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HOW TO READ A SCREENPLAY

A screenplay is written to show, not tell.  They are written to convey how a film would unfold. The writing is crafted to evoke vivid images without describing them directly, but by carefully setting a scene that unfolds in a telling or revealing way through the words and actions of the characters.  As such, words are used economically.  There is less description than you would find in a novel, as those details are typically handled during the production process.

Therefore, as you read, visualize a film in your mind and “see” it as if you were watching a film.

If you’re not familiar with the screenplay format, here are some things to know:

SCENE HEADINGS

Scene headings describe where the action is taking place, the time of day, and some other important details, such as if it is a flashback, a montage, etc.


For example:  



INT. SAMMY’S HOUSE – DAY


“INT” indicates the action is indoors.  “SAMMY’S HOUSE” tells us the action is in a woman’s house.  “DAY” tells us that it is daytime.



EXT. PARK – NIGHT


“EXT” indicates the action is outdoors.  “PARK” tells us we are in a park.  “NIGHT” tells us that it is the evening.


Other time descriptions may be used, such as “SAME” to indicate action taking place simultaneously or “LATER” to indicate action taking moments later, after a brief jump in time.


CAPITALIZED WORDS

Throughout a screenplay, you may come across CAPITALIZED WORDS.  These generally indicate the introduction of a new character, that the camera should pay attention to a particular item/sound/person/location, or that we are moving into a specific place within the location.


For example:


John turns.  He sees SALLY, the most beautiful girl he has ever laid eyes on.  In her hands, she holds AN ADORABLE PUPPY.


DIALOGUE

Dialogue is written by centering a character’s name.  Their spoken words appear beneath their name.  For example:

	
JOHN

	You found Charlie!



PARANTHETICALS

Between the character’s name and dialogue, you may see text in parenthesis.  This indicates some specific direction about how the dialogue is to be read or some specific action that takes place in the delivery of the dialogue.

	
JOHN

	(eyes watering)

	You found Charlie! 


OTHER TERMS

Some other terms you may need to know:


(O.S.)or (O.C.) – Off-screen or off-camera indicates that we do not see a character when dialogue is heard


(V.O.) – indicates voiceover.  This is dialogue we hear, but the speaker is not physically present in the same location as the action


(CONT’D) – Indicates that the same character is continuing to deliver a line of dialogue after an action, scene change, or other note is written.


(MORE) – Indicates that the dialogue from the character continues on the next page.


POV – Indicates that we see the action through a defined point of view


SUPERIMPOSE – indicates that we see text on screen, typically to define a time or location


MONTAGE – indicates rapid cutting of different scenes in a sequence.  For example, any training sequence in a Rocky movie.


(beat) – indicates that a character takes a brief pause before continuing dialogue
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EXT. CALIFORNIA DESERT - SUNRISE

ON-SREEN TEXT: "1871 Gilroy, California"

Seven men ride on horseback with the brilliant morning sun rising behind them. They appear as a black silhouette against the large golden disc that shimmers above the desert floor.

Dust billows behind them in a flowing cloud as they race across the horizon.

They wear long duster jackets and are all heavily armed.

The man in front wears a star-shaped metal badge pinned to his dusty jacket. It catches the morning sun and flashes as he rises and falls in the fast rhythm of his running horse.

The badge reads "Sheriff."

They approach a ravine and slow to a trot. They ride along the edge of the ravine for a short distance.

The SHERIFF motions for them to stop. They dismount and sneak silently to the edge of the ravine.

From behind the posse, we see them looking down at a small cabin. The Sheriff motions to them and they quietly move down the ravine in a single-file line.

They sneak up close to the small, dilapidated cabin on foot.

The Sheriff motions and the men spread out and surround the cabin.

Everyone gets into position. They stir restlessly. They all look at the Sheriff, waiting.

The Sheriff looks back at his men, then at the cabin. He takes a cigar from a pocket in his jacket and lights it with a match.

He looks back at the two men just behind him. He motions to one, a younger man.

SHERIFF

Jacob. Get up here, boy.

JACOB hesitates nervously for a second, then steps up and kneels beside the Sheriff.

On his jacket he has a badge that reads "Deputy."


2.

SHERIFF

Time to earn that badge, son. Sneak up close and see how many we got. Word is they had quite a little celebration after the heist they pulled yesterday, so if we’re lucky, they’re still sleeping it off. Remember, look for Ingram and Poole. If we can get both of them two, the rest of these vermin should scatter.

Jacob looks at the other men, all safely hidden. He sees several cruel smiles looking back.

JACOB

You want me to go in alone? What if they got alarms set and I walk into an ambush?

SHERIFF

Well, you best pay attention and try not to get yourself killed, then.

The Sheriff grunts and spits a brown slimy glob at Jacob's feet. Jacob hears several quiet snickers.

He tightens his jaw and pulls out his pistol. He starts to creep forward slowly.

JACOB

(under his breath)

Thanks, Dad.

Jacob sneaks up slowly toward the back door of the cabin. He keeps low and moves in against a wall.

Slowly, he walks beneath a window.

He cautiously looks in. Men are strewn about, still sleeping off what looks to be a very rowdy night.

He ducks back down and looks toward his father and the others. The ends of several rifles can be seen poking out from behind various cover.

He smiles to himself, then starts back briskly.

As he passes the outhouse, he steps up beside it briefly, pressing against the side, looking around cautiously.

He takes a step forward.
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As he does, a knife slips around his throat, and he hears -CLICK!

- the hammer of a pistol being cocked. He feels hot, rancid breath on his neck.

RUFUS INGRAM

Hold it right there, sweetheart. We’re going for a little ride, you, me, and all my men. Now you give me that pistol, boy.

RUFUS, 38, takes the pistol from Jacob and tucks it into his belt.

He presses his gun hard into Jacob's back.

RUFUS INGRAM

Now, you tell that sheriff of yours we ain’t going to no jail cells.  Not today. If he’s got any interest in seeing you alive, he best take his posse back up the canyon and let us ride out of here. When we hit the Mexican border, we’ll set you free.

JACOB

Tell him yourself.

CRACK!

Rufus smacks Jacob in the back of the head with his gun.

Jacob crumples to the ground in agony.

RUFUS INGRAM

Don’t play tough, boy. It don’t suit you. Now, stand up so they can see you whimper.

Rufus grabs Jacob and pulls him to his feet.

He prods him forward out where everyone can see clearly.

RUFUS INGRAM

Sheriff John Hicks Adams. I have your deputy. If you want the boy back alive, take your posse back up the canyon and let me and my men ride out of here free. I give you my word we’ll let the boy go after we hit the Mexican border.
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There is commotion in the cabin. The men are rousing quickly and readying for battle.

Glass breaks out of windows and rifles stick out of the jagged holes.

Jacob scans the posse for any sign of movement.

Silence. Then -- 

BOOM!

With a violent explosion of blood, a bullet tears through Jacob's shoulder and hits Rufus in the chest.

Rufus stumbles back. Blood burbles out of a ragged hole in his chest. He gargles and spits blood.

A second round tears out his throat and he falls dead in a spreading pool of blood, steaming in the cool morning air.

Jacob falls to the ground. He looks at his ruined shoulder with a bullet hole torn through it.

All at once, shots fill the air from both directions. Men come pouring out of the cabin. The posse closes in, and the air is filled with smoke and the screams of dying men.

INT. CABIN - NIGHT

Jacob sits on a table with his shirt off. A young woman, HANNA, cleans his wounded shoulder. Jacob winces with pain.

HANNA

Sorry, Jake. I know this stings. You poor thing. I can’t believe he did this to you.

JACOB

My pa is a man true to his word. He brought down the Ingram Gang just like he said he would. He wasn’t gonna let me get in the way of his being the hero. The great sheriff Adams always gets his man.

Hanna begins to bandage the wound. Their eyes meet. They share a moment, looking into each other's eyes.

Hanna touches Jacob's shoulder softly.
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HANNA

Your daddy’s a hard man. That’s what it takes to do what he does. But, that don’t make it right, treating you the way he does. You’re a good man, Jake.

JACOB

Yeah, well, I’ll never be the man my brother was. Not in pa’s eyes. Since the day we got that damned letter, he never looked at me same.

Jacob pulls old an pocket watch, missing its chain, from his pants pocket.

He opens to it reveal a photo on the inside the of cover. It shows a handsome, young Union Soldier.

JACOB

It’s like, when he found out Johnny died... so did any kindness he had for me. Now, when I look in his eyes... all I see is burning hatred.

HANNA

You’re his son. He loves you. You just remind him of himself too much. And, for some reason, he hates that about you.

JACOB

It’s not him he sees when he looks at me. It’s my ma. He used to tell me I reminded him of her. And I could see in his eyes that he loved me. But, that was before Mama died and Johnny went to war. Now...

He closes the watch and returns it to his pocket. He sighs heavily.

JACOB

... I’ll never be my own man until I’m free of his shadow. I’ll never be a great lawman. I need to find my own path.

HANNA

You are a great man, Jake, and you can be whatever you want to be. I’ll always be here for you.
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Hanna brushes Jacob's hair back gently and they lock eyes.

Slowly, they go in for a kiss.

Suddenly the Sheriff comes in, helped by another man. They hurry over and push Jacob aside.

The Sheriff sits on the table and the other man, BERT, 30, starts to take off the Sheriff's jacket.

BERT

Can’t you see the Sheriff’s been shot, woman? Help me, for God’s sake.

Jacob grabs his shirt and jacket.  He starts to dress himself painfully while Hanna takes over for Bert and removes the Sheriff's jacket, revealing a bloody tear in his vest on the right side.

SHERIFF

Easy, Bert. The bullet just grazed me is all. I ain’t shot. I been shot enough times for real to know the difference.

He looks at Jacob.

HANNA

Well, let’s take a look at what we’ve got here, Sheriff.

She gently opens his vest and lifts up his shirt.

There’s a small scratch on his side behind a large bruise, already turning an angry shade of purple.

She replaces the vest where it was over the wound. She looks at the Sheriff for a moment, then reaches into the pocket of the vest.

She pulls out a silver pocket watch with a bullet-sized indent on the front and across one side.

SHERIFF

Well, I’ll be damned. Would you look at that?

He grabs the watch and pulls up his shirt.

He places the watch where it would have been in the pocket, and the trail of the bullet is clearly seen.
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BERT

God damn, sir. You are one lucky dog. I gotta go and tell the boys. They ain’t never gonna believe this.

Bert exits.

Jacob looks at the Sheriff for a moment, then notices him staring back.

He turns and grabs his pistol belt and hat.

HANNA

Well, it looks like that bullet broke a rib or two, so I’m gonna have to wrap it up for a few days.

She turns to get a bandage and Jacob turns to meet her gaze.

JACOB

Thanks for patching me up, Hanna.

They stare into each others eyes for a moment, then Jacob turns to leave.

Hanna turns and starts to bandage the Sheriff's side.

SHERIFF

(to Jacob)

You surprised me today, boy.

Jacob stops and turns his head slightly, but doesn’t turn around.

SHERIFF

You didn’t die.

Jacob walks off briskly and the Sheriff grins through the pain of having his ribs bandaged.

INT. SHERIFF’S OFFICE - DAY

ON-SCREEN TEXT: "1873 Gilroy, California"

Jacob and another deputy relax in the office. Jacob stares out of a small window at the distant ocean.

The other deputy cleans his rifle.

Jacob sees a large sailing ship, far in the distance, slowly making its way across his window.
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Closer, Jacob stares at the bay, which bustles with ships of all sizes. 

Suddenly, the Sheriff bursts through the door.

SHERIFF

All right, boys, get your shit. We got ’em this time.  I just got word that Mason and Henry and a few of their boys are shacked up in a cat house in San Jose. We’re gonna ride up there tonight and give those bastards a little surprise. Now, get moving. We leave in twenty minutes.

The other deputy grabs his rifle, jacket, and hat. He exits.

Jacob continues to stares out the window, his mind seemingly elsewhere.

He feels the heat of his father's stare, and slowly turns to look at him.

SHERIFF

Why don’t you sit this one out, boy? We need to move fast and I don’t need to be dragging any dead weight. Unless you want to wake up and finally decide to be a man.

They stare at each other for a moment, then Jacob slowly lowers his gaze and turns to look back out the window.

SHERIFF

I didn’t think so.

He grabs some shackles and a shotgun and exits.

Jacob stares for another moment at the sea, then turns angrily and grabs a shotgun and his jacket.

EXT. TOWN - SUNSET

The Sheriff leads a posse of nine men into a small town.

They approach a saloon and dismount.

The posse hitches up their horses and gather around the Sheriff.
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SHERIFF

Alright, listen up. Best we know, Mason, Henry, and five of his men are holed up somewhere in there. Now, what we got workin’ for us is the element of surprise. So, once we get inside, you need to move fast and find your man.

He looks at Jacob.

SHERIFF

I guess you made your decision, eh boy?

JACOB

Maybe.

SHERIFF

I hope so. You cover the back. Dewey, you stay out front. Shoot anything that comes through the door. Let's move.

Jacob heads around to the back of the saloon.

He stands in the shadow just behind the door.

After a moment -- BANG! BANG! -- gun shots, followed by screams are heard from inside of the saloon.

Commotion.

Jacob looks around nervously.

He hears footsteps that seem to be swiftly approaching the back door.

He softly creeps up the wall behind the door and presses himself flat, waiting.

SLAM!

A man, HENRY JR, bursts out of the door.

Jacob steps out of the shadow and knocks him down with the stock of his rifle.

He cocks both barrels and sticks it in the man's face.

JACOB

Don’t even think about moving or I’ll blow your head clean off.
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HENRY JR

Shit! Whoa.
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