SHORT FILM IDEAS AND HOW TO SHAPE THEM

What’s it about? - themes

What happens – plot.

Characters. What characters are going to work well together? Are they different enough? What is their function, how do they move the story along?

Setting. 

Location.


Find an idea – a line of dialogue, a character or a concept that can be expanded upon.
Film needs problems to be overcome, obstacles or dilemmas, philosophical/moral/ethical, that’s the key into creating characters you can identify with and want to know more about.

What are your character wants, what do they want out of a scene – just like you’d approach an acting part, what does your character want in a scene?



Dan Harmons story circle
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From the Raindance website….

There are 7 rules you should remember when writing a short film:
1. The Shorter the Better
A short film can be anything from fifteen seconds to forty five minutes in length. Make your short film script as short as possible because the shorter the short, the less costly it will be to produce. Of course, digital technology frees up filmmakers, yet time still costs money, so does feeding a hungry crew. If you shoot too fast your short film might end up looking amateurish. It has to be cheap but shouldn’t LOOK cheap! Plus, if you want to get your short into a festival, then keep it to no more than ten minutes, which is usually 7-8 pages maximum. Why? Because if your short film is longer, it will eat up a longer slot and festivals love to play as many shorts as possible! You can also create real emotion in just a few minutes.
Look at Sebastian’s Voodoo. It’s a 4 minute animated short about a Voodoo doll who must pierce his own heart to save his friend from being impaled and it is absolutely heartbreaking.
Sebastian’s Voodoo from Joaquin Baldwin on Vimeo.
2. Keep the Practicalities of Writing in Mind
The great thing about writing short films is that they can be anything since you don’t have studio execs on your tail. However, don’t discard the practicalities of writing your script. I have read scripts with pages of chase-action scenes and car crashes, and many writers seem not to realize how time consuming it would be to actually shoot. In fact, see the writing of a short as an opportunity to become more aware of what each line you put down on paper implies and costs. Visions of white horses galloping in the moonlight certainly look amazing in your mind but are you sure you’re good friends with a wrangler and/or a CGI specialist? If you only have access to modest resources, think small.
Apricot  is a good example of short film that could have been done on a low budget (it shows such impeccable production value I doubt it was actually done on the cheap) because it deals with two people sitting at a table at a cafe yet manages to show a wide range of emotion. Along the same lines, the Asian short film Just a Love Story  takes place almost entirely in an elevator. Write for locations that are interesting yet practical, think of access and control, and avoid remote locations requiring driving for miles.
Just a love story from IF Chen on Vimeo.
3. Make It Visual
“Film is a visual medium”. “Show, don’t tell.” Those are the golden rules of screenwriting the gurus keep telling us. Yet it’s astonishing to see how talky most scripts are. Film is about telling stories in pictures, which is the most economical way of telling a story – and when you write short films, economy is everything. Create visual backstories for your characters. Externalize through visual images their temperament, their profession, their status, etc.
In the Lunch Date  the posh lady polishes her fork before using it. What does it tell you about her? Note the economy of dialogue in the short film, a short film that went on to win an Academy Award for best live action short film.
4. Find Single Moments
The best short films are often a single moment that is played out, but one that has a story at its heart. What do I mean by story? I mean a conflict that has to be resolved, where there’s a dilemma at stake and a choice that the protagonist has to make. Strive to add a deadline, or ticking clock. It is not necessary but it will add some tension to your short film. The short On Time is a good example of a short film that meets all these conditions. It tells the story of a heart-broken young man can peek into the future and must act on it on the spot.
On Time from Ted Chung on Vimeo.
5. Tell a Story
You should always try to tell a compelling story. Beware of ideas that are concept-driven or just aim at breaking all the rules for the sake of breaking rules. Short films are a great opportunity to push the boundaries of what cinematic storytelling can do, yet they must still engage your audience emotionally. As a rule of thumb, unless it is extremely brief a short film should have a hero with a goal and an obstacle/antagonist in the way. Watch I love Sarah Jane. It shows a bunch of teenagers in a ghost town where adults have turned into zombies, yet at the core it is a love story about a young boy who can’t reach through to the older girl he loves.
I Love Sarah Jane from Qoob TV on Vimeo.
6. Engage the Reader
Since you have so little time to make an impression the impact of page one is crucial, just as it is crucial to hook the reader in the first 10 pages of a feature length script. What is the world of the film? Do we root for the main character? Does the world and story of the film feel authentic? The ending is also essential as it’s rare to truly feel moved at the end of a short, so work towards a meaningful, satisfying ending.
7. Beware of Cliches when Writing Short Films
There are many clichés in short films, and much navel gazing. How come everybody feels the need to write about hit men for hire, heists, people seeing themselves die, children representing innocence, incestuous relationships, etc? Avoid stereotypes unless you have a fresh slant on them. That’s what The Descendent does. In this short film a couple of bewildered hit men actually have to kill a seemingly cute little boy and one of them gets cold feet until he realizes that the child is a supernatural being who terrifies his mother. Write what you’re familiar with and what resonates with you rather than writing something you borrowed from other films. Don’t shy away from small stories, short formats are the perfect vehicle for them and you won’t often get the opportunity to tell small stories as a professional writer.
Fade Out
Here’s some more handy idea generation tips for writing short films.
Last but not least, watch as many short films as possible. There is no replacement for knowing what is out there, and knowing what you as an audience (as well as a writer) think and feel about it. And keep writing short films.































Here are the tips I have collected while working with filmmakers I meet at Raindance:
1. Seat of the pants to seat of the chair
I learned this one from Michael Hague. His Writing Screenplays That Sell was the book that got me interested in writing. A little bit every day is better than a bank holiday weekend blowout. A bit every day becomes a habit. I’ve found that a few minutes every day on my current creative project reaps more rewards than when I have to go like smoke towards a deadline.
2. Write it down
Do you remember the last time a great idea for something popped into your head? Was it when you were walking to the tube or bus stop? Or hoovering up dust bunnies? If so, it’s because you were most likely in Alpha State – those sweet daydream moments you slip into while you are doing something mechanical or familiar.
Do you remember what happens if you don’t immediately write those great thoughts down? Don’t they vanish into thin air? Make a habit of shoving a notebook in your pocket so the next time you have a great idea you can simply write it down.
 3. Write about yourself
Have you ever been in a situation where you sit and remark to yourself that ‘this could’ve been a movie?’ Sometimes our own lives are as interesting and entertaining as the movies. Make sure you write them down.
4. Bad granddad jokes
I was once in Sweden when a Norwegian filmmaker asked me to watch his short – in Norwegian. Of course, when it was over he asked me how it was. I told him it was beautifully shot but I had no idea what it was about because I don’t speak Norwegian. He then translated the movie and it was sweet, tender and very funny. It was, he explained, based on a joke his granddad had told him.
Maybe those bad granddad jokes will inspire you too. The beauty of these jokes is they have a setup ie:
Have you ever had a …
Then a story arc: Let me tell you about a friend of mine…
And a punchline at the end.
These can make great storytelling hooks.
5. Opposites attract
Why not take an iconic story and flip the characters around. Instead of the beautiful princess kissing the frog, why not make it the handsome prince? Another flip on this would be to take a well-known movie and reverse the characters. In Witness for example, rather than having Harrison Ford going to the Amish community as he is pursued by the Mafia, why not make it the story of the 12-year-old boy who travels to Philadelphia and is corrupted by the Mafia.
6. Reverse budgeting
Robert Rodriguez did this with great style when he made El Mariachi – his famous first film. He made a list of all the stuff he could get cheap, the actors he knew and the locations he could get for free and then he cooked up the story based on the fact that his actor had a dog and could play the guitar.
7. Confinement stories
Create two characters and put them in a location they can’t leave and see what happens.
8. Look it up, then make it up
Research is a great way to find ideas. Make a list of your favourite theories or ideas and research them. I’m sure that some great ideas will pop up.
Here are some great research tools
9. The ‘What if…?’
I use this tool a lot. I take a simple everyday thing, like the keyboard I write this on, and add the ‘what if ?’ and see what happens. So I could say something about my keyboard like this:
What if the newest and deadliest virus is transported on the internet and what if you can get it by connecting to the intent with your keyboard?
10. Watch movies to brainstorm short film ideas
Watching other peoples shorts is a sure fire way to get inspired. Watch great short films and then see if you can use their ideas and approaches to come up with your own ideas.
Here are 10 x 15-second shorts our community made for Nokia to demonstrate the fact that their phones could take video.
Here are 28 brilliant shorts you can watch in the time it takes to eat lunch
Can you find something here that inspires you? Can you get some ideas that you can bend, blend and mix into something else?
11. My day
Don’t we each wake up, get ready and leave for work? Do you arrive as planned? Or leave as planned? What are the types of incidents that could change your normal day or your life? People would find this interesting.
12. Read the newspaper
The newspaper is full of incidents which can make it into the ‘truth is stranger than fiction’ category. Often these news snippets can be combined and interchanged to come up with refreshingly original ideas.
When Roger Corman, the King of Independent Cinema visited Raindance in 1996, he would show up at my office with the morning newspapers. He tore keywords out of the headlines and scrambled them up on my desk until he saw what would make a good headline for a movie. When he saw one he liked he would handwrite the title out and fax it to his graphics honcho in LA. A few hours later artwork would appear on my fax which he’d take and show local British distributors. If enough people liked it, he’d go back to LA, find a screenwriter to write the script represented by the poster and make the film.
It was such an exercise he conducted in 1955 that spawned his feature The Fast And The Furious from which an entire franchise was born.
13. National or religious holidays
In a short film, you don’t have time to set up the scene. The advantage of using an iconic moment like Christmas, the Christening, weddings and funerals are everyone knows exactly where you are. You can use this tool to kick off just about any story idea and add in a twist that takes it out of the ordinary and clichéd.
14. K.I.S.S.
Keep It Simple Stupid. Especially on your first few shorts. Attempting the complex and complicated is a great goal. But if you set a goal like that and fail it could destroy your confidence. Remember too that some of the world’s best ideas are the simplest.
15. Spoof and parody
Making fun of people or entertainment icons is another way you can come up with ideas. What is core, is your parody film is generally free from libel and defamation actions from politicians, business leaders or celebrities that you are taking the mickey out of. If you think you are walking near the legal line please consult an entertainment lawyer.
16. Local legends
Rory O’Donnell, our film course director gave me this and the next tip. He has sometimes made short films documentary style about the local legend. And local legends don’t need to be international giants. They can be known in their own community, no matter how small, as the guy or gal who can do something well.
17. Press random article on Wikipedia
Rory also writes and shoots short films regularly. Sometimes he pushes ‘Random Article’ on Wikipedia to see if anything useful or inspiring pops up.
18.Brainstorm short film ideas by newsjacking
This is one of my favourite ploys to create clickbait and interest in something I am doing. There is no reason why you can’t do this too.
For example A year before Donald Trump became president I wrote Donald Trump’s 6 Brave Lessons for Independent filmmakers
Can you think of a trending topic that would inspire you?
19. Office Pranks
Do you remember the last time your office mates pulled a fast one on you? Maybe this is a situation that you can recreate as a short film. Here are 10 classic office pranks that never age. Why not restage one of these and film it as a short film.
 Fade Out
Now a word about writer’s block.
When you are jammed remember that there is no such thing as lack of talent. I want to explode the talent myth.
When you are jammed it is solely down to your confidence. Or lack of it. How do you build confidence? Stop moaning. Stop hanging around feeling sorry for yourself. Just do it.


The Blue Door https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vVvoJfuDuSg

Room 8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WJj_NMhYwf0

Work https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nkqgjsMDYho
 
2 plus 2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EHAuGA7gqFU&list=PL-SCqmGkdutxr-uYQfJI9-WKxGP0jqKwV&index=2

Dust https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDop0Je7svk&list=PL-SCqmGkdutxr-uYQfJI9-WKxGP0jqKwV&index=7

Monster https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OAAcHcFzMyk

Operator https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2&v=OHttwpafBQE&feature=emb_logo

Standby 
https://vimeo.com/207630463

Connect https://www.filmsshort.com/short-film-pages/connect-samuel-abrahams.html#.XhtlPS2cbVo
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