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Abstract  

In this paper, I will examine how the musical concept of counterpoint can be applied to the art of 

screenwriting. In music composition, counterpoint refers to the idea of two or more separate 

melodies being played simultaneously and in harmony while remaining individually recognizable. To 

achieve this effect, composers use various techniques such as rhythmical independence, contrary 

motion of melodies (e.g. one ascends while the other descends), progressions from consonant 

intervals to dissonant intervals and back, or inversions of melodies.  

As I will show, screenwriters can "translate" all of the above techniques (and more) to their art 

form. With this new interdisciplinary outlook, they can achieve various crucial goals of high-quality 

writing outlined by Robert McKee in his book Story. Through cinematic counterpoint, writers can 

create layers of subtext beneath the spoken dialogue, delineate turning points within a scene, and 

emphasize value changes on the thematic level. I will demonstrate how this plays out onscreen, 

referring to various examples from award-winning screenplays. By helping screenwriters think of 

their scripts as counter-punctual compositions, I hope to show them a new approach of thoroughly 

constructing their stories. Counter-punctual writing does not only require filmmakers to create the 

spoken dialogue − i.e. the first melody -, but also to spell out (rather than simply imagine) the 

subtext, the turning points, and the thematic progressions of a story − i.e. the counter-punctual 

melodies of a script. Rather than merely being unobtrusive accompaniment figures, these latter 

counter-punctual melodies should be expressive, meaningful, and individually recognizable to the 

writers concerned. This way, they can elevate their films with regard to the latter’s complexity and 

artistic quality. 

In this paper, I will use my background in both screenwriting and classical music to bridge the gap 

between the two art forms at hand. I will show how they are intimately related, and how insights 

from music composition can be successfully put into practice in screenwriting. 
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