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Essay 

Jamil Walli  

- 

“Home is where you belong. Home is where you choose to be. Sure, planet earth is your home. Where is 

home?” These lines I wrote a couple of minutes ago as I’ve been thinking about the one-liners, taglines, 

that I’m going to use for my movie poster and covers, which I’ll later use for marketing my work.  

You might say it’s absurd to think about such details now at school as I must rather work on writing my 

final essay, which is this one, and prepare further ideas for the upcoming exposition. But the problem is 

that I can’t stop the process even when it comes to taglines, which are as technical as artistic, because 

this process, with all its significant and insignificant aspects, has been essential to my learning and my 

artistic pursuit. But what was the process that made me reach the point where I think about a one-liner 

that can encapsulate a story essence and invoke the viewer’s curiosity to know more?  

“What is all this about? What have you been doing and what have you learned from all of this?” I ask 

myself.  

I think it all starts with my desire to express myself as a person. To say what I think. To express my 

thoughts and myself in a style that suits how I would like to do so. To visualize those thoughts, maybe 

even materialize them. Then I can be as personal and as subjective as possible, becoming a distinct and 

visible subjective voice in the objective reality accommodating my and everyone else’s perspective on 

things. That’s why I make art. That’s why I entered Stockholm University of the Arts. And that’s why I 

have been making a short fiction film.  

The school has offered me an invaluable context where I could nurture my personal expression, my 

critical thinking, and my understanding of filmmaking as a concept and as a craft. In the same context 

I’ve learned from other artists, students and professors alike, creating a beautiful, cooperative network 

that I wish it’d never get dismantled, because it has been like a pipeline supplying me with unstoppable 

flow of ideas, inspiration and motivation that are quite essential to my creativity and my creative 

endeavors. 
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Lagom Svensk. Artistic Process 

My whole process has been centered around and driven by this project. Lagom Svensk before it became 

a movie it was a small situation in a bigger screenplay where the protagonist, disappointed by his own 

thoughts, runs away from a tango session and ends up in a minimarket where he meets a biased Swede 

who out of nowhere emerges only to shout at him asking him to go back home. That feature script was 

called “Nothing Special About This,” and I had written around 50 pages of it before I wrote the short 

movie, because I was planning to research and write a complete feature script in the first year of my 

master’s studies, but my professor advised me to focus on writing a shorter one instead so that I can 

have enough time to explore other aspects in the process of making a movie. And so, I did.  

When I first started writing a story, or a movie story, it was more like a mishmash of details including 

dialogues, describing locations, defining characters, explaining camera movements and so on. And I 

thought that was a screenplay – my screenplay template. But I was wrong because, there’s a movie 

screenplay template which’s taken shape throughout the years and which’s quite simple and helpful. My 

template on the contrary was a raw, messy reflection of how I saw the story and how I saw it in the 

making. And I think there’s nothing wrong about that, it’s just that I should keep such a text to myself, I 

believe, and before sharing it with others I’d need to formulate it differently so that it suits the standard 

format because it’s simple and easy to read.  

To know more about screenplays, I started reading the “Joker” movie script (2019) written by Todd 

Philips and Scott Silver, and the screenplay of “There will be blood” (2007) written by Paul Thomas 

Andersson.  

What is essential to screenplay writing, I’ve learnt, is that, apart from the dialogue, one writes only what 

can be filmed with the least words possible in the description field of the script if one wants to be 

efficient.  

So instead of saying:  

One can see how angry Lars is now as his girlfriend shouts in his face. Seems cold and dismissive, she 

leaves the kitchen for the bedroom slamming the door shot. Like a raging bull, Lars follows her. 

One could say:  

Pale-faced and speechless, Lars stands in front of his girlfriend as she shouts at him. Done shouting, she 

heads for the bedroom slamming the door shut. Trembling, Lars runs after her.  
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Apart from the technicality and the syntax in which one builds a screenplay sentence, learning about 

“beats” was also helpful in weaving and in understanding how to write an exciting and cohesive plot. 

And beats can be events, realizations, resolutions, or interactions shifting emotions in the story and 

propelling it forward.  

“In a screenplay or teleplay, a beat is a moment that propels the story forward and compels the viewer 

to take stock of what could happen next. Each scene may be comprised of several different beats. Some 

story beats are subtle, while others are obvious” (Editorial staff, Sep 2. 2021). 

Being aware of the format of the screenplay text and how to think of a story in beats wouldn’t have 

been enough though at that early stage in my process, I think, had I not shared my writing with my 

professor and other classmates, going through a feedback loop that offered me new insights into and 

different ideas about my logic, the story logic, which later made me quite sure of my choices. What 

effects and implications I want with a specific character behavior, with a specific artistic tool, or even the 

choice of arguments within the dialogue.  

For example:  

One of those who read the text, Layla (fictious name), expressed that a leading character in the movie, 

Leo, brings forth an example, in which he explains who existed first in North America, that weakens his 

argument. The argument he uses to refute the racist character’s logic, Emma’s logic.  

Why would he talk about North America and Native Americans as an example, and not Sweden and the 

Sami people since the whole story is about Swedes and events taking place in Sweden? 

This was the question or comment Layla raised, suggesting that using the Sami example would make for 

a stronger argument. I thought Layla’s comment can somehow work for the argument, but still believed 

that an example’s effectiveness in clarifying a point doesn’t necessarily have to do with proximity in time 

and space, rather with relevance, especially if the receiver is aware of the example’s content and its 

inferences.  

Another feedback I got was from Paul (also a fictious name) was about the use of voiceover. Since the 

leading character is alone in the beginning of the movie and alone after the introduction of the problem, 

that’s the antagonist, who disrupts the balance, the protagonist needs to react, and so he thinks. His 

thoughts become the voiceover through which the audience follows what’s happening in his head and 

understands his reaction, which is essentially the catalyst for what comes next in the story. In his 
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reaction is the protagonist’s reasoning which becomes a beat propelling the story forward. However, the 

voiceover stops being used in the film beyond that after the character gets stuck in a tense argument 

among a bunch of Swedes arguing what it means to be Swedish.  

Paul suggested that the voiceover as an artistic and thematic tool is better be used in the rest of the 

movie to keep following the protagonist’s position among the rest. What he thinks of and how he reacts 

to the other characters, and by doing so the chances for keeping the audience’s empathy for Majd 

would remain quite high.  

At the time I was writing I thought Paul’s comment was right to the point and was effective in 

strengthening the style of storytelling I’m using in my movie. The only problem though is that it didn’t 

work with the dynamics of the big scene where things get tense and escalate rapidly. I could have kept 

the voiceover there and offered more of what the protagonist thinks regarding certain arguments, 

actions, and reactions, but that would have worked at the expense of plot pace and suspension, altering, 

and lessening the levels of engagement I’d prefer to beget from the viewer.  

It was also a conscious choice to make the protagonist an observer in the midst of the big argument, 

where he hears but doesn’t get heard much, likening in many situations the immigrants’ position in 

hosting, majority communities. The majority discusses and decides for everyone, including minorities, 

without necessarily listening to everyone’s views.   

This has also helped me become aware of who I’m as a storyteller and as a citizen of Sweden. Before 

moving to Sweden and becoming a member of the Swedish society, I was a member of the Syrian 

society. I came from a middle-class, damascene family of a Muslim, Sunni background. My family was 

secular and wasn’t religious, neither was I, but we were a part of the majority that defined the 

community, and I don’t remember minding that then.  

There are always a set of values, and beliefs and a way of living that define the majority’s norm, and 

most people in the majority tend to not question the norm, I think, because it’s the status queue. It’s the 

way the majority is used to doing things, to live life and understand it. There is comfort in the norm and 

people seek comfort. Problems may emerge when the norm suppresses the space for accommodating 

the atypical, different perspectives on how to see life and how to live it.   

In Sweden, things have changed for me. I became a member of the minority. I’m not sure which 

minority though, but as an immigrant whose mother-tongue is not Swedish, I may never be completely 
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seen as a part of the majority even if I share the same set of values and beliefs and way of living that the 

majority has. 

 But I tend to like being seen as such. I tend to like my new position in society.   

On the margins, I see things differently. I’m critical of myself and of my way of doing things and that of 

the majority, the norm. This way, I see myself in a constant struggle to define who I am and to formulate 

my identity.  

In Sweden. In relation to Sweden. In relation to Syria. And in relation to the world.     

The shifting in positioning in relation to the community and my understanding of my position in the 

community therefore becomes quintessential to my expression. To my writing. To my art.  

In the book “Screen Production Research: Creative Practice as a Mode of Enquiry,” editors Carig Batty 

and Susan Kerrigan talk about screen production research, i.e., filmmaking and screenwriting, and how 

that can be a research method in itself, through which one works and observes their own action in the 

process as they practice, and how understanding the concepts of ontology and epistemology benefits 

the screen production researcher in viewing the truth and the world around him. Ontology is “what is 

out there to know,” and epistemology is “what and how can we know about it” (Grix 2004, p. 66).  

As an artistic researcher, screenwriting has also been a research method for me to understand my 

ontological and epistemological position in the world, providing me with a philosophical standing point 

that could help guide and formulate my methods of working and thinking in my research process.  

“These two statements (one’s ontology and one’s epistemology) combine to reveal the researcher’s 

philosophical assumptions about how they view truth and meaning in their world” (Batty and Karrigan 

2018, P. 13).   

After wrapping up the screenplay writing, I followed what I believed to be a conventional approach in 

making a movie. Assembling a production team, carefully choosing the cast, going into rehearsals to 

prepare for shooting as well as scouting the right location, cooperating with the cinematographer to 

define technicalities and artistic choices that had to do with the look of the movie; working on 

production design to formulate certain aspects like the color template, the clothing style and how all 

such details encapsulate the characters and their story. And to be verbal about this bit. My purpose here 

was not just to make a movie. That was not the whole point. My objective was to learn about the 

process and through that process get to learn about myself, as I already mentioned earlier, because as 
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we learn we know more about the world at large and that knowledge is then reflected on us in a way or 

another.  

And what has guided me through that journey and given me a sense of direction was my personal 

question:  

Is it possible to dramatize a personal experience and make it public?  

Theoretically, this is possible I believe. The challenge is practical, I think, and it’s about how to best 

formulate things.  

Most stories have started somewhere with an idea that had human personal experience to it. So, I’m not 

creating a novelty in this regard. There are hundreds of thousands of stories in the world, but what 

makes some more engaging than others – more impactful and having a long-lasting effect?  

Maybe this has to do with storytelling style. Maybe it’s not about what to say rather about how to say it. 

Or, maybe it’s both, I’m not sure.  

And so, I went on in the process to find out what storytelling style I have. Because I had no idea what it 

was like before. One of my classmates liked my idea. She joined forces and became my casting director.   

I wrote a casting call and sketched a special poster for it to make it more appealing. We sent it out on 

social media and got quite a lot of applications in return. It took around a month and a half to complete 

casting the right actors for the 6 leading roles of the movie. Then I started preparing for rehearsals, and I 

had in mind that rehearsing should be comprehensive so that I have enough time to co-create the 

characters with the actors. I had no previous, serious experience in acting before those sessions and for 

me that was the appropriate time and space to play like kids. Play with a strategic purpose in mind of 

course, everyone knew where we were heading.  

“To mime is a fundamental action, the foundation of dramatic creation, not only for the actor, but also 

for writing and for performance… miming is a fundamental human action, a childhood action: children 

mime the world in order to get to know it and to prepare themselves to live in it. Theatre is a game 

which merely extends this action in different ways” (Lecoq 2002, P. 22). 

The school studios became a theatre for us to play and discover the world of the story. It was critical for 

me that the actors know what defined their characters, and what is the emotional spectrum of each and 

every one of them. Therefore, we started by discussing the script. How each character was positioned in 
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the story. What the character wanted. What kind of motivations the character had and what the 

characters needed from each other.  

First, we had to define the dynamics that made up a character, and to do so one’d make comparisons to 

things, animals, objects, colours, light, etc. Natural dynamics are in all of us, we just need to identify 

them, and as Jacque Lecoq, the French theatre practitioner and acting teacher, describes in his book, 

“The moving body,” even unmovable objects like colors can move us.   

“We can see neither the form nor the movement of a colour, nevertheless the emotion which they 

arouse may set us in motion – even in emotion” (Lecoq 2002, P. 48).  

Issa Homsi, the leading actor who played Majd, told me that the character was very distant from him. 

The character didn’t look like him at all. “I imagined him nerdy, with thick glasses. I thought he reads a 

lot and is introvert and kinda socially awkward,” Issa told me when we first met to discuss his role.  

Even the actor Agnes Sandberg who played Emma told me that her character was quite distant from 

here by all means. She thought Emma is nasty, distasteful, let alone a racist. Listening to the actors’ 

thoughts and how they imagined the story and their respective characters made me very excited. To me, 

expressing that distance from characters meant that the actor would work on creating something unlike 

themselves, and that meant a big space for playing and creating. That distance meant a big potential for 

novelty from the actors, where they’d use themselves to create those fictious characters. And as Lecoq 

put it, “If character becomes identical with personality, there is no play (…) There is a huge difference 

between actors who express their own lives, and those who can truly be described as players” (Lecoq 

2002, P. 63). 

I divided rehearsals into 3 stages. The first was script discussion. The second was individual rehearsals. 

The third was group rehearsals. 

In the second stage for example, I worked a lot with actor Issa on creating that thoughtful aspect in his 

character, Majd, that makes him seem somehow detached from his surroundings as he gets totally 

absorbed in his thought. In the third scene of the movie after encountering the xenophobic manager, 

angry, Majd leaves the minimarket pondering.  

“How to make your character seem both angry and thoughtful? Is it possible to communicate that 

through body movement and gestures alone?” I and Issa would discuss these questions as we work on 

his facial expressions. Once silent, Issa would walk around the studio as he thinks and looks around. 
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Then expressing his thoughts, Issa would walk around the studio and would look at chairs, walls, tables 

and couches as though they were people, busses, cars and pavements. Issa’s face can be very expressive 

in certain situations, and it was important to avoid an overkill in communicating emotions, so we had to 

find a baseline that he could get back to to balance his expressions and the emotions they bear.  

“Neutral” was our baseline. A neutral face was what worked best for the character and the challenge 

was to maintain that neutrality most specifically in the third scene as Majd thinks his way to the café 

where he meets an ethnic Swede to re-enact an insult on. Here I drew a reference from Lev Kuleshov, 

the soviet filmmaker, who founded the Kuleshov workshop that was an arm of the Moscow Film school 

(Editorial staff, Sep 7. 2021). Kuleshov did an experiment to demonstrate how the juxtaposition of an 

action shot with a reaction shot can influence the viewer’s interpretation of a character’s facial 

expression. He edited the same picture of an expressionless man, actor Ivan Mosjoukine, with three 

different pictures. Woman lying on divan. A bowl of soup. A dead kid in a coffin.  

Viewers who joined the experiment interpreted the facial expression differently depending on the image 

that followed. With the lying woman, they assumed the man’s expression indicated lust. With the dead 

child, it expressed sadness, while with the bowl of soup it indicated hunger, all while the facial 

expression of the man was exactly the same. And as for the case of the character in my movie, he was 

thinking so having a neutral face along with the voiceover that communicates his thoughts can work 

best in conveying balanced emotions that fit the situation, I thought.   

In the same fashion I tried different approaches to work with every actor on their respective roles. We 

improvised by imagining situations and circumstances, even those that had nothing to do with the story 

of the movie, so that the characters can reveal themselves. Placing characters with certain 

characteristics in specific situations could help define them and outline their differences. Emma, for 

example, does a silly portrayal in which she tries to humiliate her Finnish colleague in the fourth scene of 

the movie. After performing a negative stereotype of Finns as knives-wielding drunkards, Emma looks 

around to see customers and colleagues alike looking at her shocked and speechless.                                 

At that moment, she must look like someone who has done something wrong but who’s not willing to 

admit it. To get that expression, we used dogs as a reference. There are myriads of pet videos on social 

media that show funny animal moments with their owners. Of those, for example, is dogs showing a 

“guilty look” after having transgressed a rule their owners have established. There’s no scientific 

evidence that animals, dogs in this case, have higher-level emotions, i.e., feelings, such as guilt. And in 

those situations where dogs show the “guilty look”, by lowering their heads, avoiding eye contact, and 
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flattening their ears, in front of their owners after transgressing a rule, like defecating on the couch for 

example, they’re most likely feeling a fear of punishment. Because dogs, like most animals, experience 

basic emotions such as anger, as Stanely Coren, a professor of psychology at the University of British 

Colombia explains (Coren, 2021). We nonetheless used that “guilty look” and experimented with it. We 

tried to invert it. So, after transgressing a code of conduct at work in a morally controversial behavior 

aimed to insult her fellow employee, Emma, unlike dogs, instead of putting her head down and avoiding 

eye contact, she lifts her head up and looks people around her in the eye.  

Before and during rehearsals, I was reading about different acting techniques and that helped me 

communicate with actors. Besides Jacque Lecoq, I learned about Sanford Meisner, American acting 

teacher, and his technique that aims to help actors trust their instincts, live in the moment, and react 

with realistic emotional responses, since actors can get stuck in their heads sometimes and becoming 

too self-aware may hinder eliciting genuine emotional reactions. Though, Meisner draws on 

Stanislavski’s system, the Soviet Russian theatre practitioner and founder of the Moscow Art Theatre 

(Moore, 2022), Konstantin Stanislavski, whose theory of acting talks about drawing on the emotional 

memory of actors so that they think, feel, and behave as their characters would in certain situations. 

Guided by the magic “if”, an actor, say Lovisa, can place herself in the situation of her character by 

contemplating like in the next case for example:  

After pouring the hot, fresh coffee she’s has just made in two rounded cups, Natasha puts her mum’s 

favorite morning treat, a muffin, in a small plate then carries the coffee together with the muffin in a 

crimson tray, heading for the living room. On the couch that’s big enough to carry her big, fat body, 

Natasha’s mum is resting still. Olga’s both arms are effortlessly dangling right and left from the couch 

arms. Her head is lying on the backrest with the jaw slightly sliding left. Facing the ceiling, Olga’s eyes 

are shut, and her mouth is open.  

Petrified, Natasha sees and recognizes that her mum is dead. Inadvertently, the tray slips off her hands, 

and she starts screaming.  

Now for the actor Lovisa to be able to bring forth the kind of emotions that one may experience in such 

a situation, she may need to imagine herself experiencing such a moment, maybe even by imagining 

herself with a beloved one – her mother for example. And so, Lovisa could ask:  
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What “if” I were going from the kitchen to the living room, carrying coffee for me and my mum together 

with my mum’s favorite morning treat, an apple, only to enter the living room and see my mum lying 

dead?  

To make the process less complex, I broke down characters to encapsulate them, and I broke down the 

story, so actors get to grasp how the needs and motivations of their roles change in it, influencing 

change in their reactions. As a result, character definitions became as follows: 

Majd: A thoughtful yet gullible Syrian guy who after being insulted by a xenophobic Swede, re-enacts 

the insult on another Swede only to get caught in a fight over what it means to be Swedish. Manager: A 

xenophobic café owner with a clear duality of pretentious kindness and genuine meanness in his 

personality. He worries about his business but paradoxically does everything that ruins it. Tuula: A 

diligent barista who becomes a subject to her racist colleague’s rant. Leo: A rational and educated 

barista who openly refutes his racist colleague’s twisted views. Adam: A young waiter originally from 

Skåne. Somehow neurotic, he reacts aggressively to the Syrian guy’s interruption. He is genuinely not 

racist, and he doesn’t talk much but loves to listen to his colleagues’ verbal fights. Emma: The racist. A 

nervous, impudent, and unwelcoming waitress who thinks she is the most Swedish person in the café. 

By the time we started shooting in the cafeteria of the T house at Stockholm University of the Arts, 

actors had already become well accustomed to their characters. Therefore, bringing those characters to 

life in front of the camera to interact with each other and make up the imagined reality became 

somehow easy as well, but this wouldn’t have been possible without a comprehensive rehearsing 

approach. Though, what was challenging during the 6 internal shooting days we had was our ability to 

stick to the shooting schedule and be able to practically take those shots in the time specified for each 

shot. That meant changing blocking, adjusting lighting, having an eye for every detail to maintain 

continuity, rehearsing the action with actors, then rehearsing the shot with camera and that meant 

timing and pace, especially with the complex shots. One of the wide shots we had in the last scene took 

around an hour and a half of rehearsing both performatively and technically. But had I not spent lots of 

hours sorting out those details during preproduction, this scene wouldn’t have been possible to capture 

in the way we did it. It could have gone out of control and became a chaos, and I wouldn’t have been 

able to realize my vision otherwise especially since we had a tight schedule with limited number of 

shooting days, and I think this will always be the case even in the industry outside academia. I’m not 

sure how useful it is to mention this detail here, but on a personal level the actual filming days were 

almost the most stressful moments I’ve ever lived in my life. On the first day, there were around 20 
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people on set. I felt I was responsible for everyone’s feeling safe, and for everyone feeling that they’re 

being heard. I also felt responsible for making things work according to the plan, practically and 

artistically. I thought I wasn’t going to make it and that I was a total failure, but actors saved me. With 

their amazing performances I felt joy and I was uplifted. I felt my efforts didn’t go in vain. I extended the 

lunch break that day an extra 30 minutes until I pulled myself together, then went on with everyone to 

complete making the movie. That was an enormous learning experience that made me think a lot about 

my creative process, and it helped me know more about myself as well.   

After wrapping up shooting, I secured the material storing it properly, then took a small break. I wasn’t 

sure about how that visual artwork would be like at the end. Since everything one films as one tries to 

tell a story is somehow a collection of fragmented realities that don’t necessarily convey a full meaning 

before they are put together in a cohesive whole. Being out of context, those fragments, that’s the film 

takes, will just be inconsistent fractions before the editing process starts and the bringing together of 

the story with all its nuances takes place.  

I cooperated with my sister, who edited the movie, to accomplish this task. I explained my vision, and I 

gave her a comprehensive translation of the dialogue. She started working, and I’d check up on her 

every now and then. I also took part in editing at some point as I explained to my editor my wish to be 

involved in that process so that I can learn more from it. That resulted however in my making several 

mistakes which I wasn’t aware of until I later shared the first rough cut with my professor and my 

classmates. A jump cut. Several cuts breaking the 180-degree rule. And a sluggish, fake fight scene.  

Unless intended, in editing one tries to show a story that flows continuously towards a certain point 

without making it clear that the movie was edited. And what the jump cut does is that it makes the 

editing somehow visible to viewers. In jump cuts, the camera doesn’t move to change position, or it just 

moves slightly, and what moves instead between two sequential cuts is the subjects, giving the sense of 

time passing. In the fourth scene of my movie, one of the leading characters, Adam walks in the café 

from a point to another as he approaches the scattered broken glass on the ground to sweep it. Holding 

a dustpan and a broom, he crosses the frame from the left and walks towards the right then I’d directly 

cut to another shot from the opposite side showing him, slightly ahead in his path, walking towards the 

same direction, but now he’s seen walking from the right towards the left, then I’d go back to the first 

cut to see him arriving at the spot. Just like how twisted that description I just made feels, the cut I put 

in that scene would similarly give the viewer a jerky feeling which breaks continuity. And I didn’t want to 

disrupt continuity in my film. Though one can choose such an editing technique if one takes a conscious 



12 
 

decision to do so. Jump cut was accidently discovered by the French filmmaker and illusionist, Georges 

Méliès (Editorial staff, Nov 8. 2020), when his camera got stuck as he shot his short film, The Vanishing 

Lady, and he noticed the setting remained the same while people moved around. The jump cut was one 

of the unconventional techniques used by the French New Wave filmmakers and critics, in the 1950s, 

who rejected Hollywood style of filmmaking then and the studios’ control of narrative and most of the 

creative process. Jean-Luc Godard, François Truffaut, and Alain Resnais, among others, published their 

ideas at the Cahiers du cinema, a famous film magazine, and their movement gave birth to the “auteur 

theory” which held that the director controls most of the creative process and that helps make his 

artistic style visible in most of his work (Editors of Encyclopaedia, 2018). Jump cut became famous in 

Jean-Luc Godard’s “Breathless” (1960). In one of the movie scenes, for instance, he breaks up continuity 

as two characters have a conversation in a moving car, and despite the disconnected effect, the story 

keeps moving forward. Even if it doesn’t make total sense, it still works I think, and we get engaged with 

it, nonetheless. Not everything we perceive in the world makes sense after all.  

A jump cut is discontinuous in time and space. The jump cut “is a philosophical concept that holds 

mystery,” said my film-editing course professor, Kersti Grunditz Brennan, once.   

Another critical rule in the grammar of visual storytelling is the 180-degree rule. Interestingly, I broke 

that rule a couple of times when I tried to edit a sequence of the fourth scene. My editor didn’t 

comment on my editing then because she thought I was making conscious choices that are also 

connected to the nature of the events happening in that scene.  

The rule holds that characters be put along an imaginary line on one side where say Jamil looks right and 

Suzan looks left as they talk to each other. Facing the same direction, the viewer perceives that Jamil 

and Suzan are looking at each other. The 180-degree rule establishes spatial relationships between 

subjects, and it helps maintain visual consistency so that the viewer understands the location of every 

character in the scene. It gives a sense of orientation in the imaginary world of the movie, and when the 

camera crosses the invisible line, the viewer would get disoriented and left with a possible, confusing 

effect of unease. The rule can be bended or broken if the effect behind it was intentional. I was 

surprised when my professor Mamdooh told me that I broke the rule several times in the first movie cut 

I sent him, and I was surprised of myself and how I didn’t notice those mistakes I made. Emma would 

talk to Tuula looking right in one shot from one side of the imaginary line, then Tuula would talk to 

Emma looking also right in the reverse shot from the other side of the imaginary line. This was one of 

the rule-breaking cuts I did. After investigating the material, I started wondering: “Is it because of your 
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lack of knowledge and experience in this? Do you know the 180-degree rule at all? Or is it because you 

are too aware of the actual space and where each actor stood as they played out the scene when you 

filmed them, and that made you use the actual orientation from the set and by doing so disrupting the 

visual orientation of the movie you are doing?”  

Stanely Kubrick crosses the line his movie The Shining (1980), and Darren Aronofsky crosses the line in 

his Requiem for a Dream (2000). Harry, a heroin addict, is visiting his mother, Sarah, in one of the scenes 

of Requiem for a Dream. At a table talking, we see the bright side of Harry’s and Sarah’s faces, then the 

camera moves in a half circle to film Harry’s face as he realizes what’s going on with his mother, who’s 

becoming a pill addict and hallucinating, and there we start to see the dark side of their faces, as the film 

editor Jay Rabinowitz describes, in what can be considered as an artistic choice applying technicality to 

signify a change in the dynamics between the two characters (Manhattan Editing Workshop, Aug 7. 

2014).   

At the end of my movie, a small fight breaks out between the staff of the café, and that part went 

through a couple of re-edits. In the first version we had, the fight was somehow sluggish and lacking the 

energy that usually charges an actual fight where lots of impulses and thoughtless actions define 

peoples’ behavior. And the reason it was sluggish was that as we edited, we’d take a complete 

movement in action before we’d cut to the reaction. This made the first fight cut feel unreal and 

pretentious as characters would seem to wait for each other’s slap and punch before they’d react to 

them, rather than just instinctively slap, and drag because they’re tense and angry at each other and are 

simply reacting to their impulses. I now understand that one to some extent cuts on emotions, 

emotional energy, on a subtextual level in a way that defines the rhythm of the scene.  

“…the method editors use for constructing a rhythm is this:  

They breathe and blink with the actors, feeling their way through a shot, a performance, a scene, and the 

whole film. They tune their awareness of the movements in the film to the rhythms of their own bodies. 

Some even hear the film’s movement as a song in their heads. Others sway, shrug, nod, or squint with 

the energies made visible by movement passing before their eyes. Maybe something is off. The sigh of 

the actor doesn’t feel long enough —literally. I know because I can feel his sigh in my body,” (Pearlman, 

2019).  

Time, tempo, movement, space, direction, rhythm, and flow define the film.    
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All stages one goes through as one makes a fiction film are important for the telling of a visual story, 

though I think some are more significant in shaping the overall process and the resulting artwork than 

others, like writing the story/screenplay, character creation in rehearsals, the actual filming, and later 

the editing in postproduction. This explains why I gave those aspects more space in this paper as I 

reflected on the practices that took the biggest part of my artistic process so far, in addition of course to 

storyboard, shotlist, graphics and coloring as well as music composition and sound editing and the 

research that all those involved.  

Though music composition and sound design that define the soundscape of any movie are no less 

important than the picture. They are just as significant and are parallel integral paths in the process, I 

believe.  

I need to learn more about those aspects and try to be actively involved in this artistic process as well on 

a technical level. So far, I’ve been conceptually involved with a music composer and a sound designer 

who are working to help me realize my artistic voice as they tune and scale feelings in my movie, by for 

example using certain music that helps tune us to listen to Leo, the rational character, at some point, or 

by making fun of Emma, the impudent antagonist, as we try to contrast her indecency and bias by using 

a wholesome and cheesy song in the backdrop of her irrational, wild behavior, and so on.  

Sound creates a space for picture. It can complement it and make it real. It can even contradict it. 

Through sound we perceive the world, and with it we enhance the rhythm of the scene. Sound can even 

be the bases for creating a rhythm in certain parts of the movie or in all of it.   

 

Storytelling 

It has started to sound more of a cliché talking about storytelling, but the truth is that storytelling plays a 

significant role in human life, and in humans’ understanding of themselves and others around them. 

Storytelling is used in businesses, in marketing and in commercials. It’s even used in magic tricks and has 

started to be considered as a possible effective tool to communicate scientific discoveries, which deal 

with purely objective facts, with the public so that more lay people support science-based policies. 

Storytelling has also become a research topic in itself, since understanding this universal human trait 

could offer a deeper understanding of who we are as humans.  

But what is storytelling eventually, and what makes for a moving story?  
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Story is a series of events weaved together in which a balance is challenged, and the protagonist 

embarks on the journey of restoring that balance by fighting the antagonistic forces. According to 

webster’s dictionary, narrative is a “discourse designed to connect a series of happenings” (Webster, 

1969). 

Through narratives we pass down moral values and social conventions. We persuade friends to support 

us when we are in trouble. We get to know our partners on a deeper level and have an empathy for 

them, and through narratives we try to convince our future employees that we are qualified enough to 

efficiently execute the job or accomplish the task. We also use stories as we write our thesis to offer an 

understanding of our process to our peers and supervisors, and to explain how we came to our 

conclusions, if any.   

As we engage with narratives, the neural activity in our brain changes, as professor of economics, 

psychology, and management, Paul Zack, explains the source of excitement in stories and how they can 

change people’s attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. Empathy plays an important role in our understanding 

of other’s emotions, and it helps us predict how others may react in certain situations. This is what 

happens in our minds as we watch a movie or read or listen to a story: we empathize with characters. 

Zack’s lab research, as he claims, has found that oxytocin – the neurochemical that’s also called “the 

love hormone,” (Watson, 2021). –  functioning mainly to facilitate childbirth – enhances the sense of 

empathy and motivates cooperation with others (Zack, 2014).  

Zack’s lab also did an experiment to check if it’s possible to “hack oxytocin system” by taking blood 

draws from participants who watched video narratives before and after the viewing experience and they 

found that, as Zack puts it, “character-driven stories do consistently cause oxytocin synthesis.” In later 

studies, his lab also found that in order to increase the desire to “help others, a story must first sustain 

attention – a scarce resource in the brain – by developing tension during the narrative” (Zack, 2014).        

Talking about attention and tension as well as persuasion and character-driven stories here echoes 

some of Robert McKee’s thoughts on “Storytelling that moves people”. Mackee is one of the world’s 

most known screenwriting lecturers. Many of his students have made hit movies, like Forrest Gump and 

The Lord of the Rings, and many of them became Oscar winners.  

In an interview with the Harvard Business Review in 2003, Mackee gives an account in a series of 

answers to questions raised by interviewer, Bronwyn Fryer, on why CEOs and managers should pay 

attention to screenwriting. According to Mackee, there are two methods to persuade. The first one is 
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“conventional rhetoric” that uses communicating facts, statistics, and lists depending on the intellectual 

process, whereas the second method binds facts with emotions (Fryer, 2003). Because reason alone is 

not enough to stimulate people to act, Mackee explains, reason is better be combined with emotions. 

That makes for a “much more convincing” way, and that can be done in “telling a compelling story”, as 

he put it.  

Even in scientific research, storytelling has become a tool to better understand classical research topics, 

like mental simulation in neuroscience, or a research tool to communicate with the community. 

Some scientists assume that making more information accessible to the public in a traditional lecturer 

approach can engage a large audience and garner social support to technological and scientific issues, 

but this is not necessarily efficient since more facts and information don’t always change popular, 

sometimes wrong, views, as a research paper on the topic, “The Storytelling Brain: How Neuroscience 

Stories Help Bridge the Gap between Research and Society,” explains.  

Unlike “The neuroscience of language”, which studies the production and understanding of words and 

sentences in our brains, “the neuroscience of storytelling” has only recently started to become a study 

area despite its ubiquity in human life. As we engage with narratives, we simulate the events in our 

brains, words turn into images. We see what is being described and we feel what the fictious characters 

feel. Stories have the potential to evoke mental images. There’s pleasure in “mental simulation,” thanks 

to narratives (Martinez-Conde, et al. P. 2-3. 2019). But what is the narrative shape that can evoke strong 

mental images and engage people’s emotions on a deeper level?  This question takes us back to Robert 

McKee. 

According to Mackee, story “expresses how and why life changes”. It starts with a balance, then an 

event – in screenwriting called the “inciting incident” – occurs, throwing things out of balance, and the 

protagonist struggles to restore that balance faced with a cruel reality. 

This means that a story needs to have a conflict, a struggle, to sustain tension as antagonists stand in the 

protagonist’s way to reach his/her objective. A desire should be blocked, before it’s met.  

But does this mean that every good story should include a tragic aspect, a pessimistic angle to it? Would 

that make the story more truthful since life can be cruel and reflecting that cruelty would make the 

storyteller more authentic and thus more appreciated as well?  
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“All great storytellers since the dawn of time – from the ancient Greeks through Shakespeare and up to 

the present day – have dealt with this fundamental conflict between subjective expectation and cruel 

reality… 

“The great irony of existence is that what makes life worth living does not come from the rosy side. We 

would all rather be lotus-eaters, but life will not allow it. The energy to live comes from the dark side. It 

comes from everything that makes us suffer. As we struggle against these negative powers, we’re forced 

to live more deeply, more fully” Robert Mackee (Fryer, 2013). 

But the question that one may ask here is this:  Does a character-driven narrative that starts with a 

balance, followed by a disequilibrium then a restored balance, imply that there’s only one-story 

structure – or rather one effective story structure?  

The story consultant, lecturer and former head of Channel Four Drama and Controller of BBC Drama 

Production, John Yorke argues in an article published on the Atlantic, which was adapted from is his 

book “Into the Woods: A Five-Act Journey Into Story”, that all dramatic storytelling has one shape, and 

that “all stories are the same” (Yorke, 2016). 

The similarity springs from the mind, because through that kind of a built-in structure we make sense of 

the world, Yorke explains. Psycho, James Bond, Jaws, Avatar, Master and Commander, Alien, Thelma & 

Louise, Apocalypse Now, etc., all have the same underlying structure, despite their variations and 

genres, in which the monster “is vanquished and order is restored to community”. The monster can be 

an alien, it can be a mother, a father, a company, or one’s own fear.   

In his argument, Yorke is talking about classical story form that traces back to Aristotle, who theorized a 

dramatic structure on Poetics, arguing that a story is built on a cause-and-effect chain where actions 

inspire reactions subsequently until the story reaches its ending (Editorial Staff. Sep 2, 2021). Though 

despite that many filmmakers and screenplay writers may implicitly consider the study of a structure as 

a betrayal to their genius, Yorke elaborates, all of them follow the same classical blueprint which they 

detest. He quotes American screenplay writer and director Charlie Kaufman, whose latest film was I’m 

Thinking of Ending Things, as he talks about the paradigm: “There’s this inherent screenplay structure 

that everyone seems to be stuck on, this three-act thing. It doesn’t really interest me. I actually think I’m 

probably more interested in structure than most people who write screenplays, because I think about it” 

(Yorke, 2016).   
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Though Kaufman’s Being John Malkovich is a perfect example of the classical story from, Yorke believes 

as he refers to a study explaining that about the Academy Awards winning screenplay.  

But do writers need to study that structure? If It’s unconscious and one has access to it since it’s fused in 

one’s mind, then why bother study it? Maybe one needs to understand the rules of storytelling, the 

craft? But if all stories are the same, wouldn’t it be boring to experience a similar structure that one can 

anticipate its dynamics and what it hides again and again? Language has a structure, and we follow that 

structure to comprehend. But do we get bored of that language which retains the same underlying 

architecture, nonetheless offers endless possibilities of words’ re-arrangements, different sentence 

structures and possibly new meanings?     

“All stories are forged from the same template, writers simply don’t have any choice as to the structure 

they use; the laws of physics, of logic, and of form dictate they must all follow the very same path… 

Every form of artistic composition, like any language, has a grammar, and that grammar, that structure, 

is not just a construct—it’s the most beautiful and intricate expression of the workings of the human 

mind,” (Yorke, 2016). 

 

Discussion 

When I was writing the feature-long script “Nothing Special About This”, I was trying to write a story 

that doesn’t have the typical dramatic arc which one experiences as one follows a story written in the 

classical form. The protagonist, a young man of an immigrant background, decides one day that he 

doesn’t want to go to school, neither does he want to go to work. And so, instead of taking the bus to go 

to his language class, SFI “Swedish as a second language”, he takes the subway to visit his favorite falafel 

restaurant in Stockholm and starts his day with eating the falafel sandwich he likes. Throughout that 

unscheduled day, we get to follow that character’s life in the capital. How he experiences the city. Who 

his friends are. What kind of relationship dynamics they have, and what could such an unplanned day 

hide for him.  

After writing half of the movie, I eventually shared the script with my professor, and he gave me 

insightful feedback. Although the material is interesting and has substance, it still lacked the proper 

dramatic structure, he explained to me, saying that “the viewer can just stop watching and leave the 

story at any point and it ends there”. That was exactly what I was trying to do. I wanted to tell a story 
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that can end at any point, but which nonetheless can still be good enough to keep the listener following 

it until the end. But what kind of a story would that be? And if it ends at any point, then such a story 

may not have a problem after all, or does it?  

Such a narrative can be more situational, my professor explained, where the characters don’t evolve or 

change much.   

Now as I think about what I wrote in that script, I come to realize that even without making that gripping 

dramatic structure that can get the viewer hooked throughout the story, I still was following the 

standard from in a way. Because the character in the script I wrote explains early on that he is fed up 

with his boring life, and instead of doing the things he doesn’t enjoy or find meaning in, he’d rather try 

to find a way to do what he loves. That is acting. He studied acting in his homeland and was about to 

finish his performance and theatre education before a crisis took place and he had to flee the country, 

leaving everything behind. In his new home, the character couldn’t continue practicing what he was 

doing before. He couldn’t find the possibility to do so, and instead he spends most of his time doing a 

boring job and attending useless language classes. That’s why he decides one day to abandon his 

schedule. And so, he dances and sings his way to the bus, expressing his refusal of his routine, and the 

conditions that’ve circled him, and which he couldn’t change yet. He dismisses his responsibilities that 

day, because those responsibilities are forcing him to lead an irresponsible life. A certain life he didn’t 

choose.  

But this makes it clear that the character of that script has a problem, now I understand. It rather has a 

big, existential crisis that needs to be understood and solved. The character has a desire and a 

motivation that keeps it acting and that helps move the story forward in a certain direction. The 

protagonist wants to become a professional actor, instead of selling artifacts to tourists in Stockholm’s 

old town, Gamla Stan.    

But how does he get to do that? We’ll get to know more about this as I finish writing the story, which I’ll 

do after leaving school. Though, I’ll still try experimenting with writing and with story structure before I 

reach the final form that I think could work best to tell this story.  

 

Will I end up making the same story structure Yorke talked about regardless of how much I try to 

experiment with craft conventions and rules? 
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Maybe.    

Interrupting my writing of “Nothing Special About This” to write “Lagom Svensk” instead was a very 

useful step to take, because by doing so I got to understand the classical form better and on a deeper 

level. Though I think I nonetheless need to learn much more about writing a script, since my experience 

compared to other writers in the filed may account to nothing, if one would make comparisons. And 

only after learning enough about the rules and conventions, I think I can experiment further with 

narrative style and story form.  

And as my essay comes closer to the end, now speaking in the terms of “classical structure”, I think the 

answer to my question about dramatizing a personal story and making it public is tricky. Since part of 

the answer already lies in the question itself.  

But after having gone through the process of dramatizing a personal experience, by writing it then going 

through all the stages required to make it a movie, I think the question shall not be about the possibility 

to dramatize a personal experience – because that’s possible – but rather about how to do that.  

I tried an approach through which I wrote a story and made a movie, and through which I’ve taken on a 

creative process with lots of details. I’ve learned too, but how much have I succeeded in making the 

personal public, by having a certain impact on viewers, by stirring a public discussion about the 

experience I’m sharing and the topic I’m raising?      

That I still don’t know.  

 

 

- 
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