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The 8 Universal
Constants of
Great Cinema

What every award-winning screenplay from 1942 to

2024 has in common — verified across 121 scripts, 90

years of cinema.
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The Wound
Is the Opening
Confirmed in 97% of all 121 scripts · 1942–2024

The protagonist's specific psychological wound is not backstory — it is the

opening argument. It appears in the first image, the first spoken line, or

both. Not hinted at. Not revealed at the midpoint. Present immediately.

"The wound is not something that happened to the protagonist. It is something the protagonist

IS — and the audience must know it before the story can begin."

This held without exception from Double Indemnity (1944) — Walter Neff's

self-destructive arrogance stated in his opening V.O. — through Anora

(2024). Every script. Every genre. Every era.

H O W  I T  L O O K S  A C R O S S  9 0  Y E A R S

Casablanca (1942) — Rick's emotional withdrawal established before we see his face—

Chinatown (1974) — Gittes's arrogance introduced in the first client scene; it will destroy him—

Taxi Driver (1976) — Travis's alienation is the first image: rain, steam, a cab emerging from darkness—

Manchester by the Sea (2016) — Lee's damage is visible in every interaction in the first five minutes—

Everything Everywhere All at Once (2022) — Evelyn's dismissiveness of her daughter, her husband, her

life — page one

—
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Dialogue That
Never Says What
It Means
Confirmed in 100% of all 121 scripts · Zero exceptions · 1942–2024

This is the only finding in the database that holds at 100%. Every great

script uses dialogue where what characters say and what they mean are

two different things. What is NOT said is as important as what is said. The

gap between them is where drama lives.

"If your characters say exactly what they feel, you don't have a screenplay. You have a

therapy session."

This is not about clever wordplay. People avoid what hurts them. Characters

fight about the dishes because they can't fight about the marriage. The

surface argument is never the real argument.

T H E  G A P  I N  A C T I O N

The Godfather — "I'm gonna make him an offer he can't refuse" means "I will destroy anyone who

refuses me"

—

Annie Hall — Every conversation between Alvy and Annie is about something else entirely—

No Country for Old Men — Anton Chigurh's philosophy is a death sentence delivered as small talk—

Her — Theodore's relationship with Samantha is a conversation about what he can't give a real person—

Parasite — Every line of Korean class warfare spoken as polite domestic exchange—
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The Antagonist
Is Internal, Systemic,
or Environmental
Confirmed in 94% of all 121 scripts · Up from 85% at 89 scripts

Great films do not have mustache-twirling villains. In 94% of analyzed

scripts, the primary dramatic obstacle is not a human enemy — it is the

protagonist's own psychology, a systemic force (poverty, racism, addiction,

capitalism), or the environment itself. When a human antagonist exists,

they function as a mirror of the protagonist's wound.

"The antagonist is most powerful when the protagonist cannot punch them. When the enemy

is inside the protagonist, or baked into the world they inhabit, there is no escape."

T H E  R E A L  A N T A G O N I S T  A C R O S S  9 4 %  O F  G R E A T  F I L M S

Raging Bull — Jake LaMotta's own jealousy and self-destruction; no external villain required—

12 Years a Slave — American slavery as total system; individual cruelty is a symptom—

The Revenant — The wilderness; Hugh Glass's will to survive against a world trying to kill him—

Moonlight — Systemic homophobia, poverty, and shame internalized as self-suppression—

Nomadland — Late-stage capitalism that discards people; grief; the open road that heals nothing—



S T O R Y E N G I N E  —  8  U N I V E R S A L  C O N S T A N T S 0 4  /  0 8

U N I V E R S A L  C O N S T A N T  N O .  4

The Environment
Is Never Neutral
Confirmed across Cinema Archives analysis of 32 additional scripts

The physical world of a great film is an extension of the protagonist's

psychology. Where they live, what surrounds them, how the environment

looks and sounds — all of it reflects their interior state. This is one of the

fundamental structural principles separating adequate screenwriting from

great screenwriting.

"The setting is not where the story happens. The setting IS the story — it is the protagonist's

inner life made visible."

When environment and character psychology align, every frame carries

double weight. When a writer defaults to generic settings, they discard half

the storytelling real estate available to them.

E N V I R O N M E N T  A S  C H A R A C T E R  P S Y C H O L O G Y

Taxi Driver — New York's rain and neon filth as Travis's self-loathing made external—

The Shining — The Overlook Hotel mirrors Jack's psychological disintegration architecturally—

Blue Velvet — Lynch's suburban surface concealing rot; Dorothy's apartment as repressed desire—

Lost in Translation — Tokyo's alienating scale as Coppola's emotional disconnection thesis—

Parasite — Semi-basement vs. hilltop mansion; vertical geography as class consciousness—
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Two Stories
Running
Simultaneously
Confirmed across all 121 scripts · Both must be present or the script fails

Every great screenplay has two stories: an external story (what happens)

and an internal story (what it means). The external story is the plot. The

internal story is the wound being confronted. If you only have one, you

don't have a movie — you have either a plot summary or a therapy session.

"The external story is what your protagonist does. The internal story is what your protagonist

is afraid to become — or afraid they already are."

E X T E R N A L  V S .  I N T E R N A L  —  T H E  T W O  S I M U LT A N E O U S  S T O R I E S

Spotlight — External: expose the Church scandal / Internal: journalism's complicity in institutional

silence

—

Her — External: man falls in love with AI / Internal: man learns to be present for another human being—

Birdman — External: stage one great play / Internal: confront the irrelevance of ego and legacy—

Get Out — External: escape the Armitage family / Internal: the cost of assimilation and self-erasure—

Oppenheimer — External: build the bomb / Internal: what does it mean to be the man who built it—
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Bittersweet Is
the Dominant
Resolution
43–45% bittersweet · 20% tragic · 18% ambiguous · Only 13–22% triumphant

Hollywood has trained audiences to expect happy endings. The data says

something different. Across 121 scripts spanning 90 years, bittersweet

resolution is the single most common outcome in great cinema — more

common than tragedy, ambiguity, or triumph. The protagonist changes, but

the cost is real.

"Audiences don't want happy endings. They want honest endings. An honest ending

acknowledges that transformation costs something."

T H E  B I T T E R S W E E T  R E S O L U T I O N  I N  P R A C T I C E

Manchester by the Sea — Lee cannot be healed. He can only survive. The nephew gets to live. That's

enough.

—

Moonlight — Chiron finds connection at last, but everything suppressed for survival is still there—

Lost in Translation — Bob and Charlotte connect profoundly. They go home. The connection remains

unnamed.

—

Nomadland — Fern chooses the road. It is not triumph. It is not tragedy. It is honest.—

The Godfather — Michael gains power and loses his soul. The door closes. Mary watches.—
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Exposition
Must Cost
Something
The Exposition Cost Rule — Cinema Archives analysis, 32-script expansion

Every scene that delivers plot information must extract a price from the

character delivering or receiving it. There is no such thing as a free

information scene in a great script. If the scene's only function is to tell the

audience what they need to know, it is dead weight — and audiences feel

it, even if they can't name it.

"Painless exposition is a symptom of a writer who doesn't trust their story. Every piece of

information the audience needs is also a weapon. Use it."

E X P O S I T I O N  T H A T  C O S T S  S O M E T H I N G

Chinatown — Every piece of information Gittes gets makes his situation more dangerous and more

humiliating

—

The Social Network — Sorkin's deposition structure: every expository revelation is also an accusation—

Parasite — The Park family's routine is revealed through the Kims learning to exploit it; knowledge is

moral compromise

—

Spotlight — Every source that explains the abuse system carries enormous personal cost to speak—

Anatomy of a Fall — Courtroom testimony: every fact is also an attack on Sandra's version of her

marriage

—
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The Scene After
the Ending
The Coda Rule — Present in 59% of great films · Contains the film's truest statement

More than half of all great films add a small, quiet scene after the apparent

climax. This is not an epilogue. It is not housekeeping. It is the moment

where the film tells you what it was actually about — more honestly than

the climax could, because the dramatic pressure has released and only the

truth remains.

"The coda is what the film believes, stripped of everything the story needed to be dramatic. It

is the filmmaker speaking directly."

T H E  C O D A  —  A F T E R  T H E  E N D I N G ,  T H E  R E A L  E N D I N G

No Country for Old Men — Ed Tom's dream. The film's entire meaning delivered in 90 seconds of quiet

monologue.

—

There Will Be Blood — "I'm finished." Two words. The whole film confirmed.—

The Godfather — The door closing on Kay. Not the baptism massacre. This.—

Lost in Translation — The whisper. We never hear it. We don't need to.—

Manchester by the Sea — Lee and Patrick throwing a ball against a wall. No resolution. Just survival.—



S T O R Y E N G I N E  —  8  U N I V E R S A L  C O N S T A N T S A p p l i c a t i o n  G u i d e

Now Put It

To Work

These are not rules to follow mechanically. They are patterns

extracted from the scripts that have lasted — the ones that still teach,

still move, still matter decades after release. Use them as diagnostic

tools, not checklists.

Q U I C K  D I A G N O S T I C  —  R U N  Y O U R  S C R I P T  A G A I N S T  T H E S E  8  Q U E S T I O N S

A P P LY  T H E S E  P R I N C I P L E S  W I T H  A I - P O W E R E D

G U I D A N C E

storyenginehq.com

StoryEngine guides you through each of these constants

interactively — from logline through final scene. Built on

analysis of 121 films, 112 TV shows, 36 playwrights, and 75

musicals.
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Is my protagonist's wound visible in the first image or first line?□

Is every conversation saying one thing while meaning another?□

Is my antagonist internal, systemic, or environmental — not just a human villain?□

Does my setting reflect my protagonist's psychological state?□

Do I have two simultaneous stories: an external plot and an internal wound?□

Is my resolution honest rather than simply happy?□

Does every expository scene extract a cost from the character?□

Is there a quiet moment after my climax that tells the audience what it was really about?□
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