FEATURE

Romance in Action: The Screenplay

By Julia Ann Charpentier

ven the best authors must ac

knowledge the competition of

ﬁ]m and television. Watching

a movie is quick and inexpensive. This

activity requires little effort and a minimal

expenditure of time. Reading a novel de-

mands concentration and commitment.

Book collections are an investment of hours
and money some have shoved aside in favor of the visual story.

Fighting the motion picture industry will not result in success. Just
as all books will eventually be published in electronic format, movies
will take an even greater portion of the public’s entertainment budget.

Learning to write the screenplay is a skill essential to all creative
writers on the brink of the millenium. Romance authors are the new
vogue in Hollywood, but still, film executives refuse to classify a piece
as pure romance without asking for the kiss of death. Experts perceive
romantic stories as internal and lacking in action. This isn’t the case if
a savvy writer knows how to avoid a stagnant delivery. Love stories are
full of excitement and adventure, external conflict, and demonstrative
scenes of intimacy.

In the April, 1998, issue of the Romance Writers’ Report, literary
agent Richard Curtis comments, “Traditionally, the first thing agents
ask themselves when they take an exciting new novel is, which
publisher to submit it to first. Today, however, more and more agents
ask, which producer to submit it to first.”

He says that submissions of category and midlist novels to movie
companies will quickly wear out the welcome mat. Producers look for
a feeling of grandeur. Low-percentage areas include historical, fantasy,
western, and high-tech science fiction. Historicals are expensive,
prohibiting many best-selling romances.

“If you can summarize your novel in one pithy phrase,” Curtis
continues, “you may have a hot property.”

In the March, 1998, issue of the RWR, Irene Goodman, a veteran
agent who specializes in women’s fiction, describes the difficulty in
getting her first romance movie sale. This Matter of Marriage by
Debbie Macomber was a milestone. Goodman sold over a thousand
romance novels before getting this sale.

Goodman remarks, “The long
dry spell that Hollywood has cast
over the genre appears to be find-
ing signs of life. There have been
a number of sales made recently
that are encouraging for all of us.
Most often they go to television
instead of theatrical films.”

In speaking with film agent
Joel Gotler she determined that
Hollywood is skeptical. Some ex-
ecutives make no distinction be-
tween subgenres, grouping all ro-
mances into one category. Con-
temporaries sell to the networks,
Lifetime, The Movie Channel, and
A&E. What catches a producer’s
eye?
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“You will give special atten-
tion to a romance novel if some-
thing about it stands out or if it has
an irresistible character in it that a
name performerwill wantto play.”

Gotler advises writers to de-
velop a strong male presence, Cov-
ers tend to be a turn-off, so he
recommends sending the manu-
script as opposed to the bound
book. He recognizes the moral
base in romance and sees more
room for this in film.

In another March, 1998, ar-
ticle, Lynn Miller, author and presi-
dent of Parke Media, saysthe power
of the romance novel is internal.
Television and film are external
mediums that show emotion
through action. *“Only rarely...
does a novel contain the type of

premise, plot and characters that
can straddle both worlds.”

Though some novels may be
character-driven and not visual in
appeal, this is hardly the case in
active romance lines and main-
stream contemporaries. Introspec-
tion must be eliminated, but the
ingenious writer can find other
ways of demonstrating her
protagonist’s emotions on the
screen.

Producer and director Kac
Young states that the romance
novel is not structured the same as
a screen play. A three-act format
is necessary to adapt a book to the
screen. Another director, Nancy
Malone, believes romance in-
volves the mind and the imagina-

tion and deals with feelings, not
action.

Malone comments, “* Another
one of the reasons romance novels
aren’t made into films more readily
is that many of the are “period
pieces,” in that they contain a cer-
tain innocence about love and re-
lationships. This innocence in ro-
mance doesn’t necessarily trans-
late to today’s audience.”

Women in jeopardy stories
are popular. A compelling hook
such as danger or a paranormal
element would grab Malone’s at-
tention.

Laura Hayden, author and
concept-developer for Romance
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