Winning Your Own Third Act: Bringing Home the Prize


by Skip Press


(first published in Scriptwriter magazine, UK)








Two articles ago, I wrote about “getting out of your own first act” and how the protagonist’s actions in the normal structure of a Hollywood movie can be applied to one’s own career. The main innovation I had to offer (in contrast to all too many screenwriting teachers these days) was what I call “the Shaping Force,” which arrives in the middle of the first act in the good movies, with usually a hint or two of it before it’s arrival. 


I explained how the Shaping Force is revisited at various points of the film, helping keep the “spine” of the story aligned. It can be a mentor (Obi–wan Kenobi in the first Star Wars), a villain (Alan Rickman’s German terrorist in Die Hard), an Alfred Hitchcock “Macguffin” a.k.a. the “cookie” (the thing everyone wants, like The Maltese Falcon), or even a concept that the movie is about (Time in Cast Away). The Shaping Force can be anything, it’s flexible, and it establishes the theme. Short-term memory loss in Memento is another example. It doesn’t lock you into a rigid Joseph Campbell “myth” structure or confine you to a three–act Aristotelian matrix. 


	I also mentioned another unique element of the screenwriting course I teach, which is an examination of the Midpoint Change in Act Two. This is an event in which the protagonist gets “over the hump” and becomes more cause than effect in the “new world” in which he/she struggles. This is usually achieved in a very dramatic act which often threatens his/her very existence, resulting in a new orientation that shows the protagonist is now up to the task of the final battle (Act Three). The example of the Midpoint Change that I provided was the one in Cast Away where Tom Hanks, marooned alone on an island, removes his abscessed tooth by firelight in a cave using the blade of an ice skate that has washed onshore. If he doesn’t remove the bad tooth, of course, he will die from infection. 


In my follow-up article on Act Two of a screenwriting career, I mentioned the currently popular elements of film storytelling.  Aristotle’s Poetics, Shakespeare’s big themes personalized, Freudian psychology and Jungian imagery, and Joseph Campbell’s myth study, I believe, speak deeply to the human experience and hopes for a better life and that explains their popularity. 


I then explained how I was using the elements of the "story matrix" that I teach to my own career. Since I calculated that I was at the midpoint of my own writing career, I knew I needed to do something to prove I still “had it” with my own original works. I do well enough with how-to books and teaching, but the play’s the thing, isn’t it? 


I shared how I began to focus on my own original works and get back to the kind of writing that had opened doors for me in the past. After all, in Hollywood you accumulate contacts who will read whatever you write based purely on the quality of your writing. And, I add hastily, your own unique “voice”. 


	Changing my career orientation at this point could be dangerous, because so many people depend on my advice. Still, with my course being taught online (see www.screenwritingcourse.com) I didn’t have to change my work location. Oddly enough, as I refocused my efforts, my students doubled. 


	I was reminded that if you have the right idea and follow it, things can seem to work out as if by magic. 


	In that second article I mentioned a producer from New York who expressed a desire to make a deal on three of my novels. He has since expanded his interest to two of my screenplays as well.  A neophyte producer whose couple of hundred million in investor financing I thought might not happen now apparently has it worked out, and he wants to finance one of my scripts, and have me be a part of his new company. 


	I’ve since gotten the rights back on four of my novels and three of my non-fiction books, which offer re–marketing possibilities. 


	Of course, none of these things help my readers and students with their careers. They only illustrate that the right orientation, in a script or in life, helps things work out more smoothly. I believe it also illustrates that the story structure of successful movies can be applied to one’s life as well. 


  


	So now to the Third Act, both mine and yours. Like a hero in a Joseph Campbell “myth” story, I think I’ve discovered a heretofore unmentioned “elixir” to share upon my return to the “common world” from which I started. I believe that I can now tell you precisely why the story structure I teach works in film after film. Better yet, I now see one big reason why the works of William Shakespeare have lasted in popularity for so long, and how the Bard’s five-act structure and the Aristotelian three-act structure actually align rather than clash.


	See Figure One. 


�


Figure One





	This is an “Elliott Wave” structure and has to do with the natural rhythms of nature. Discovered by R.N. Elliott, it’s a favorite of some people who play the stock market and touted by Robert R. Prechter, Jr. in many books and articles. See his Website at www.elliottwave.com for more information. 


	R.N. Elliott was an accountant who published his first book on the stock market at age 67. By chance, I once lived briefly in a house at 833 Beacon Avenue in Los Angeles, where Elliott resided from 1927 to 1938. It’s a small world with a lot of intersections. 


	Each of the lines in Figure One is a “wave” by Elliott’s definition. In story terms, you could consider each wave a surge of action. Figure One in stock market parlance would show a “bear” or up-trending market. According to Elliott, this would be followed inevitably by a three-wave down-trending pattern referred to as a “bear” market in which the first wave would go down, the second up, the third down. The five-wave bull and three-wave bear markets together would form a “cycle” according to Elliott. According to him, there’s no getting around that cycle in life. 


	Shortly after I read about the afore-mentioned “cycle” I realized that in my career I was at the end of a down-trending “bear market” and that things would quickly be on the upswing. Two days later, I received a royalty check for thousands of dollars that was unexpected. Other boons followed. A consulting client got a lot of unexpected good fortune. With no explanation, my wife and I received double the income tax returned we expected. She learned she would get a spring bonus at work, when she thought no one would receive one. I began pitching major production companies on projects for myself and friends (having been out of the loop for a while) with easy success (like getting Michael Douglas’ creative executive to read a novel by a friend of mine). 


	In short, the ease of contact-and-sale that I’d experienced at previous career peaks returned in the beginning of my own new “bull” market. 


	I first learned of the Elliott Wave from Edward Hunt, a writer/director/producer who retired from making movies for a few years to profitably play the stock market. When we got back together to work on an old script in 2002, we found that the rewrite came together like magic, the easiest thing we’d ever written together, and the screenplay was quickly optioned. 


	Some of this I attributed to all I had learned about screenwriting, but it was obvious that we had both learned much about life in the years since we’d last seen each other, and for Hunt the Elliott Wave was no small part of his financial education. So I began to do some reading. 


	Shortly after I realized my career had been in a “bear market” and the subsequent rise in fortunes, it dawned on me that the wave formation presented in Figure One (a “bull market”) related directly to the story matrix I teach. The five waves show a pattern of “rising action” that most producers want to see. The “top” of wave one matches my Shaping Force in mid Act One, because by then you truly know what the movie is all about. Then the protagonist has to deal with it, and by the end of Act One he/she is launched from the “common world” of origin to the “new world” where the rules aren’t necessarily known. That’s a downer, isn’t it? Think of Jake Gittes in “Chinatown” venturing into the world of the rich who make the rules, or even Neo in “The Matrix.” 


	In the “new world” of Act Two, which comprises the largest part of a movie story, time-wise, the protagonist struggles along against the antagonist and the elements of this new world. You might remember how Tom Hanks struggled with survival efforts like spearing a fish after landing on the island in Cast Away. Compare that to how he is revealed, transformed, buff and certain, after we have faded to black when he knocks out his diseased tooth. He spears a fish easily, runs deftly across rocks that had threatened him previously. The message is clear: he is now causative over this struggle, and chances are he can win. 


	That is the Midpoint Change in Figure One, and comes in the middle of Act Two. 


	Now, anyone who is paying attention to modern successful Hollywood movies would probably tell you that the end of Act Two is a low point, when James Bond is captured by the villain, for example. It is again a downer, because the protagonist is in his/her deepest dilemma and we think as an audience “Boy, how’ll they get out of this one?”


	For myself, financial worries had me stifled shortly before I realized that I was fighting against a natural sequence of events with a personal “bear market.” So I simply relaxed and quit worrying so much. I thought of an attitude held by the great actor Ben Johnson when times were tough. Johnson would just take it easy on his horse ranch in Arizona and say “Something will come along.”


	I just kept writing and studying and then one day I realized that the five–wave structure related directly to a movie, as I’ve illustrated above. Five, I thought, hmmm. Suddenly I saw a comparison that I’d thought must exist when I wrote the Complete Idiot’s Guide to Screenwriting. I offered a chapter on Shakespeare to show his influence on Hollywood, and I knew there had to be some relationship between the Bard’s five acts and the three-act structure outlined by Aristotle and used so often in Hollywood. 


	Then I saw it. My Shaping Force was the peak of Wave One. The trough at the end of Wave Two was the end of Act One, because who wants to venture off into some life-threatening or at least life-changing adventure? It’s a low point as you confront the “new world,” thrust there by a plot twist at the end of Act One. 


	I thought of the rise to the top of Wave Three as the “uphill battle” of the protagonist, trying to make sense of the “new world” and become the master of it. 


	Then another trough as Wave Four ends, with the protagonist dealing with the deepest dilemma of the story. 


	Followed by another upward surge of action to the resolution of the ending. 


	I told my friend Edward Hunt about it and we compared the five Elliott waves to the five acts of Shakespeare’s most famous work, Hamlet. By our calculations, the end of Act One is an “up” while the end of Act Two is a “down.” The Elliott Wave pattern followed all the acts to the end. Whether or not you consider the ending of Hamlet to be an “up” or not, it is certain that the central question and Shaping Force of the piece has been resolved. 


	Hamlet speaks with the Ghost of his murdered father in Scene 5 of Act One. If you consider that Acts One and Two of the play would comprise Act One of a modern screenplay, then Scene 5 of Act One of Hamlet would come midway of movie Act One. Therefore this would be the Shaping Force of the film. It is certain that Hamlet’s course of action is set, because he says: 


	I’ll wipe away all trivial fond records,


	All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past,


	That youth and observation copied there, 


	And thy commandment all alone shall live


	Within the book and volume of my brain


	Unmixed with baser matter. Yes, yes, by heaven.


	


	So there you have it. And, I hope, as you like it. 


	I have yet to write a screenplay consciously incorporating the Elliott Wave structure, but I do know that it has made a profound change on my career. I haven’t gone through all of Shakespeare’s plays to see if my story matrix considerations allow all his plays to align with three-act structure, but I have a feeling they will, more often than not. 


	What is clear to me is that there are definite, real life universal reasons for the worldwide popularity of hit movies and the elements of successful writing careers, and these reasons run a lot deeper than has ever been previously examined. 





THE END
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