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tion of the craft of screenwriting and the packaging of advice about screenwriting by
so-called ‘script gurus’ such as Syd Field (see Castrique 1997). These trends are
evidence of an interest in new ways of talking about screenwriting beyond well-worn
concepts of story and structure (see Millard 2006a) and piot and character (Martin
2004). But there is a lack of tools to aid in this task, and the discussion can get
easiiy bogged down-in-old-arguments and conflicts. Faced with the recognition that
‘manuals are not enough’ (Macdonald 2004b), there is a desire 10 speak about
screenwriting in different ways.

One of the tools that can be useful for talking about screenwriting in new ways is
theory. While theory is often linked to *high theory” work in literary studies (see Culler
2000), many screenwriters are already consumers of theory. Theory is embedded
in many screenwriting manuals: from the mythic ‘archetypal’ analysis of Christopher
Vogler, to the structuralist tendencies of Syd Field, to the new criticat or formal anal-
yses of Robert McKee. There is a general sense that Aristotelianism is alive and well in
Hollywood-{see Hiltunen 2002). Were it not for an almost total ahsence of references
10 literary studies; screenwriting could almost be described as an applied sub-branch
of the academic area of narrative studies.

Thinking about the uses of theory in relation to screenwriting can iead down at
least two paths. The first path has to.do with more diverse kinds of theory and philos-
ophy, works of politics, history, culture and society, for instance, leading to a more
informed screenwriting. Many screenwriters are open to this form of research-led
practice, and keen to explore deeper aspects of the social and pohtlcal issues and
~avents they write-about:
~The second:-path has to do with teasing out in more detail theoretical issues
and problems (m the mathematical sense of the term) that are already present in
screenwntlng ‘and | have already alluded to some of these, including the separa-
tion of conception and execution, the intermediality of the script and the two senses
of screenwriting discussed earlier. There are other ‘problems’ that exist, such as the
difficulty of identifying an object in screenwriting (which is closely related to the issue
of the separation of conception and execution, and to which | shali turn in a moment)
and what [ term below ‘particularism’, a tendency to align screenwriting with particular
_ groups, '

One. obstacle to thmk:ng about screenwrltlng in novel ways is a dearth of analyt-
ical frames through which to engage with screenwriting.®? The term ‘frame’ here is
borrowed from an approach in media and communication studies called frame anal-
ysis, where it refers to ideas of selection and salience: ‘To frame is to select some
aspects of a percelved realfty and make them more salient in a communicating text’
{Entman 1983: 52; emphasis in original). The term'is. often used to discuss media
coverage of a particular event: or issue. There- are some very familiar frames through
which to engage with screenwriting: among them are the practitioner frame, the story
and structure frame, the business frame and the anti-screenwriting frame. Each of
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frames hightights particular aspects of screenwtiting. The practitioner frame
o be about advice, experience and the so-called ‘creative process’. The story '
ructure frame is primarily concerned with dramatic principles and storytelling
ms. The business frame focuses on deals and pitching a project. The anti-
writing frame is suspicious of the literary dimension of filmmaking and tends to
own'’ the writer. ‘

'aéh'.of these frames produces a different perspective on screenwriting, at times
ompeting with one another. A business frame might focus on the script as
e or property, while a story and structure frame might provide a different
ic focus that may be in conflict with particular marketing ideas. Different
an change over time. The business frame of 1920s Hollywood (which itself
ary across companies specialising in gangster pictures, melodrama or musi-
joks different to that of today. While today the practitioner frame is dominated
Lission of screenplays and feature films, in the past it related to plots of action

ing the ‘Object Problem’: Screenwriting as Practice and Discourse

ssue arises at this peint, which is that screenwriting, while intensely discussed
debated, is rarely fully defined. The ‘object’ of the above frames is underspeci-
‘It could be argued that there is in fact a good reason for this, that screen-
£ is not an ‘object’ in any straightforward sense: it is a practice, and as such it
soh a set of processes, techniques and devices that get arranged differently at
nt times. While this arrangement relates to what can be seen as an ‘object’ —
cript or a film - it is not clear that either the script or film is best treated as an
ject’ in this context: scripts are in transition all through film production, they vary
form and function across different modes of filmmaking; and films are more than
al-products or ocutputs that only exist at the end of the process. The line between
& the script stops and where the film starts can, furthermore, be mysterious

What | term the ‘object problem’ in screenwriting refers to the difficulty of both
fining screenwriting as an object, and identifying an object for screenwriting. Is the
Object’ of screenwriting on the page or the screen? Does the script or its realisation
st-independently from the film? Is the ‘script’ the final product of the screen-
ting process, or just one aspect of the filmmaking process? Are we dealing with
o objects {the script as read and film as distributed) or one? And what should be
nade of discrepancies hetween the script and film -and then published script? If the
SCh nplay is the object, how did it emerge and develop? These questions are not
2asity answered, and the ‘object problem’ not easily resolvable because of the unique
élationship between script and film. The frames mentioned above do not always illu-
minate the problem well - althcugh the practitioner and anti-screenwriting frame can
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produce some important insights (see Carrigre 1995). The more one grapples with

- the complicated object-status of screenwriting, the more it becomes apparent that no
one frame can fully account for it. . ‘

- What would be helpful in this context is an approach that focuses on the changing

..nature 'of screenwriting practice, the status of the film and script in that process

" and the AuUaNces of the object problem. Ideally, it would accommodate & historical

“perspective: open to-different received understandings of screenwriting, and not be

prescriptive about how writing or scripting should be defined, or the place of writing in

" production. Algo, it should be fiexible enough to allow us to look at different frames

.- together, and.how they interact to construct a sense of an object (or different senses

... 'of.4n object).that maps onto the space of screenwriting. The perspective or frame |

" want to'put forward is to think about screenwriting as a discourse. A discourse frame

fociises on the way screenwriting has been shaped and talked about in particular

. ways. The concept of discourse does not solve the object problem entirely, but it

U allows LS to clanify it, to focus 'on'it more carefully, as well as to look at particular

' 'frames and what they say about screenwriting. Through the concept of discourse it is

 possibie to grapple with the fluidity of screenwriting, the way it has changed over time

~_and gets seen in different ways.

: Elaboratmg on-this-approach- further:- screenwntlng isa practlce of writing, but it is

_also adiscourse that constructs or imagines the process of writing in particular ways.

“Indeed; str:ctly speaklng, discourses and practices are inseparable; the two meld

_ together in:skills and bodies, understandings and ways of speaking about the craft.

- - 'Practice; here; is hot something "ot there" beyond language or discourse. Instead of

" “déscribing and analysing practice as a ‘doing’, separate from ‘theory’, | see practice

....as.constituted. in action, ideas and language. Screenwriting is thus a layered activity,
drawing together skills, performance, concepts, experiences and histories — individ-
‘uals and groups encounter and ‘know’ screenwriting through these constructs.

___.Thinking about discourse and practice together involves considering the very iden-

ity or make-up of a form of practice. In On the History of Film Style, David Bordwell
comes close to a discourse apprdéch to media practice when he focuses on stylistic
_-norms; techniques and.group style (see 1997: 118, 121). He comes closer still

- -takes- place- within-a-social situation’ (1997: 150), “The filmmaker pursues goals;
" stylistic choices” help achieve them. But no filmmaker comes innocent to the job.
" Task and functions are, more often than not, supplied by tradition” {1997: 151},
However, filmmakers themselves are not blank slates, and often come primed with
partlcular speaking positions in respect to ‘the industry’. Bordwell’s focus on tradition
as’ supp|y lacks 2 broader-account of discourse and communication, and how that
dis¢ s (in)forms media practice.

useful quest:on to consider at this point is: "What does analysing discourse
ve?" Paymg attention to discourse means being attentive 1o what people say

~....when.he outlines.a 'problem/solution. model [that] recognises that individual action

putting history, theory and practice together

about screenwriting, how they make sense of it and the way this shapes practice and
what is possible in the world of scripting. As such, manuals and handbooks are espe-
ally rich sources for statements that shape the discourse. An awareness of historical
changes in writing is important: screenwriting is not singular or static through time.
Because screenwriting does not exist in a vacuum, also important are the ‘border
disputes’ that can occur between different craft areas (thus, directors and producers
can be seen as contributors to screenwriting discourse). More specifically, analysing
§creenwriting discourse involves thinking about speaking position (who is saying what
at which time}, working with the terminology or jargon used in screenwriting (how
things are said), appreciating the different objects of scripting (what is spoken about,
including formats of script and the nature of the work), as well as the way different
individuals imagine the craft (giving us a sense of the broader field and its rules and
norms).
Thinking about the discourse of screenwriting is not a process of focusing on
discourse over here {what people say) and practice over there (what people do).
What people say is shaped by doing, and vice versa; practice is shaped by discourse.
“Looking at screenwriting through a discourse frame involves exploring how the prac-
tee-ofseresnwiang s constitcted-or-constituied hiough stateimnents that circuiate
through institutions, handbooks, trade magazines, academic studies, promotional
materials and other writings. Using statements from writers and theorists to illustrate
© particular ideas or assumptions, | shall examine different ‘ways of speaking’ about the
" script and screenwriting in this ‘archive’. This book can in a sense be thought of as
a primer in how to tune into and listen to screenwriting discourse as it has emerged
" in the US and taken hold internationally, picking up on tropes and ideas that reoccur
- over time. | focus on what | consider to be many of the main tropes, but this is by no
means a final analysis.?

Thinking about screenwriting in this way, it becomes apparent that screenwrltlng
- discourse in fact has a long hlsto:y and that discourses about screenwriting already
exist and circulate. In this sense, one challenge of a critical reflection on screenwriting
is to think about the area differently (in terms of different time frames and concep-
tions or norms of writing). One particular discourse will be familiar to some readers,
in the form of an account of the experience of writers from the East Coast of the US
as they encounter the Hollywood studio system from 1930-1940. In West of Eden:
Writers in Hollywood, 1928-1940, Richard Fine identifies some common themes in
this account, including discrimination against writers and the philistinism of producers
(1993: 107-115), as well as a gesture whereby one conception of writing and literary
work is pitted against the efforts of scenario writers as the ‘lowliest and most ignoble’
“kinds of labourers (1993: 72). Literary workers with established reputations in New
York “would quickly ieam that in Hollywood the “writer” was defined not only differ-
ently, but diametrically so’ (1993: 104). As a resuit, a powerful discourse about
Hollywood emerges, intermingled with ideas about screenwriting.
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- Distinguishing- between different levels or layers of discourse can be difficult,
especially in an area such as filmmaking that involves the collaboration of many craft
workers from different areas. Ultimately I am not interested in policing a rigid formal
distinction between discourses about and of screenwriting. But | am interested in
key differentiators such as practice, the object and also speaking position, in that
they help us identify different discursive formations. For example, the discussion of
scréén'\.vﬁ't'i'pg”i&ril West of Eden is often about the studios, producers or Los Angeles.
it also emerges from writers who do not in the first instance derive their standing
as writers from screenwriting but rather from other kinds of literary production. It is
crucial to pay attention to speaking position. As Fine notes: ‘this “writer's view” of

-—-the-studio -system-cannot-be taken:-as-an-accurate or objective description of the
-gystem;. it.is not how the studios really worked. Rather, it is evidence of the funda-
mental beliefs, attitudes, and values shared by these writers. which determined the
way they, as writers, viewed their world' (1993: 104; emphasis in original). Not all
New York writers are subject to this perspective, however. Writers such as Dudley
Nlchols and S:dney Howard, whom | shall look at more carefully in what follows, can
be seen.as contributors to this dominant discourse of screenwriting, but a closer

reading of aspects of their work shows they are part of a different perspective on.

. ,.sc;eenwntmg as-well. : R e e e e
Z-Significantly; the teérii “discourse’ prowdes a link between thtnklng about screen-
wnnng and.recent developments in film studies. While it has become commonplace
to see f Im history as involving three major forces — technology, social and economic
— language and discourse forms a fourth crucial
I_;}_u_t Igs_g__qeveloped area._ It has become common in the literature to hear about iarger
cultural and institutional discourses framing particular developments (see Decherney
-2005:-42);-‘public-discourse’ (Hansen 1985: 322), even ‘critical’ or ‘industrial’
discourse {Higashi 1994: 191, 195), Tom Gunning draws extensively on the concept
of discourse in-his study of D. W. Griffith and the origins of American narrative film.
There,- ‘narrative. discourse. is precisely the text itself — the actual arrangement of
signifiers that communicate the story.— words in literature, moving images and written
titles in silent films’ (1991: 15). But the concept has a much broader function in his
work, which is to get away from a closed notion of the text and connect it t0 social
- and-industrial-concepts; indeed-a whole ‘sea-of discourse’. For Gunning, the notion
~ interacts’ with others such as. ‘sighifying system’ and.‘filmic system’ to produce a
' h:ghly nuanced approach to s:gnlﬁcatlon and its links to social forces. This enables an
o tm.'.approach to works: ‘which acknowledges their aesthetic identity but is also attuned to

.. theirfunction as social discourse’ (1991: 11).

B -as modes of production, distribution and exhibition. Whereas for Gunning the focus is
ual films, in this book the focus is screenwriting discourse itself, on under-
- standings of the craft and statements about writing. In this respect, discoursewill not

*.:1.The concept of discourse allows Gunning to range across aesthetic forms as well
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be linked to theidea of a filmic system or a particutar idea of context or reception, so
much as a concept of media practice.

= A discourse frame focuses on the way screenwriting has been structured in partic-
ular ways. Because the practice and discourse of screenwriting is interwoven, the
history of screenwriting is inseparable from a history of discourses that surround and
constitute screenwriting. Approaching screenwtiting as a way of speaking about texts,
writing and production allows us to question received understandings of what screen-
writing should or could be. This focus goes against a dominant tendency in screen-
Writing circles to speak about ‘the Script’ (singular), and screenwriting, in very authori-
tative ways. It allows us to look at how screenwriting is ‘discursively constructed’, as
cultural critics say. It also allows us to focus on an essential and neglected aspect
of the history of screenwriting practice: which is how critics and writers invented a
practice in discourse. The invention of screenwriting occurs through particular terms
-and constructs such as ‘writing for the screen’, the idea of the script as a ‘blueprint’
‘and the notion of the screenplay. As | hope to show, many handbooks and writings
by screenwriters, film theorists and critics have sought to redefine and renovate film
“writing., '

- Taking History Seriously

This book could not have been written without the efforts, carried out by a range
of authors since the 1970s, to pay more attention to screenwriting and redress a
: perceived neglect of the area (one exacerbated by auteur theoty). Of course, the
corporate history of screenwriting dates from before the 1970s (see Ross 1944;
Sands 1973; Wheaton 1973; Ceplair & Englund 1980; Schwartz 1982; Bordwell,
Staiger & Thompson 1985; Bielby & Bielby 1996; Buckland 2003), and an under-
standing of this history is useful to the study of screenwriting practice and issues
related .to screenwriters (such as the emergence of the Guild, and the Blacklist).
Since the time that story became a priority in motion pictures the writer has been
embroiled in a conflict of authority with the director and later the producer, a struggle
for recognition of their expertise and craft and in some cases direct creative control.
For William Goldman, ‘writers have always been secondary in Hollywood’ (1983: 52).
But rather than get bogged down in grievance and even resentment, cur under-
standing of this area can be extended in a critical fashion.

History is important in this book because it helps us understand that the story
film did not arise in a vacuum, and the invention of screenwriting took place within a
complex set of cultural and institutional practices and conditions. Part of the challenge
. of approaching screenwriting in a more-analytical fashion is to get serious about the
history and historiography of screenwriting, There are many forms of historical writing.
For some readers, the term history will evoke a 'life and times’ chronology of screen-
writing from: its earliest days to the present, identifying specific, different, periods of
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screenwriting and mapping the contributions of key figures onto its progress. Such an
approach, however, can overlook important issues to do with how screenwriting works
and functions. As Edward Azlant notes: ‘Even the richest history of screenwriting may
not tell us everything about the nature and structure of the screenplay’ (1980: 6).

Since the 1970s, the area of film history has become highly sophisticated, imag-
ining the technological, representational and socio-cultural aspects of screen practice
in a relationship of ‘constant, interrelated change’ (Musser 1990: 16). A distinction
between an early and ‘primitive’ ¢cinema and a more mature narrative cinema, for
example, has been problematised. Scholars looking at the cinema of the late 1890s
and early 1900s highlight the presentational approaches surrounding the screen,
often borrowed from lectures, travel shows and vaudeville. Film critics and histo-
rians attempt to explore an interaction between what Charles Musser calls cinema’s
mode of production (how it is made) and the mode of representation (how a story
is told or subject represented) (see 1990: 7). One can imagine that screenwriting is
of central importance to this interaction, as it is part of the process of making and
central to representation.. However, an emphasis on scenes, shots, editing and the
visual aspects of film, has meant that screenwriting is rarely treated with the kind of
specific attention to detall that is given 1o film form. A group of dedicaited hisiorans
{ameng them Tom Stempel and Edward Azlant) have begun to address this situation
by focusing on the. history of screenwriting and screenwriters, but their work does not
always pick up on the techniques of contemporary film history, is sometimes focused
around a ‘life and times’ approach looking at who did what and when, and does not
-~ always-build - on or go-beyond established-historical sources-(see McGitligan 1989).

In this book | present a purposive history that seeks to foreground some of the
conceptual frameworks within which screenwriting is understood. Although this study
draws on archive and historical material — especially early handbooks — it is not a
- detailed empirical investigation of actual examples of screenwriting practice and its
vatiations through different production companies. Nor does it undertake a compar-
ison of different writing styles or 'genres of screenwriting. Taking precedence over
these approaches is an interest in the historical identity of screenwriting. As | have
suggested above, rather than give a complete history of screenwriting to the present
day, the historical scope of this book is defined by three key anchoring points: the
emergence and institutionalisation of a notion of ‘writing for the screen’ as the hall-
mark of screenwriting, the ‘invention’ of the screenplay and, finally, the idea that the
script is a kind of biueprint for production. In other words, | want to explore how a
particular idea of writing for the screen came to be institutionalised, how the screen-
" play became page-based and how the idea of the script as a 'blueprint’ operates in
screenwriting discourse. Putting these three notions together, the book traces the
way ‘writing for the screen’, the form of the screenplay and the notion of the script as
blueprint define the discursive foundations and boundaries of a contemporary under-
standing of screenwriting.
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‘Since the late 1970s, film scholars and critics have paid increasing attention to
‘history of screenwriting, especially early screenwriting. This book draws on that
; but it also wants to open up questions around the kind of history being written.
particular, | want to challenge approaches to history that do not open up issues to
with the conceptualisation of screenwriting. The history writing that concermns me is
ed on notions of the screenplay and screenwriting that have not been fully exam-
or theorised, and are projected back onto the past, thus obscuring important
ects of screenwriting history.

It will be useful to briefly describe some of the works in this area.r® A well-known
dy is Tom Stempel's FrameWori: A History of Screenwriting in the American Film
irst published in 1.988) — which has its own origins in his 1980 book on screenwriter
lunnally Johnson. Other key works include Edward Azlant's 1980 doctoral thesis, The
ory, History, and Practice of Screenwriting, 1897-1920;*' John Brady’s introduc-
on 1o The Craft of the Screenwriter: Interviews with Six Celebrated Screenwriters
1981); Richard Corliss’s edited collection The Holfywood Screenwriters (1972a) and
-Talking Pictures: Screenwriters in the American Cinema, 1927-1973 (1974).12
an Hamilton's Writers in Hollywood, 1915-1951 (1990), while arriving later than
he-aforementioned-works; and-drawing-orthem; shares mosi of iheir preocoupa-
ions in its evaluation of different writers at different periods of Hollywood's develop-
nent.®® Lizzie Francke’s Script Girls: Women Screenwriters in Hollywood (1994) forms
‘response to the masculinist slant of the history, as does Marsha McCreadie’s The
omeén Who Write the Movies: From Frances Marion to Nora Ephron (1994} and Cari
eauchamp's Without Lying Down: Frances Marion and the Powerful Women of Early
offywood (1997).4

Pat McGilligan’s important ‘Backstory’ project should be mentioned here. Aithough
:its focus on interviews gives it a different standing, it goes some way to investigating
onditions of screenwriting at varying times and in particular contexts. As McGilligan
xptains in the introduction to the third volume (1997), the project started life as a
‘single volume devoted to the stories, reminiscences, craft methed and point of view
“of some of the best screenwriters from the Golden Age of Hollywood. It has evolved
-into a running series but was never intended to be a scholarly or historical work, and
“McGilligan characterises it as ‘part biography, part historical record, part anecdotage,
. and part instructional seminar’ (1997: 1). Or, as he explains in the introduction to the
-fourth volume, it is an ‘informal history of screenwriting’ constituted through the life
stories of a representative cross-section of high achievers (2006: 1).

The history-writing around screenwriting that has emerged since the 1970s has
an odd relationship to the revisionist film historiography that has been a powerful
arce in film studies in recent years. Thomas Elsaesser describes a new historicism,
“largely emerging from the US, but interlinked with research in the UK and Europe,
that began to question the received, often anecdotal, history of cinema ‘as the
story of fearless pioneers, of “firsts”, of adventure and discovery, of great masters
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and masterpieces’ (Elsaesser 1920: 3; see also Bordwell 1997: 103). The earlier
generation of historians looked at film in terms of demographic, economic, techno-
logical and industrial determinants. As John Belton notes, revisionist historiography
‘differs from traditional paradigms for the writing of film history in its attempt to
understand the cinerma as a system and to identify the various practices that define

this system’ (1997:-226}.-Revisionist history attempts to synthesise traditionally

separated areas such as technology, aesthetics, audiences and business (Popple
& Kember 2004: 24). Revisionist film history has had a unique impact in the study
of early film, which was particularly limited by a narrow focus on technology, 'great

figures’ and a division between early and later cmema ‘that cast early clnema ina

‘primitive’ realm.

David Bordwell characterises revisionist history as ‘piecemeal history’; because it
deviates from the idea of one scholar writing a ‘comprehensive history of style across
the world’, but aiso because it builds up very detailed accounts J,of film develop-
ment from particular investigations-inte-film technique-and coilec;tl’ve norms (1997:
118-19), ‘Focusing on a narrower time span, viewing films in t;,ufk, and tracing shifts
in terms and concepts allowed revisionist historians to cons{ruct fresh contexts for
explaining styllstlc continuity and chahge’ (1997:-124). However, as Beiton noies,
‘revisionist historians’ have yet_to, write a-history of screenwriting practices’ (1997:
7 226). This is‘a" ‘significant issue, for while it has an interest in practice much {non-
revisionist) historiography of screenwriting relies heavily on a biographical, humanist
approach to history and the studio. Practice is through guestions of who wrote what,
~for-which-star-or producer,-credits-and - general stylistic-issues. For all of the discussion
of the- passage of the story through the studio, different studios and writers, and the
interaction between writers, directors, actors and producers, the historiography of
screenwntlng has not always pard detailed attention to different modes of film prac-
tice and their institutionalisation. It generally remains tied to either an evolutionary
account of the development of screenwntlng, and narrative, in the studio, or an indi-
viduat life and times approach.5 -

Few historiographers of screenwriting have explored the implications of the new
historicism on their research in the way that Janet Staiger (1979; 1980; 1983;

1985} and Patrick Loughney (1990; 1997a; 1997b) have sought to do. Stempel
cites some work by Musser, and Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson in passing. In the
case of Azlant’s 1980 dissertation —~-which: was-written: prior to the publication of
Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson's work on modes of film practice and classical Holly-
wood (1985} - his account relies heavily on the standard works in film history that
revisionists seek to move away from (see 1980: 114, n. 3). He draws on production
histories in order to ‘establish the historical presence of screenwriters and their works’
{1980: 10). Tracing the refinement of the ‘craft’ of screenwriting ‘within the studios’
(1980: 180), he draws on a concept of ‘narrative design’ to ‘pursue the origins of
the screenplay through film's evoiving complexities of materials, features, schemes of
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b‘prhent, and production circumstances’ (1980: 58), but this falls short of a full
unt of modes of practice in the studio of the kind offered by Staiger.

“One implication of the new historicism is a much closer attention to practices and
ir-institutional contexts, although the lens through which this practice is analysed
'f'often be very specific. Take, for instance, a common focus on ‘economic and signi-
g practices’. This joining of the two forms of practices is one of the strengths of the
sionist approach. In one instance of this approach from Staiger, a culture’s signi-
g practices can be said to include ‘ideologies of representation, its conventions,
aesthetics’ (1980: 12). Within this, a key area of focus has been on ‘historically
utar representational systems’ (ibid.), and in Staiger's case the main concern
ith the classical Hollywood representational system of narrative and continuity.
"roaching signifying practices in this way is crucial to understanding the interaction
etween economics and a system of representation in Hollywood. Staiger wants to
how. how economic processes ‘might be related to the development of representa-
onal systems’ (1980: 13). But other ways of approaching practice are possible —
'_-Staiger herself explains that her focus is the dominant practices not the options
hich might have been. | would suggest that looking at scripts and scriptwriting as
Ustra‘trorrs of thersystem; and instances of it; as Staiger does, is important; but also
atan analysis of screenwriting on its own terms raises different issues. Looking at
discourse of screenwriting shifts the emphasis slightly away from representational
ystems to the construction of the practice in non-systemic, and less functional,
ays. It involves approaching signifying practices from a different direction, in terms
fthe space of writing and identity of practice.

Staiger's work on the history of the Hollywood system, as carried out through
umerous articles, and her study with David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, The
lassical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960 {(1985), is
f unique importance to the study of screenwriting. While not directly writing in the
storiography of screenwriting, Staiger's work is important for two reasons: firstly,
r its rigorous account of the emergence of the studio system and the separation
‘of conception and execution. Secondly, her researches into the division of labour in
‘the Hollywood mode of production have led to a careful examination of changes in
‘scripting practices in relation to changing systems of film practice. As Andrew Horton
‘notes (1992: 14), historians of screenwriting could do well to build on Bordwell,
:-Staiger and Thompson's study.

= Film scholars and historians have become adept at locking beyond the film as text
and appreciating industrial and production conditions as well as technological and
trade discourses (especially exhibitor discourses) supporting film practice. They have
ven begun to talk about screenwriting manuals. But they have been less successful
in-exploring screenwriting discourse, generally using writing handbooks to elaborate
upon or illustrate points of film style or narrative (see Bowser 1990; 257; Thompson
1999: 11, 15, 21).% In this context, historical work on screenwriting is obvicusly
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. imiportant to expanding our understanding of screenwriting practice, and can form
something of an antidote to the shortfalls of revisionist film histories. However, the
“histotiography-of screenwriting has not always been in tune with ‘revisionist’ film
history approaches that seek a more complex idea of practice and discourse, This

.. book is'a contribution, then, towards finding a middle ground between revisionist film

" history and still-emergent currents in the historiography of screenwriting.

-+ Standing next to, but to one side of, revisionist film history, the emergence of a
historiography of screenwriting at a particular point in time is itseif a curious phenom-
enon. It is worth asking, “Why did it arise in the 1970s?" | suggest that there are

.. two-key. factors, The. first is the. rise. of. auteur theory.in. the US, and its perceived
_devaluing: of the contribution of the screenwriter (see Froug 1972: ix—xix; Hamilton
1990: vii); Received in the context of a long-standing struggle to gain credit for the

" work-of trie writer in the filmmaking process, it has come about that auteurism can
- only be regarded as a usurpation of the writet's claim to authorship. Thus, for William

'Goldman, auteurism is taken to m&ai thiat it is the director who creates the filmv’
| (1984: 100; emphasis in original). The sense of gnevance activated by auteurism has
had powerful effects, leading to much debate. in this sense, as. William Froug notes,

—.‘the. screenwriter. does owe a, debt of gratitude to the auteurists’ (1972 xvil). Some-

tlmes for: pohtucal purposes;at-other- times-for the purposes of granting long-overdue
_ recognltlon this focus on the writer has motivated close examination of eartier periods

“in"which the writer was not so valued. Auteur theory has prompted a more careful
“evaluation of the work of screenwntmg, and also gaps in dominant accounts, such as
_"to do ‘with thmmty (see Harris 18965, The re-evaluation of scregnwriting by women
is also related to this férment around authorship. There is a perception of a double
- oppression:-for.women. screenwriters, As Nora Ephron states: ‘It is the writer’s job to
- get screwed ... Writers are the women of the movie business’ (quoted in McCreadie
1994: 3, 186).: .
oA second motivating factor is a change in the screen culture of Hollywood itself,
placmg a great deal of emphasis on the script as a key part of the package. As
Thompson notes: ‘with the rise of package production since the 1970s ... free-
lance scriptwriting has enjoyed a resurgence and a flood of manuals has appeared

-t ¢ater-to-aspiring-authors’ (1999: 11). This approach is linked to the emergence
~of-the-so=called ‘movie-brats’ (see Pye & Myles 1979; also Madsen 1975; Hillier

1693y, That is, film school-eduicated, ‘cine-literate’, directors and screenwriters who

- the role: of creative people (see Stempel 2000: 197). Michael Pye and Lynda Myles

and the traditional creative-and technical division of labour (1979: 85-6). Although
: m'theonsts have been Eareful ot to overstate the differences between ‘old’ and
“new HoIlywood (see Tasker 1996; Thompson 1999: 6-8; Bordwell 2006: 5-10),
garded as a time when the power of the studio executive was fading, the

Tengineered a rethinking of the status of ideas, the importance of a good script and-

‘ssomate the emergence of these filmmakers with a change in production conditions

putting history, theory and practice together

qst of moviemaking was rising dramatically (leading to less production} and proven
‘actors were becoming more discriminatory about their commitment to a project
(see Brady 1981: 24). The emphasis on a quality script as a key component of
‘the ‘package’ during this period extends a much earlier tendency that stresses the
importance of story and storytelling as a way of creating ‘quality’ drama. It has led to
uriosity about writers. It has also generated a popular interest in writing ‘on spec’
hat is, writing a screenplay for speculation without prior commercial commit-
ent — that continues to fuel the publication of countless screenwriting handbooks,
agazines and websites on the topic (see Field 1984, 1994; Horton 1992; Fragale
994; Seger 1994).

Considering both of these devefopments together, it is fair to say that the 1970s
and 1980s were a time for re-evaluation of the role of the writer in US film culture. This
as led to the publication of screenplays as books in their own right, and promoted
eater public interest in ‘America’s storytellers’, resulting in magazines, books of
terviews, podcasts and coffee-table books of photographic portraits (see Lumme
_Manninen 1999). Writing issues are more widely discussed. Aligned with changes
in:the film industry, this has led to the rise of the ‘script guru’ touring the world

rormotng-theirapproacitto screenpiay writing,

It is not my intention to suggest that these two factors had no relation to what
me before in the domain of filmmaking, or that they are totally distinct from one

! other. On the contrary, the auteur controversy has everything to do With the battles

over credit that took place in the industrial structure of the 'old’ Hollywood: a period

that preoccupies many screenwriters of the 1930s and 1940s, through to the present

bates over the ‘film by’ or possessory credit. Corliss is thus able to suggest that

-e effect of auteur theory was to steal back whatever authority (and authorship) the

riters had usurped’ (1974: xxvii).

creenwriting and the Separation of Conception and Execution

Bearing on the object-problem in screenwriting is the issue of the separation of
nception and execution in film production, forcing particular approaches to practice
: .d creativity. One of the useful aspects of the concept of scripting introduced in the
preface is that it is highly processual and thereby resists the prising apart of a product
cript) and the practices of composition supporting it (writing). It is a dynamic way
approach scriptwriting that is not solely focused on the end manuscript. But this
phasis on the ‘writerly’ rather than the product aspect of scripting goes against a
minant logic of the studio system, organised around the separation of the work of
Conception and execution. This separation tends to see the work of acting and shooting
unctions on the ‘execution’ side of the separation, not the conception side. This
rrangement influences how we talk about performance and style. The separation is
institutionalised by dividing production into stages (pre-production, shootihg, post-
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SCREENWRITING

Joumnal of Media Practice in the UK has also actively published work on screenwriting '

{see Macdonald 2003, 2004a, 2007; Nelmes 2007), and reported on events (see

- Dunnigan 2004). A proposed Journal of Screenwntrng should further crystallise -

academic activity in the area.

Take, as an example, David Bordwell's study On the History of Film Style (1997)

While mentromng the-script-in- passmg (see-1997: 166, 199), it does not engage
with the attempt to rethink screenwnting history, or with the issue of screenwntlng
and style that is central to, say, Richard Corliss’s book Talking Pictures (1974).

By way of illustration, whereas Terry Ramsaye's 1926 seminar on the history of "~
cinema is seen as ‘the first college course devoted to cinema’ (Polan 2007: 94),
this ignores earlier efforte to study photoplay composition. Dana Polan notes how”
~ historical accounts of the discipline acknowledge Vachel Lindsay’s The Art of the

Photoplay (first published in 19186, with a revised edition in 1922), but ignore ather
figures such as Victor 0. Freeburg or Frances Taylor Patterson {see 2007: 19). Epes

Winthrop Sargent-could be included in this list,
Kristin Thompson's Storytelling in the New Hollywood is a possible exception here, as

it specifically tries to interest screenwriters by offering ‘a more fine-grained account .
of how actuai fiims woric than do screenpltay manuals’ (1999: ix). Her work can be -

_seen as an attempt to bridge film studies and the analysis.of storvteliing as screen-

- lan W."Macdonald has proposed an approach to the analysis of the field of practice

of screenwriting, based on the work of Bourdiueu, which allows for a more “critical

| do not provrde an in depth anaiysus of three-act models for example. This is partly
because an analysrs is already well underway (see Colernan 1995; Thompson 1999:
11-36; Bordwell 2006: 29), but also because | want to focus on less well under-

~ stood aspects of screenwriting discourse.
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The production schedule of this project did not aliow me to include content from
Marc Norman’s book, What Happens Next: A History of American Screenwriting
{2007} in my argument. .

_ In the following | engage with Azlant’s thesis in some depth, and it is unfortunate
that Azlant did not/has not published this work more widely (the exception is Azlant
-1997): Other figures such as Stempel have: made extensive use of Azlant's work, and
--in-thig-sense-t feel justified to focus on-a dissertation as though it was a published
" "book." :
Cotligs's warks, while utrlrsmg history, could be more productively considered as an :
© attempt to develop a mode of criticism that revalues the work of screenwiiters in the ™~

context-of -auteur theory.-- : SEER Co

" Richard Fine’s :West ‘of Eden: - Writers in Hollywood, 1928-1940 (1993), first

- published in 1985, shares links with these works, but also sits awkwardly with them,s

posmon in—refation-to- the rhetorical’ approach ‘of the ubiquitous manuals” (2004b:
DT s
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notes

somewhere _between a historiography of screenwriting and revisionist film history. His
study is not a response to auteur theory or related to contemporary politics around
screenwriting but is a study in the profession of authorship and literary culture, it has
a very spegcific focus in that it seeks to put the ‘Hollywood as Destroyer’ of New York
writers myth in historical and cultural context by re-examining it in light of coneerns
of professional authorship in the 1930s.

While it is not our key focus, it is appropriate to refer here to a developing litera-
ture on screenwriting by women. Eileen Bowser makes the point that evident in
the serials of the 19103'that starred brave women is the emergence of the New
Woman: ‘She wore less restrictive clothes, she was active, she went everywhere
she wanted, and she was capable of resolving mysteries, solving problems, and
escaping from danger. In the movie industry the New Woman was not only adored
as a star, but also pioneered a new profession known as the “script ginl” (keeping
track of every detail during the shooting of a script) ... (1990: 186; see also Singer
2001: 221-62). She also wrote screenplays. As Cari Beauchamp notes: *half of all
the films copyrighted between 1911 and 1925 were written by women’ (1997: 11}.
The figure of the New Woman is uniquely intertwined with women screenwriters in
gaining a public profile in popular magazines. Scenarto writing was ‘touted as “anew
profession for women™ (Beauchamp 1997: 42).

In case my comments on history writing could be taken as setting up an opposition
between ‘systemic’ and ‘life and times’ approachee, I should stress that statements
and recollections by individuals can form useful glimpses into discursive conditions
at a particular time (see deMille 1939; Powdermaker 1950; Brownlow 1968, and
Goldman 1984). Any analysis of the situation of the screenwriter in the Hollywood
system eventually merges with an account of the studio system. Formal works on
the history of the film industry and studios are useful here. Several works have
been especially influential on the historiography of screenwriting including Ramsaye
(1926), Hampton (1931), Jacobs (1939) and MacGowan (1965) (see Azlant 1980:
114). My own work is indebted to volumes in The History of American Cinema series
hy Charies Musser, Eileen Bowser and Richard Koszarski.

Kristin Thompson contributes to the discussion of structure/turning points in fim
and screenwriting circles, and goes head-to-head with Syd Field's theories (1999:

-27-31). As such, hers is a contribution to screenwriting analysis, building on the

insights of screenwriters which she cites (see 1999: 43).

Although related, Cecil B. DeMille and Agnes de Mille chose to use variants of
deMille, the family name that William retained.

One way of approaching this issue has been to look at the emergence of writing
departments. Agnes de Mille's assertion that the first time the words ‘Scenario
Department’ appeared in Hollywood was in 1916, when William C. deMille arrived
at Famous Players Lasky {see Brownlow 1968: 275; de Mille 1952; 12) could be
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