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INTRODUCTION

Everyone has the potential to write something extraordinary, but ideas
aren’t enough on their own. The truth is that writing at a professional
standard, the standard that counts, is hard...

The advice contained in this ebook targets the most common issues we've
helped writers fix on industry shows. These tips will keep your scenes
front-footed and help your scripts level up, saving you the money you
would otherwise spend to receive these steers in paid notes.

Why listen to us and read this?

At ScriptMaster we teach passionate writers how to transform ideas into
sale-ready scripts. We have over a decade of development and production
experience working with some of the best emerging and award-winning
writers, top producers and commissioning teams. Our mentors are
professional Story Producers who have helped to create and lead editorial
on multiple series of acclaimed Scripted Drama.

Though you can, of course, read in any order this ebook is structured like
our ScriptMaster Course: its sections inform those that follow and each
contains actionable notes. We therefore advise you read in sequence (at
least the first time).

We're not advocates of writing by numbers. However, organic brilliance
often needs a supporting frame to fully bloom. Consider these dynamic
scene principles and you'll see how to trim the fat in your writing, find the
heart of your drama and dial it up in your scenes.

If you have questions or want to learn more, we'd love to connect!

Visit: www.ScriptMaster.co.uk or Email us: hello@scriptmaster.co.uk



Dramatic Hacks For Dynamic Scenes

5 ELEMENTS OF
ENGAGING DRAMA

Alive in all great dramatic scenes are:

Momentum, Intrigue, Emotion, Stakes & Tension.

Momentum

Engagement directly anchors to the tangible sense of progression in
your scenes. The more energy involved in a scene's progression and the
more that adds momentum to driving your story on, the more attention
your scenes will command. That doesn’'t mean everything should be
exploding with action but remember that your audience signed up to
watch a story.. Every scene should clearly progress that and deliver on
the opening promises your story made.

If your scenes are static without stillness serving a function, investment
suffers and attention drifts off.

¢ If there is stillness in your scenes, is it being dramatically
utilised by choice to convey internal/external worlds, events and
thought? If not, where could unintentional lapses in energy be
more dynamic, with lines or pages being cut to tighten things
up?

Intrigue

Humans are naturally inquisitive: we are wired to seek answers. Intrigue
is the process of establishing an understanding that more is going on
than it seems. Mystery is used as a shorthand in storytelling too but
intrigue grounds the idea of muystery, a rather nebulous term, to a
personal agent - keeping characters central to creating mystery,
deepening interest in them as a result.

If you hand an audience information too easily they will quickly grow
bored. Finding the right ways to turn declarations into earned
revelations that an audience, through characters, have to work for and
find out is a more engaging and rewarding method of communicating
information in your scenes.

« Are you revealing too much, too easily? Where/how could you
hold back and obscure the totality of character agendas? Are
there missed opportunities to make characters, and through
them the audience, aware that more is going on than they
know?



Dramatic Hacks For Dynamic Scenes

Emotion

For scenes to resonate with an audience, characters should inhabit
emotional states that your audience relate to. If we cannot sympathise
or relate, we cannot invest in the stakes. If that occurs, the only means of
to secure investment is intellectual stimulation from your cleverness
and sleight-of-hand with plot.

It's important to make sure that emotion is being authentically coupled
with a character’s circumstance too. If their attitude and emotion feels
false at any moment then your audience’s investment will be lost.

« Are your characters effectively anchoring us to their emotional
landscape to ensure that we care? Are you taking proactive
steps to ensure the right emotions are present and relatable, so
that audiences invest in the stakes?

Stakes

Stakes are the understanding of what can be won or lost in a given
situation. The stakes should increase as the story unfolds and events
escalate. The stakes directly inform your scenes' tension.

If the stakes for your characters are not clearly established there will be
no sense of jeopardy. The scene/situation will feel safe and “safe” and
“‘comfortable” do not make for good drama...

e Is it clear what your characters are each vying for? Do we
clearly understand what they each stand to win in succeeding
and lose in failing to obtain what they want?

+ Relating to emotion (above in this section), have you correctly
established a personal cost hanging in the balance at all times?

Tension

Tension is the anticipation of conflict, problems, surprise and mystery,
affecting characters internally/externally in events and relationships.
Tension and stakes are bound together. To leverage greater tension, you
must also increase the stakes.

If you are establishing clear personal stakes with emotion, intrigue and
momentum, then moments of tension should naturally emerge where
your characters are obstructed in achieving their goals.

« If you are finding tension is not naturally present, how could
your characters work harder for what they want and how can
you heighten the challenges they need to overcome to
succeed? (Consider where you can load on pressure, add timers
and deny access to information that characters need to
progress.)
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ACTIVE VS PASSIVE

Stories are journeys of growth and change. If characters are not actively
overcoming obstacles that challenge them then they are limited by how
much they can learn in the process and therefore authentically grow.

Characters can and should react to things. However, to keep a story and
scene dynamic ensure your principal characters are making active
decisions that motivate their involvement in the story, and/or from
which plot events emerge as a result. Keep your characters in the driving
seat of their scenes as much as you can!

In stories where a character is an outsider and/or in which major events
are caused by external factors or figures, principal characters can often
be found in reactive roles. If you are not careful in such circumstances,
your characters will become victims of cascading coincidences and
convenient bad luck.

If your story can only function through external events and supporting
characters delivering story-critical information to your lead characters,
then that usually indicates your lead characters do not have strong
enough personal stakes in the story to be occupying the central role.
After all, if they did, they would have a legitimate reason to pursue that
information/resolution directly themselves..

Even if your character actively overcomes the challenges, if they are only
ever initially reacting, they are in a passive position overall. Passivity is for
supporting characters. Your main characters must be key in creating the
drama and catalysing your story's events.

To move characters from a passive role into an active one, explore:

e Where can you change the order and/or means of key
information so that your principal characters are challenged
into making tough decisions that drive them and the story
forward?

e Where are leading characters being handed information or
stumbling into convenient but critical events? With a few
effective changes, could you show them making decisions to
actively obtain/achieve/engage information instead of being
handed what they need?
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ARRIVE LATE &
LEAVE EARLY

It's tempting to indulge writing characters that you've fallen in love with:
giving them space to stretch and roam. Great characters are vital, it's
true, but it's important to note that we only come to truly know a
character through how they act and react to dilemmas. (A character's
favourite colour might be purple but if that information doesn't inform
the plot, no one cares. In fact, we would likely wonder why we've wasted
time learning that..)

Audiences only care about your characters as long as they are revealing
things that are important to our understanding about their personality,
coupled with how our understanding about them informs how the
main story is moving on.

The classic principle of “arrive late and leave early” is the most effective
method for keeping scenes tight and energetic. It guards against
attention switching off. Simply put, this means you should start every
scene as close to the moment of maximum stakes and tension as you
possibly can.

To avoid audience boredom be brutally critical with your work. Cut to
the pulse of your story and keep us locked in the strongest flow!

To paraphrase 2x Oscar, Emmy and Golden Globe winner Sir Christopher
Hampton from our interview on writing craft:

“Avoid diversions. Make your scenes as tight as possible and don't linger in
them. Examine the scenes and dialogue and get rid of as much as you can.
Bear in mind actors can often show something instead of saying it aloud.”

Examine your scenes and consider:

* Does this scene begin as close as possible to where the
maximum amount of drama that could happen is happening to
the characters?

e Can you clearly identify the dramatic purpose of every scene? If
you can’t, the odds are that’s a scene to be cut. If you can, then
do so, and begin each scene as close to the dramatic heart as
feels right.

e When a scene is at the point of highest drama, either in the

moment of the scene’s dramatic climax or its immediate
aftermath, that is when you need to cut away.
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CONQUER>» CALCULATE>»
CONCEDE

A common reason that scenes feel flat is that it isn't clear who is striving
for what at all times. The 3 Cs are a useful shorthand for holding power
dynamics in your mind. They're a tool for keeping tension and intrigue
high in interactions and characters active in pursuing goals.

In order from the most powerful state to the weakest, these are:
Conquer > Calculate > Concede

Whether a major dramatic objective or a casual chat, consider which of

these states characters are in in relationship to one another. Try to
ensure that they are always seeking to climb the hierarchy: to conquer
the situation, making others concede. The ambition is always to conquer
and obtain the result that they want.

Ensuring that a character is always calculating means no one is passive
or static for long. Wherever possible, concessions should be the result of
a calculation too, so that as many interactions (and their conclusions) as
possible emerge from active participation by all.

The 3 Cs can be attributed to emotional states. These emotions help to
inform how you might establish emotional, energetic, mental states and
objectives occupying characters in scenes.

Calculate - /Craving & Covetous
Concede - Distressed

For example, if a character concedes defeat at the end of one scene
about something that matters to them, when we next find them we
would expect them to be distressed about the loss. To keep them active,
they should be feeling covetous, craving and calculating how to change
things: to conquer the rival and overcome the loss.

The result of any calculation by a principal character is a dramatic
decision, demanding they act.

* Interrogate your characters in every interaction. Is everything
they do and say motivated by the pursuit of their agenda?

« Are your characters actively calculating how to conquer
opposition and, whether physically or intellectually, moving to
secure their ambition?
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DRAMA IS DECISIONS

The heart of any dramatic interaction is the emergence of unexpected
dilemmas and events obstructing characters’ pursuits. An important
principle to understand is that:

Drama is born of the tension between a decision needing to be made
and the potential consequences of that choice.

An audience’s investment in your drama (and the moments of greatest
character development too) emerge from seeing how characters decide
to engage with and overcome challenges, and how you leverage
jeopardy over what is at stake.

The greatest tension therefore resides in situations where characters
occupy the calculating state, in which decisions are made. It demands
active intellectual engagement by characters while usually requiring
physical action to see decisions through.

Active decisions keep audiences engaged through the promised risks of
their possible outcomes. The associated jeopardy is only effective,
however, if we are invested in the participants’ personal stakes..

Interrogate your character interactions and key events. Consider:

* Where can you change moments in which characters react into
moments where they, instead, become aware of a challenging
event or situation, presenting them with a tough decision that
we then see them make?

« How can you leverage that decision to create tension through
our anticipation about the risks of the outcome they pursue?
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PERSONAL STAKES

As we touched on earlier, the stakes are our understanding of the
general and specific consequences of your characters’ decisions: what
will be gained or lost.

While the stakes should be clear in all scenes, for all decisions,
characters' actions should also directly inform the main motivating,
emotional trigger(s) that caused them to take the journey we are
following in your story now. That original emotional motivator should
directly inform what they are fear will happen if they fail: their personal
stakes.

Crystallising characters' personal stakes is crucial for audiences to
empathise with them. It is also vital for making them want your
characters to succeed. The decisions and situations a character faces on
their journey will only give rise to effective tension if the audience
understands and relates to what will happen if they lose.

The more personal the cost, the greater the stakes and inherent
jeopardy.

Examine your scenes and story overall with the following in mind:
¢ Is it clear enough in your script and scenes what your character
is doing this for? Is that anchored strongly enough to a personal

motivation?

e Is it clear what they stand to lose should they fail? Is the
jeopardy great enough?

¢ Is every scene with a character in some way moving them
toward their goal?



