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THE ENDURING
POWER OF THE
DELIVERANCE
SCREENPLAY: A
MASTERCLASS IN
ADAPTATION AND
TENSION

Few  films  have  etched
themselves  into  the
cultural  consciousness
q u i t e  l i k e  J o h n
B o o r m a n ' s  1 9 7 2
m a s t e r p i e c e ,
De l i ve rance .  The
image  o f  a  ban jo -
playing boy on a porch,
the  chilling  sound  of
"Dueling  Banjos,"  and
the  haunt ing  l i ne
"squeal like a pig" have

become  part  of  the
cinematic lexicon. Yet,
behind every great film
lies  a  blueprint,  and
the  Del iverance
screenplay  stands  as
a  r e m a r k a b l e
document  of  literary
a d a p t a t i o n  a n d
narrative craft. Written
by  James  Dickey,  the
novelist  himself,  the
screenplay  is  a  rare
example  of  an  author
successfully translating
h i s  own  complex ,
poetic  novel  into  a
taut, visceral cinematic
experience. This article
delves  deep  into  the
structure, themes, and
l e g a c y  o f  t h e
D e l i v e r a n c e
screenplay,  exploring
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w h y  i t  r e m a i n s  a
textbook  example  for
screenwriters  and  a
source  of  enduring
fascination  for  film
lovers.

THE ORIGINS OF
THE DELIVERANCE
SCREENPLAY:
FROM PAGE TO
SCREEN

James  Dickey's  novel
Deliverance,  published
i n  1 9 7 0 ,  w a s  a n
immediate critical  and
commercial  success.
Its  raw  exploration  of
masculinity,  survival,
and  the  primal  clash
between  civilization
and  nature  resonated
with  a  nat ion  s t i l l
r e e l i n g  f r o m  t h e
V ie tnam  War  and
societal  upheaval.
When Hollywood came
calling, Dickey insisted
o n  w r i t i n g  t h e
screenplay  himself.
This was a bold move.
Novelists  and  poets

were often viewed with
suspicion  by  studio
e x e c u t i v e s  w h o
preferred  seasoned
screenwriters  who
u n d e r s t o o d  t h e
mechan i cs  o f  the
medium.  However,
D i c k e y ' s  d e e p
understanding  of  his
characters and themes
ultimately  produced  a
D e l i v e r a n c e
screenplay  that  was
both  faithful  to  the
source  material  and
brilliantly  economical
for  the  screen.
The adaptation process
was  not  without  its
challenges. Dickey had
to  d is t i l l  a  dense,
i n t r o s p e c t i v e
novel—filled  with  the
inner  thoughts  of  the
p r o t a g o n i s t ,  E d
Gentry—into  a  visual
narrative  driven  by
action  and  dialogue.
Entire  passages  of
internal  monologue
were  stripped  away,
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replaced  by  potent
visuals  and  tel l ing
g l a n c e s .  T h e
D e l i v e r a n c e
s c r e e n p l a y
demonstrates  a  key
principle of adaptation:
show, don't tell. Where
the novel could spend
paragraphs  describing
the feeling of dread in
the  Cahulawassee
R i v e r  v a l l e y ,  t h e
screenplay  relies  on
the  oppressive  silence
o f  the  fo res t ,  the
unsettling  behavior  of
the  locals,  and  the
mount ing  tens ion
be tween  the  fou r
friends.

JAMES DICKEY:
THE POET TURNED
SCREENWRITER

To  understand  the
unique  texture  of  the
D e l i v e r a n c e
screenplay, one must
first  understand  its
author.  James  Dickey
was  primarily  a  poet,

and his  language was
marked  by  a  lyrical,
almost  mythic  quality.
This  poetic  sensibility
s e e p s  i n t o  t h e
screenplay,  elevating
what could have been
a  st ra ight forward
adventure-thriller  into
s o m e t h i n g  m o r e
p r o f o u n d .  T h e
dialogue,  while  often
s p a r s e ,  c a r r i e s
enormous  weight .
Consider  the  scene
where  Lewis  Medlock,
the survivalist, delivers
his  philosophy:  "The
river is  just a river.  It
doesn't  hate  you.  It
doesn't love you. It just
doesn't care." This line,
taken almost verbatim
f r o m  t h e  n o v e l ,
encapsu la tes  the
thematic  core  of  the
film  in  a  single,
memorable  sentence.
Dickey's  approach  to
the  Del iverance
screenplay  was  also
deeply  collaborative
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with  d irector  John
Boorman.  Boorman
b r o u g h t  a  v i s u a l
sophistication  and  a
keen  sense  of  pacing
to  the  pro ject .  He
pushed  D ickey  to
t ighten  scenes,  to
focus on the physicality
of  the  actors,  and  to
a l l ow  the  na tu ra l
e n v i r o n m e n t  t o
become a character in
i ts  own  r ight .  The
result  is  a  screenplay
that  is  structurally
sound,  emotionally
resonant,  and  visually
evocative. Every scene
in  the  Deliverance
screenplay  serves  a
d u a l  p u r p o s e :
advancing the plot and
d e e p e n i n g  o u r
understanding  of  the
c h a r a c t e r s '
psychological states.

STRUCTURAL
ANALYSIS OF THE
DELIVERANCE

SCREENPLAY

The
Classic
Three-Act
Structure
The  Del iverance
screenplay  adheres
beaut i fu l ly  to  the
c lass i c  th ree -ac t
structure,  a testament
to  Dickey's  innate
unders tand ing  o f
narrat ive  rhythm,
w h e t h e r  h e  w a s
conscious of it or not.

Act One: The
Setup. The
screenplay opens
with the four
men—Ed, Lewis,
Bobby, and
Drew—arriving in
the small town of
Oree, Georgia.
The tone is one



Deliverance Screenplay 5

5

of nervous
excitement. We
are introduced to
their dynamics:
Lewis is the
alpha, Ed is the
reluctant
everyman, Bobby
is the nervous
urbanite, and
Drew is the
gentle
peacemaker. The
inciting incident
occurs when they
are warned by
the locals that
the river is
dangerous and
they should turn
back. This
foreshadowing is
crucial, planting
the seeds of
dread that will
bloom in Act
Two.
Act Two: The
Confrontation.
This is the heart
of the
Deliverance

screenplay and
where the film's
most iconic
moments occur.
The canoe trip
starts idyllic but
quickly turns
horrific. The men
are ambushed by
two mountain
men. The sexual
assault of Bobby
and the killing of
the first attacker
change
everything. The
screenplay
masterfully
escalates the
stakes: the
characters must
now not only
survive the river
but also the
moral and legal
consequences of
their actions. The
decision to bury
the body and
continue
downriver is a
classic "point of
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no return."
Act Three: The
Resolution. The
final act is a
relentless chase.
The surviving
men are hunted
by the father of
the slain man.
The Deliverance
screenplay
builds to a white-
knuckle climax
on the river,
culminating in
the death of the
second mountain
man. The final
scenes, set in the
town and back in
the city, deal
with the
aftermath. The
men are haunted
by what they
have done. The
ending is
ambiguous and
deeply
unsettling,
refusing to offer
easy closure.

Pacing
and
Tension
in the
Screenpla
y
One  of  the  greatest
s t r e n g t h s  o f  t h e
D e l i v e r a n c e
screenplay  i s  i t s
masterful  control  of
pacing.  The  first  act  is
del iberately  s low,
allowing  the  audience
to  acclimate  to  the
beauty and menace of
the setting. The second
act  exp lodes  wi th
sudden,  shock ing
violence. The third act
i s  a  s u s t a i n e d
sequence  o f  h igh
tension, broken only by
moments  of  quiet  but
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profound despair.  This
rhythmic  oscillation
between  calm  and
chaos  is  what  makes
the  screenplay  so
effective.  Dickey
u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t
tension  must  be  built
brick by brick before it
can  be  released.  The
D e l i v e r a n c e
s c r e e n p l a y  i s  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
dramatic  irony:  the
a u d i e n c e  k n o w s
danger is lurking, even
when  the  characters
are  momentarily  at
ease.

KEY SCENES AND
THEIR
SCREENPLAY
EXECUTION

Several  scenes  in  the
D e l i v e r a n c e
screenplay  are worth
examining in detail for
their sheer craft.

The
"Dueling
Banjos"
Sequence
This wordless scene is
a  stroke of  genius.  In
the screenplay, Dickey
d e s c r i b e s  t h e
encounter  with  the
albino boy on the porch
as  a  strange,  almost
mystical  moment.  The
dialogue  is  minimal.
T h e  s c e n e  r e l i e s
e n t i r e l y  o n  t h e
interplay  of  music,
l o o k s ,  a n d  t h e
unsettling atmosphere.
The  screenplay  notes
the  awkwardness  of
Drew, who is trying to
connect  with  the  boy,
and the unease of the
others  watching.  This
scene  is  a  per fect
example  of  how  the



8

8 Deliverance Screenplay 2024-09-08

D e l i v e r a n c e
screenplay  uses
visual  storytelling  to
establish character and
mood  without  lengthy
exposition.

The
Assault
Scene
Perhaps  the  most
infamous scene in the
film, the sexual assault
of  Bobby,  is  handled
w i t h  b r u t a l  b u t
necessary  economy in
the  screenplay.  The
d i a l o g u e  o f  t h e
mountain  man  ("You
got a purty mouth") is
chilling in its simplicity.
The  Del iverance
screenplay  does  not
sensationalize  the
violence.  Instead,  it
f o c u s e s  o n  t h e
helplessness  of  the
characters  and  the

sudden,  horrifying
breakdown  of  their
civilized  facade.  The
scene  i s  a  t e s t  o f
masculinity,  and  each
man  reacts  differently.
Lewis's shooting of the
attacker  is  a  spl it-
second  decision  that
changes everything. In
the  screenplay,  this
moment is the fulcrum
on  which  the  entire
plot  turns.

The
Drowning
of Drew
The death of Drew is a
pivotal and ambiguous
moment.  Was he shot
by  the  mountain  man
on  the  cliff,  or  was  he
killed  accidentally  by
L e w i s ?  T h e
D e l i v e r a n c e
s c r e e n p l a y
deliberately leaves this
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unclear.  The  script
describes the chaos of
t h e  m o m e n t :  t h e
bucking  canoe,  the
shouts, the splash. The
a m b i g u i t y  i s
intentional, forcing the
characters  (and  the
audience)  to  live  with
the  uncertainty.  This
s e c t i o n  o f  t h e
s c r e e n p l a y  i s  a
masterclass  in  writing
action sequences.  The
prose  is  clean,  direct,
and  focused  on  the
physical actions of the
characters. There is no
time for  introspection;
only survival matters.

The Cliff
Scene
The climactic sequence
w h e r e  E d  G e n t r y
climbs  the  cliff  to  kill
the final mountain man
i s  a  t e s t  o f  h i s
c h a r a c t e r .  T h e
D e l i v e r a n c e

s c r e e n p l a y
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e
physical  tol l  of  the
climb.  Every  handhold
is  a  smal l  v ictory.
Every  loose  rock  is  a
potential  disaster.
Dickey's  poetry shines
here,  describing  the
sheer,  unyielding  rock
and the primal fear of
the man clinging to it.
The moment when Ed
s h o o t s  t h e  m a n ,
watching  him  fall,  is
not  triumphant  but
hollow. The screenplay
conveys the moral cost
of  survival.  Ed  has
become a killer, and he
is forever changed.

CHALLENGES IN
ADAPTING
DELIVERANCE FOR
THE SCREEN

W r i t i n g  t h e
D e l i v e r a n c e
screenplay  was  a
formidable  task.  The
n o v e l ' s  g r e a t e s t
strength—its  deep
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p s y c h o l o g i c a l
interiority—was also its
greatest  challenge  for
adaptation.  How  do
you  film  a  man's
thoughts?  Dickey's
s o l u t i o n  w a s  t o
e x t e r n a l i z e  t h e
internal.  He  created
scenes that forced the
characters into actions
that revealed their true
natures.  For  example,
Lewis's  survivalist
philosophy  is  not  just
ta lked  about;  i t  i s
tested  in  the  crucible
of the river. Ed's latent
strength is not merely
described;  it  is  shown
through  his  climactic
climb.
Another  significant
chal lenge  was  the
tone.  The  novel  is  a
meditation  on  death,
time,  and  the  end  of
the  wilderness.  The
D e l i v e r a n c e
screenplay  had  to
c a p t u r e  t h i s
philosophical  weight

while  also  functioning
as a thrilling adventure
story. Dickey managed
this  by  weaving  the
thematic  material  into
the  dialogue  and  the
symbolic actions of the
characters.  The  river
i t s e l f  b e c o m e s  a
symbol  of  indifferent
nature. The dam at the
e n d  o f  t h e  r i v e r
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
enc roachment  o f
c i v i l i z a t i o n .  T h e
D e l i v e r a n c e
screenplay uses these
symbols  with  a  light
touch,  never  letting
them  overwhelm  the
narrative  momentum.

THE SCREENPLAY'S
INFLUENCE ON THE
THRILLER GENRE

The  Del iverance
screenplay has had a
profound  influence  on
the thriller and survival
genres. Its blueprint—a
group  o f  o rd inary
people  thrust  into
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extraordinary  and
v i o l e n t
circumstances—has
b e e n  r e p l i c a t e d
countless  times.  Films
like  The  River  Wild,
Southern Comfort, and
even  The  Blair  Witch
Project  owe a debt to
t h e  t e n s i o n  a n d
atmosphere crafted by
Dickey  and  Boorman.
The screenplay proved
that deep philosophical
t h e m e s  c o u l d  b e
explored  within  the
framework of a popular
genre  film.  It  showed
that  horror  did  not
require  supernatural
elements;  the  real
horror was the capacity
for  violence  within
ordinary  men.
M o r e o v e r ,  t h e
D e l i v e r a n c e
s c r e e n p l a y
demonstrated  the
power  of  setting.  The
Cahulawassee River  is
not just a location; it is
an  antagonist.  The

screenplay  treats  the
natural  world  with  a
mixture  of  awe  and
terror.  This  approach
influenced  a
g e n e r a t i o n  o f
filmmakers who sought
to use environment not
merely  as  a  backdrop
but as a dynamic force
in  the  narrative.  The
screenplay’s  use  of
sound—or  the  lack
t h e r e o f — i s  a l s o
notable. Long passages
of silence on the page
are  filled  with  the
implied  sounds  of  the
river, the wind, and the
dreaded silence of the
deep woods.

LESSONS FOR
ASPIRING
SCREENWRITERS
FROM THE
DELIVERANCE
SCREENPLAY

What  can  modern
screenwriters  learn
f r o m  t h i s  c l a s s i c
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D e l i v e r a n c e
screenplay?  Several
key  lessons  stand  out.

Adaptation1.
Requires Brutal
Editing. Dickey
was not precious
with his own
novel. He cut
characters,
combined
scenes, and
streamlined the
plot. He
understood that
a film is a
different medium

with different
demands. A
great screenplay
must be lean and
focused. Every
line of dialogue
must serve a
purpose.
Dialogue2.
Should Reveal
Character. The
dialogue in the
Deliverance
screenplay is
never filler.
Every line
reveals


