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Cinematic Writing – Third Person Objective

What is a screenplay? 

A screenplay is a STORY TOLD WITH PICTURES.


It is like a noun—about a person, or persons, in a place or places, doing his or her “thing.” All screenplays execute this basic premise. 



—from Screenplay, by Syd Field

And what is fiction? It is a story told with words, and the words create pictures for the reader. So, how can we use the power of cinema in our writing? 

Think about a scene from a movie. Unless the movie has a voiceover, the viewer doesn’t have access to the characters’ thoughts, and yet the viewer comes out of the theater convinced that he or she knows pretty much what the characters were thinking throughout. The characters’ thoughts and motivations have been acted out through movement, action, and dialogue, and sometimes dialogue isn’t even involved in a particular scene. 
So, what is the point of view in a film, and what is the corresponding point of view in fiction? Consider the Third Person Objective, in which the author is restricted to external facts, and the reader must infer the internal. Sounds pretty much like the experience of watching a movie, doesn’t it? “Hills Like White Elephants,” by Hemingway, is a classic example from literature; the story consists mainly of dialogue, in which a pregnant woman feels herself coerced by the man she is with into having an abortion. The words “pregnant” and “abortion” are never mentioned, yet the reader picks up what is going on from the imagery, from the way the characters move, from the mood that is developed, and so on.
Exercise: Take a scene from your novel. Decide what it is that you are trying to convey with the scene, what the thoughts of your various characters are, what the mood is, and so on. Try to distill down the idea in the scene into the most simple idea(s). How is the scene moving the story forward (for example, what movement do you intend your character(s) to make during the scene)? What are your characters thinking? 
Now, rewrite the scene using the Third Person Objective point of view. Your characters’ interiors are off limits. You’ll have to render everything that happens visually, without access to thoughts and without resorting to the narrator explaining what’s going on with your characters’ motivations, desires, etc. Leave the interpretation to your readers.

Objective: To evoke the richness of your characters’ inner lives through the details of their world, their actions, and their spoken words. To create a cinematic scene.
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