Narrative beginnings

The opening of a narrative typically establishes characters, setting, themes and engages the audience. It features a catalyst that sends the character on their journey. By the end of the Act 1, the main character reaches a turning point where they commit to the action.

Establishing genre and tone. The opening of a narrative plays an important role in establishing genre and tone. When filmmakers establish genre, they enter into a contract with the audience. If a narrative doesn’t deliver on the promise of genre, the audience will be dissatisfied and disappointed. In a horror film, for example, expects suspense, a few scares and a hefty dose of gore. 

Screenwriters are responsible for delivering on these promises in a fresh and surprising way. In Story, Robert McKee reflects on the “genre sophistication” of audiences. Anyone who has ever seen a film that is too formulaic or cliched will understand how tedious slavishly following genre conventions can be. The burden of a screenwriter is delivering what is expected in a new and interesting way. Likewise, the tone of a film should be evident from the beginning. 

The mood established at the beginning of the film is a promise to the audience. Is the story optimistic or pessimistic? The opening scene of Hidden Figures (Theodore Melfi, 2016) is a masterful example of establishing tone. In the opening scene, three black, female mathematicians breakdown on the side of the road while travelling to work at NASA. A police cruiser pulls up behind them with its siren blaring, a white police officer gets out and approaches with a baton clasped in one hand. At the end of a tense conversation, the police officer provides a high speed escort to get them to work on time. “Three negro women are chasing a police office down the highway in Hampton Virginia,” says Mary Jackson (Janelle Monáe). “Nineteen sixty-one. Ladies, that is a God ordained miracle.” The screenplay delivers spectacularly on this tone: despite enduring racism and bigotry, the characters prevail by making a groundbreaking contribution to the space race.

Establishing character. All stories are about a character trying to achieve a goal. Narratives always establish characters – their traits, motivation and goals – within the first act. To become involved in a story, the audience needs to know who the characters are and what they want. Establishing character also means establishing their flaws. In Save the Cat, Blake Snyder calls these the ‘Six Things that Need Fixing’. By the end of the narrative, the character has usually resolved these problems. 

Characters always change. Screenwriters often refer to this change as a ‘character arc’. As noted in Writing Movies: “Another mark of protagnoists is their ability change. In pursuing their goals, protagonists meet obstacles that force them to adjust and adapt and, in turn, they grow or transform in some way. This progression is called an arc.”






Q1. What promises did the director make about the genre expectations and the narrative of the following films? Write a detailed response including an example from the opening sequence.

Indiana Jones – Raiders of the Lost Ark

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUWYmTpYdP4

Hidden Figures (Opening) - 2016
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W1VZ1-ZdQ7k

Back to the Future – 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3isQI0nXQRE

The Shining
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9spGH0YMkj8

Dawn of the Dead
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b5j5f6gT5KA



Q2. Pick one of the above opening sequences and write a detailed response about how the director established character. Use an example to highlight your response.

