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ABSTRACT

The aesthetic independence of an artwork is usually defined by the direct relation-
ship between the viewer and the artwork. The screenplay, however, is actualized for 
the viewer only via cinematic performance. Therefore, we should ask how the viewer 
experiences the performance and to what extent this experience is created by the con-
tribution of the screenplay, and especially which elements are realized in the presen-
tation and contribute to building up the performance for the viewer to experience.

The approach I am leaning on, and through which I am hoping to gain new 
insights into the aesthetic independence, is dramaturgical and thus practice-based. The 
common hermeneutic approach in artistic research usually defines what the artworks 
are and how they exist in our world as cultural phenomena. Through the dramaturgi-
cal approach I explore how the screenplay functions within the presentational process.

I discuss the contribution of the screenplay as a literary artwork by asking how 
the literary characteristics of the screenplay appear in a film and their function in 
the performance. I also explore the screenplay’s contribution from the viewer’s point 
of view. Here I am not leaning on the perception theories; instead I am using my 
own observation of the cinematic performance. Lastly, I discuss the dramaturgical 
process as an interpretive continuum that leads from the screenwriter to the viewer.

This article explores the aesthetic independence of the screenplay from a dram-
aturgical point of view, which defines the approach as practice based (Barret 
and Bolt 2006; Hannula et al. 2005) rather than theoretical-philosophical. The 
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 1. Evidently, the idea 
of the screenplay 
being produced only 
once is also why 
the original writer 
of the screenplay – 
despite the fact that 
the writing task is a 
markedly complicated 
and long process – does 
not yet enjoy the same 
level of appreciation 
for his or her work 
as the designers of 
other presentational 
art forms. ‘He knows 
his work is doomed to 
disappear; he himself 
is usually unknown to 
audiences, even 
by name’ (Carrière 
1994: 185).

common hermeneutic approach in artistic research usually attempts to define 
what the artworks are and how they exist in our world as cultural phenomena. 
With the practice-based approach I am hoping to gain the author’s viewpoint 
in the sense that I am exploring how the screenplay as a work of art functions 
within the process of producing a cinematic performance, and, further still, 
how this process works for the writer. Through a practice-based approach it is 
possible to gain new insights into the ontological and epistemological mean-
ing of the screenplay and to increase our understanding of its aesthetic inde-
pendence.

The aesthetic independence of an artwork is defined by the relationship 
between the viewer and the artwork. The screenplay is actualized for the 
viewer only via cinematic performance − therefore, we should ask how the 
viewer experiences the performance and to what extent this experience is cre-
ated by the contribution of the screenplay.

First, I will discuss the contribution of the screenplay as a literary artwork, 
asking how the literary characteristics of the screenplay appear in a film and 
what their function is in the performance. I will also compare the screenplay to 
other forms of art from the perspective of performance. Second, I will explore 
the dramaturgical process within the entire progression of film-making in 
order to clarify the relationship between the screenplay and the performance. 
Third, I will consider the idea that how the viewer experiences the screen-
play’s contribution in the performance is a notable factor in determining the 
aesthetic independence of the screenplay. Even though the viewer experiences 
the screenplay vicariously through the performance, it is worth asking which 
elements other than the literary characteristics of the screenplay are realized 
in the presentation and contribute to creating the experience. Here I will not 
approach the performance from the point of view of perception theories, but 
will discuss my own experience of the cinematic performance.

Lastly, interpretation is at the core of all performing art forms. I will briefly 
examine the dramaturgical process as an interpretive continuum that leads 
from the screenwriter to the viewer, and in which the roles of the director and 
film crew are central. Here too, my goal is to clarify the screenplay’s contribu-
tion to the creative process of film-making, on the basis of which I will further 
attempt to define the screenplay’s aesthetic independence.

At the 2008 ‘Re-thinking the Screenplay’ conference in Leeds, Ted 
Nannicelli argued against Erwin Panofsky’s contention that ‘[t]he screenplay, 
in contrast to the theatre play, has no aesthetic existence independent of its 
performance’ (Panofsky 1995: 116), pointing out that if an original screenplay 
can be produced several times it can be considered an independent work of 
art and does indeed have an aesthetic existence independent of its perform-
ance (Nannicelli 2008). Nannicelli’s paper inspired me to consider this subject 
further, and to present my contribution to this debate. 

Panofsky reasons his argument by saying that the scriptwriter writes for 
only one producer, director and cast.1 Once the film is produced, the screen-
play is no longer needed. The same opinion is expressed by Jean-Claude 
Carrière: ‘Once the film exists, the screenplay is no more. Everyone knows 
that when shooting is over, screenplays generally end up in studio waste-
baskets’ (Carrière 1994: 148–50). Both Panofsky and Carrière imply that the 
theatre play has aesthetic independence because it can be produced several 
times by different directors. 

Is it really so − that the artistic autonomy of the screenplay is dependent 
on its reproducibility? If a theatre play was staged only once, would it lose 
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 2. For more about 
remakes, see http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
List_of_film_remakes.

its independence, as Panofsky claims it does? This argument can be easily 
disproved. There are numerous instances in which the screenplay has been 
produced and directed by more than just one director. One example of this is 
a screenplay entitled Black Christmas, written by Roy Moore and directed first 
by Bob Clark (1974) and then by Glen Morgan (2006).2 A screenplay can be 
produced and directed several times if we want to do so. It is a different matter 
if the directors or producers are not keen to do it, perhaps because the film is 
accessible to a much wider audience than is a theatre performance, and there-
fore it makes no sense to produce the same story for the same audience. 

Nevertheless, even modern theoreticians seem to support the thinking of 
Panofsky and Carrière. For Barbara Korte and Ralf Schneider, the film scenario 
is entirely ‘burnt up’ in the production process, directed as it is towards a spe-
cial audience of film-makers. Claudia Sternberg notes that a drama is written 
as an open text for multiple performances, while the screenwriter writes only 
for one performance (Korte and Schneider 2000: 90; Sternberg 2000: 154; both 
cited in Maras 2009: 58).

Panofsky compares the screenplay with the theatre play, whereas Steven 
Maras makes comparisons with literature and in a much wider context. In 
his study Screenwriting, History, Theory and Practice (2009), Steven Maras dis-
cusses the problem of the screenplay’s status in relationship to literature. 
Maras (2009: 44−60) outlines three different approaches to this question: first, 
the screenplay can be considered literature if art institutions deem it to be 
literature and if we read it as literature; second, the screenplay may constitute 
literature, though it remains subservient to the demands of film-making; and 
third, the screenplay is a blueprint for a film, not an independent work of art. 

I will return to these points made by Maras later, especially the last two, 
but before that I will explore the screenplay’s status from the point of view of 
performance and dramaturgy.

THE SCREENPLAY AS A PLAN FOR PERFORMANCE? 

I understand the screenplay to be an artwork that is either written or other-
wise created, for instance with drawings or film clips (Millard 2010: 19), for 
the purpose of producing a film. I define the screenplay as a dramatic story 
leading to a feature film. Such a story consists of characters, the world created 
for them and the events that they experience as the story unfolds. ‘Dramatic’ 
is usually defined as a story that has its basis in conflict (McKee 1999: 210–3; 
Howard 2004: 11–3; Turkin 2007: 126–9). The German dramatist Gustav 
Freytag (1816–1895) emphasizes the importance of the characters and their 
inner feelings. According to him, the feeling of passion in itself is not dramatic 
but ‘passion which leads to action is’. The dramatic includes ‘those emotions 
of the soul which steel themselves to will, and to do, and those emotions 
of the soul, which are aroused by a deed or course of action’ (Freytag 1900: 
19–23). Aristotle too emphasizes the importance of character: tragedy arises 
from the character’s problem and its solution (Aristoteles 1998: 49).

Film is a performing art form: the screenwriter’s intention is to write a story 
to be performed by the director and the film crew for the screen. Therefore, 
the fact that Panofsky compares the screenplay with the theatre play is under-
standable. What is common to all the performing art forms is the notion 
that some people plan, others direct and a third party performs, as shown 
in Table 1 on the next page. Naturally, this does not mean that all the roles 
within the production and performing process are acted by a different person. 
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 3. According to Maras 
(2009: 40−3), production 
in Hollywood mode 
is heavily marked 
by the separation 
of conception and 
execution (based on 
Staiger 1979).  I want 
to point out that this 
practice is used not 
only in Hollywood – 
film funding in most 
European countries is 
almost solely based on 
public funding. Without 
a screenplay it is 
practically impossible 
to get any support from 
funding organizations; 
therefore, in practice, 
the script must exist 
before the execution.

Film is an art form that involves collaboration on all three stages, and, as we 
know, a screenwriter may direct a film him/herself and even act in it. I am 
merely pointing out that what is characteristic of all the performing art forms, 
including cinema, is the fact that the whole process of producing a perform-
ance usually consists of these three main activities. 

Choreographers, composers, dramatists or screenwriters all have to 
have a vision of the future performance, and the plan they create has to 
be in a format that communicates the vision to the director and perform-
ers. Each ‘planner’ has to understand the specific qualities with the help 
of which the performance will be executed: a composer has to understand 
the way an orchestra works and how each instrument contributes to the 
sound; a choreographer has to comprehend the movements of the dancers 
and their expressive qualities; a screenwriter has to have an understanding 
of the requirements of visual dramatic storytelling and at least a minimum 
understanding of the production process. As a plan for a performance, 
screenplay, theatre play and musical composition all require ‘readers’ or 
‘receivers’ who are appropriately educated. These professional ‘readers’ not 
only know how to read the plan, they also know how to execute it, that is, 
how to perform it (Carrière 1994: 151). The plan is necessary in communi-
cating ideas to the director and performers. This thinking clearly separates 
the conception and execution within the production process.3 Steven Maras 
notes that the terms on which the separation of conception and execution 
were achieved will be challenged in the future. Different forms of film-mak-
ing practice (improvisation, for instance) can work against this separation, 
and scripting may not be merely a word-based activity, but happens with 
visual aids, sketches and models (Maras 2009: 179–85). However, because 
of the demands of the industry practice, the screenplay is still the easiest 
way to communicate the vision to the ‘performers’, or other profession-
als, who are involved in the production process. In addition, the funding 
organizations require screenplays for their funding decisions. Whatever its 
format, in most cases a written screenplay or a storyboard, the plan is still 
needed for communication. 

The screenplay, as a plan of any performing art, is not meant to be received 
directly by the audience, but indirectly via the performance itself. The depiction of 
events and characters in the screenplay is there for the purposes of executing the 
screenplay. Screenplay description should be transparent and multi-symbolic, 
and the use of so-called poetic language for artistic expression is not desirable. 
A noun should refer to one object only; any variation in meaning might create 
confusion among the film crew. Therefore the screenplay, as Panofsky himself 
states, ‘is unlikely to make good reading’ (Panofsky 1995: 101).

Planner Plan Director Performers Performance

Choreographer Choreography Choreographer Dancers Ballet

Composer Composition Conductor Orchestra Concert

Dramatist Theatre play Director Actors Play

Screenwriter Screenplay Director Film Crew Film

Table 1: The performing arts.
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Roman Jakobson posited that in a literary artwork the poetic or aesthetic 
function dominates. It is realized in the selection of words, rhythmic regular-
ity, phonological balance and harmony, etc. (Jakobson [1958]/1981: 39–47). 
Panofsky highlights the screenplay’s lack of aesthetic qualities, which does 
not utilize expression that fills a poetic function. This is true if we consider 
the language used by the screenwriters in describing action, characters and 
events as discussed earlier: the screenplay does not offer any immediate sen-
sory or aesthetic experience for the reader or ‘receiver’ in the same way that 
literature does. The verbal description of action in the screenplay should be 
done so precisely and clearly that it is possible to convert this into dramatic 
action and images. 

Panofsky further argues against a screenplay’s aesthetic independence by 
saying that dialogue only adds to the moving picture and therefore dialogue in 
a screenplay does not have the aesthetic qualities that dialogue in the theatre 
play has. ‘In theatre, the time, the medium of emotion and thought convey-
able by speech is free and independent of anything that may happen in visible 
space. But any attempt to convey thought and feelings exclusively, or even 
primarily, by speech leaves us with a feeling of embarrassment, boredom, or 
both’ (Panofsky 1995: 98). Yet it is possible to argue that this argument is not 
valid. In Stalker (1979), written by Arkady Strugatsky and Boris Strugatsky and 
directed by Andrei Tarkovsky, the characters recite poetry and long mono-
logues about morals and the ethics of an artist. If desired, the dialogue in 
modern film can be multi-symbolic, poetic, rhythmic, metaphorical, and can 
freely utilize the same artistic forms of expression as literature.

What is common to both literature and the screenplay is that they both 
use so-called abstract elements: characters, the world that characters inhabit, 
events they live through. Creating the characters and the coherent dramatic 
links between them is what Laos Egri terms ‘orchestration’. The writer 
creates the characters, who have within them internal movement, which 
contrast and resonate in their relationship to each other. Orchestration 
demands well-defined and uncompromising characters in opposition to each 
other, moving from one pole towards another through conflict (Egri 1960: 
114–7). Thus, abstract elements and their orchestration, the definition of the 
characters, their relationship with one another, the dynamics of their inner 
lives, the movement that happens between and within the characters is the 
very essence of the screenplay.

As shown in Table 2, the screenplay uses dialogue and abstract elements 
poetically to convey artistic expression as literature, including a theatre play, 
does. However, in the screenplay as opposed to literature, the description of 

Description of action, 
characters and story 
events

Dialogue Abstract elements: characters, 
relationships between them

Literature Poetic, Complex meaning Poetic, Complex 
meaning

Poetic, Complex meaning

Screenplay No complexity, Transparent 
language

Poetic, Complex 
meaning

Poetic, Complex meaning

Table 2: Poetic function of dialogue, description of action, and abstract elements in literature and screenplay. 
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 4. Compare metallurgy. action, characters and story events should be as transparent as possible for the 
purposes of executing a cinematic performance. 

Abstract elements and dialogue are the tools the screenwriter uses poeti-
cally. They are the tools the screenwriter uses for artistic expression. Just as a 
musical composition contains the arrangement of instruments for a musical 
performance, so the screenplay contains the orchestration, the arrangement of 
the characters and the story events for the cinematic performance. However, 
the way in which the abstract elements are described, the language used in 
description, does not usually carry or, let us say, does not have to carry, liter-
ary qualities, and in this respect the screenplay does not necessarily have to 
possess any of the characteristics of literary writing. 

The description of characters and character events is there to convey the 
orchestration of the characters and character events, and the language used 
in this description tends to avoid any poetic literary expression. Therefore, the 
ideas proposed by Kathryn Millad that the screenplay could be produced with 
drawings or film clips (Millard 2010: 19) and by Steven Maras that the script-
ing may not be merely a word-based activity, but happens with visual aids, 
sketches and models (Maras 2009: 179–85), are fully valid here. Any notation 
that communicates the orchestration of the abstract elements, the characters 
and events the characters live through visually is fully valid as a plan for a 
cinematic performance.

THE FUNCTION OF DRAMATURGY

Does the screenplay really fade from existence once the film is finished? Then 
why all the hard work struggling to find just the right character traits and the 
most suitable lines for them? In order to explore this question, I will look at 
the screenplay from a dramaturgical point of view with the purpose of  defining 
its position in the entire process of film-making.

Dramaturgy has to do with the way the material is presented to the 
 audience during the performance. We can talk about the dramaturgy of film, 
music, opera, advert, speech. In the original and classical sense, dramaturgy is 
understood to be the study of the composition or structure of a play,  especially 
that of a written theatre play as opposed to that of a performance, and is 
 usually defined as ‘the art of composition of plays’. Traditionally, drama-
turgy starts from the understanding that the artistic material exists before 
the  dramaturgy, and that dramaturgy only modifies something that already 
exists. The suffix -urgy refers to the process of shaping, moulding or sculpting4 
(Cardullo 2000: 6). Valentin Turkin defines film dramaturgy as an art form that 
contains the ideation and planning of a film and the realization of the idea for 
a film in literary format. In Turkin’s understanding, the film dramaturgy is also 
directly connected to and clearly overlaps with the ‘staging’ of the film, i.e. the 
film’s directing (Turkin 2007: 13). Dramaturgy consequently is not restricted just 
to text and the examination of its structure, but is related also, and primarily, 
to performance. 

Initially, my students, for instance, react to ‘dramaturgy’ with reser-
vation. Dramaturgy is thought to be something that causes the story to 
be formulaic: a three-act structure and clearly defined plot points. It is 
believed not to contribute to, but rather to restrict and limit, creativity and 
originality.

It is probably because of both its close relationship to theatre and the nega-
tive connotation of the term that the use of ‘dramaturgy’ is rarely mentioned in 
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 5. A performance as a 
mimesis has been 
pondered considerably 
in art philosophy and 
aesthetics circles. 
Because my own 
starting point is linked 
to dramaturgy and 
through it as much as 
possible to the author’s 
perspective, I will 
bypass philosophical 
examination. For more 
on this subject, see, for 
example, Elrdridge’s 
(2003),  or Lacoue-
Labarthe’s (1989).

the field of screenwriting. English-language books on screenwriting tend to use 
terms such as ‘story design’ (McKee 1999: 31), ‘the art and science of screen-
writing’ (Parker 1998), ‘the craft of the dramatist or dramatic craft’ (Kitchen 
2006: 304), the ‘scripting process’ (Lucey 1996: xiii–xvii) or ‘storytelling skills’ 
(Selbo 2007: 3). An exception is the Tools of Screenwriting by David Howard 
and Edward Mabley, who explicitly use the word itself and give a definition for 
it: ‘The dramaturgy of screenwriting is a craft and practice of writing narrative 
material for film and television’ (Howard and Mabley 1993: 6). 

The term ‘film dramaturgy’ seems to be more commonly used in European 
countries. Examples include Germany and Scandinavia, or Russia, where the 
term ‘kino dramaturgy’ or ‘dramaturgia kino’ forms part of the everyday 
vocabulary of modern film-makers (Granath 2006; Turkin 2007; Stuttenheim 
and Kaiser 2009). 

I understand dramaturgy as the use of any material selected during 
the creation process for the purposes of building a performance for the 
audience to experience. The ultimate reason for dramaturgy is to create 
a performance, to represent the world, whether it aims at mimetic real-
ism or rejects mimesis to represent an autonomous world.5 In each case, it 
establishes the fictional status and level of reality of characters and actions 
(Pavis 1998: 126). And, as mentioned earlier, even dramaturgy in the clas-
sical sense, though it focuses on text and the structure of text, does so in 
respect of the presentation.

In order to develop a screenplay, and later to produce a film, choices, 
decisions, have to be made as to what to exclude and what to include in the 
performance (McKee 1999: 32). These choices are dramaturgical in nature. 
Dramaturgy denotes not merely the traditional process of transforming tex-
tual or performative material, but the initial, fundamental choice of mate-
rial, which has a decisive bearing on the substance of the work. The first 
dramaturgical choice, and usually the most important one, is the choice 
that most defines the viewer’s experience: the basic idea for the screenplay. 
Michael Rabiger calls this process ideation or idea development, which 
means finding a promising idea and theme as the kernel for a screen story 
(Rabiger 2003: 32). 

During the development of the screenplay, and throughout the writing 
and editing process, the author makes a vast number of choices as to what 
material to include and what to exclude. The author decides how to tell the 
story, decides which elements of narration should be used, and what it is s/he 
wishes to express and convey to the viewer. This decision process continues 
until the screenplay is finished. However, even when the screenplay is fin-
ished, the dramaturgical process is still not complete. Dramaturgical choices 
are especially important, as already mentioned, in ‘staging’ the performance, 
in directing, acting, set design, photography, sound and editing. The deci-
sions made during the production of the film are all choices that define the 
performance and thus the viewer’s experience of the film.

In a larger context, the dramaturgical process also includes ‘authorial’ 
choices regarding distribution, cinemas as venues, the marketing of the film 
and the reviews it receives. All these elements influence and have a direct 
effect on the viewer’s experience (Hotinen 2009).

As shown in Table 3, the experience of the presentation and its creation 
are at the centre of the dramaturgical process. Dramaturgical decisions are 
made with the presentation in mind and are activated in relation to the viewer 
at the moment of the performance.
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 6. An experimental film 
on YouTube: http://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=eKNzS48oLdA.

 

The dramaturgical choices, which have been made during the ideation, 
writing, production and distribution process, actualize in the cinematic per-
formance. By the time the screenplay is ready a number of decisions have 
been made regarding the future performance: who the characters are, what 
happens to them, what world they inhabit, as well as in which order the 
viewer will experience the story elements, and what meaning the story con-
veys. The planner of the performance has taken the necessary decisions about 
the orchestration of the abstract elements within which the visual nature of 
the storytelling has also been taken into account. 

The question is: how do those dramaturgical choices made within the writ-
ing process shape the actual performance, and especially how do they affect 
the viewer’s experience of it? If it is possible to find the answer to this question, 
we may also be able to define the aesthetic independence of the screenplay. 

AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE CREATES AESTHETIC INDEPENDENCE 

According to the dramaturgical approach, a screenplay as a plan for a perform-
ance exists through its presentation to the audience. Theodore Shank notes that 
a work of dramatic art is not complete until it is performed (Shank 1969: 195). 
Panofsky’s statement that a screenplay does not have aesthetic independence 
is based on the thought that aesthetic independence is created in the immediate 
connection between the viewer and the work of art. Noel Carroll defines this 
as an epistemic approach, according to which an aesthetic experience is object-
directed. ‘To encounter an artistic object aesthetically is to see it, to hear it, and 
if it is literature, to examine it directly’ (Carroll 2006: 76–7). However, I want 
to examine the anatomy of the cinematic – specifically of the dramatic – story, 
the experience of the performance from the viewer’s perspective. Looking at 
the viewer’s experience from an empirical point of view, when watching a film, 
one can differentiate between at least three forms of experience: 

1.   Sensory experience. When a film begins, we can see before our eyes colours, 
light, movement, the composition of the picture, and sound. The sensory 
experience is based on the immediate perception of a moving image, col-
ours, lighting, sound and the composition of the picture by visual and 
auditory senses. An experimental film is perhaps the purest example of a 
sensory experience in film.6 Film as visual art is addressed to our senses.

2.  In a dramatic story, emotional experience is born by meeting a  character. 
We identify with a character and try to understand his or her feelings, 
thoughts and actions. We experience the events of the story through the 
character; we hope and fear for the character. 

3.   Intellectual experience is born during the film, but does not usually crystal-
lize until after the film has ended. As viewers, we feel satisfied if we get an 

Table 3: Dramaturgical choices actualize in performance.

Dramaturgical choices in     ⇒ Actualize in performance

Idea

Screenplay

Production

Distribution

Performance
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opinion or an argument about the world in which we live. I call this the 
meaning of the story. The film may deal with the inadequacy of love, self-
sacrifice or seeking out one’s sense of self-worth, and at the same time 
may convey a new perspective or opinion on the matter that it deals with. 

The sensory experience is first and foremost a result of the dramaturgical 
decisions made during the production of the film. We see the character in 
flesh and blood, we can follow his/her movements, we can enjoy the beautiful 
composition of each picture frame, we enjoy the work of the sound artist, and 
hear the music.

My argument is that the writer builds the emotional and intellectual expe-
rience for the viewer via the orchestration of the characters and the abstract 
elements of the story and dialogue. The emotional and intellectual experience 
is a result of those dramaturgical decisions made by the author while writ-
ing the screenplay. Therefore, in developing the screenplay, any dramaturgi-
cal choices made by the writer will be active in relation to the viewer on two 
dramaturgical levels: emotional and intellectual. Naturally, such a division is 
theoretical and, in practice, these two levels are inseparable.

The goal of the emotional level is to engage the viewer emotionally, to 
catch and maintain his/her interest in the storyline until the end of the story. 
One of the most important tasks of the scriptwriter is to understand the char-
acters and to try to feel their emotion, which should then be conveyed to the 
viewer (Aronson 1999: 4). The author relies on the viewer’s cognitive and 
emotional skills. He or she understands the techniques by which to construct 
the story in such a way that the viewer’s interest can be maintained. One 
of the central tools is the use of character and the viewer’s identification with 
the characters. The author is aware of what effects he or she wants to elicit in 
recipients by manipulating their emotional reactions. The author uses tech-
niques such as creating curiosity, delaying and conveying information about 
the character and the events he or she lives through, creating recognition, 
revelations, suspense and surprise. He or she uses expectations, beliefs and 
myths and, indeed, does everything to create new ones. 

The goal of the intellectual level of a dramatic story is to convey the mean-
ing. This meaning is indeed the result of an interpretation by the viewer; 
however, the screenplay has to provide significant elements for the interpreta-
tion. The character arc, the theme and its variations are what constitute the 
meaning in dramaturgical terms. According to Riina Hyytiä, the meaning con-
veyed by film is born from the story’s theme, which is – according to her – the 
author’s perspective, and the author’s thesis on the subject of the film. With 
the help of these theses, the story deepens and takes on further layers (Hyytiä 
2004: 137). Meaning and claims culminate in children’s films, in which the 
thesis is usually clearly evident and often imbued with a moral lesson. Many, 
or perhaps all, dramatic works strive to convey some thought or attitude, to 
teach us something or to assure us of something (Wilson 1997: 16–7).

The conveyance of the thought or meaning to the viewer is, according 
to Theodore Shank, at the centre of the aesthetic experience, especially that 
created by dramatic art. According to Shank, the aesthetic experience starts 
with the artist and, in particular, the artist’s thought or conception. With 
his or her work, the artist conveys knowledge of the human condition so 
that the audience comes to understand what he or she understands (Shank 
1969: 168–9). According to Shank, the aesthetic experience comes from the 
 artist’s view of the world in a certain, unique manner and the conveyance of that 
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 7. See Popper (1979); 
Popper and Eccles 
([1977] 1986). 

view, thought or conception to the recipient. A dramatic work of art not only 
creates a sensory feeling, but the work’s conveyed thought or conception is 
also a prerequisite to creating an aesthetic experience. 

The viewer experiences the dramaturgical solutions in the screenplay 
through its presentation, emotionally by identifying with the characters, and 
cognitively by interpreting and understanding the story’s theme and the 
meaning conveyed by the theme. The screenplay’s aesthetic independence is 
not consequently based on the viewer’s immediate sensory experience from 
the work, but on indirect cognitive and emotional experiences conveyed by 
the cinematic performance.

Thus, the thought that the artwork needs to be in direct contact with the 
recipient in order to sustain aesthetic independence is not applicable here. 
Even Noel Carroll admits that this is possible. At a later stage in his article he 
points out that ‘the claim that direct acquaintance with the relevant stimulus 
is a necessary condition of aesthetic experience – is false’, by arguing that, 
for instance, one can enjoy and understand conceptual art via photographs 
(Carroll 2006: 93).

INTERPRETING THE SCREENPLAY

If a screenplay does not define every detail in a story seamlessly, it is probably 
also not possible to say that any area is completely outside the area of effect 
of the screenplay. Motivation can be found in a screenplay for the kinds of 
choices that it does not explicitly deal with. For example, a screenplay may not 
define a character’s background, but hints, such as an accent written into the 
dialogue, reveal that the character is from France. This surely affects drama-
turgical choices related to the production: casting, costumes, acting and pro-
duction design, for instance. There are details about the characters and the 
story that are not fully defined and are left open so that the director and the 
film crew are left with room to interpret them from their own perspectives.

An essential part of every performing art form is interpretation. The work 
of the director as well as that of the performers is based on their take from 
their personal perspectives on the material provided by the screenplay and 
realized by their dramatic choices in the performance. Regardless of the fact 
that the screenplay was produced only once, the film is an interpretation of 
it. Even if the director him or herself wrote a screenplay for his or her own 
film, the film is still an interpretation. If the same screenplay was directed by 
Andrey Tarkovsky, Sofia Coppola or Pedro Almodovar, I am sure the three 
films would greatly differ from one another. 

Kari Kurkela, a music theoretician and a musician, examines the presen-
tational interpretation in music on the basis of Karl Popper’s7 (an Austrian-
British philosopher) epistemology model and his thoughts on the three worlds 
of knowledge. I am applying Kurkela’s consideration to cinema in order to 
illuminate the role of interpretation in a cinematic art form.

Kurkela differentiates between three forms of being, and these beings are 
related to one another in a specific way:

F-reality (Fact) contains physical objects that follow material, causal laws 
(equals Popper’s World 1). 

E-reality (Experience) contains sensations and other experiential events 
(equals Popper’s World 2). This is the being of our mental or psycho-
logical states or of our subjective experiences, thoughts, observations and
perceptions.
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A-reality (Abstract) is formed by abstractions from the thought or 
conception of what exists before the physical artwork (equals Popper’s World 3). 
This is the being of products of a human mind, such as artworks, legends and 
myths; also the products of scientific research or engineering, etc. (see Popper 
1978: 143–4; Kurkela 1995: 109–10). 

I have completed Kurkela’s chart with a screenwriter’s experience of real-
ity within the F-reality box (Table 4). The story originates and is formed by the 
experience of the reality in which we live and from our human need to make 
it meaningful to others.8

From the chart we can conclude that when the director reads the screen-
play, he or she experiences it in a certain way and forms a vision, an abstraction 
based on his or her experience and his or her own perspective on the material. 
This abstraction is realized in a film. Thus, the film can exist simultaneously as a 
physical object and as a director’s abstraction. The director’s experience is formed 
and provided by the screenwriter’s dramaturgical choices in the screenplay. 

The audience experiences the film in a similar order. The dramaturgical 
choices within the film, which are partly provided by the screenwriter, partly 
by the director, provide an experience for the viewer. Based on his or her 
experience, the viewer forms an understanding of the film. ‘Abstract – the 
final artwork for the audience’ can manifest itself, for instance, as a summary 
of the film told to a friend met on the way home from the cinema.

An artwork that contains information on the content and the necessary 
elements of the performance and about how the actual content of that art-
work should be delivered to the audience during a performance is termed 
a metacognitive mental artwork by the Finnish philosopher Markus Lång. 
‘Metacognitive’ means that the artwork directs the reactions of the receiver 
and is able to anticipate them, in the same way as, for instance, a narrative 
story does. The film itself he defines as metacognitive material artwork because 

A The 
artwork for 
the screen-
writer

The 
artwork for 
the director 
and the 
film crew

The 
artwork 
for the 
audience

E The 
screen-
writer and 
his or her  
experience 
of reality

The experi-
ence that 
the director 
gets based 
on the 
screenplay

 

The experi-
ence that 
the film 
provides 
for the 
audience

F The 
reality

The 
screenplay 
written by 
the writer

Film, 
cinematic 
perform-
ance by the 
director 
and film 
crew

Table 4: Three different realities of an interpretation of an artwork.

 8. There would be yet 
another section of E, 
F and A realities if we 
applied this thinking 
to an adaptation of a 
novel. Instead of three 
F-realities, there would 
be four: the reality, 
novel, screenplay, film.
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the artwork does not exist without the material substance, the film. The 
identity of the mental artwork is sustained if the performer follows the descrip-
tion of the content for and during the performance. There may be alterations 
in the description of content from being very precise and detailed all the way 
up to being loose and sketchy giving plenty of room for interpretation. The 
sketchier the mental artwork is, the less artistic independence it has. However, 
the identity of a mental artwork is not diminished if it was performed only 
once (Lång 1998: 84–4, cited in Timonen 2004: 50–3).

As concluded earlier, the viewer does not necessarily have to be in direct 
sensory contact with the artwork in order to experience it. The screenplay is a 
mental artwork, the dramaturgical choices of which actualize via performance. 

Before filming, the director reads the screenplay and, based on his or her 
experience of the screenplay, creates an interpretation (abstract) that is then 
materialized in a film. The dramaturgical choices made during the develop-
ment process provide the experience for the director. As result of this inter-
pretation, there may be alterations in the dramaturgical choices provided by 
the screenplay. However, the directorial choices within the production process 
mainly focus on dramaturgical choices that affect the style of the film, casting, 
locations, costumes and characterization, etc., because the style and tone of 
the script are the elements that are the most invisible in the screenplay.

CONCLUSION

This article has explored the aesthetic independence of the screenplay from 
a dramaturgical point of view, from the point of view of a performance. The 
crucial element in defining the aesthetic independence is to look at the con-
tribution of the screenplay to the performance and the viewer’s relationship 
with it. Because the screenplay’s function is to be performed, the dramaturgi-
cal choices within the screenplay only actualize to the viewer via performance. 
The viewer experiences the dramaturgical solutions emotionally by identifying 
with the characters, and cognitively by interpreting and understanding the 
story’s theme and the meaning conveyed by the theme. Therefore, the screen-
play’s aesthetic independence is not based on the viewer’s immediate sensory 
experience from the work, but on indirect cognitive and emotional experience 
contributed by the dramaturgical choices within the screenplay. 

It is the composition, the orchestration of the abstract elements – charac-
ters and the events the characters live through – and the dialogue that contrib-
ute to the viewer’s emotional and intellectual experience. Thus, the artistry of 
the screenplay does not lie in the poetic function of the words and sentences 
like in literature (with the exception of dialogue), but in the poetic function 
of abstract elements of the story and in the composition of these elements 
created by the intentional actions, dramaturgical choices and decisions of the 
writer. Therefore, it is important that the screenplay possesses qualities that 
work towards communicating the orchestration to the director and the film 
crew. Any notation of the orchestration of the plan, which fosters the clarity, 
is valid in this process. Thus, the screenplay can use literary expression, espe-
cially if it helps in this communication, but poetic literary expression may also 
have qualities that hamper the clarity and understanding of the vision.

Thus, the screenplay may constitute literature, it can also be published and 
read outside of the film making process, but nevertheless the main function of 
the screenplay is to contribute to the performance. These findings partly sup-
port one of the approaches presented by Steven Maras, cited at the beginning 
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 9. Luckily, there have 
been some changes in 
this research area. A 
great example of this 
can be found in the 
first issue of the Journal 
of Screenwriting. 
In her article on 
Marguerite Duras’s 
Hiroshima, Mon amour 
(1960), Rosamund 
Davies explores 
dialogue between the 
screenplay and the 
director (Alan Resnais), 
and especially the way 
the writer manages 
to write precise visual 
descriptions to help the 
director to execute the 
vision.

of this article, about the screenplay’s status in relationship to literature where 
he points out that one of the approaches within the theoreticians’ stance is 
that the screenplay may constitute literature, though it remains subservient to 
the demands of film making (Maras 2009: 44–6).

From the dramaturgical point of view the screenplay is subservient to the 
demands of filmmaking in the sense that, as mentioned earlier, its main func-
tion is to be performed. However, this does not mean that the screenplay is 
just a blueprint for a film, a technical document that fades from existence once 
the film is finished. The screenplay is created with the intention to be per-
formed and it is in the performance that it continues to exist as an artwork with 
independent artistic value. It defines the content of the performance as well as 
the performative order of the content. In this sense the screenplay’s function 
is similar to other plans of performing art forms: musical composition, chore-
ography, theatre play. The screenplay is a mental artwork, the dramaturgical 
choices of which the viewer experiences indirectly via performance.

Because interpretation is an essential part of performance, the performers, 
that is, the director and the film crew, interpret the plan, the screenplay, and 
execute their interpretation into a performance. When reading the screenplay, 
the director forms an abstraction, an understanding of the screenplay, and thus 
visualizes the future cinematic performance based on his/her experience pro-
vided by the screenplay. Thus, the emotional and intellectual experience offered 
by the screenplay is interpreted twice: first by the director and the film crew 
(based on the screenplay) and only then by the viewer him or herself (based on 
the film). However, the screenplay contributes to both of these interpretations 
as a mental artwork generating an emotional and intellectual experience for 
the viewer by the orchestration of the abstract elements and dialogue.

From a dramaturgical point of view the screenplay is indeed a plan for the 
performance. An interesting question for further research is how much the 
dramaturgical decisions of the screenplay change through the interpretation of 
the director and film crew during the production process. Because screenplays 
and films are currently easy to come by, a comparative study between a screen-
play and directorial interpretation of it is fairly easy to produce. However, and 
even for this reason, one can only wonder why this area has received so lit-
tle attention by screenwriting researchers.9 Interpretive alterations surely vary, 
depending on the adaptability of the screenplay, and on the director’s person-
ality and artistic ambition. The genre as well as the production format may 
also have an effect: is it a studio or a light-independent production. The point 
made by Lång, cited above, that the sketchier the mental artwork is, the less 
artistic independence it has, is most probably true if the story is created, for 
example, using an ensemble of actors and improvisation. Therefore, we should 
look at each case separately, and only then make more general conclusions 
about the aesthetic independence of the screenplay. One of the important 
areas of practice-based research is also to follow up both the development and 
the production processes, whether they are simultaneous or not, and explore 
in detail what really are the concrete steps of this creative process. 
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