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Introduction

“There is only one plot — things are not what 
they seem.” – Jim Thompson

Is your star ready for their close-up but doesn’t know 
what to say? Yep, you need a screenplay. 

The secret sauce, the famed recipe, the patented pro-
cess – peek behind the curtain at many success stories 
and you may find they have some variation above. And 
now you do too: a beat by breat story guide that you can 
use to outline or brainstorm your next screenplay.

Among other resources, this guide makes a hat tip to 
Christopher Vogler’s The Writer’s Journey, which in turn 
borrows from Joseph Campbell’s Hero With a Thousand 
Faces, which in turn borrows from the work of C.G. Jung 
and so on back to the very first analysts of storytelling.

This particular formula assumes that you are writing 
an industry standard 100 to 120 page screenplay. The 
numbers next to the section titles represent the prosepc-
tive pages numbers where the suggested action might 
transpire.

While screenplays for some genres have been trend-
ing trimmer, others have been growing thicker. There 
are no rules and as such, your mileage may vary. 

Likewise, this formula is predicated on a traditional 
three-act structure of the sort first posited by Aristotle 
(though we can assume he too was inspired by some-
one before him). Basically, the three-act model splits 
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the narrative into a triad of distinct movements that one 
might call, in their simplest form, the setup, the confron-
tation and the resolution. 

Like the story beats, the act breaks are also noted 
in the formula but be forewarned that not all these ele-
ments may have relevance to your particular story, or 
necessarily in the order described below. No worries — 
again, this is just a guide, you must make the journey in 
your own way.
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Act One
“I steal from every movie ever made.” 
– Quentin Tarantino

1 Metaphorical Overture

Think of this as a symbolic skeleton key that permits 
readers to unlock meaning from your whole story. This 
is especially useful when used in conjunction with fore-
shadowing. For example, if you’re writing a western 
about vigilante justice against corrupt officials, perhaps 
the first image is of the town’s banker failing to find bal-
ance with a pair of scales. After your heroes have best-
ed all the baddies, balance will be had.

3 Whispers of Wrong

Here, you should suggest to the viewer that something 
is amiss in the world you’ve imagined. This is where the 
darker elements begin to bubble up to the surface and 
it’s clear that not everything is what it seems.

7 Foreshadow Hook

As with Whispers of Wrong it’s time to tee-up what’s 
looming in the distance that will eventually come slam-
ming in to disrupt your hero and the balance in their 
present humdrum life. Sometimes this is a mysterious 
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character wandering in the shadows, other times it’s a 
portentous observation. If your movie is a werewolf tale, 
say, something as mundane as a lunar calendar can be-
come loaded with symbolism.

10 Hooked

This is the moment when the hero has strapped them-
selves into the arc of the story and handcuffs the viewer 
to them for the ride. This is the call to adventure, it’s 
when the “dame” walks into the detective’s office, when 
the gauntlet is thrown, when you get a golden ticket – or 
even all three if you’re feeling ambitious.

17 Meet the Mentor

The Mentor is the Obi Wan Kenobi or Mr. Miyagi or 
any of a number of fairy godmothers who have special 
knowledge underlying the story and often of the pro-
tagonist themselves. Ben Kenobi and Dumbledore both 
know the backgrounds of their respective young charg-
es, which is part of a storytelling tradition older than an-
tiquity. Consider that we get the term “Mentor” from the 
Greek legend of Odysseus. When Telemachus needs 
knowledge of his seafaring father, it is the old man Men-
tor who tells him. Actually, it’s the goddess Athena dis-
guised as Mentor but you get the point (so, perhaps just 
think of Kenobi and Dumbledore as goddesses in drag).

20 Decline to Shine

There is a always a moment when the hero’s own 
self-doubt threatens an early end to the narrative. This 
is the moment where your protagonist doesn’t think 
they’re up for the challenge or they fear leaving the 
only world they’ve known. This is the refusal to the 
call. Naturally, they overcome this hiccup lest the story 
simply end (in some cases this might be a good idea). 
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25 Refusal Reversal

This is a necessary beat in two ways: 
First, everyone naturally thinks twice before leaping 

off on some grandiose adventure with life-(as we know 
it)-threatening implications. 

Second, it foreshadows some of the psychological 
systems within the protagonist you may want to 
leverage later, deep in the Second Act, when 
they prove their own worst enemy. 

Circumstances conspire, however, to move the 
protagonist forward despite themselves (otherwise 
what would be the point of barbecuing Luke 
Skywalker’s Un-cle Owen and Aunt Beru?).
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Act Two
“There are no second acts in American lives.” 
– F. Scott Fitzgerald

“But there are second acts in American movies.”
–D.Howell

30 Threshold One

This is when your hero makes their first tremulous 
steps into the heart of the adventure. You might hear 
the damning assessment of it by Kenobi as a “wretch-
ed hive of scum and villainy” or echo Dorothy realizing 
she’s “not in Kansas anymore” – or both (if you knew 
what Munchkins get up to after hours). Suffice it to say, 
your hero has entered a weird place, or at least a weird 
place psychically as they venture far from the farm and 
outside their comfort zone for the first time. 

37 Basic Training

Ruby red slippers, light sabers, wax on, wax off – this 
is where your protagonist begins to develop their essen-
tial skills. In The Matrix, this is where Neo began to learn 
his “wire fu” chops, in Pan’s Labyrinth, the Faun gives 
Ofelia the anthropomorphic mandrake root to aid her 
mother (and creep out filmgoers forever).
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40 Allies

This is where you put friends, accomplices, future betray-
ers. If you’re plotting a bank heist, this is where you assemble 
your team. This is where cowardly lions and Wookies begin to 
pile in and assist your hero along their way.

45 Deepening

Create incidents within the mission in which your gang of 
good guys bond over small triumphs and close calls. Then 
make the stakes higher and the stress more evident. This is 
the moment where Obi Wan observed, “That’s no moon… 
It’s a space station.” Things are bad, now make them worse.  

50 Another Problem

As the TV pitchman of yesteryear used to say, “But wait, 
there’s more.” Yet another problem always looms. Your hero 
and friends steal a car to get away only to have it run out of 
gas. Sneaking passed a den of sleeping tigers someone ad-
mits they’re allergic to cats when a loud sneeze could prove 
deadly. Reward only comes with struggle – make them earn 
it.

60 Commitment/High Stakes

This a good place to kill someone. This is usually a Men-
tor, or an innocent. If you don’t kill someone have them die 
symbolically to the hero — a betrayal would be interesting as 
would a self-sacrifice for the cause…
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70 Even More Trouble

....But whatever ground the death of someone close gains 
the hero, it comes with a price. Sometimes, the departing 
character makes matters worse by accidentally taking the 
plan, the potion, or the secret of your hero’s salvation with 
them. Or, at least, that’s how your hero might perceive it.

75 Endless Complication

And would you believe there’s one more straw to pile 
upon the camel’s back. Snap! Yep, now you have an ungu-
late with a spinal injury. But you also have an increasingly 
complex and interesting story. Your protagonist (who prob-
ably hates you at this point) will soon hit bottom. And by 
bottom we mean one of the lowest levels of a personal hell 
Dante himself dare not catalog. 

Go there. It’s like like what Wikipedia says about the 
“plunger” in a pinball machine: “The amount of force to pull 
the plunger is directly proportional to the force the ball re-
ceives.” The more force you use to drag your hero down, 
the greater the force they will have when bouncing back. 
So, you know, use the force.

80 In-Most Cave

Running with the cave metaphor, you character hasn’t 
just hit rock bottom, they’ve hit the (rock) wall as well. In 
this belly-of-the-whale moment, the character has not only 
been swallowed by the vicissitudes of fate, they’re also in-
cubating in the metaphorical unconscious, a dream state 
or a kind of symbolic death. 

85 One’s Own Worst Enemy

Despair is certainly its own challenge but the here your 
protagonist has to wrestle with themselves to find accord 
with the universe. Remember the Refusal Reversal in Act 
One. This is a good place to echo the sentiments first ex-
pressed in that first moment of self-doubt. Of course, they 
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have been amplified to point of nearly breaking your he-
ro’s spirit. Whatever they have learned on their journey is 
brought to bear in this moment and helps them to incre-
mentally find the resolve to overcome their worst enemy 
– themselves.

This is generally the moment when the resources the
hero needs to accomplish their goal are discovered to be 
within. It’s ye olde “You had it inside you all the time” payoff 
– but make it less cheesy.
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Act Three
“There is no real ending. It’s just the place where you 

stop the story.” – Frank Herbert

90 Rebirth

Now your protagonist is ready to be renewed and 
made better, stronger, faster –  in short, spiritually bi-
onic. Find an interesting way to indicate this within the 
symbolic systems of your screenplay. If there’s water, 
it’ll look like a baptism; if there’s fire, it’ll look like your 
hero was forged from the ore of righteousness. Thus 
prepped, your hero is ready for...

100 The Showdown

...The duel, the chase, the ultimate battle with the an-
tagonist. This is your moment to have the karmic state of 
your universe brought back into balance. In many ways, 
this duel mirrors that which your hero has experienced 
in their In-Most Cave. The difference is now they have 
a secret weapon – self-knowledge. How they use this is 
can be literal or figurative – it is their upper-hand and is 
likely what will turn the tide when they are being pum-
meled (physically or otherwise) by their adversary. Use 
it with extreme prejudice.
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105 Triumph & Denouement

Once the baddie is defeated (for now) and peace (in-
ner or outer) is achieved, give your hero a moment to 

the friends they’ve made along the way (or perhaps they 
say farewell to them). At least until the next adventure… 
You did sign a three picture deal, right?

Daedalus   Howell
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