 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #2 - The Thematic Dimension of Drama
In researching Lesson #2, I started leafing through a book I bought awhile back but hadn’t had time to look at: STORY SENSE, Writing Story and Script for Feature Films and Television, by Paul Lucey.
Lucey has written for all the major studios and television networks and has been honored by the Writers Guild of America.  He’s taught screen writing since 1968 at colleges in the U.S. and Canada and was voted Outstanding Teacher in the UCLA Extension Writers’ Program.  For ten years he taught screen writing in the School of Cinema-Television at the University of Southern California, where he headed graduate and undergraduate screen writing programs.
In other words, he’s a recognized expert in his field, and I found his book to be enthralling.  I hope we’ll have enough time to really explore and discuss some of his theories, for I believe they apply as much to writing novels as they do to writing scripts.  In fact, I’ve found much more useful information about drama and emotional structure in books on screen writing than I have in books on novel writing.  For some reason, most authors of books about writing novels concentrate on the more basic aspects of craft: conflict, motivation, point of view, characterization, etc. whereas authors of books on screen writing recognize the importance of drama and emotion.

In Chapter 2 of Lucey’s book, he discusses the thematic dimension of drama and I wanted to convey at least part of what he had to say.

Calling theme the writerly perspective on the significance of story, he says theme is the “message” of the movie (in our minds, we will substitute the word ‘book’ every time he says ‘movie’), what it is really about.  I like thinking of theme as the “takeaway” – whatever it is that sticks with you when you’ve finished the story. Lucey quotes Billy Wilder on thematic content:

You try to make it about something.  I don’t think I am writing anything that is going to change the world . . . but if you make the audience (think reader) talk about it for fifteen minutes after the picture, then you have done something.  If you can get people to repeat that talk in the office or with people that you have dinner with, then this is the root of the success of a film.

Lucey says screen writers have issues they believe in, often passionately, and these topics – fairness, freedom, justice, opportunity, war, violence, family values – often provide the thematic content that enriches our stories.
Unfortunately, when a script sizzles with one of these issues, the movie studios may back away, fearing such material will alienate audiences.  This is probably true of book publishers, too, who feel fiction (especially genre fiction) should entertain rather than lecture.  Thematically, this can put writers in a bind because controversial issues can be very dramatic.  Besides, good writers don’t lecture.  They lead you to understand their themes by skillful and emotionally compelling writing.

Case in point: Jodi Picoult, who always manages to write about controversial issues.  A recent book of hers dealt with the moral issue of having a child strictly to provide a child you already have with healthy organs, etc.  Another dealt with the morality of allowing a death row inmate to choose his method of death in order to give his heart to a sick child.  Another dealt with the moral issues that beset an Amish family.  Despite these “heavy” subjects, Picoult’s books have been occupying higher and higher status on such prestigious lists as The New York Times, so maybe her success will translate to braver publishers for other writers.  We’ll see.
Despite such timidity on the part of the studios, Lucey says, good movies are made and they say important things about the world.  Screen writers manage this by weaving thematic implications into the script.  The skill here is to weave invisibly, so the thematic content is felt rather than noticed outright.  When written this way, it is difficult for the movie message to be excised.  This is the recommended approach to theme: marble your observation into the material so that it seems invisible.  Try not to be dogmatic, preachy, scolding, or obvious when you are addressing the theme.

I personally feel very strongly about the very wealthy and their moral obligation to do some good in the world with some of their money and tried to impart this theme into one of my Special Editions, THE BILLIONAIRE AND HIS BOSS.  I tried not to be heavy-handed and hopefully I succeeded.  My editor didn’t complain, and the book sold extremely well and I haven’t had any scolding letters from readers, so I’m keeping my fingers crossed.

Lucey goes on to say that writers can be so intent on polishing story, characters and continuity that theme is neglected.  In such cases it may seem that the story has nothing to say.  However, most stories contain at least the germ of a thematic statement.  To discover what your story’s theme might be, try talking to other writers, family, and friends about your story and solicit their take on what the story is saying thematically.  The goal is to give readers something to think about when the book is over.  Ideally, it should change them in some way.

Wherever it originates, the theme can give the story substance and meaning.

Films (and books) with thematic muscle remind us of the gap between what we are and what we could be.  They do so without stopping the story, for in most cases, thematic content can be slipped into a story by shading a few lines of dialogue or a few visual moments with thematic content.  THE GRAPES OF WRATH contains dozens of powerful thematic images that communicate what happened to farmers driven off their land during the Depression.  The image of the feather that opens and closes FORREST GUMP makes a thematic point – that each person is special and touched by God, and we must try to do the best we can with what we have, to act with dignity, and to be kind to each other.

A book I read a few years ago, AN ABSOLUTE SCANDAL, by Penny Vincenzi, had very strong thematic content, even though she writes what many consider “pot-boilers.”  And even though the books are potboilers, filled with drama and melodrama, they always have a strong message about something important.  This particular book, using the background of the scandal involving Lloyd’s of London in the late 80s and early 90s, brought home the point that in business, as in life, there must be a moral line that shouldn’t be crossed. [Too bad more politicians and CEOs, etc. haven’t yet learned that lesson, as evidenced by what is happening today.] A secondary but related theme in AN ABSOLUTE SCANDAL is that sometimes only through losing everything we think is important can we discover what is really important. [I love that theme, don’t you?]

Thematic content, Lucey says, is the social observation that the writer works into the material.  Sometimes the thematic statement is so general and bland that it requires little effort.  Crime does not pay, everyone needs to be somebody, hard work pays off, and similar thematic marshmallows [love that phrase, thematic marshmallows!] will not arouse controversy.  Such themes are modest pleas for social justice, fairness, and compassion.  When the story attacks racism, religious hypocrisy, social injustice, disparities between rich and poor, corporate control of politics, hopelessness, the loss of opportunity, erosion of the family, and similar topics, the censors may argue that such material is “not entertaining.”

To protect against such criticism, writers bury their thematic statements so deeply into the text that the message does not emerge until the movie (book) is over and the people who have seen it talk about it away from the theater. [Pat says book clubs fill this role as do friends who discuss books].  Each viewer (reader) must ponder the story and extract its message; writers should not use their works as soap boxes or propaganda megaphones.

I think movies are wonderful to use as examples simply because they are visual.  We writers of fiction can learn a lot by studying movies, taking them apart, figuring out what techniques the writer used to make the most of the story – what contributed to the suspense and drama, what made the movie exciting and interesting.

Lucey added some exercises at the end of the chapter where he discussed thematic content, and I think they’re very useful.  So your homework for this lesson is to do the following exercise and post it for the class to read and discuss.

HOMEWORK EXERCISES
1. 
Select a short film, television episode, or feature film to use to answer the questions in this exercise set.  Define the film’s frame. [Frame supplies the settings and locations used in the plot, indicating in which country, region, city, neighborhood, and rooms where the action takes place.] How does the frame help tell the story?
2. 
Summarize the story concept and the event.
3. 
Define the problem being tracked.  How long did it take for the problem to assert itself?  What is the basis of the problem?
4. 
Who is the hero and what is this person trying to achieve?  What motivates the hero and the villain?  Why does the hero conflict with the villain?
5. 
What is the crisis of the story?  How does the crisis relate to the dramatic problem of the story?
6. 
What interrupts the status quo in the film? [In a book this would be your inciting incident].  How soon does this interruption occur?  Is a new status quo established when the problem is solved?  How?  Describe the new status quo and how it differs from what went before.
7. 
Describe the hero’s internal and external problem.  Describe how the two problems interact and how they influence the conflict.
8. 
Describe the conflict in the film.  How and why does the climax solve the problem tracked in the film?
9. 
Define the thematic statement of the film.

SECOND HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: What’s your theme?

COMING NEXT: Lesson #3 - Character Driven Plot or Plot Driven Character?
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