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Anja Freese ready for combat. Photo by TNF Telenorm Film GmbH.

out that there are more problems to come. Now, in
retrospect, having analyzed many other TV-Action
movies and having spoken to colleagues we found
out that we were not the first being in trouble.

Whenever Action or Adventure are sold, producers
seduce with plot rather than characters. “Wow, they
fly Harrier jets in a big city!” The damned jet and the
air crash on German ground, not to mention the
Elite Task Force (which does not exist in Germany)
were the big thing for everybody except the writers
because we had a hard time embedding all those
elements in a logical story. It turned out to be a
common “plot first, characters second” problem.

I remember endless discussions with writer colle-
agues, dramatic advisors and US-screenplay gurus
arguing about what comes first, intriguing characters
or a fascinating story. This common debate reminds
me of the chicken or the egg question.

Based on what we learned from Force Majeure |
tend to say that the creation of strong characters
must come first even in an Action movie. They tell
the story, they are the warrant for identification,
without them even the most dramatic maneuver of a
Harrier-jet saving the nation cannot compensate for
a lack of life, a lack of emotions and, above all, of
identification. The mere outbreak of a volcano
without a good story and strong characters is simply
not powerful enough to draw a big audience into
movie theaters (just to refer to a recent
Hollywood example).

Theme and character development are often
neglected in the Action genre and lead to disaster at

the box office or in terms of
ratings. My advice: Investors get
more suspicious if someone
pitches a story with props (Harrier
jets) and characters without faces
(Task Force)! | prick my ears
when someone starts like this:
“It's the story of a man/woman
who...” Only then do | get emotio-
nally involved, only then does the
writer get my unlimited attention
when I'm in the producer’s shoes.
However, I'm not saying that the
other way round cannot be done.
It can, as we have proven with our
own project, but it's so
much harder.

We had all night discussions
about plot variations only to make
sure that we could keep the Har-
rier in the third act. This specific jet type normally has
one seat. There are some types with two seats.
Given this prerequisite, we had to plot the characters
backwards to make sure that we only had two
people left for the final take off. It seemed so
ridiculous to squeeze the characters into this
“Harrier-frame”.

It took us days to get rid of false compromises that
would have killed both plot logic and character traits.
However, we take comfort in big US-Hollywood
movies like the recently released End of Days. They
reveal that we are in good company. Without
knowing a thing about the script-development of this
movie, one can see that the main character was built
around the hook 666 = 999 (which gave us all
the creeps when we were watching the trailer). |
suspect that Schwarzenegger was “squeezed in”
as well.

The Negotiator, however, is a very good example of
how well even an Action movie can feed on solid
character development. Compare the two movies
and you will see what | mean.
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and maintaining your engagement with the process
is a writer’s work, or at least some part of it.

We write for the sake of it -- mere rejection is not the
slight that should dim our fervor nor weaken our
resolve. Be of good cheer and tackle the next one
with renewed vengeance.

The world can be yours. W

Development Hell...
From page 57

An average TV-Movie audience does not get into
their cars, drive to a multiplex, chose a film, pay for it
and sit down to attentively watch and enjoy a
picture. They are consumers -- not more, not less.
Therefore, dialogue has to be more direct than you
might bear.

Table readings and the experience of our program
editor revealed that we would lose our target
audience if we were too subtle in dialogue. I'm not
saying that | will write my next TV-Action movie with
dumb dialogues, but | would constantly remind
myself of extreme clarity.

To put it all in a nutshell, writing Action for TV is not
easy, sometimes it's even more difficult and work
intensive than writing any other format. It's more of
an intellectual than a creative challenge. A great plot
pitch cannot make up for a lack of solid character
development.

Prior in-depth research is indispensable to avoid the
big mess when one takes a closer look at each
single scene.

Timing and plot complexity will inevitably lead
to approaching the shooting script format with a
high scene breakdown and don’t forget the
budgetary limits.

Nevertheless, it was enjoyable doing the job and a
great learning experience which | would like to share
with colleagues who have never written Action for
television before.

My advice: Go for it, ‘cause Action can be a
bigger challenge for a writer than most of us
might assume! W

The Litmus Test
From page 66

To put as simply as possible, make your characters
as believable as possible. They move the story
along, not you.

A well-defined character, even if faced with
impossible situations, and many reversals, will allow
the reader to accept the world you have created in
your screenplay.

Unrealistic character actions and reactions make
your script appear unrealistic. If you attempt to do
this, your story will appear forced. Non believable,
then the interest of the reader will soon slip.

Even if you have accomplished all of this, and your
script is eventually read, you probably will still get a
pass. Your script may not be for them.

The wrong genre, a story that they do not feel strong
about. There are a million reasons why you script will
not be made into a film, and you will probably hear
most of them before you get an acceptance, but at
least they have read you.

They like your writing, like your style, so they
will keep you on file. Maybe a future proposition, a
rewrite on one of their projects, who knows, but best
of all. You possess an open invitation to submit other
scripts to them. You can use this to your advantage,
but that belongs in another article.

The greatest storytellers of all times have the gift of
grabbing your attention right off the bat. They get you
engrossed in the story by showing you their words.
Then they carry on with this technique, and before
you know it, you are living the story. Feeling for, and
with, the characters. Sharing in their fears, their
aspirations. Sometimes loving them, sometimes
hating them. This what you have to do to the reader.

So armed with all of this information, are you ready?
Is your script ready? Are you ready to show the
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