MEET THE READER

“A Brief History of (American) Screenwriting”

By Ray Morton

The other night I was watching a program on TCM celebrating the 100th anniversary of the movies. The program focused on how movies have changed over the last century and got me thinking about how screenwriting has changed as well. Duly inspired, I thought it would be both fun and informative to present an overview of the development of our extraordinary craft.

1890’s – 1902


The first films didn’t have screenplays. In fact, they didn’t even have stories – they were mostly just short documentaries recording real life events (people sneezing and kissing, trains pulling into stations, etc.). The sight of pictures that moved was so astounding to early audiences that nothing else was needed. The novelty eventually wore thin, though, and soon audiences were looking for more.

1902 – 1915


The Life of an American Fireman – America’s first fictional film – made its debut in 1902 and left audiences clamoring for more. These early fiction films were just a few reels long and their stories but sketches – brief melodramatic or comedic vignettes with simple set ups, developments, and payoffs.  There were also no formal screenplays -- the stories were often just carried around in the producer or director’s head. If anything was written down, it was usually just as a brief outline or précis.

1915 – 1927


When The Birth of a Nation made its debut in 1915, the feature film was born and, with it, the need for longer, more involved stories, as well as a more formal way of presenting them. These stories were usually original ideas dreamed up by the screenwriters (in those days called scenarists) or else were adapted from popular or classical literature. As the feature era began, comedy and melodrama were still the primary filmic genres, but, as time went on, other genres began to emerge, including the War film, the Mystery, and the Swashbuckler. At that time, scripts (then called scenarios) usually consisted of a series of detailed descriptions of the scenes needed to tell a particular story. Sometimes titles (written cards featuring key passages of dialogue) were indicated in the script, although quite often they weren’t written until after a film was completed – usually to convey concepts that the filmmakers were unable to convey visually.


In the beginning, directors, editors, and even continuity people did double duty as scribes, but, as time went on, screenwriting became a specific profession all its own. As production companies evolved into studios, they began employing story editors to supervise the writers and manage the development of properties. In the later part of the silent era, many popular authors and novelists began working as scenarists. As a result, early screen stories, unfurled in a more leisurely, novelistic fashion than later films would. Although most scripts adhered (as any piece of dramatic structure inevitably must) to the spirit of the three-act structure, the full influence of that essential dramatic format had yet to fully take hold.

1927 – 1949


The coming of sound revolutionized screenwriting as much as it did the motion picture medium itself. When pictures began to talk, more emphasis was put on dialogue. To write it, the studios began recruiting Broadway playwrights – by definition masters of dialogue. The playwrights brought with them a firm grasp of the three-act structure. The concept took hold and for the next fifty years, was the method by which screen stories were constructed. As a result of the playwright’s strong influence (as well as those imposed by the primitive sound recording technology), early talkies were often quite static and stage bound, but as the fledgling scenarists gained more confidence and experience in their new medium, the pictures they wrote became more and more cinematic. It is in this era that the terms screenplay and screenwriter came into common usage.


The development process also began to formalize. By now, each studio had an official story department that managed a stable of writers under contract to the studio and also acquired literary material with the potential to make exciting films. When a studio decided to develop a property, it was assigned to one of the studio’s contract producers, who then chose a writer (or writers – using multiple scribes on a single project is unfortunately not just a modern phenomenon) from the stable to work on the project. In the early days, writing story and dialogue were considered two separate skills. Quite often one writer was assigned to write a “continuity” – a scene-by-scene breakdown of the story in exacting detail. When he finished, another writer would pen the dialogue. By the 1940’s, the division between dialogue and story writers disappeared and one (at a time, anyway) screenwriter was now responsible for all of the elements in a script. The entire process was supervised by the producer and the studio production chief.


Finally, this era saw the full emergence of genre. Every property was classified as belonging to one genre or another and then developed with strict adherence to the rules and conventions of that genre – often altering the source material beyond recognition. Specific writers specialized in specific genres and it was rare for writers to be assigned to a project outside of their bailiwick.

1950’s


In the final decade of the studio system, formats and procedures remained pretty much the same. Content, however, began to expand. Mature in their craft, tempered by a world war, and alert to the ever-increasing possibilities of the medium, screenwriters began to take on a wider range of social and political issues, as well as explore the deeper themes and implications of genre material – all with a seriousness, maturity, and frankness heretofore unseen.

1960’s


The end of the studio system changed forever the way screenwriters approached their art and business. The end of the Production Code and a more adventurous, permissive social climate gave screenwriters license to explore previously taboo subject matter with increasingly hip and at times wildly experimental styles. No longer under contract to a single studio, writers began working freelance directly for producers (many of whom were also working independently) one project at a time. The end of job security gave rise to a nascent spec market, in which writers created scripts on their own and sold them to the highest bidder. 

1970’s


Things proceeded apace in the Me decade. Screenwriters continued to explore challenging subject matter, although the wilder stylistic experimentation of the 60’s gave way to a grittier, more realistic style of action and dialogue. A more skeptical, iconoclastic social atmosphere gave rise to an increasing interest in genre deconstruction and subversion. The spec market continued to grow. The lessening of studio influence (by this time, most studios functioned primarily as financing and distribution entities, ceding most of the artistic control to the creative personnel) gave screenwriters unprecedented control over their work. Screenwriters began to be taken more seriously as artists in their own right. Some writers, such as Robert Towne and William Goldman, became as well known as the stars and directors they worked with. At the same time, the rise of the “auteur” directors led to greater writer disrespect, as more and more directors felt entitled to rewrite material to “make it their own.” All in all, though, it was a heady time to be a screenwriter.

1980’s


After a string of flop “auteur” films in the late 70’s, the studios reasserted their control over the moviemaking process. This move had strong ramifications for screenwriters. The first was the re-emergence of genre. The bold experimentation of the 60’s and 70’s was over – a script had to fit squarely within a specific (and popular) genre to even be considered. Taking the idea further was the notion of high concept – a theory that only scripts with broad, easy-to-grasp concepts that could be easily marketed were viable. Concurrent with these developments was the arrival of the development and creative executives. Rather than a single story editor reporting to a single production chief, the studios now installed layers of bureaucracy into the development process. The spec market grew bigger and more lucrative than ever, but writers now had to run a vast executive gauntlet just to get their work considered. The effect of these developments on the state of screenwriting and movies was profound and not always good. 

1990’s -- Present


Screenwriting began running on a double track in the 1990’s and continues to do so today. Both paths share a strong interest in creative and technical sleight of hand and a lessened one in traditional narrative.


Studios have continued down the high concept path, focusing more and more only on scripts with blockbuster potential, to the exclusion of almost all other types of material – especially medium budget, character driven work (a focus that has severely constricted the spec market). Spectacle reigns and telling a strong story has taken a back seat to providing an unending series of eye-popping visuals and thrills. In contrast, the 90’s also saw the burgeoning of a truly robust independent film movement that is not afraid to be wildly experimental and innovative in its approach to storytelling. Linear narrative has increasingly given way to such non-linear techniques as genre blending, time shifting and mosaic story construction. The creative results of these developments have been mixed – we’ve seen some dazzlingly original and effective work, but we’ve also seen more and more major films that have bordered on incoherence. The ultimate impact of all of this remains to be seen, but there’s not doubt that the three act structure no longer holds the sway it once did.


The other major development of the last decade has been the huge rise in production costs, which have prompted studios both mainstream and independent to micromanage the development process through more notes, supervision, and overall interference (including the use of a near-ridiculous number of writers on almost every project) than ever before. 

To Infinity and Beyond


Obviously, there’s a lot more to the story. Space limitations prevent us from going further right now, but I hope this primer serves as at least a good jumping off point. So, where does screenwriting go from here? It’s impossible to predict, but, as with everything having to do with the movies, it’s bound to be exciting.

THE END
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