
Subtextual Analysis
for Film Directors



1
SCRIPT ANALYSIS VS SUBTEXTUAL ANALYSIS

Script analysis is the process of identifying the dramatic and emotional structure of 
the screenplay so that creative decisions can be made about the visual structure that 
will convey the “Director‘s Intent”. The “Director’s Intent” is what the director intends 
for the audience to feel about the different scenes and ultimately about the film. This 
is the very basis of “Intentional Filmmaking”. 

Script Analysis is the beginning of the conceptualization of the actual film. Just as 
scriptwriting is a writing and rewriting process, visual storytelling is a structuring 
and restructuring process. You structure and restructure the scene until it “works”. 
“Works” means that the film has the effect on the audience that the director intends it 
to have.

What is the purpose of script analysis? The purpose of script analysis is to understand 
HOW the story works and identify all the different plot points and dramatic moments 
in the story and the significance of those plot points and moments that are important 
to the audience’s understanding and experiencing of the story. It is also for the direc-
tor to make notes about his or her intentions on how the director wants the audience 
to feel about the story and the characters and to react emotionally to the story events 
and the protagonist’s journey.

Understanding HOW the story works means knowing the structure of the story and 
what the different “dramatic moments” are (such as the “inciting incident”) and where 
all of the plot points are. Can you identify the “inciting incident? Or the plot points of 
Act I, Act II and Act III?

Subtextual analysis is a subset of the overall script analysis. The purpose of subtextu-
al analysis to uncover the subtext and meaning of the story so that this subtext and 
meaning can be translated into visual subtext. Subtext goes well beyond just the un-
spoken intentions of the characters. Story subtext includes thematic and plot elements 
and is more about the director’s intentions. It is important to understand that sub-
textual analysis is subjective. No two directors will interpret the same script the same 
way. And there is no right or wrong way to interpret a script.
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STORY SUBTEXT VS CHARACTER SUBTEXT

Story subtext and character subtext can be easily confused. There is character 
subtext that can be expressed aurally through dialogue or visually through 
the actor’s performance in terms of body language and in the blocking. Char-
acter subtext is more about what the character dialogue and actions really 
mean. And that is a good place to start encoding the subtext into the visuals.

Then there is story subtext. Story subtext is more about what the writer really 
means and intends with the telling of the story. When the screenplay is made 
into a film, the story subtext is the director’s interpretation of the meaning of 
the story. If the director is also the writer, then the story subtext is one and 
the same as the film’s subtext. If the director is not the writer, then the direc-
tor will come up with his or her own interpretation of what the story means 
and it will usually be different from the writer’s interpretation.

SUBTEXTUAL ELEMENTS

There are two broad categories of story subtext: thematic subtext and plot 
subtext:

Thematic subtext pertains to the theme of the story. The theme is what the 
story is really about. Ideally, a film is a 90 minute dramatization of the theme. 
Visual elements and components can be used symbolically to represent the 
thematic elements of the story and convey the theme to the audience. 

Plot Subtext are the different plot points and dramatic moments in the film. 
These plot points and dramatic moments are usually emphasized using cin-
ematic technique such as a slow push-in or sweeping crane. 
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 These are the steps in the subtextual  
 analysis process: 

  1. Read the Script
  2. Identify the Theme
  3. What is the Experience?
  4. Beat Indexing
  5. Emotional Reactions
  6. Decode the Subtext
  7. Precode the Subtext
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Step 1 - Reading the Script

At this point, you have already decided that you are going to direct this 
screenplay. You have already connected to the material and something about 
this story has resonated with you on an emotional level. You believe that this 
is a good story that you want to share with an audience. You are now ready 
to prepare the script for production. 

On your initial reading of the screenplay,  you should have made some no-
tations of your emotional reaction to the story. You should have made some 
notes about why this story is important to you, why you want to tell this sto-
ry, how you were affected by this story. 

I am using my teaser screenplay “Communion” as an example for subtextual 
analysis. The entire screenplay and subtextual analysis using  Scriptation* is 
available in the Appendix.

*You will need to add Facing Pages in Scriptation. 

A  NOTE  ABOUT  TAKING  NOTES

I use an app called Scriptation for making script notes. It is by far the best 
app for this purpose and has made my life so much easier. I highly recom-
mend Scriptation for making script notes.
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Step 2 - Identifying the Theme

After the initial reading of the screenplay, the next step in subtextual anal-
ysis is in identifying the story’s theme. A good, well-structured film spends 
the next 90 minutes expressing it’s theme. The theme is what the film is re-
ally about. Determining the theme is purely subjective. The director has to 
determine the theme for his or herself, what the story means to them, what 
the ultimate point of the story is. What does the director want to say with 
this particular film? This is the next step in intentional filmmaking and will 
inform all of the subsequent choices that the director will make.

After reading “Communion” and thinking about it, I decided that the script 
is about “not giving up”. To me, the story was about when you are faced 
with adversity that you never give up. So, that is the first thing that I wrote 
down on the script. Using Scriptation, on the title page, on the first layer, I 
wrote down the theme of the script. In separate director notes, I wrote in de-
tail what this theme means to me. The more detail that you write about the 
meaning, the better you will understand the story that you are telling. 

When your cast and crew have questions about the story, no one on the set 
should know the story better than the director. And no one should under-
stand what story the director wants to tell better than the director. Your cast 
and crew will be looking to the director for answers and guidance for their 
contribution to the film. Knowing the theme is an important step in pro-
viding those answers. This is called “doing your homework”. A director who 
knows what film he or she intends to make shows up to the set fully prepared 
to make that film.
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Step 3 - What is the Experience?

As a director, you are creating a film experience for the audience. I outlined 
the experience that I want to create for the audience. “Communion” centers 
around a home invasion. That is the overall experience that I want to create 
for the audience. A home invasion horror experience. I wrote this on the 
title page as well. This overall experience will inform the subsequent artistic 
choices that will be made. 

Location and lighting are prime considerations and are critical in a horror 
film for creating a horror experience. Everything from the artistic choice of 
color palette, locations, production design, set design, set dressing, ward-
robe, props, lighting, camera angles, composition, color grading, editing, 
sound design and music score will all contribute to conveying the horror 
experience to the audience. Each of these visual/aural elements will be ad-
dressed in the script analysis.

Step 4 - Beat Indexing

Once the theme is identified and the director knows what kind of film expe-
rience he or she wants to create, the next step is to divide the script into story 
beats and assign an intensity level 1 to 10 for each beat. I create a new layer 
in Scriptation and name it “Beat Index”.

Each new beat should represent a change in the story and thus a change in 
the intensity of the drama, either an increase or decrease in dramatic inten-
sity. If there is no change in dramatic intensity (conflict), then your story is 
stagnant. Using Scriptation and it’s line tool, I draw a red line between each 
beat. Based on the intensity of the drama, I designate an intensity level to the
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beat, 1 through 10. This is purely subjective and is relative. It is important 
that you get a sense of the rising and falling dramatic intensity. There should 
be a corresponding change in the visual intensity. (For more on visual in-
tensity I suggest reading “Visual Story” by Bruce Block). I also number each 
beat.

Step 5 - Emotional Reactions

After dividing the script into beats, I create a new layer in Scriptation and 
name it: Emotional Reactions. I then use the marking pen tool and write 
down the emotional reaction that I want the audience to have to each beat. 
Because each beat represents a change in the story, the emotional reactions 
should change as well. Story is not about what happens. It is about how the 
characters react to what is happening and how what is happening changes 
the characters. As such, I use the highlighter tool to highlight the emotional 
reactions of the characters. It is these emotional reactions that will be visual-
ly punctuated with push-ins or close ups or other cinematic technique.

Step 6 - Decode the Subtext

The next step in subtextual analysis involves decoding or uncovering the 
subtext. This is where you start digging into the meaning of the text, beat by 
beat. This is a subjective process as no two people will interpret the meaning 
of any one script the same, just as no two directors will direct any one script 
the same. This is where the director really begins to understand what the sto-
ry is REALLY about. To prepare for decoding, I create a new layer and name 
it “Decode”. On the facing pages, I make a list of analysis questions that I ask 
and answer for each beat. These questions are prompts that help to focus 
the subtextual analysis. These are the questions that I usually ask and try to
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answer for each beat:

Decoding Questions

 What is the Point of Change?
 What is the Mood?
 What is the Beat About?
 Beat Dynamics:
 What does it mean?
 For the situation?
 For the Character Arc?
 For the relationships?
 For the audience?
 Narrative Question?

Step 7 - Precode the Visual Subtext

Once I have decoded the subtext for each beat, I create a new layer in Scrip-
tation and name it “Precode”. This is where I begin to think about and plan 
what it will take to make the subtext visual, to create the perceptual and 
emotional effects that will make up the audience experience. On the facing 
pages, I make a list of visual and aural components.

These are the visual and aural components that make up the visual story 
and I determine how I will use each one to express the subtext of each beat. 
I start by asking the question: How will I express the subtext of each beat 
using the following visual and aural components: 
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Setting
Composition

Lens
Frame

Position
Angle

Imagery
Blocking & Actor Movement

Lighting:
Image Control

Camera Motion
Editing Motion
Sound Design

Music Cues

My online course “Cinematic Filmmaking Secrets” details the 
complete process of Script Analysis for Film Directors.

Visit www.cinematicfilmmakingsecrets.com for more info.

Review my screenplay and subtextual analysis in the Appendix for how 
I chose to use these visual components to express the story subtext.
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APPENDIX
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