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Character-Based Screenwriting 

     Because I have only seen the film Good Will Hunting once, and it was a few years ago so that 

I have forgotten parts of it, it was very refreshing to read Ben Affleck and Matt Damon’s 

screenplay and understand how the characters are developed on the page. As I read, I realized 

that rather than structuring the script with major actions by the characters or a large scope of 

location or time, it seemed to me that characters were revealed scene-by-scene based on 

dialogue, which makes sense for what I believe was a low-budget, independently made film. But 

this structure works because little by little, we learn more about each character, specifically Will 

Hunting and Sean Maguire, which culminates in a very satisfying conclusion. 

     As the film starts, Will is in the middle of Chuckie’s anecdote with Morgan and Bill, and 

without knowing what the title of the film was, I might have read this script for the first time 

thinking that the film was actually about Chuckie. Will doesn’t say much, and the only time we 

see him open up at all is when he talks to the graduate student in the bar. And when he does have 

that discussion with the student, he’s overflowing with not only a plethora of words, but they’re 

words that reveal intellect, knowledge, and experience, especially for a young man like him. But 

as he finds himself with several psychologists, Professor Lambeau, and eventually Sean, the 

comments and jokes that Will makes reveal sarcasm, cynicism, and, at times, bitterness. Even 

though we never see Will in his childhood, aside from a few brief flashbacks, the way he speaks 

with people indicates that there is a negativity in him that has built up over many years. 

     In a similar way, the character of Sean is revealed in dialogue, or lack thereof. In his first 

scene in the script, he sits alone, silent, contemplating why he is where he is. Similarly, in his 



first conversations with Will, he seems very contained, not speaking much, even when Will is 

trying to break him—of course, when Will mentions his deceased wife, Sean finally draws a line. 

And the next time they meet, after having thought about it long and hard, Sean shares his 

wisdom with Will in a flowing monologue that literally takes up over a page of the screenplay. In 

the film, this moment where the camera lingers on Sean as he shares this is almost startling 

because his character has never been so full of words before, and it’s similarly startling to see all 

of those words in the screenplay. (Will has a similar moment later talking about why he won’t 

take a job, and after speaking in short statements for so long, it’s equally as surprising.) 

     Both of these men have their moments of silence, speaking in fragments, and finally letting all 

their words pour out of them, and all these moments happen at the appropriate times. But a 

striking scene near the end of the film occurs when Will and Sean have an honest conversation 

about the abuse they both suffered as a child, particularly Will. After talking about it for a little 

while, the conversation turns into Sean’s simple repetition of the words “It’s not your fault”, as 

Will first acknowledges it nonchalantly, then defensively, and finally breaking down and 

weeping, reconciling at last. Instead of Will and Sean’s dialogue becoming more and more filled 

with words, in this moment, they use less and less. And as Will cries and Sean embraces him, 

there are truly no words to be said. The script’s action simply reads: “We pull back from this 

image. Two lonely souls being father and son together.” The reader, or viewer, does not need to 

hear dialogue to know that there is reconciliation happening here, and it is a powerful moment. 

     I am starting to realize after reading a few of these “indie” scripts that dialogue is crucial. The 

dialogue, especially in Good Will Hunting, feels very natural, but far more importantly, it reveals 

character—and often, it reveals character by not revealing one’s past until later on in the film. 

And when I begin to write my own “indie” script, I hope that I can structure it similarly so that 

dialogue, far more than just taking up space on a page or giving actors something to memorize, 

can develop a character that a reader or viewer can identify and empathize with. 


