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Comic Script Basics

As a letterer, | see a lot of scripts from a lot of different writers. Above all else, simplicity and
specificity are what make for the best form. Often the editor and letterer have to comb through a
malformed script and tidy it up before the next step in the creative process. Common mistakes are
probably the result of not seeing other writers' form; a lot of comics freelancers tend to work in a
vacuum. Comics scripts share their roots with playwriting/screenwriting, but have some specific
differences, as you'll see.

When | started thinking about putting together an article, the work of Fred Van Lente sprung to
mind as probably the best example of script writing that | currently work with. Fred's good habits and
attention to detail make working with ane of his scripts a real pleasure, and a blast to read! | was
thrilled when Fred (and Dark Horse) gave me permission to use the following page from BRAIN BOY #1.

Below, you'll see a page of Fred's script, written in MS Word, (the industry standard) that has
numbered bullets corresponding to a breakdown, below.

oS"a'n Boy #1/Van Lente

@SIXTEEN

@ Panel 1: CU - Matt as he comes to. He’s strapped into an ELECTROSHOCK THERAPY chair
with electrodes attached to his temples. To make matters worse, there’s an enormous
amount of PSYCHIC INTERFERENCE in this room, which I thought should take the form of
these circles and whirls of this satellite photo of America’s cell phone towers (which, as we
shall see, is highly appropriate):
http://www.fakesite.com/.2/6a0105361f028e970b016767db3b27970b-popup

1. NARRATION: Pop, pop. Fizz. fizz.
2. MALANDRO (OFF): Hey. Hey, there.
3. NARRATION: Everything’s cloudy.

Panel 2: Long shot - 2 trio of hulking figures, members of the MALANDRO street gang
(supposedly), stand over the helpless Matt. We're looking at them over their shoulders from
inside an DIGITAL TELEPHONE EXCHANGE room, filled with massive mainframe-looking
machines like this one: http://fwww.fakesite.org.au/comms/05/512_01_s.jpg

Everything here is very dimly lit and creepy. Also, lets continue the whirls and flashes of
interference here.

04. MALANDRO: @ Brain Boy. Wake up, Qgﬂ,dmg,®
5. NARRATION: Just--a staggering amount of interference.
6. NARRATION:@ Can barely hear my thoughts, let alone anyone else’s.

Panel 3: Detail on the Malandro gang--theyre fearsome dudes, wearing MOTORCYCLE
HELMETS as psychic protectors that have SKULL FACES spray painted on the front with
stencils. They cover their whole faces as some kind of psychic protection. Also, they carry
machetes and Uzis.

7. MALANDRO: President Ricorta’s gone.
8. MALANDRO: What'd Albright do with him?
9. MATT (OFF): Malandros. You're the street gang that reinforces Ricorta’s will

in his country’s slums.
10. MATT (OFF): A little outside your comfort zone, aren't y--

Panel 4: Detail on Matt as he’s BLASTED by the shock therapy device:
http://www.fakesite.com/slideshow/2008/05/19/world/20080519PSYCHIATRIC_4.html?_r=

0

11. SFX:® KRRZZZKKKKZZZZZ

12. MATT: Gayyyaaaaahhh!

13. MALANDRO (OFF): Don't think, Don‘t question,
14. MALANDRO (OFF): Just answer,

1) A page header with the book title, number and writer's name.

2) Each new script page should begin on a new document page. And you can't miss the page
number when it's big and bold. Often, | have to skim through a script to look for a note or direction. Big
page numbers help tremendously.

3) Panel numbers almost as bold and clear as the page number.



4) Panel descriptions for the most part don't have to be that lengthy unless it's really necessary. The
actions of characters should be here, (not in the lettering area; see #6) set direction, and notes to the
other members of the creative team if necessary.

5) Also, the digital age has given us the greatest source of reference that comic creators have ever
had access to. Links to reference photos should also be included in the panel description.

6) Under each panel description is the lettering area. Everything that needs to be lettered goes
here.

7) Each item in the lettering area should be numbered. If the editor is doing lettering placements,
these numbers correspond to the placements sent to the letterer.

8) The call-out of each lettering item and any descriptors like these:
CHARACTER (OFF), meaning the character is speaking from off-panel.
CHARACTER (WHISPER), self-explanatory.
CHARACTER (BURST), meaning the dialogue is shouted and should be in a burst balloon.
CHARACTER (WEAK), character's dialogue should be diminished.
CHARACTER (SINGING), self-explanatory. Usually accompanied by music notes.
9) Like dialogue, captions have their own descriptors:
NARRATION or CAPTION (CHARACTER), self-explanatory. The inner thoughts of a character.
CAPTION (TIME/PLACE), such as, "New York, 2013."

CAPTION (VOICE OVER), meaning the character is speaking, but is not in the location shown in
the current panel.

10) SFX, self-explanatory, "sound effect".

11) Dialogue should be indented, NOT tabbed over. If you use tabs, the letterer has to run
find/replace searches on the document to delete them all before lettering. (To use indents in MS Word,
go: Format / Paragraph / Indents & Spacing.) Dialogue should also be written in plain sentence case,
not CAPS.

12) Dialogue that should be bold in the comic, should be bold and/or underlined in the script. If you
use caps for bold dialogue, the letterer will have to convert it to sentence case before lettering.

13) Non-English dialogue should be italic. Whole blocks of dialogue that are translated into English,
should begin with a < and end with a >, and are usually accompanied by a caption explaining what
language is being spoken.

As you can see, simplicity and common sense rule the day. As soon as a script is turned in, it's the
touchstone for the rest of the entire creative team. We want to be able to absorb the story you're
telling with the least amount of clutter or canfusion. It's makes our jobs that much easier.

If you would like a copy of Fred Van Lente's superb MS Word comic script templates for free, visit
this page of his website!

Now, let's take a look at how that scripted page turned out in the finished comic...




I'd like to thank Scott Allie, Simon Bowland, Jeff Powell, Jim Gibbons, and of course, Fed Van Lente,

for their input.

BRAIN BOY ™ & © Dark Horse Comics, Inc.
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