activity of
narration. Cf. RICOEUR, Paul, Temps et récit I, Seuil, Paris, 1983, p. 56.
4 This is not the case with books such as TIERNO, Michael, Aristotle’s Poetics for Screenwriters, Hyperion, New
York, 2002, or COWGILL, Linda J., Secrets of Screenplay Structure. How to Recognize and Emulate the Structural Frameworks of Great Films, Lone Eagle, Los Angeles, 1999.
5 Cf. for example, RORTY, Amélie Oksenberg, Essays on Aristotle’s Poetics, Princeton University Press, Princeton,
1992, and ANDERSEN, Øivind, HAARBERG, Jon (eds.), Making Sense of Aristotle. Essays in Poetics, Duckworth,
London, 2003.
6 For this paper, I have followed the work developed by GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, in “Pensar hoy un sentido
trascendente para la catarsis aristotélica”, in FARO, Giorgio (ed.), Lavoro e vita quotidiana, vol. IV, Edusc,
Roma, 2003; “Identidad personal y mundos cinematográficos distópicos”, Comunicación y Sociedad, vol. XVII,
n. 2, 2004, pp. 73-88 (in English: http://www.poetcom.org/2008/04/personal-identi.html, 13/9/2010); and
“Resquicios de trascendencia en el cine. ‘Pactos de lectura’ y ‘segundas navegaciones’ en las películas”, in
JIMÉNEZ CATAÑO, Rafael, GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José (eds.), Poetica & Cristianesimo, Edusc, Roma, 2005.
The core of the proposal is in Poética del texto audiovisual. Introducción al discurso narrativo de la imagen,
Eunsa, Pamplona, 1982, in which it is first published in an explicit way.
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second part outlines a methodology for the application of this proposal during
the phase of rewriting the script, on the understanding that there is nothing more
useful to a screenwriter than to know what a good story consists in. Finally the
paper presents some reflections on the practical nature of the screenwriter’s craft.
A preliminary clarification about the ground covered by the following pages is called
for. This clarification is mainly addressed to readers that are familiar with the use
made of Aristotle’s Poetics by authors such as Robert McKee7, John Truby8 and other
screenwriting experts, who for quite a number of years have been lecturing all over the
world on how to write a story that will get good reviews and be a box-office success.
These lecturers’ interpretation of Aristotle’s text is most relevant to get to know
the right tools to tell stories in an appealing way. In the following pages I do not
directly deal with such narrative tools as the story event, the inciting incident, the
hook, the antagonist, the conflict, the difference between text and subtext, the
quest, the object of desire, the arc of the protagonist, etc. What I intend to do is to
explore in further detail what stories consist of and why they are written the way
they are written. In this sense, their perspective and mine differ. Theirs can be called
technical; mine is theoretico-practical.
My aim in what follows is to suggest a new reading of Poetics - associated with
prudential decisions of writers and spectators - more humanistic and practical than
technical or sociological in nature. To put it briefly and directly, the core idea of the
following pages is that screenwriting is not only a technical matter focusing on
the suitable use of narrative tools, but that it is a human activity in which other
dimensions come into play. These dimensions have to do with the authors’ and
spectators’ conscience and with their status and dignity as human beings that write
or see screenplays.
This difference in perspective makes it advisable on this occasion to omit citing and
referring to the aforementioned screenwriting experts, or to others such as Kenneth
Atchity and Chi-Li Wong9; Tami D. Cowden, Caro LaFever and Sue Viders10; Ansen
7 McKEE Robert, Story: Substance, Structure, Style and the Principles of Screenwriting, Methuen, London, 1999.
8 TRUBY, John, The Anatomy of Story: 22 Steps to Becoming a Master Storyteller, Faber & Faber, 2008.
9 ATCHITY, Kenneth, WONG, Chi-Li, Writing treatments that sell, An Owl Book, New York, 1997.
10 COWDEN, Tami D., LAFEVER, Caro, VIDERS, Sue, The Complete Writer’s Guide to Heroes and Heroines: Sixteen
Master Archetypes, Lone Eagle, California, 2000.
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Disbell11; Syd Field12; David Howard and Edward Mabley13; Lew Hunter14; Robert
Kernen15; Richard Krevolin16; Charlie Moritz17; Robin Russin and William Downs18;
Linda Seger19; and Richard Walter20, to mention just a few of oft-quoted names at
screenwriting schools.
Having said that, the relation existing between these and other similar writers and
Aristotle’s Poetics is worth studying in detail and will be dealt with in a future article.
2. The Aristotelian myth as a principle of unity of the story
The thesis put forth here is that Aristotle’s Poetics gives the necessary guidelines
to understand that there are some stable principles within the story, which make
it possible to know the poetic consistence of a given work, and that this stability
derives from the poetic myth.
As is known, in Chapter 6 of the Poetics, Aristotle indicates that a tragedy consists
of six elements: mythos (plot), ethé (characters), dianoia (the characters’ thoughts),
lexis (the language by means of which the previous elements are communicated),
opsis (visual elements) and melopea (rhythm). He adds that the most important of
them all is the myth, which can be likened to “the soul of tragedy”21.
García-Noblejas points out that Aristotle uses two ways of reasoning about the
consistence of the poetic myth: one is more descriptive and psychological and the
other is more synthetic and ontological:
11 DISBELL, Ansen, Plot, Writer’s Digest Books, Cincinnati, 1999.
12 FIELD, Syd, Screenplay: The Foundations of Screenwriting. A step-by-step guide from concept to finished
script, Dell, 1984.
13 HOWARD, David, MABLEY, Edward, The Tools of Screenwriting. A Writer’s Guide to the Craft and Elements of
a Screenplay, St. Martin’s Griffin, New York, 1995.
14 HUNTER, Lew, Lew Hunter’s Screenwriting 434. The Industry’s Premier Teacher Reveals the Secrets of the Successful Screenplay, Perigee Trade, 2004.
15 KERNEN, Robert, Building Better Plots, Writer’s Digest, Ohio, 1999.
16 KREVOLIN, Richard W., Screenwriting from the Soul, Renaissance Books, Los Angeles, 1998.
17 MORITZ, Charlie, Scriptwriting for the Screen, Routledge, London - New York, 2001.
18 RUSSIN, Robin U., DOWNS, William M., Screenplay. Writing the Picture, Harcourt College Publishers, Fort
Wort, 2000.
19 SEGER, Linda, Making a Good Script Great, Silman-James Press, 2010.
20 WALTER, Richard, Screenwriting: the Art, Craft and Business of Film and Television Writing, A Plume book,
New York, 1988.
21 ARISTOTLE, Poetics, 1450 a 40-41. The myth is «the “soul” (or life-source) of tragedy», as translated by Halliwell in HALLIWELL, Stephan, The Poetics of Aristotle: translation and commentary, Duckworth, London, 1987,
p. 93.
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In the first case, he associates it with the dramatic plot, insofar as it is
“pragmaton systasis”, a credible or necessary fabric of human actions
and situations – which ordinarily are hardly fathomable – by means of
characters that act as if they were persons. In the second case, the myth is
considered literally as the “soul of tragedy”, in that the soul is understood
as the principle of immanent actions in living beings: it has the consistency
of being “mimesis praxeos”22.
Given this second sense of the myth – as “soul of tragedy” and “mimesis praxeos” –,
the poetic proposal suggests that a consistent story is one that has a vital principle
which acts with respect to the other elements (characters, dialogue, setting, etc.),
“just like (the soul) acts”23 with respect to the living being and, in particular, “the
soul in persons insofar as they are capable of praxis, of self-perfective actions of an
intellectual and voluntary nature”24. This, therefore, assumes understanding that the
highest immanent actions of “prattontas”, i.e. humans insofar as they act as living
beings, necessarily include to a larger or lesser extent a capability for deliberation and
freedom that is notable in any case. On the other hand, lower instances of “praxis”
– more or less shared with the rest of living beings, and ranging from nutrition to
imagination to cogitative power – assume spheres of a domain that, initially, is more
associated with material sensitivity, yet should not be likened to animal instincts.
On this basis, the poetic proposal sustains that tragedy, animated by the poetic
myth always has to do with human praxis, understood as progress towards what is
inherent to the identity of human beings according to their nature, or, in the words
of Aristotle, “towards themselves” (epídosis eis autón). Such progress, both in the
case of poetic works and in persons includes “not only the spiritual habits in pursuit
of happiness, but also feelings and changes in sensitivity, which involve turning
about ‘from the one to the other’ (metaballein eis allón)”25.
Saying that the tragedy is always about human praxis also means saying – without
thereby allowing grounds for subjectivist relativism – that it deals with the infinite
variety of ways to pursue and attain (or not) “the same: happiness”, given that there
22 GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Pensar hoy…, op. cit., pp. 271-272. The internal citations of “pragmaton systasis” and “mimesis praxeos” are from Poetics, 1450 a 4-5 and 1450 a 16-17, respectively.
23 Cf. ARISTOTLE, De Anima, 417 b 6-7.
24 GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Pensar hoy…, op. cit., p. 272.
25 Ibidem.
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is no technique and not even an empirically describable or measurable definition of
what is happiness and how this necessary happiness can be attained, i.e. something
that we, human beings cannot but wish and pursue.

From this starting point, we can understand the proposal for dual “navigation”29.
This proposal deals first and foremost with the reception of the story, but, as we
shall see, it can also be applied to approach the process of rewriting.

As can be seen, there are two issues being dealt with here. On the one hand, there is
the poetic work, with the characteristics that make it duly poetical and, on the other,
there is the reality that this work always imitates or re-presents: human praxis. In
this case, to “imitate” not only means to “look alike” in the photographic sense, but
mainly to “act like” in an analogical or rather metaphorical sense.

Following Ricoeur when he speaks of “mimesis III”, García-Noblejas posits that
in the encounter between film and spectator there are two moments that can be
differentiated: that of comprehension and that of application. The former consists
in the intellectual and technical comprehension of the text, whereas the latter is the
real-life application of the sense of the movie by the person that is watching it30.

Bearing these two extremes in mind, García-Noblejas posits that in the same way as
in man there is a final reason that coincides with human happiness, in poetic works
there is a final sense that “pulls or draws” the poetic oeuvre to its ontological end
(telos), something that – if it is truly artistic – it cannot help wanting, beyond its
strict end (peras) or mere denouement (lusis)26.

The moment of comprehension (or “first navigation”, as García-Noblejas also calls
it) consists in the spectator appropriating the surface structures of the narrative and
dramatic plot. In turn, the moment of application (or “second navigation”) is that in
which the spectator gains access to the deep poetic structures of the text or, in other
words, the myth, by means of hermeneutical analysis.

The fact that the poetic work itself is drawn by its final sense to its own perfection
produces an effect habitually known as the additional clause in the definition of
tragedy, in which Aristotle claims that “through pity (eleos) and fear (phobos) such
affections are purged (catharsis)”27.

It is worth clarifying that when García-Noblejas speaks of two different moments,
he does not refer to a chronological distinction since, as a rule, comprehension
and application take place at the very moment of watching the movie. However,
there is perhaps a slight displacement into the future of application with respect to
comprehension – as comprehension necessarily precedes and projects application.
These are two different moments from an epistemological perspective:

When García-Noblejas associates catharsis, as an effect inherent to a poetic work,
with the tension of such work towards its end in the sense of telos, not only of peras,
he is proposing a stable reference that permits to qualify or disqualify a given work
as genuinely poetic, i.e. artistic, regardless of its author’s intention or the success it
may have had with the critics or at the box-office. If the work does not achieve such
cathartic effect, which consists in an increase in life knowledge, it cannot be said to
be poetic because it does not “progress towards its own perfection”28.

‘Otherwise, comprehension would be an arbitrary act. Thus, to describe
this notion, Ricoeur coins the term refiguration’, which is the one I use
here. If I did not make this distinction rather than working as promised in
Ricoeur’s shadow, I would be operating in the shadow of Richard Rorty’s
ludic subjectivism. A view I cannot share as I prefer that offered by Umberto
Eco in his meaning of the text31.

This is as far as I shall go in the consideration of the poetic myth, in its strong sense,
as a configurator of texts.
29 It is worth noting that when this author speaks of “navigation”, he does not do it in the Platonic context. Cf.
GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Identidad personal…, op. cit., p. 76.
26 Cf. GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Pensar hoy…, op. cit., p. 272.
27 ARISTOTLE, Poetics, 1449 b 27-28.
28 “If a work by itself does not attain such effect [catharsis] (say, due to the ‘form of its content’, that joins together ontologico-aesthetic and ethico-political reasons), then it does not qualify for a high enough category
to say that it is ‘poetic’, that it progresses towards its own perfection”. GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Pensar
hoy…, op. cit., pp. 272-273. In a note, he points out that “saying ‘by itself’ is equivalent to saying ‘before the
readers or spectators’ as well as ‘on behalf of the artist’”. Ibid., p. 272, note 29.

16

30 When Ricoeur posits that there is no “brutal short-circuit between a fully objective analysis of the structures
of narration and the appropriation of sense by the subjects” he alludes to these two moments, referred to the
reading of a text. Cf. RICOEUR, Paul, Du texte à l’action. Essais d’herméneutique II, Seuil, Paris, 1986, p. 168,
cit. in BALAGUER, Vicente, La interpretación de la narración. La teoría de Paul Ricoeur, Eunsa, Pamplona,
2002, p. 47.
31 GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Identidad personal…, op. cit., p. 75. The internal citation is from BALAGUER,
Vicente, op. cit., p. 133.
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It should be made clear, however, that the application or “second navigation” cannot
be performed on any work, but only on a text “endowed with an organic configuration
in the strong Aristotelian sense, of poetic myth understood as mímesis praxeos”32.
In other words, there is a necessary configuration requirement, as explained before.
In addition, in principle, not any ordinary spectator is capable of “adding on” sense
to the poetic work from his or her own life consciousness.
This takes us to the point I wanted to make. Like García-Noblejas in his reading of
Poetics, we can say that an audiovisual story is artistic if its parts interact in “the
same way” as the human person does in his or her search for a full life. And this is
what poetic mimesis consists in.
In other words, a story will be “a good story”, in the sense of being consistent, if it
has a “soul” that unifies all its elements in the same way as they are unified in a
living being, and is not made up by the mere inorganic aggregation of such elements
or by “decomposition”, which is the companion to death.
3. Plot rewrite and search for the poetic myth of the story
The screenwriters’ job at the rewrite phase assumes the reception of the story, given
that they are “the first readers” of their text33. In the light of the poetic proposal
for dual “navigation”, rewriting can be understood as the search for the principle or
unifying substance of dramatic action, which is already present in the story in an
embryonic form when the writer has completed the first writing of the script34.
“First navigation rewriting” is more analytic and consists in checking each of the
elements of the story – exposition, characters and characterization, conflicts, subplots, scenes, dialogues, structure of the action, etc. – in order to detect whatever
weaknesses the script may have: dialogues that are more exposition than action;
characters that do not behave in a way consistent with their personality; jumps
between scenes; insufficiently motivated actions, etc. In this phase the writer
treats the characters like persons and requires their actions and emotions to have

the consistency of actions and emotions of real-life people.
“Second navigation rewriting” is more synthetic. In this phase the screenwriter
endeavours to make all the elements of the script aim at the point of the story. As
Russin and Downs say: “It’s especially important to track the working out of your theme.
If there are scenes or dialogue that don’t express what your story is about, they must
be altered or cut”35. When engaged in “second-navigation rewriting”, the screenwriter is
concerned with the same elements as in “first-navigation rewriting”, but this time the
focus is on the myth or the deep poetic structure that gives the story unity.
This double shift can be likened to a pendulum that goes from the particular (a
detail in the characterization, a dialogue) to the general (the sense of the story as a
whole). And from there, once again back to the particular (the rewriting of the plot).
An example may help to clarify what I mean36. A student (in my course) who was
writing a story about two lovers was unable to achieve the unity of her story until
she asked herself the following question: “Why does the protagonist refuse to stay
with her beloved – even if this involves abandoning husband and children – if, in
principle, it seems that she would be happier if she did?” When she was doing the
rewrite of her story, she noticed that in the second act climax this woman refused to
go to bed with her lover because of “generic guilt”. From this incident, this student
came to the conclusion that her story was exploring the awakening of conscience.
This awareness, triggered by the text itself, helped her to rewrite the plot. It made
her realize that at the end of her story her protagonist could not possibly stay with
her lover without betraying the soul of the story that she was trying to tell. This had
to do, precisely, with the fact that “listening to the conscience leads to do things
that can be very painful”. The student was capable of “seeing” the life sense of
her story at a very advanced phase of rewriting, when she was concerned not with
particular details but with the story as a whole.
3. Reflections on the practical nature of screenwriting
In the words of David Mamet, “[t]he theater exists to deal with problems of the soul,
with the mysteries of human life, not with its quotidian calamities”37. In turn, García-

32 GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Identidad personal…, op. cit., p. 76. Cf. ARISTOTLE, Poetics, VI, 1449 b 24,
1450 a 4.
33 Cf. BRENES, Carmen Sofía, El trabajo del espectador, paper presented at the “International Seminar on
Rethinking Fiction in Film & TV”, Rome, December 3-5, 2009 (forthcoming).

35 RUSSIN, Robin U., DOWNS, William M., Screenplay. Writing the Picture, Harcourt College Publishers, Fort
Wort, 2000, p. 300. My italics.

34 It is necessary to bear in mind, as Kermode points out, that before getting to the end it is most likely that the
work may still lack unity. Cf. KERMODE, Frank, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction with a
New Epilogue, Oxford University Press, New York, 2000.

36 I have been explicitly authorized by the student to use this case as an example.

18

37 MAMET, David, Three Uses of the Knife: On the Nature and Purpose of Drama, Columbia University Press, New
York, 1998, p. 27.
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Noblejas says that a “screenwriter is basically an explorer of human condition and
nature”38. A screenwriter is not somebody who knows where the treasure is hidden,
that is, the sense of the story, because he buried it and later pretends to have found
it. On the contrary, a screenwriter, as a rule, is somebody who does not know what
he will find until he writes the story and rethinks it. Seen this way, screenwriting is
always an engaging craft that calls for commitment, since it involves exploring what
may be worthy or unworthy in human life in fictional situations.
The reason for this is that the creation (as well as the reception) of narrative and
dramatic works does not form part of theoretical knowledge in which something is
or is not true; neither is the substance of creation/reception of a technical nature
in which the evaluation criterion is whether they serve their purpose or not. In art
there are no recipes that guarantee success. The sphere of the creation of literary
or audiovisual works is that of fabricated truth, in which it is necessary to make
decisions because, as Aristotle says, “to know what is to be done, it is necessary to
do what needs to be known”39. Therefore, it is an activity in which the capability for
mistake and to learn from mistakes (as well as in life) is a constituent part. What
is correct in the practical sphere and therefore in the field of poetic art is “what has
been corrected”.
Another way of expressing the same idea is to say with García-Noblejas, that
theoretical knowledge is “fully disinterested”; that exclusively technical knowledge
is “univocally addressed to doing”; and that practical knowledge “is directly linked
with the fragility that is typical of free human actions”40. In the practical sphere,
human beings must make up their minds whether to do something or not and it is in
this decision-making process that man – as it were – comes into being41.
In script writing and rewriting, this means that the author can only know what he
must do by doing it, and that it is in this doing that he expresses a vital commitment
to what he does: when a writer writes, not only is this the embodied acting out of

poetic (artistic) reasons, but also of the other four dimensions of practical activity:
politics, rhetoric, ethics and aesthetics42.
In addition, as already mentioned, the central characteristic of the script as a “manmade” object that re-presents praxis is its internal unity. Therefore, as pointed
out by Dorothea Frede after Aristotle, all the elements have the character of
“necessariness”43. Nothing in a narration is there just by chance, everything has a
cause. This dramatic need requirement prevents the use or instrumentalization of
the work as a vehicle to communicate any aspect that is not strictly poetic.
These two questions, the practical nature of screenwriting and rewriting and the
work’s need for internal unity inspire some closing reflections.
The first one is the fact that writing and rewriting stories (as well as reading or
watching them on screen) belongs within the sphere of culture and not only of
entertainment. The cinema and fiction contents on television have a humanistic
dimension that, as such, can contribute to cultivating and understanding man44.
According to García-Noblejas, when we see a film – and, consequently, when we
write a film – “we become involved as persons, not only as citizens or consumers”45.
Thus understood, the cinema becomes a place of encounter with one’s own identity,
with the person one is coming to be, as Spaemann says. And also, if the viewersubject is up to it and the film measures up, it may be the place of encounter with
the foundational source of one’s own being.
The second reflection is that this poetic vision of a story permits an initial
clarification in the sphere of genres, which may prove to be helpful at the time of
writing a script. With no intention of joining in the academic debate on the issue

42 The relationship between literature and ethics from the perspective of the whole of the work (and not only in
relation to the actions of the characters) has been studied, among others, in ESKIN, Michael, “On Literature
and Ethics”, Poetics Today, vol. 25, Winter 2004, pp. 573-594.

38 GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Prólogo, in El guión y la trama, Ediciones Internacionales Universitarias, Madrid, 1999, p. 11.

43 Cf. FREDE, Dorothea, Necessity, Chance, and “What Happens for the Most Part” in Aristotle’s Poetics, in
RORTY, Amélie Oksenberg (ed.), op. cit., pp. 197-219.

39 ARISTOTLE, Eth. Nic., 1103 to 32-33.

44 Cfr. LLANO, Alejandro, Deseo, violencia, sacrificio. El secreto del mito según René Girard, Eunsa, Pamplona
2004, p. 14, and RICOEUR, Paul, Temps et récit III, Seuil, Paris 1985, p. 247, in which Ricoeur points out that
reading is an “expérience vive” (“vital experience). When narrating his experience, playwright José Rivera
holds that he decided to write screenplays because in it he saw “the chance to really leave your fingerprints on
the culture”. RIVERA, José, “Split Personality: Random Thoughts on Writing for Theater and Film”, Cinema
Journal, Vol. 45, Issue 2, Winter 2006, p. 92.

40 Cfr. GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Introducción a la epistemología de la información. Curso 1992-93, pro
manuscripto, p. 3.
41 Robert Spaemann refers to this coming-into-being when he says that persons are responsible for their
nature. “What they do is assume a new relation to their nature; they freely endorse the laws of their being,
or alternatively they rebel against them and ‘degenerate’”. SPAEMANN, Robert, Personen. Versuche über den
Unterschied zwischen “etwas” und “jemand”, Klett-Cotta, Stuttgart, 1996, p. 42.
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45 GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Resquicios de trascendencia, op. cit., p. 37.
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of genre46, suffice it to remember that genres as a rule are born to group together
stories that are similar and that, at the same time, the way to define a genre is
based on the observation of the characteristics of the stories already included
within it. This “empiricist dilemma”, as Pablo Echart calls it citing Marzal, consists
basically in the circularity involved in the study of genre, which makes it impossible
“to determine what comes first, the members of a genre or its characteristics”47.
The poetic proposal outlined in these pages may in practice help the screenwriter to
overcome this difficulty48. If the stories are representations of human praxis and if it
is possible to arrive at the crucial action that gives them unity, i.e. the poetic myth,
through the affective manifestation of the feelings embodied in the characters-inaction in search of their end – not only as peras (a strictly literal end), but as telos
(a teleological end) – then we can develop a genre classification based on the set or
clusters of habits and feelings highlighted in any story49.
From this perspective, it is possible to say that Action and Adventure movies operate
on the basis of a trio of emotions or passions – hope, anger and boldness – in the
presence of evil. Romance stories add to these three sensitive components a strong
dose of tension between the yearning for a good that is absent and the enjoyment
46 As Pablo Echart points out, the study of cinematographic genres has been linked, for a long time, to the literary and has only been studied independently since 1990. Echart provides a historical overview of the academic
literature on genres, particularly romantic comedy, and includes the interesting account by Alastair Fowler
on genres, which draws on Wittgenstein’s thesis of “family resemblances” in ECHART, Pablo, La imagen de la
felicidad en la comedia romántica del Hollywood de los años treinta, Doctoral thesis, Universidad de Navarra,
Pamplona, 2001, pp. 219-239. On film genres in general, see ALTMAN, Rick, Film/Genre, British Film Institute,
1999; NEALE, Stephen, Genre and contemporary Hollywood, British Film Institute, 2002; and GRANT, Barry
Keith (ed.), Film genre reader III, University of Texas Press, 2003. For a closer look at particular genres, see
HIGGINS, Scott, “Suspenseful Situations: Melodramatic Narrative and the Contemporary Action Film”,
Cinema Journal, vol. 47, Issue 2, Winter 2008, pp. 74-96; EVERETT, Wendy, “Lost in Transition? The European
Road Movie, or A Genre ‘adrift in the cosmos’”, Literature Film Quarterly, vol. 37, Issue 3, 2009, pp. 165-175;
SÁNCHEZ-ESCALONILLA, Antonio, “Hollywood and the Rhetoric of Panic: The Popular Genres of Action and
Fantasy in the Wake of the 9/11 Attacks”, Journal of Popular Film & Television, vol. 38, Issue 1, 2010, pp. 10-20.
47 ECHART, Pablo, op. cit., p. 231. Cfr. also MARZAL, José Javier, Melodrama y géneros cinematográficos. Reconocimiento, identidad y diferencia, Episteme, Valencia, Vol. 122, 1996.
48 Authors such as Fowler and Selbo work on the relationship between genres and the act of screenwriting. Cfr.
FOWLER, Alastair, Kinds of Literature: An Introduction to the Theory of Genres and Modes, Harvard University
Press, 1982, and SELBO, Jule, The Constructive Use of Film Genre for the Screenwriter. The Relevant Knowledge
Component of The Mental Space of Film Genre, paper presented at “Rethinking Screenwriting”, University of
Art and Design Helsinki, Sept. 10, 2009.
49 This line has already been explored by screenwriters such as Russin and Downs, when they propose the classification of stories into five categories according to the emotions that they trigger in the viewer: 1) Courage,
2) Fear and Loathing, 3) The Need to Know, 4) Laughter, and 5) Love and Longing. Cfr. RUSSIN, Robin U.,
DOWNS, William M., op. cit., pp. 197-231. Also Pablo Braga has dealt with this topic in BRAGA, Paolo, Dal
personaggio allo spettatore. Il coinvolgimento nel cinema e nella serialità televisiva americana, Franco Angeli,
Milano, 2003.
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of a good that is present at the end of the story. Terror movies are articulated round
the effect of fear produced by the evil that is absent yet possible. The Comedy
genre is more radical because its specific characteristic underlines the condition of
inferiority of the character and, at the same time, encourages a merciful look from
the viewer. If mercy is done away with, comedy is no longer comedy: what is left is
cynicism, and this does no longer elicit laughter but sorrow. Thus, comedy is the
genre with the strongest claims for an opening to transcendence50.
When the screenwriter searches for the nucleus of the action that gives unity to the
story in the phase of “second navigation rewriting”, he can observe the main feelings
and habits that appear initially in his characters – particularly in the protagonist –
and ask himself which cluster of emotions or aspect of human life he is exploring.
Reflection on these variables may help him detect which genre he is working on and,
on this basis, re-write the parts that strike the wrong chord.
There is one last reflection derived from the practical nature of script writing and
rewriting. Just like it is only a good man that habitually does good actions, and it is
those very same actions that make him good and even better, in a poetic work – in
as far as it is practical in nature – the elements (characters-in-action, vicissitudes
and insights, dialogues, sub-plots, etc.) will be good insofar as they make “the work
good” or, in other words, insofar as they achieve the unity and ultimate perfection
of the story.
This implies that when the screenwriter undertakes his “second navigation
rewriting”, in his evaluation of the story as a whole, his assessments of the
characters, which in his “first writing” were of a moral kind (in terms of flaws and
virtues), this time in the course of this more synthetic process of “rewriting” become
more technical. Characters will be “poetically good” even if they are “morally bad” in
the diegesis identified with the real world, if they are suited to the unity of the story
being narrated. Just like Aristotle said that wine should be “good” not in itself, but
good to whoever drinks it51, the screenwriter should know that for some characters
50 As seen by Flannery O’Connor when she points out that only when the actual possibility of salvation or damnation is considered real and “only if we are secure in our beliefs we can see the comical side of the universe.”
O’CONNOR, Flannery, Mystery and Manners, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, New York, 1970, p. 167.
51 ARISTOTLE, Eth. Nic., 1155 b 28-33. This quotation is from book VIII, on friendship. Aristotle explains it would
surely be ridiculous to wish wine well; if one wishes anything for it, it is that it may keep so that one may have
it oneself, whereas in the case of a friend we ought to wish what is good “for his own sake”. In the case of wine
the “good” is of a technical nature (good “for”).
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to be “good”, they must be “great villains”.

Bibliography

This does not mean that ethical, political, rhetorical or aesthetic considerations
should be marginal to “second navigation rewriting”. On the contrary: just because
the art of story-writing is a practical activity it is at the time of searching for the
thematic unity of the work that the author makes up his mind and takes decisions
on what has been written. The previously mentioned example of the student who
wrote a story about two lovers may help to see what this means.

ALTMAN, Rick, Film/Genre, British Film Institute, 1999.
ANDERSEN, Øivind, HAARBERG, Jon (eds.), Making Sense of Aristotle. Essays in
Poetics, Duckworth, London, 2003.
ARISTOTLE, De Anima, Oxford University Press, 1956.
ARISTOTLE, The Nicomachean Ethics, Oxford University Press, 1998.
ARISTOTLE, Poética, Valentín García Yebra (tran.), Gredos, Madrid 1974.

That student wanted to give her story an open ending and not disclose whether
the woman would leave her husband or not. In fact, the story is entitled “Shall I see
you tomorrow?” But what the student could not help “closing” was her personal
decision (her decision as author) about the reason for that ending, that is, deciding
that the woman’s actions prior to the climax necessarily (with the necessariness of
fiction that Aristotle refers to) led the woman as a character to an unhappy ending,
because she did not want to hear the voice of her conscience just beginning to
“wake up”. By not opting for a close-ended ending, what our student did not want
to do – or did not know how to do – was to make up her mind (as person) about the
action that she was showing. In other words, she was personally unable to accept
the crucial proposal made by the fiction that she herself had written, which could be
expressed in the active correlation between a treacherous action and unhappiness.
The foregoing considerations may appear to be theoretical and, in a way, they are.
It is one thing to know how to rewrite a script and another quite different one how
to actually rewrite it. When the screenwriter works at rewriting, he needs to get
feedback on his work so as to get to know what the core of the story is, which poetic
myth rules it. And this accounts for the importance of story editors, story doctors,
analysts, etc.
A screenwriter who knows about these matters will undoubtedly know more than if
he only knows the technical rules of “how” to write a story. Such knowledge will be
of great use at the time of doing as much rewriting of the script as necessary until
he succeeds in showing what he had intuited he wanted to tell from the very outset.
And here lies the practical value of being familiar with Aristotle’s Poetics.

BALAGUER, Vicente, La interpretación de la narración. La teoría de Paul Ricoeur,
Eunsa, Pamplona, 2002.
BRENES, Carmen Sofía, “El trabajo del espectador”, paper presented at the
International Seminar on Rethinking Fiction in Film & TV, Rome, December 3-5,
2009 (forthcoming).
BRAGA, Paolo, Dal personaggio allo spettatore. Il coinvolgimento nel cinema e nella
serialità televisiva americana, Franco Angeli, Milano, 2003.
COWGILL, Linda J., Secrets of Screenplay Structure. How to Recognize and Emulate
the Structural Frameworks of Great Films, Lone Eagle, Los Angeles, 1999.
ECHART, Pablo, La imagen de la felicidad en la comedia romántica del Hollywood de
los años treinta, Tesis doctoral, Universidad de Navarra, Pamplona, 2001.
ESKIN, Michael, “On Literature and Ethics”, Poetics Today, vol. 25, Winter 2004, pp.
573-594.
EVERETT, Wendy, “Lost in Transition? The European Road Movie, or A Genre ‘adrift
in the cosmos’”, Literature Film Quarterly, vol. 37, Issue 3, 2009, pp. 165-175.
FOWLER, Alastair, Kinds of Literature: An Introduction to the Theory of Genres and
Modes, Harvard University Press, 1982.
FREDE, Dorothea, “Necessity, Chance, and ‘What Happens for the Most Part’ in
Aristotle’s Poetics”, in Amélie Oksenberg Rorty (ed.), Essays on Aristotle’s Poetics,
Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1992, pp. 197-219.
GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, “Resquicios de trascendencia en el cine. ‘Pactos de
lectura’ y ‘segundas navegaciones’ en las películas”, in JIMÉNEZ CATAÑO, Rafael,
GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José (eds.), Poetica & Cristianesimo, Edusc, Roma, 2005.
GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, “Identidad personal y mundos cinematográficos
distópicos”, Comunicación y Sociedad, vol. XVII, n. 2, 2004, pp. 73-88 (in English:
http://www.poetcom.org/2008/04/personal-identi.html, 13/9/2010).

24

25

SCRIPT & PITCH - INSIGHTS // 4

GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, “Pensar hoy un sentido trascendente para la catarsis
aristotélica”, in FARO, Giorgio (ed.), Lavoro e vita quotidiana, vol. IV, Edusc, Roma,
2003.

SÁNCHEZ-ESCALONILLA, Antonio, “Hollywood and the Rhetoric of Panic: The
Popular Genres of Action and Fantasy in the Wake of the 9/11 Attacks”, Journal of
Popular Film & Television, vol. 38, Issue 1, 2010, pp. 10-20.

GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, “Prólogo”, in El guión y la trama, Ediciones
Internacionales Universitarias, Madrid, 1999.

SELBO, Jule, “The Constructive Use of Film Genre for the Screenwriter. The Relevant
Knowledge Component of The Mental Space of Film Genre”, paper presented at
Rethinking Screenwriting, University of Art and Design Helsinki, Sept. 10, 2009.

GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Introducción a la epistemología de la información.
Curso 1992-93, pro manuscripto.
GARCÍA-NOBLEJAS, Juan José, Poética del texto audiovisual. Introducción al discurso
narrativo de la imagen, Eunsa, Pamplona, 1982.

SPAEMANN, Robert, Personen. Versuche über den Unterschied zwischen “etwas”
und “jemand”, Klett-Cotta, Stuttgart, 1996.
TIERNO, Michael, Aristotle’s Poetics For Screenwriters, Hyperion, New York, 2002.

GRANT, Barry Keith, Film genre reader III, University of Texas Press, 2003.
HIGGINS, Scott, “Suspenseful Situations: Melodramatic Narrative and the
Contemporary Action Film”, Cinema Journal, vol. 47, Issue 2, Winter 2008, pp. 74-96.
HALLIWELL, Stephan, The Poetics of Aristotle: translation and commentary,
Duckworth, London, 1987.
KERMODE, Frank, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction with a
New Epilogue, Oxford University Press, New York, 2000.
LLANO, Alejandro, Deseo, violencia, sacrificio. El secreto del mito según René Girard,
Eunsa, Pampona, 2004.
MAMET, David, Three Uses of the Knife: On the Nature and Purpose of Drama,
Columbia University Press, New York, 1998.
MARZAL, José Javier, Melodrama y géneros cinematográficos. Reconocimiento,
identidad y diferencia, Episteme, Valencia, Vol. 122, 1996.
NEALE, Stephen, Genre and contemporary Hollywood, British Film Institute, 2002.
O’CONNOR, Flannery, Mystery and Manners, Farrar, Straus & Giroux, New York, 1970.
RICOEUR, Paul, Temps et récit I, Seuil, Paris, 1983.
RICOEUR, Paul, Temps et récit III, Seuil, Paris, 1985.
RICOEUR, Paul, Du texte à l’action. Essais d’herméneutique II, Seuil, Paris, 1986.
RIVERA, José, “Split Personality: Random Thoughts on Writing for Theater and
Film”, Cinema Journal, vol. 45, Issue 2, Winter 2006, pp. 89-92.
RORTY, Amélie Oksenberg, Essays on Aristotle’s Poetics, Princeton University Press,
Princeton, 1992.
RUSSIN, Robin U., DOWNS, William M., Screenplay. Writing the Picture, Harcourt
College Publishers, Fort Wort, 2000.
26

27

SCRIPT & PITCH - INSIGHTS // 4

//

What is film?
How film can be redefined for the on-demand era
without losing its soul
Michael Gubbins

What is film?
That existential question has been of little more than academic interest over the
last century but it will soon become central to the debate about the future of an
industry that has delivered some of the finest art and entertainment in history.
After more than a century, the Age of Celluloid is over.
Analyst Screen Digest suggests that the mainstream use of 35mm prints in Western
Europe will be as good as finished by 2014.
The coup de grace will come when distributors opt for digital-only release. Fox
Searchlight has already announced it will not issue prints by the end of next year.
So whatever film is, it will not be ‘film’.
The qualities that mark out film as unique form are blurred in a digitised, non-linear
(or at least multi-linear) demand-driven world?
One might ask – and many do – why it matters. Cinema has dealt with seemingly
life-threatening challenges before, including the rise of television and home
entertainment formats and survived, even thrived.
And the current recession-defying box-office success in much of the world, suggests
that appetite for theatrical film remains.
So it is reasonable to ask if the on-demand, digital era is just another period of
manageable evolution; a little more disruptive than some but essentially a
continuation.
Optimists even talk about ‘tipping points’, where revenues from new technologies
neatly replace those from older ones that are unquestionably in decline, such as DVD.
28
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The experience of other industries, notably music and publishing, however, suggests
more fundamental shifts are taking place.
Film, like many industries, has fallen prey to what futurist Paul Saffo has described
as ‘macromyopia’ – a tendency to overestimate the short term and underestimate
the long term in digital developments.
Inflated expectations of short-term returns, and of instant business models have
led to disappointment, and it is hardly surprising that for some the digital revolution
has begun to look like the virtual equivalent of a ‘paper tiger’.
It is a consistently proven law, however, that just when we get bored talking about
change, it begins to make its impact.
Digital change represents a far bigger – even revolutionary - challenge to existing
models, because the way the Internet and social media work has irrevocably changed
the relationship between content and audience.

of the Internet age.
Of course, how individual consumers indulge their powers of choice, interaction and
participation varies widely.
Audiences today may be directly involved in production – including funding,
marketing and promotion, and they may even influence the narrative itself, through
crowd-sourcing.
Or they might look at the variety of options available and decide to ignore all of
them. Even that, however, is now an active choice in an Age of Ubiquitous Media.
Demand has become more demanding.
The immediate effect of this social phenomenon has been the fragmentation of
demand. The explosion of choice and the consumption of more films, on many more
platforms, has cannibalised revenues and made it difficult to build sustainable
business models.

The active audience
The Internet, the web and social media have created what might be called an ‘Active
Audience’. While there are dangers in such catch-all labels, the idea of an ‘active’
relationship with content is essential.

Small or medium-sized, highly-specialised film businesses can see already tight
margins disappear; relatively minor shifts in demand can have a devastating effect,
as newspapers discovered to their cost.

It describes how technology has shifted power from the supply side to the demand
side.

The digital revolution, like most revolutions, is not the product of rational choice but
of a convergence of events and innovations.

Of course, there was never an entirely ‘inactive’ audience, passively soaking up
whatever the film world put in front of it.

The emergent on-demand economy paradoxically was not willed into existence by
demand.

But until recently, the lack of access to content and the limited number of means to
consume it severely restricted options: one could go, or not go; switch off or switch over.

The Internet was initially a top-down infrastructure project, often characterised
as an Information Superhighway; the myriad uses to which it has been put were
conceived and built later.

Home entertainment and video recording opened up the first cracks in the
hierarchical relationship between producer and audience, meaning that film could
be viewed outside the times scheduled by industry.

Consequently, the Internet did not arrive with a fixed destiny or clear sense of
direction, and certainly not a moral compass – much of the impact it has made on
existing industries has been the result to the Law of Unintended Consequences.

But the emergence of the Active Audience, described here, is the product of the age
30
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Film has not been, and will not be, in any sense the driver of the changes that are
transforming it; instead, it is having to understand and come to terms with effects.
The Internet genie is not going back into the bottle.
What’s more, the industry will need to deal with a new wave of highly disruptive
technologies built to service this more demanding audience, including digital
cinema (once free of the shackles of the VPF funding mechanism), Smart TV, Cloud
computing services and most importantly high-speed broadband.
A period of wishful thinking and exaggerated digital promises is coming to a close.
The Digital Revolution is about to exert the kind of influence on film that it did on
other media and entertainment previously.
A long nascent period of theoretical debate about the future needs to give way to
practical policies, fit for an on-demand era.

theatrical release.
Now, each time anyone uses the Internet, they leave behind a footprint of data and
metadata.
The independent film business, made up of specialised small and medium-sized
independent business, has been slow to take advantage of these new opportunities.
Understanding audience taste and habits and making films to take advantage of
that known demand are different things.
The relationship between consumer behaviour and the kind of content produced
is difficult. There is an understandable fear that industry begins to make films by
numbers, rejecting art, innovation and imagination in favour of creating content to
match known taste.
That may perhaps misjudge the nature of demand.

Digital content
One of the business clichés adopted by sections of the industry, suggests that the
old adage that “content is king” has been deposed: In the on-demand age, it is the
consumer that has the absolute monarchical power.
The truth is somewhat more complicated.
Given the vast investment in broadband pipelines, new media platforms and
screen technologies, it is clear that the demand for all kinds of content will grow
tremendously.

Demand is rarely fixed or static and attempts to find a sure-fire hit are not necessarily
any more likely to work in a digital age than they ever have before.
Long-running franchises in the mould of a Harry Potter or James Bond remain very
rare – and most of the alchemistic attempts to find box office gold fail, not least
because tastes change so much in the time between production and exhibition. In
film, if you can see a bandwagon, it is too late to climb aboard.
There are some who see new ways of working that are more in tune with the realities
of changing demand and digital opportunities.

Logically, this should be a golden era for those in the entertainment business but it is
difficult to devise financial models for a world in which each individual expects to be
entertained, whenever and wherever he or she wants it – certainly for independents
without the marketing muscle to rise above the noise of unlimited choice.

These include transmedia ideas, where narrative stretches over different platforms,
finding multiple means to draw people into a story. There are a growing number of
examples that suggest that there will be a place for such ideas.

However, changing digital demand is paradoxically easier to track with the
emergence of a wide range of tools to analyse consumer behaviour.

For most, the challenge, however, will be how to get a film noticed in a crowded
market and how to make it pay.

In the old world, what data was available tended to be retrospective (how a
film performed at the box office), or heavily focused on the opening weekend of

The real issue for the film industry and film policy is that the structure of the
business was created for another age.
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Film has operated and prospered on a ‘scarcity model’, releasing films for specific
windows and in specific territories. Money is made from the selling of rights for
restricted release and from sales in the exploitation windows, such as cinema, DVD, etc.
The trouble is that the Internet does not do borders and windows. Instead it offers:
• A truly global network, connecting users to content and to each other.
• The ability to create an infinite number of copies of any content and to share it
without degradation anywhere in the world.
• The creation of access to a technically unlimited choice of content, which is likely
to include over the coming years virtually every significant cultural work.
• The forming of changed relationships between audience and content, which will
lead to new ‘engagement’ business models.
• The opening up of filmmaking, or audiovisual content creation of some form, to
a far greater number.
There are technical means to maintain windows, such as geoblocking – which
restricts access to online content within borders - but these seem out of kilter with
an on-demand economy.
Trying to preserve a theatrically-centred, restricted-release model, devised for the
old economy onto those of the new can be characterised as ‘artificial scarcity.’ It’s a
trick that has eluded every other creative industry that has tried it.
Artificial scarcity means suppressing demand for film in the interests of preserving
a model. It defines the potential for a film, not by any assessment of demand, but
by the decisions of a small number of sales agents or distributors, whose interests
may become more conservative in tougher economic conditions.
Equally, a small number of public officials and festival programmers decide the
value of films based on a subjective judgement of merit.

Film, however, has been slow to come to terms with this new potential, not least
because the specialist disciplines, often small to medium-sized businesses, that
make up the value chain have had their heads down coping with the immediate
challenges of digital disruption.
There needs to be a new way of looking at the future, perhaps by taking a wider view
of the demand-driven economy, looking at audience interaction in terms of reach,
experience and engagement.
Reach, experience and engagement
The focus of film has largely been on increasing reach – or ‘bums on seats’.
The studio blockbusters, driven by the need to recoup vast investment, are clearly
in the volume business.
The major franchises need to accumulate huge audiences across the world, hence
the emphasis on the cheaper distribution through digital cinema.
The studios are also driving the on-demand business, in tandem with a relentless
battle against piracy. The studios need screens.
For European film, the focus on audiences is similarly concentrated on reach, not
least because there has been an alarming disconnect between the number of films
produced and the number of people seeing them.
Figures from the European Audiovisual Observatory’s annual Focus report show a
76% increase in the number of films made in EU countries over the last decade,
from 732 in 2002 to 1,285 in 2011. And yet the number of cinema screens has barely
changed.

The elongated value chain, with little interaction between producer and audience,
puts the power in the hands of these few ‘gatekeepers’ in the middle.

Put bluntly, Europe is churning out films aimed at theatrical release that few people
will see and a small number of major success stories cannot disguise that underlying
reality.

The ability to reach and engage audiences anywhere and access to an unprecedented
amount of data about the behaviour of different active audiences ought to change
the picture.

There is a problem, however, for independents. Firstly, increasing the number of
cinema screens is inherently difficult, requiring private capital investment that
would have been difficult to find, even without the current economic downturn.
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The focus then ought to be on increasing other forms of access to film, particularly
through the many forms of video on demand.
The problem, however, is that online access to a vastly increased number of film,
media and entertainment options makes it difficult to turn reach into revenues.
It is quite conceivable – as music labels and publishers have found – that we see a
big increase in demand for the product as a whole but with no economic benefit for
the vast majority of individual companies (though with a few big winners).
There needs then to be other dimensions to film than reach – among them
recognition that film is part of a growing “experience economy.”
Cinema was, of course, conceived as an experience product, going right back to the
alarmed audiences for the Lumiere Brothers’ L’Arrivée d’un Train en Gare de la Ciotat
in the 1890s.
Even during the deepest of economic crises, cinema has provided a means of
transporting audiences to other worlds, enhanced by technical improvements.
And yet one of the ironies of the Digital Cinema transition is that among its biggest
early successes has been the premium-price screening of ‘live’ opera, an art form
that had arguably peaked before the invention of film, and whose natural home is
the stage.
While digital cinema has also changed the viewing experience through the latest
generation of 3D, the last few years have seen innovations, such as ‘pop-up’ cinema,
with films shown in unusual and inspiring settings.
The home entertainment experience has been through a still more accelerated
evolution, with mobile devices, HD and 3D television, etc.
But the elongated film value chain puts a distance between the initial development
of a product and the way it is consumed or experienced.
And the screening of films often lacks the sense of ‘event’ that bizarrely has been
offered by opera in cinemas, particularly after the initial opening weekend hype, and
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outside the big-screen environment.
While film itself may retain its appeal, the relationship between industry and
consumer can feel impersonal and weak.
Consumer demand is multi-faceted and often idiosyncratic. It also changes and a
collective boredom factor, so characteristic of entertainment and fashion, can be
accelerated by social media.
It is, however, possible to identify some of the most important ways in which
experience is driving demand:
Immersion: That emotional state, where the images on screen have a
temporarily exclusive hold on attention, and where the story is ‘lived’.
Spectacle: Big screen experiences that get bigger, through innovations such
as 3D and major unconventional screenings, such as those put on by the
UK’s Secret Cinema.
First look: Opportunities for audiences to see films as events outside
the context of mass-market release, most obviously at film festivals and
special screenings. New opportunities have only just begun to be tested,
including a radical rethinking of windows, through so-called ultra-VOD,
where a premium-rate first viewing online experience of a film precedes
theatrical release.
Discovery: For all the advantages of audience knowledge, much of the
attraction of film is in its ability to surprise and its capacity for serendipity.
The shock of the new is essential to any art form but a tough economic
climate can increase conservatism in buying and commissioning decisions,
with potentially serious long-term consequences.
Convenience: There are signs, however, that consumers are increasingly
looking for media experiences that fit their timetables, rather than being
expected to fit in with the dictates of programmers or advertisers.
The third key idea is ‘engagement’ – a word that has become industry jargon in
search of a meaning. The sense in which it is employed here, suggests an interactive,
participatory relationship between a product or brand and its audience.
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Engagement fills that crucial gap between passive buyer and active supporter;
spectator and fan; a single sale and brand loyalty.

For many, that latter no-choice scenario is getting closer and that is refocusing the
debate around some fundamental issues.

The film industry has, of course, made considerable strides in creating new links with
the audience. It is rare now not to find a film that is not supported by a Facebook
page, a Twitter account or a website.
But the Internet and social media are engines for potential engagement.

But the tools for engagement are now clearly there, and it is perverse to ignore the
potential for understanding audiences and creating strong relationships with them.
Taking a percentage of guesswork out of the production, distribution and exhibition
process has obvious benefits for a film industry that sometimes seems too fond of
the blind gamble.

Film businesses have often learned the hard way that the volume of unique
visitors to a website, or the number of Twitter followers and Facebook Likes, do
not in themselves indicate the kind of consumer engagement that translates into
business.

A still more important part of this two-way exchange of value with audiences is
the building of loyalty. Social networks can play a critical role here, not just as a
means of promoting content, but as a mechanism for turning customers into fans
and advocates.

They are tools not goals, though that fact is sometimes lost in enthusiasm for new
ways of working. Anyone might gather a crowd by handing out Euros in the street
but that does not constitute a long-term relationship.

The higher the interaction, the more opportunities are created for ‘pull’ services, in
which the producer can tailor content to meet known demand, build a convincing
business case for investment or advertisers, and even support third-party sale of
data with appropriate consent.

In fact, the exchange of money for a cinema, a DVD, or a download remains among
the most convincing sign of an engaged consumer. The buyer in the shop is more
committed than the window shopper.
The trick to engagement is building a sense of commitment, even ownership of a film
among potential audiences, and that process ought to begin with a commitment
from film-makers and producers at the earliest stages of development.
Unfortunately in the European film industry, the production process is far removed
from the actual interaction with audiences.
Until a product is bought by an agent and sold on to a distributor, it is not even clear
who, what or where that audience is.
The idea of engagement models can seem woolly and abstract, compared to tangible
and bankable traditional scarcity models, even if they are in decline.

The personalisation of the Internet experience represents clear opportunities. In the
early years of the Internet, users searched – or surfed – for content in unstructured
ways. The dominance of search engines refined and shaped the process.
But personalisation is about building Internet services around individual tastes and
needs. That means exchanging personal data for targeted services.
It opens up the possibility for more sustainable business for some film-makers and
producers through the creation of a longer-term personal relationship with fans
(though that is a much bigger obstacle for the first-time film-maker).
Conclusion
What is film?
There has been a reductionist trend to describe film as audiovisual ‘storytelling’.

Engagement business models ask for a conceptual leap of the kind normally only
taken into two circumstances: when there is so much money that you can afford the
risk, or when there is absolutely no choice.
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Some even talk about the film as mere ‘content’, alongside a multitude of other
narrative forms in a multi-platform world.
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A few enthusiasts even see interactive, transmedia demand-driven forms as
either the natural evolution of film, or as a new form that will replace it in cultural
importance.

The role of business and policy should be to help guide and find models for this
new world. And that can only be achieved by understanding audiences through
collecting, analysing and using data and metadata and by adapting or changing the
value chain to create a closer relationship between content and audience.

Film, however, has always been much more than just a storytelling format.
Over a century of history, filmmakers have constructed a rich language and a unique
means of expression.

And the marriage of reach, experience and engagement offers a means to at least
think about how film can be redefined without losing its soul.

Images, ideas and thoughts from films can haunt us, even when the story itself is
nonsense.
The ability of that language to express emotions and ideas can and should underpin
an increasingly audiovisual culture.
The tools of the digital age, particularly audience data and social media, offer new
ways of ensuring that film remains relevant and exciting.
The culture of film then transcends the physical format.
Two questions, however, remain. Firstly, how far is film defined by theatrical release?
And how relevant is an industry that evolved to service the physical formats of
35mm and more recently DVD to an era of unlimited choice, borderless digital
distribution and the active audience?
These are challenges that businesses and policy-makers must confront: There is
much that we would want to protect and preserve about cinema but it’s a thin line
between preservation and atrophy.
The sensible approach is surely to accept what is inevitable, and seize every
opportunity – the biggest of which may be that low-cost access to audiovisual
equipment, distribution tools and social media will inspire a generation to make
films.
The definition of film in an on-demand age should come from below, and particularly
from audiences.
40

41

SCRIPT & PITCH - INSIGHTS // 4

//

Cross-platform storytelling.
An interview with producer/writer/
content strategist Adam Sigel
Gino Ventriglia

G. V. - Adam, you have been into crossmedia/transmedia projects for a few years:
would you talk about the origins and the evolution of this kind of projects?
A. S. - I’ve been involved in developing work that’s cross-platfom, or digital, since
1998, so it’s about fifteen years. And at that time we were dealing with infrastructure
that only allowed us to do minimal sorts of things online. Most of the different
platforms were somewhat ‘siloed’ or separate: you had television, you had film, you
had videogames: computers and web were still at a lower generation. From that
time, during the last fifteen years, these kinds of projects had been driven mostly
through marketing and used as a kind of approach for companies, ex. for television,
or entertainment companies to build out awareness of their primary platforms,
either being a film or a television show or a videogame. The real beginning of what
I would call transmedia or cross-platform is a bit complicated. In one way you
might say it goes back to the beginning of cinema, where obviously you didn’t have
computers but you had magazines, you had newspapers. The fan magazine, which
first appeared in 1911, was essentially a different platform of the movie, separate
from the movie coming out, featuring the movie stars with additional parts of
the movie. So, in a way we’ve been doing cross-platform for over a hundred years,
it’s as old as cinema itself in that regard. Since the 50’s and 60’s, we begin to see
what we now call franchises, filmmakers were essentially making films and would
develop extensions whether they be in television or you had a movie that would
maybe have a spinoff. You’d have shows like Star Trek, these are shows that spin
off from television into movies, they created games, they created toys, and they
created videogames. This is what I call ‘traditional’ transmedia or traditional crossplatform.
G.V. - And then they become something else: what is it like today?
A.S. - We are now in a phase; I would say for the past eight years where we have
what may be called native transmedia or original cross-platfom development.
Where instead of just creating a film or a TV show and building a franchise around
it based on its popularity, which is really an afterthought, you begin to devise a
42
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scheme ahead of time. So your first encounter with the project may be on multiple
platforms or may use a series of platforms in different ways to encounter parts
of the story and are meant to sort of work together as a whole. This is conceived
from the beginning rather than as an afterthought, and this is what I call native
transmedia and it’s definitely the most experimental and most interesting part of
the work.
G. V. - A few years ago wasn’t there the hope that transmedia would generate
a new form that would include all the previous, traditional ways of storytelling,
both audiovisual and written? I’m referring to a sort of new ‘canon’, a new format,
for example, somewhat similar to what happened to cinema: at a certain point
in history, the 90’ format became the main format for narrative films. It didn’t
have to necessarily be that way but it happened, and everybody agreed on that.
So, average duration of a movie is 90’/100’ – that’s a format and it has to have
some qualities. That is not happening for transmedia; it still has many forms, it
produces very different ‘animals’?
A. S. - Well, the first thing is that we are really just beginning this process. Think
back to the time of the nickelodeon, films where twelve minutes long, they would
run in short intervals: the concept of a four or five ‘reeler’, as they used to call them,
which would be like a seventy minute film was unusual. It wasn’t really till the
20’s that you really started to see films that were of any real length, and weren’t
even approaching the 90’ minute mark – so it took more than 25 years to really
form into that. So I think that we’re still working out the format; in fact, one of the
discussions I often have with folks is ‘How do you package transmedia projects?’
It’s very, very difficult because you have different formats, different devices. It adds
a huge level of complexity to the design. And when you think internationally, you
have different people using a range of technologies. And technologies are changing
so quickly, being able to keep up with this is also very challenging. So we’re still in
that infancy period and I think eventually, maybe twenty years from now, we’ll have
a more consistent format.
G.V. - I notice that the use of the term ‘transmedia’ annoys you: isn’t the distinction
yet accepted, between ‘crossmedia’ as the exploitation of the same franchise
adapted for different platforms, and transmedia as projects that are conceived
from the beginning to develop different parts of their story across different media?
A.S. - The word transmedia was first used by Henry Jenkins, I may be wrong. I think he
was using it as a way to differentiate what had been seen as a cross-platform, which
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can mean a lot of different things. Basically content that goes across platforms or it
can mean engaging different operating systems. The word platform might confuse
some people, and they may have wanted to differentiate from the more technologydriven components. So that’s why I think we started to use the term ‘transmedia’
in the early 2000s. But, unfortunately, I think what’s happened is that transmedia
seems to create more questions than it answers. The term itself doesn’t really
reveal anything. The fact is, there is no good naming mechanism, there is no good
nomenclature yet in this form. And this is common in the technology world overall.
The gaming world, for example, has terrible nomenclature - a ‘MMO RPG’ what the
hell is that, it’s all acronyms, it’s a very clumsy language. So I think, first of all,
transmedia is a clumsy term. Unfortunately I also think, because of the hype and
a number of snake-oil salesmen and the many people who glommed on to it, it’s
become kind of mudded and tainted among technology folks. They really don’t like
to talk about transmedia, they think it’s a false prophet and therefore I’m always a
bit cautious or aware about when I’m using it. I think when you say crossmedia or
cross-platform that it’s been more the standard terminology. I quite frankly think
the concept isn’t new, I mean, Henry Jenkins maybe started calling it that in the
early 2000s, but it had been around prior to that. So, I think we’ll be evolving that
term, maybe it’ll come back, maybe it’ll come to a clear meaning at some point. But
definitely it has created a lot of consternation, particularly among traditional media
folks. To them it just feels like ‘it’s a lot of nonsense’, which belittles the effort. No
one takes you seriously because the name is so silly.
G. V. - One of the difficulties I can see is that cinema, in order to reach its own
autonomy, to become independent, created its own language, and it was a turning
moment when you could say cinema isn’t anymore dependent upon theatre,
painting or photography, it has built its own language. Can we project that it will
happen the same way for transmedia projects, or is transmedia not going to have
its own identity, its own language, its own specificity?
A. S. - It will, and it’s already begun to form but it is pulling in the same way words
like ‘mise-en-scene’ and ‘montage’ started to form as the language of cinema. They
were borrowing from artistic or theatrical terms, so mise-en-scene would be the
placement on a stage, essentially. They started to borrow some of the terminology.
What we’re seeing here is much more of an influence from gaming. Gaming is
probably the most important aspect of transmedia than any other, I would say,
because it really is the first medium to make the viewer into a user. It makes an
experience, it creates an active role for the audience rather than a passive role. And
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even in a game there are cut-scenes where you sit back and watch for a little bit,
which is the traditional cinematic role. The real value, the real excitement comes
when the viewer becomes a participant. So, I think that we’re starting to see that.
The User Generated Content for example is the kind of participatory concept that
is unique in transmedia, it doesn’t really exist in any other format. Also, we’re
definitely beginning to have certain rules like a language in Web series, for example.
It seems an average length is between three minutes to ten or twelve minutes per
episode. That’s about the time because transmedia projects are often viewed in
sections, often when people are like on their way to work, or at school or on a break
at work, so they can only have ten or fifteen minutes to view something. The term
we’ve started to use is ‘snack entertainment’, it’s little bits of entertainment, like a
snack. So when you’re entertaining in that kind of form it already starts to dictate
a certain quality and a structure to the way you create it. So, we’re sort of seeing
things like that, we’re learning stuff from the culture that’s online, the net culture
that exists. We’re borrowing stuff from gaming, from programming, from hacking
language and we mix it up with film and television.
G. V. - If gaming is one of the most important and innovative aspects of transmedial storytelling, it’s also true that there’s a strong resistance, on the side
of the traditional storytellers, in recognizing that they are playing in the same
‘championship’. Traditional narrative gives you something that games can’t: it
wants a passive viewer, and the prize for that is that it presents you with a sense of
complete closure to the work, you go home and you can do whatever you want with
it. Instead, gaming requires either interaction or even participation; it’s something
that just doesn’t fit the same pattern. Many of the traditional storytellers think
that videogames are something else, something different in nature.
A. S. - It is perhaps the most complex aspect of transmedia, balancing the idea of
what is traditional film and television with interactive and gaming because you have
radically different approaches to the creative. You have very different structures
of narrative. One relies on a hero’s journey, a narrative where the audience is
supposed to assume the view of a character who is fully formed and has a life, has
an identity. That’s your narrative in the story. But in a game you can’t really do that
because the player is the character, so in a game you can’t really have a backstory
for the main character, you can’t have a really complicated one, because it creates
separation between the player and the player-character. So you actually have to
make something devoid of that; in a film you have turns of a story, you have climatic
moments that you have to go through in order to feel the pain or feel the joy the
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character is going through. In a videogame, if you try to do the same thing that’s
called a force-failure, it’s a very bad game mechanic. So it’s absolutely different in
how you design it. The approach is also very different: when you design a story for
a film or TV you often start macro, from the top down. You start with the big ideas
and you go down to the details. In games it’s quite the opposite: you start with the
prototyping, you start with the fun bits of the game mechanics and you build up the
story. This is why often games have very dislocated, non-logical narratives, because
that’s the last thing that they’ve done, they built it from the ground up.
G. V. - So, you are saying that traditional narratives and videogames are “incompatible”,
you don’t think that they’re going to merge at some point?
A. S. - There are examples of merging. So, for example, Halo has come out with
Spartan Ops, where basically they introduced linear narratives into the story. The
Halo-franchise has spun off into these new characters – it began in Halo 3, and
spun off in Halo 4, where it is massively expanded -- you then play parts of the
game with smaller game involvement, sitting back and viewing. So it’s very much
more of a cinematic experience with some game play. But, to get back to your point,
there is going to be the lean forward and the sit back experience. There is definitely
going to be a time when you’re more active in some moments or more passive in
others. I expect there are going to be projects, which will be more like cinema and
projects, which will be more like games. That’s why with trends of the cross aspects,
it is important to talk about different platforms, which have slightly different
experiences. With technology and some of the things they are developing, it will be
interesting to play in this space and to see how the relationship develops.
G. V. - Speaking about web-series: in Europe, producers often see them as smaller
and cheaper TV series. Therefore, the consequence on the writing is that they are
written just like one episode of a series, and then divided into segments. No specific
dramaturgical writing is defined for that format and consumption model. What do
you think about this? And what kinds of concepts are better fitting to web-series?
A. S. - Well, it’s very tricky right now, because what you’re really talking about is
not so much the content, it’s more the economics that are behind it. So what’s
happening now in the web-series space is that they have to be less expensive
because there isn’t a business model that supports it. The revenues are not
there, the advertisers’ revenues. People still want things to be cheap online, but
eventually those will increase because certain projects will start to work. They’ll get
more attention and suddenly advertisers will start to pay more for it. Sponsors will
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start to pay because they will recognize the value of it. And in some cases you see
things like Netflix, where you are seeing the House of Cards project, it’s actually
more expensive than most TV series. It is operating like a very high budget feature
film. It’s about four million per episode or more, which is what in the US an average
episode for broadcast television would be, but this is online. Now, Netflix is a unique
platform, because they are a subscription service, like HBO or any of the cable
networks are in the US. They are able to go worldwide immediately, they don’t have
to buy or sell into different territories, they won’t have to worry so much about the
pirating as other projects because they have a better opportunity for day-and-date
release. So I think we’ll start seeing the budgets increase over time. Subject matter
obviously will change. The projects I’ve been involved with tend to be more geared
to young people – action genre, science fiction, horror, areas that used to be in the
DVD market and low budget. But again, with Netflix, House of Cards is a political
thriller, it is a much more highbrow topic.
G. V. - Would you expand more on the strategies that Netflix adopted in producing
House of Cards? Shooting the whole first season, making it entirely available on
their platform, and yet keeping the 50’ format as a general TV series?
A. S. - What Netflix did is much more of the culture of the Web, I mean – the webseries I work on, we shoot everything all at once and then it’s all there, whenever you
want, you can binge view if you like. At least in the UK and in other parts of Europe
it is normal that they shoot the entire series before it actually airs. In America, they
often start to air the show before the show is even finished. It is a different process.
There are benefits to that because you can actually start to react to your audience.
You can actually change and alter things based on expectations; and that is kind
of fun. In a lot of ways it is exciting to go from script and see something on air
within a month or a month and a half. So the time to deliver is actually very quick,
there is a lot of excitement about that but it is a grueling process. It can be very
demanding to be able to generate that with a pressure of an active production going
on, particularly because you are generating 20 episodes a year.
G. V. - Your experience on the latest John Woo series: how was it? Was it extremely
demanding?
A. S. - Actually not at all, we haven’t shot it yet so we will see. It’s actually working
on the mini episode format. It’s about seven or eight episodes of about twelve
minutes apiece, it will be about ninety minutes of content. Essentially it’s a film,
but it will be released in episodes and the idea is to find platforms that will release
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worldwide. The idea is also… and again, what is very hard for traditional media to
believe, is that just because you release it on a worldwide platform, doesn’t mean
that everyone sees it. The idea is to release it on the platform where all the pirates
would be watching it, so they have no reason to pirate it. So you’ve got your fans
hooked. You give it to them and then by word of mouth you create a buzz. You can
still distribute it through traditional streams, downstream to television or through
other websites. So people who have only heard about it will say ‘oh, ok’ but they are
not on the fan boys who know the latest John Woo action thing. This is the group
that usually watches it on DVD and probably wouldn’t see a movie in a theatre.
They’re gonna watch it through platforms that can be monitored and it will be able
to generate revenue that way. So I think it’s really understanding the difference
between when you release something worldwide in this way, you’re only releasing
it to a certain demographic. And quite frankly, it’s that demographic who will be
pirating it anyway, at least you now bring it into their sight, getting the sponsorship
value.
G. V. - Did this particular format, and the awareness that it’ll be cut in segments,
change your writing during the script?
A. S. - Oh, absolutely, because you’ve got to divide the project up in minutes. It’s
like writing acts, seven or eight act structure. What’s really important particularly
with these is the fact there’s going to be a break in the story. So you have to build in
cliffhangers. Back when I started my first job in television was in the late 90’s, when
I first came by Hollywood. I would work with guys who had been in this business
for many years and they used to write the act out as a big cliffhanger because
you didn’t know if the audience was coming back after the commercial. What I’ve
seen in television today is that they just assume that you’re coming back after the
commercial. They don’t really write those act breaks, no cliffhangers, because they
just assume the audience is coming back. Plus, there are shows which don’t have
breaks, think of HBO, they’re just like little movies, which in a sense represents
a change in the art of TV writing. Actually that does go to the point about what
happens when you cut the episodes together into a longer format like a film.
Because there are these little breaks in the story, I structure it in a way so that when
you come back to an episode you get a little bit of a replay of where you just left
off. You have to summarize it but you can’t spend too much time. It is not like what
they call a saga-sell in TV where you have a bit at the beginning, ‘previously on…’ et
cetera, because it takes too long. You can do a compilation, a sort of catch-you-up
but that is done as a separate episode. So when you cut it into a movie you’ll have
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to re-edit those scenes because they have to flow in a slightly different way. In some
ways it is similar to TV movies-of-the-week, when you have seven eight structure
acts break with the commercial breaks built in.
G.V. - And how does your writing change when you work on a videogame? Or a
cross-platform project?
A. S. - When I’m writing to an audience who plays videogames, one of the things
to consider about videogame narratives is that they are really very layered, it’s
very dense. In fact it’s often very complicated rather than just complex. A film
story can be complex, but a good film story is not complicated, it’s efficient, it
drives you forward. If you’re watching something in a linear narrative you really
can’t be bogged down with exposition and complications, you want complexity
not complications. So there is an interesting technique you can use when
creating this kind of content, where it may be a bit more dense. And this is
what is wonderful about the cross-platform nature of these stories – is that
I can develop a bunch of ideas and only make a quick mention to them in the
episode and no other explanation whatsoever. I remove the exposition and then,
on another platform, go into the details and explain it. In the project Afterworld,
a heavy sci-fi series, we wrote the episodes in arcs of four. There were very heavy
hardcore sci-fi concepts around them and it was very difficult to explain. But in
the episode we kind of refer to them quickly and move on. We didn’t have any
time to explain, we were doing this very quickly. But for those who were really
interested we would have a diary of the main character where it was detailed.
This was in the right format, in a written format, where you could understand
it. It was a way to explain and give out the expository information. I can’t tell
what a freedom that was as a writer because I didn’t have to explain within
the scenes. Actors hate that, directors hate that – it kills the drive of the story.
It’s awful, it means the story has to stop and explain itself. Obviously you have
to explain certain points but the more efficient you can make that the better.
What’s wonderful about this format, doing this type of work, is that you now
have other areas and you can spell that out. So other ideas that you are creating
while you’re developing characters that you can’t use in the script can now live
in another place. It becomes a world, and you have an opportunity to express
that world but in the right format, so it’s not crowding your script. It’s living in a
place where it’s best suited.
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G. V. - What do you see as transmedia trends? Which elements are more relevant
today?
A. S. - I think web-series are part of transmedia, I would always include them as a
part of the platform experience, the more linear narrative part of it. Development
of apps is exploding and continue to expand, particularly with Android now, which
is a much more open system. I think that you’re having a lot more development
around socialization, social games, social networks, those platforms are expanding
and wanting to get more into content. I’ve heard Twitter is developing a television
network; Facebook if not already, is probably on the verge. You’re beginning to
see that all these platforms are in need of content, there’s a huge demand for
it. Also brands, the products they used to sell on television, are recognizing that
their audience is not the same in television. There are some age groups that are
watching television, but most of the people that I know, younger people, don’t have
television. They use it as a monitor but it’s all for the computer because they want
the choice and they realize they don’t need television anymore. So the advertisers
recognize that and they are getting into the content business as well. So you’re
seeing companies like Coca Cola and Pepsi developing platforms for content, they
are getting into the business as well.
G.V. - What is it like, the scenario in Los Angeles? How is Hollywood reacting to
the changes?
A.S. - In many ways, Hollywood is really behind the ball because a few have tried and
failed. It’s been a very hard time, TV is working, but the theatrical film business is
not. There is a lot of strain on the business right now – because of piracy. The box
office numbers are growing but it’s more like smoke and mirrors because the ticket
price is rising with the advent of 3D and that sort of thing. Hollywood is in a weird
time of transition as well – we’re seeing a real transition. Most of the content on
these digital platforms now is being created by individuals; small, unique people
who don’t have much experience and quite frankly they’re doing it for very little
money. They don’t have any overhead but they’re gaining these huge audiences and
we’re talking in the tens and hundreds of millions – unlike a television show, which
is getting a few million. But the problem is that when some of these people try
to move from their digital channel that they’re doing on Youtube to a traditional
channel like Nickelodeon or one of the networks, the audience doesn’t come. One of
the great challenges that people have recognized is that moving your audience from
one platform and getting them to go to another platform can be very challenging.
The drop off is enormous. So the platform, which you’re going to release on is crucial,
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understanding the audience and what you’re doing. It’s a very complicated situation
and definitely it’s going to happen, I think the attitude of a lot of producers I’ve
talked to, the traditional producers, is that they’re sort of ‘waiting and seeing.’ They
don’t know, they’re going to wait and see, what happens elsewhere. Unfortunately
that is what happened to the music industry where suddenly there is so much of
a drop off in the industry that the studio just can’t support it anymore. The funny
thing about this is that in the past eight years I’ve seen studios starting digital
divisions, closing digital divisions, and a year later open up a new digital division.
They don’t know what to do and they keep trying, they want to keep up, but it’s
moving very quickly. It’s a huge transition and it’s a huge challenge.
G. V. - Going back to transmedia, it has become common to associate an ARG or a
LARP connected to the driving platform, be it a film, or a series, or a videogame:
do you think that the creation of these live events is strategic to create the ‘cult’
aspect of a project?
A. S. - I think that the clearest way to talk about this is to no longer talk about
platforms and no longer talk about media, but actually talk about the audience and
talk about communities. The native transmedia, the more experimental projects,
they’re really using it. It is a limited version of what can be done with a driving
platform like film or television, the central platform. I don’t call this transmedia,
I call it audience engagement. It’s really audience engagement strategy because
what you’re doing, you’re trying to build a community for the project. I believe
what’s going to start happening more and more is that every film, whether it’s arthouse or big Hollywood blockbuster, is going to have to have some type of strategy
on how you connect to the community and get them to come out. Get them to come
out to see the movie or get them to download the film or whatever. But it’s about
making sure when you go and make a film they’re gonna ask you, and they always
do, at least in the US, who is the audience for this, who is going to see this movie,
who wants to see this movie. By taking this approach, you’re going to prove it. You
are going to start developing little components, little tests, little small bets that are
transmedial in nature that will start to build that kind of community around your
film. Some of that can be even in crowd funding, some of that in crowd sourcing,
generating interest around your project, director’s blogging, there are millions of
ways of doing it that are very simple. Some more complex like an ARG - ARGs are
complicated because they get very small participation, but the level of participation
is very high and you get very dedicated people. So you really have to think about the
nature of your project. I definitely think that, as I see it, the future of film, and even
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truer in television, you have to start thinking in terms of ecosystems, of building
a system around the main platform so that a community is able to discover it and
starts engaging with it before it begins. My belief is that this has always existed
in film, we called it showmanship. It was about creating this engagement for the
audience. Right now, I mean the traditional way, has been a movie poster and a
trailer, commercials and billboard – well, that’s an engagement, it’s the first level,
more passive, but it’s an engagement. You have seen movies like Hunger Games,
which did extraordinarily well – partly they used these traditional engagements
in very strategic ways. And the way they released it, the way they generated huge
interest around it, building expectation around it. One of my favorite trailers was
for Alien, it even started with the movie poster, which was one phrase: in space no
one can hear you scream. And I was like ‘oh, my god! In space? I can’t scream! I can’t
breathe! I’m having a heart attack and I’m breathing right now!’ Just like that, and
the fact that the trailer for Alien didn’t show the alien, it created this expectation
and suspense. This is what we call good marketing, that’s what I’m really talking
about audience engagement.
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Abstract
This article reflects on the notion of good and bad characters in a fictional
world. The study is done from a humanistic perspective and considers the poetic
proposals of Juan José García-Noblejas (1982) and Paul Ricoeur (1987). The paper
suggests that a character is good as long as it serves the world of fiction in which
it is, whereas the world of fiction is good—in the sense of complete—insofar as it is
able to “do justice” to the aspect of human life it represents.

“We tell stories because, at the end of the day, human lives need and deserve
telling. This remark takes on its full force when we evoke the need to preserve the
history of the defeated and losers. The whole history of suffering
claims for revenge and calls for narrative”.
Paul Ricoeur

If “the whole history of suffering”, as Ricoeur suggests (1987), claims for revenge
and calls for narration”, it is because somehow, on giving an account of the events
that have taken place, the story narrated “does justice” to the aspect of life it
represents. This places the activity of storytelling within the sphere of practical
action and, therefore, in close relationship to the person that does the narrating
and to the person that listens to, reads or watches such narration (García-Noblejas
2000). When this dimension is taken into account, it is possible to understand that
talking of good or bad characters is a matter of poetics rather than ethics.
As is known, within the context of narratological analysis and the teaching
1
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of screenwriting, the characters are usually understood as one of the various
elements—along with dialogues, lexis, rhythm and, in the case of audiovisual works,
their staging and performance—that make it possible for the author to “tell the
story”. From this perspective of creation, the characters are considered to be either
“good” or “bad” if, technically, they appear to work.
However, in what could be called “first writing” and “first reception” of the work,
both the author, on writing the script, and the spectator, on first watching the
film, understand the characters not as “instruments” but as “persons”. And it is on
account of this reason that the characters are usually classified as “good” or “bad”
not in the technical sense described above, but in the same ethical sense as we
generally speak of (real-life) people.
To clear up this apparent contradiction and show that goodness or badness in a
poetic work does not reside in the morality of the actions of its characters, but in
the capability of such work to “act as” human life does, this article is divided into
three parts.
In the first place, I present a clarification of the terminology, to give a brief overview
of the poetic context in which this topic has been approached. This is followed by an
account of García-Noblejas’s (1982 and 2004) “double navigation” proposal applied
to audiovisual reception. And finally I develop at some length what is understood as
a “character” in narratology, and what some screenwriting experts have described
as a “good character”. Specifically, two fundamental features are analyzed:
the character transformation arc, and the need for emotional coherence in the
characters, considered both individually and collectively. This study of the proposals
made by different screenwriters will show that, important as the characters may be,
they are but one more constituent element of the story in which they move (GarcíaNoblejas 2000). Drawing from this, it will be easier to understand that the value of a
character depends on whether or not it contributes to a well-told story and its unity,
that is, the story “does justice” to the “human life” it represents.
1. The Context of Aristotle’s Poetics
As is known, Aristotle’s Poetics, written more than 24 centuries ago, continues to
be a standard text in screenwriting schools and in a large number of screenwriting
manuals (Cowgill 1999; Boon 2008; Selbo 2008; Krevolin, 2010; McBride, 2012).
Suffice it to recall that veteran screenwriter Richard Walter, founder and chair of the
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screenwriting master’s program at UCLA—one of the most prestigious screenwriting
schools in the US along with that of the University of Southern California (USC) recommends screenwriters to make Poetics a “part of their lives” and to “study it
over and over again” (Walter 2010).
In Poetics, Aristotle delves for the first time into the principles that guide the
production of a peculiar kind of artifacts: the works of a mimetic nature (Vigo 2007).
In simpler terms, he studies how to make those particular objects whose peculiarity
is to imitate or represent life, and why they are made that way (for example, a
tragedy or a comedy at the time of Aristotle; a movie or a novel today).
In Chapter IV, Aristotle suggests that there are “two causes and both are natural”
to explain why poetry was born (when Aristotle speaks of poetry, we should read
story):
First, there is man’s natural propensity, from childhood onwards, to engage
in mimetic activity (and this distinguishes man from other creatures, that
he is thoroughly mimetic and through mimesis takes his first steps in understanding). Second, there is the pleasure, which all men take in mimetic
objects.
An indication of the latter can be observed in practice: for we take pleasure
in contemplating the most precise images of things whose sight in itself
causes us pain – such as the appearance of the basest animals, or of corpses.
Here too the explanation lies in the fact that great pleasure is derived from
exercising the understanding, not just for philosophers, but in the same
way for all men, though their capacity for it may be limited.
Is is for this reason that men enjoy looking at images, because what happens is that, as they contemplate them, they apply their understanding and
reasoning to each element (identifying this as an image of such-and-such
a man, for instance). Since, if it happens that one has no previous familiarity with the sight, then the object will not give pleasure qua mimetic object
but because of its craftsmanship, or colour, or for some other such reason.
(Aristotle, 1448 b 4 – 19).
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This long quotation contains a couple of ideas worth highlighting at this point. The
first one is that the fact of watching imitations produces pleasure. It is, as Halliwell
(1992) says, a cognitive pleasure because it assumes recognizing what, somehow
or other, is already known. García-Noblejas (2003, 278) explains that “poetic
recognition is an active addition or clarification of something obscure, confusing,
or vaguely known already”, and that that “something” is “thematically associated
with the praxis of life”, that is, with one’s existence insofar as it is oriented to
what Spaemann (1991) calls “a life well-lived”. The second idea is at the end of the
quotation, where Aristotle says that if the work fails to represent what is “already
known”, it might please, but only for the external aspects of the work: the perfection
of its execution, its color, etc.
Another Aristotelian notion worth bearing in mind is that tragedy consists of six
parts: mythos or plot, characters, diction, thought, spectacle and song. Aristotle
argues that the characters are in service to the plot, which as the “soul of the
tragedy” is “the pattern of meaning that governs or organizes the moral time in
which the changes that take place in the characters develop” (García-Noblejas
2000, 127). He says: “the most important of these elements is the structuring of the
incidents (plot), for tragedy is an imitation not of men but of an action and of a life,
and happiness and unhappiness are in the action, and its end is a mode of action,
not a quality” (Aristotle, 1450 to 15-18). Later he adds: “Hence the incidents and the
plot are the end of the tragedy, and the end is the chief thing of all. Again, without
action there cannot be a tragedy; there may be [tragedy] without characters”
(Aristotle 1450 at 22-25).

This is not the time to go into the discussion about the priority of plot over the
dramatis personae or characters, as argued by Aristotle, or into the sense that such
priority may have (Rush, 2012). I shall only suggest that both when constructing
stories and on our initial approximation to them as readers or spectators, the
characters are the key to “enter the story”: they are relevant because they appear in
the shape of people who make the decisions that lead to the resolution: “From the
earliest times, storytellers have known a simple truth: strong characters are able to
keep a weak plot going, but weak characters can never hide behind a strong plot”
(Cowden et al. 2000, xi).
In the case of the construction of stories, this is so because the conflicts, mishaps,
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crises and difficulties that make the story possible, take place with the characters
as the axes of the diegetic actions.
There is yet a third concept in Poetics to be borne in mind, namely, the notion of the
mythos or plot as the “representation of human action” (mimesis praxeos). According
to Aristotle, stories are “good stories” when they are fast-moving and essential
representations of action, life, happiness and unhappiness (Aristotle, 1450 at 16-17).
2. The “double navigation” Proposal
According to Paul Ricoeur (1987) and Juan José García-Noblejas (2004), a proficient
film reception calls for the writer and the spectator to perform two different
“operations” on writing or watching a story.
The first operation, the reading or “navigation” of a (film) story, takes place on
entering the movie for the first time. Without knowing exactly what lies ahead, the
author and/or spectator take the character’s hand—particularly the protagonist’s—
as a blind person would do with the hand of a guide (García-Noblejas 2000, 123-127),
and through a “voluntary suspension of disbelief”, behaves “as if” everything he
sees and hears is exactly as presented in that world. He suffers if the protagonist
suffers; he rejoices in the protagonist’s success. In this “first navigation” the
characters appear to be real-life people to the writer or spectator.
Along with this operation, there is a second reading or “navigation” of the story
which the writer undertakes when he does his re-writing (Brenes 2011). In the case
of the competent spectator, this second “navigation” takes place concurrently with
the first “navigation” and finishes a few minutes after having seen the movie (most
probably while the final music and closing credits are rolling). This second reading
or “navigation”, unlike the first one, which is more technical and analogical, is more
unitary and symbolic. In other words, what happens to the characters and why it
happens is not quite as significant as what prompts the question about the sense
of the story.
To understand this “second navigation” better, an anecdote often told in
screenwriting schools may be of use. “A complex story of three characters was
brilliantly described in class by a student. When the teacher asked him what his
story was about, he said ‘he who seeks revenge must think of digging two graves”
(García-Noblejas 1999, 17).
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In the “first navigation” of the story, which is carried out from within the world of
fiction as if it were real life itself, the characters tend to be classified according to
the same criteria we use to assess real people. Thus, the hero is said to be “brave”,
“cowardly”, “magnanimous” or “selfish” even though in fact, a character is not
capable of such behaviour for the simple reason that it lacks freedom. “A character
is not a pattern that imitates human life in a representative way” (García-Noblejas
2000, 124). It is the story or narration that does imitate life, provided that it is wellstructured, and follows a “logic of freedom” (García-Noblejas 2000, 124).
This is the reason why, when the stories are approached in a “second navigation”,
from the outside, or rather, when they are viewed as a unit, the evaluation of the
parts has to do with their technical success. A character, a set, a dialog or music will
all of them be good insofar as each of them contributes to make the film a good
film, that is, a well-made, complete, self-contained oeuvre. On the contrary, they
will be bad if because of them the story is weak, episodic, tame.
In this “second navigation” what is good or bad is no longer one of the constituent
parts, but the story itself, taken as a whole. Also, the attribute of good or bad
applied to the story is not, initially, to be understood in its ethical sense but in a
poetic sense. The world of fiction is good not because what it represents is perfect
from an ethical point of view, but because it is a good representation and embodies
in a synthetic and condensed way (or, to use García-Noblejas’s terminology (1987),
because it acts “as”) a certain aspect of the unfathomable mystery of the human
being, with its heroic peaks and abysses of evil. And on watching this imitation or
representation, the spectator is capable of self re-cognition.
To sum up, a character is good if it makes the story be good. And the story will be
good not because it may show idyllic, beautiful or edifying worlds, but because, on
arriving in and departing from that world, the spectator is capable of recognizing
himself when he observes and takes in all the good and evil represented there (cfr.
García-Noblejas, 2003).
3. The Characters and Narratology
In this third section, we shall refer to some narratological studies dealing with the
characters. All of these studies seem to confirm what I said at the beginning of this
article, that is, from a critical point of view (that of re-writing or “second navigation”
reception), the characters appear as the instruments that assist in the telling of
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the story. The objective of this section is to highlight the narratological fact that a
character is an artifice or gimmick created by an author.
Bal (1997), for instance, speaks of “functional actors” that should be taken into
account when analyzing a structure. “An important aspect of the interpretation of
the fabula is the subdivision of its actors into classes” (Bal 1997). On the basis of
this, within a framework of structural analysis, Bal identifies different categories
of actors, which she develops in terms of binary oppositions: the actor that seeks
to reach an objective (“subject” – “desired object”); the actor that supports the
subject in carrying out its intention and the person who receives the object (“giver”
– “receiver”).
Bal prefers to use the terms “addresser” and “addressee” instead of “giver” and
“receiver”, respectively, as a translation of the French terms destinateur and
destinataire used by Greimas (1984) whom she follows. In addition to this class of
actors, which both Greimas and Bal call “actants”, there is another pair formed by
the “helpers” (adjutants) and the “opponents” (opposants). Bal suggests that each
helper is a condition that is necessary but insufficient on its own for the subject to
reach its objective, whereas opponents or opposants serve a similar function, but
oppose the subject’s progress.
Bal makes it clear that actors should not necessarily be identified with people,
because they are functions rather than dramatis personae. “It may happen that
in one fabula we find only one actor who is at war with himself, his passions, his
madness, and so on. On the other hand, it is also possible that large numbers
of actors, whole crowds, armies, or university groups form together one actant”
(Bal 1997).
Etienne Souriau (1950), in turn, posits a typology that also shows that the characters
are at the service of the story. His division has proven effective as a means to analyze
stories of various kinds. This author distinguishes six basic functions:
1. Force orientée (Fo), or thematically-oriented force: it refers to the drive or
passionate trend directed to one end (love, ambition, desire for control, etc.). 2. Bien
souhaité (Bs), The good wished for, i.e. that towards which the Fo tends. In addition
to being a person (a man or woman), the good wished for may be something
impersonal (authority, power, etc.). 3. Obteneteur souhaité (Os), intended recipient
or receiver: the receiver of the good wished for by the Fo. It may frequently happen
that the Os may coincide with the Fo, although this is not always necessarily so. 4.
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Opposant (Op), the opponent, a force that is antagonistic to Fo, which attempts to
prevent Os from attaining Bs. 5. Arbitre de la situation (Ar), arbiter of the situation:
a character that can tilt the balance of the conflict between Fo and Op. 6. Adjuvant
(Ad), Helper: a character whose interests coincide with those of one of the others.
This is not a strictly necessary function.

4. The Characters according to Screenwriters
Screenwriting textbooks tend to treat characters from the artistic perspective
(writers in a “first navigation”) and therefore speak of them “as if they were
persons”. In this sense, the manuals usually point out two basic features of a good
character: its transformation arc and its emotional coherence.

For Souriau these functions are independent of the number of characters or actors.
Thus there may be cases in which a force (Fo, for instance), is both the opponent
(Op) and arbiter (Ar), or cases in which several characters may embody one of the
functions. This typology also allows studying the changes in the characters, as they
can interchange functions throughout the story. For example, the Opponent may
become the Helper of the thematically oriented Force, and so on.

4.1. The transformation arc and the sense of the story
Between the beginning and the end of a story, there is usually a shift or change in
the main character. This is what screenwriters (Blacker 1993; Atchity & Wong 1997;
Howard & Mabley 1995; Krevolin 1998; Cowgill 1999; Cowden et al. 2000; SánchezEscalonilla 2001; Braga 2003) call the “character arc” or “transformation arc”.

This quick overview of Bal’s theory of actants and Souriau’s theory of functions is
quite schematic, but suffices to understand the sense in which the characters are
said to be elements at the service of the story, on the basis of the relationships that
they build up with one another.
It is interesting to note that screenwriters share this vision of the characters as
the structuring elements of the script. In fact, in the terminology of screenwriting
textbooks, the “oriented force” responds generically to what is often called
the “protagonist” defined as “somebody wanting something badly and having
difficulty getting it” (Howard and Mabley 1995, 28) or as “the character primarily
responsible for the action of the story” (McBride 2012, 135). The “opponent” is
the “antagonist”; “the opposing force”, “the difficulty” that actively resists the
protagonist’s efforts to reach his goals (Howard & Mabley 1995), or “the rival
or enemy of the protagonist” (McBride 2012). The “good wished-for” is called
the “motivation of the protagonist” or “objective” (Selbo 2008), or what the
protagonist “wants” (Cowgill 1999). And although the “recipient” does not have
such a clear translation, it is usually the answer to the question: “For whose
sake does the protagonist wish what he wishes for?”. The “helpers” are known
as “secondary characters” or, according to Edson (2012), “allied and setting
characters”. Finally, the “arbiter” is associated with the idea of “the cause that
resolves a conflict”, “the trigger of the resolution” or the “keeper of the entrance”
(Vogler 2007; Edson 2012).
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Cowgill (1999, 44-63), for instance, notes that in major movies it often happens that
the protagonist undergoes a profound change between the beginning and the end
of the action. When this is not so, the protagonist at least causes a change in the
characters around him. The process consists in the fact that once the protagonist
has committed himself to an objective and faces the conflict that prevents him
from reaching it, the story becomes an opportunity to prove such commitment.
In the midst of this effort he is forced to make decisions. The more difficult the
obstacles, the more his loyalty to his commitment will be put to the test. If, despite
the enormous difficulties, he finds or has the courage to honor that commitment,
the decisions that he takes will lead him to discover qualities in him that were
unknown to him and will make him grow. This personal growth will allow him to
solve the problems and reach his goal.
It may also be the case that the protagonist fails to solve the problem, but even
so, there is still a possibility of growth insofar as the fact of trying to overcome the
obstacle leads him to discover truths within himself which otherwise would have
remained unveiled.
This description of the transformation arc of the character means, in the first place, that
the situation of the protagonist in its initial phase is often accompanied by ignorance
of his own potential. In addition, the fact of facing obstacles requires the making of
decisions that he alone can make. What is more, the force that drives the protagonist
to move on despite the difficulties is rooted in a motif of loyalty to the commitments
made. In other words, it is something internal to the protagonist himself, which is not
imposed by the other characters or by the situation in which he moves.
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This means that the inner growth of the character, understood in the positive
sense of improvement, bears no direct relation to the external success or failure
of the mission he has embarked on. In this sense, it is said that it is possible for a
protagonist to succeed because he gets what he really wishes for, even if he does
not get what he initially wanted or sought.
In turn, Blacker (1993), suggests that in order to make the transformation of the
character credible it is necessary to have previously “sown” in him what he will later
“reap”. This presupposes that there is a stable base in the protagonist’s behaviour,
which is in turn open to change, so that the actions he performs and the decisions
that he makes may lead to (usually slow) changes, which somehow or other make
him become different without ceasing to be who he is. Stated differently, the actions
performed by the characters or inflicted upon them leave an imprint in them, which
is what will make it possible to articulate subsequent changes in a plausible way.
“When creating a character the writer has at his disposal a given temperamental
foundation and character. As the plot develops, the character is influenced by the
vicissitudes of the story and the influence of his relationships. A character’s free
actions are not indifferent to the story; nor are indifferent the experiences lived
through romance, a friendly relationship or a learning bond. The transformation arcs
depend mainly on the changes in character or personality, in the modifications in
the usual behavior of the persona” (Sánchez-Escalonilla 2001, 277). This quotation
shows in a very clear way that these authors refer to the characters in the “first
navigation” mode, in which the characters are treated as if they were persons and
thus, regarded as subjects of habits.
Cowden, LaFever and Viders (2000, 104-112) relate the protagonist’s need for growth
to the expectations of the audience. These authors propose a cast of 16 character
archetypes, with their own characteristics, which properly combined may originate
hundreds of different stories.
Following García-Noblejas (1982, 80) we can say that classifying characters by
associating them with the traits of some social, geographical and historical type or
archetype, facilitates their “anchorage” and stability within the narration.
According to Cowden (2000), for the audience’s sympathy towards the hero or
heroine not to be lost, it is necessary that as the story progresses the negative
attributes of the protagonist should gradually turn into positive attributes or, at
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least, that the protagonist should make an effort to improve. This change is painful
to the protagonist but convenient to the story.
Krevolin (1998) adds that the transformation of the character has inevitably to do
with the moral dimension of the stories, regardless of whether they are dramas,
comedies, adventure stories or thrillers, etc. Directly or indirectly, movies show the
journey of a protagonist through a series of experiences that lead him to moments
of climax, in which he learns something about himself, which he had ignored until
that time. This discovery produces such an effect on this character that he never
again goes back to being who or what he was, and his life changes. Stories show
something about life, and this is why “in their core, they are highly moral” (Krevolin
1998, 41).
Although he does not specify what he means by “moral dimension” his explanation
suggests that moral dimensions are indeed at play in stories because decisions and
judgments about human actions are taken and made. However, we must not forget
that such decisions and judgments refer to the poet when he creates the story (he
takes the decision to narrate something concrete in a concrete way) and to the
spectator when he sees that story as a cosmos or a world that is unitary in sense
in the course of the “second navigation”. As far as the story is concerned, the only
morality that is applicable is that the story must be good, i.e. it must be genuinely
poetic. In this sense, we can understand that Kundera said that a novel’s raison
d’être is to uncover “a hitherto unknown segment of existence. [...] Knowledge is the
novel’s only morality” (Kundera 2004, 15-16).
Finally, in addition to protagonists and antagonists, Kenneth Atchity and Chi-Li
Wong (1997) differentiate between secondary characters, among other things,
in terms of whether these characters undergo a transformation arc between the
beginning and the end of the story. Thus, they distinguish between supporting,
minor and functional characters.
The main characteristic of supporting characters is that they appear recurrently, and
like the protagonist and the antagonist, undergo changes throughout the diegetic
action. Minor characters have a particular attribute that differentiates them and
helps them to be remembered. They are written to be instantly recognizable, and
for this to happen they must have a motivation that leads them to act in a specific
manner. Functional characters play a role in the story without being involved in
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the motivations that move the protagonist and the antagonist to action. They are
characterized by the lack of motivations of their own.
In short, Cowgill, Blacker, Sánchez-Escalonilla, Krevolin, Cowden, Atchity and others
like Braga (2003), coincide in pointing out that the characters’ dramatic arc is a
basic resort for story-building and catching the attention of the audience. They
also coincide in their opinion that such process, which takes place between the
beginning and the end of the story, tends to be directed towards a final situation of
improvement with respect to the beginning.
This change, however, should not be understood as moral growth or decline, but
rather as a manifestation of the pattern or logic governing the story in which the
characters find themselves. This pattern is what Aristotle calls myth (GarcíaNoblejas 2000). Thus, if we want to know whether a character is good or bad,
we have to ask about the character’s relationship with its myth. It will be a good
character if it is at the service of the myth, and bad if it does not enliven the myth.
4.2. Emotional coherence and the creation of characters
According to screenwriters, along with the transformation arc, another feature that
defines a “good character” is emotional coherence.
To speak of emotions assumes referring to what Robert McKee (1999) calls
“character”, as opposed to “characterization”. This author points out that
characterization is the sum of all the observable qualities of the fictional person,
which usually appear in the first act: age, degree of intelligence, speech mannerisms
and gestures, choice of clothes, education and occupation, hobbies, etc. Character,
on the contrary, is revealed at times of hardship and pressure that the fictional
person may undergo, and by the decisions that he makes or fails to make with
regard to the conflicts before him. This distinction makes it possible to get to “know
the truth” about the character, his true identity: “Is he kind or cruel, generous or
selfish, strong or weak, honest or a liar, brave or a coward?” (McKee 1999, 101). The
narration shows the changes and adjustments that take place in the character of
the persona when dealing with the conflicts. These “emotional setbacks,” as Linda
Seger (1999) calls them, provide momentum and boost the interest of a story: “The
extravagant teachers in Ghostbusters go from disappointment to excitement; in
Jaws, Martin and Matt shift from a festive mood to fear; and Walter, in Cocoon,
moves from regret and hopelessness to illusion” (Seger 1999, 94). She adds: “Strong
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emotional setbacks can be created in the search for emotional moments that can
be strengthened or extended. If your protagonist is ‘somewhat sad’ and will turn to
be ‘somewhat happy’, see if it is possible to create a transformation of the ‘from
despair to ecstasy’ type” (Seger 1999, 100).
Disappointment, excitement, a festive mood, fear, grief, hopelessness, being sad or
happy, are modulations of some of the nine basic feelings which articulate human
sensibility. Thus, to study the character of the dramatis personae there is a tool,
namely, the “dynamics of passions”, that distinguishes certain emotions from
others and relates them to one another.
We can call love the inclination of desire towards the possession of the good (what
the classics call concupiscible appetite) and hate the inclination to reject evil. There
can be love for the absent good (future), and this is simply called desire; or for the
possessed good (present), and this is called joy or happiness. If hate refers to an
absent evil (future) it is called aversion; if it refers to a possessed evil (present), it
is called pain or sadness. The inclination or drive to dodge or overcome obstacles
that stand in the way that leads to the good (irascible appetite) can be positive or
negative. If this appetite moves towards a good that is possible albeit very hard to
get (as there are obstacles), this engenders hope; but when it moves towards an
unattainable good, it is called despair. When it faces a present evil (that is hard to
avoid), it is called anger or rage; when the evil is absent (future) and is perceived as
possible to overcome, audacity arises; but if the evil is perceived as impossible to
overcome, fear arises (Aranguren Echevarría 2003, 138-142).
The transformation arc of the characters can be studied from the perspective of this
“map of passions” (Aranguren Echevarría 2003), because it provides an accurate
description of the emotions they experience and the changes they undergo. Brenes
(2001, 174-180) proposes a case of the use of this tool in the analysis of the film The
Searchers by John Ford:
Ethan wants to rescue his nieces and understand why he is a wanderer. This
dynamic is already announced in the original poster of the movie where it
reads: “He had to find her” and in the lyrics of the song by Stan Jones that
opens the movie: “What makes a man to wander?” The absolute certainty
(hope) that he will find them pushes him to move on (audacity). After many
years in their search, at the moment of the confrontation with Scar he does
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not hesitate to fight (anger), and finally, he takes Debbie home. This conflict ends in joy. However, The Searchers is not a classical “happy ending”
movie, precisely because the other conflict—the inner one—is not resolved
(Brenes 2001, 178).
If characters are considered not in isolation, but collectively, it is usual that the
traits embodied by one of them find an echo in another or, on the contrary, have
an opposite manifestation. Thus, one can speak of a network of relationships
between characters on the basis of the emotions and habits they represent. These
relationships result in fictional worlds as “more or less livable places”. Fumagalli
(2004, 104) says, “Works of fiction are not sequences of statements, but the stage
for a fantasy game comparable to playing with dolls. We take part, ‘join in’, as we
join in a game”. However, for us to do so, that world must be “credible”, because of
the coherence of the emotions at play.
An example may be of help to clarify this. The first sequence of Christopher
Nolan’s The Dark Knight (2008), introduces the antagonist, the Joker, at the
moment of robbing a bank. The features that define the relationship between the
clowns-wrongdoers are betrayal, lies and mistrust. Some sequences later, the film
introduces the protagonist, Batman. In a conversation with chief of police Gordon,
Batman asks him referring to Harvey Dent, the new District Attorney: “Do you trust
him?” A sequence later, Batman, this time as Bruce Wayne, asks his butler Alfred,
referring to Dent: “Do you trust him?”

***
As we reach the end of these pages, I hope to have somehow explained why the
right question about whether the characters are good or bad does not depend—as
we might initially think—on the ethical assessment that we usually make about the
actions of real-life people, to which the actions of the characters within a story can
be likened. A character—like all the other elements that configure the story—will be
good inasmuch as he contributes to a well-made work. And this will be accomplished
if the work has “poetic density”, that is, if it is capable of presenting human life in
a condensed way: feelings, habits, freedom. This, however, can only be seen in the
course of the “second navigation”.
As I said at the beginning, quoting Ricoeur, the work can be considered to have been
achieved, if it is capable of doing “justice” to the human story it represents. It is in
the interface of the real and the fictional world that we find the poetic dimension
alongside the ethical, political rhetorical and aesthetic dimensions inherent to
practical activity. But this is a matter to be addressed in further detail some other
time.

In these scenes, there is continuity contrasted in the emotions and habits of
antagonists and protagonists. The betrayal, deceit and mistrust that characterize
the world of the antagonist are opposed by the friendship, truthfulness and trust
that shapes relations between the protagonist and his helpers. When the diegetic
action ends, what is “transferred” from film to spectator is neither the Joker nor
Batman, as characters, but the vital action that the fictional world of The Dark
Knight represents. Or in García-Noblejas (2005) words, what is exchanged between
film and spectator is the “sense” of Nolan’s movie, understood as that which the
story “shows or points out with respect to its referent”, that is, the way in which that
particular story sees and names human reality.
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