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The 2008 dark comedy
thr i l l e r  I n  Bruges
remains a cult favorite,
celebrated for its razor-
s h a r p  d i a l o g u e ,
intricate  character
arcs, and unique blend
of violence and pathos.
At  the  heart  of  this
cinematic  gem lies  its
screenplay, penned by
t h e  a c c l a i m e d
p l a y w r i g h t  a n d
filmmaker  Martin
McDonagh.  The  In

B r u g e s  s c r i p t
screenplay  is  not
merely  a  blueprint  for
the  film;  it  is  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
dramatic  structure,
tonal  balance,  and
thematic  depth.  For
aspiring  screenwriters
and  cinephiles  alike,
studying  this  script
offers  invaluable
lessons in how to craft
a  story  that  is  both
profoundly human and
r e l e n t l e s s l y
entertaining.  This
article  delves  into  the
nuances  o f  the  In
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
screenplay,  exploring
its  dialogue,  character
development,  use  of
place,  and  last ing
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i m p a c t  o n
screenwriting.

THE UNIQUE
STRUCTURE OF
THE IN BRUGES
SCREENPLAY

A Three-
Act
Journey
Trapped
in One
Location
At  first  glance,  the  In
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
screenplay appears to
f o l l o w  a
straightforward  three-
act structure. Act One
i n t r o d u c e s  u s  t o
hi tmen  Ray  (Col in
F a r r e l l )  a n d  K e n
(Brendan  Gleeson)  in

the  medieval  Belgian
city  of  Bruges,  where
they are sent by their
boss,  Harry  (Ralph
Fiennes),  to  lie  low
after a job gone wrong.
Act  Two  deepens  the
conflict  as  Ray’s  guilt
over accidentally killing
a  young  boy  festers,
while  Ken  begins  to
q u e s t i o n  t h e i r
profession.  Act  Three
brings Harry to Bruges
f o r  a  v i o l e n t
c o n f r o n t a t i o n .
However,  what  makes
t h i s  s c r e e n p l a y
remarkable  is  how  it
preserves the unity of
place  —  almost  the
entire story unfolds in
B r u g e s  i t s e l f .
McDonagh  uses  the
city  not  as  a  passive
backdrop  but  as  an
a c t i v e  d r a m a t i c
element.  The  script’s
structure  mirrors  the
claustrophobia  and
introspection  of  its
characters,  forcing
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them to confront their
actions in a landscape
of  cobblestone  streets
and medieval towers.

Subvertin
g the
Hitman
Genre
While  the  premise
suggests  a  typical
crime  thriller,  the  In
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
s c r e e n p l a y
deliberately  subverts
expectations.  The  first
act deliberately avoids
ac t ion  in  favor  o f
character  study.  Key
scenes  —  such  as
Ray’s annoyed tour of
the city or Ken’s polite
disagreements  with  a
dwarf actor — build a
rich comedic tone that
contrasts  sharply  with
the tragic events of the

third  act.  This  tonal
whiplash is a hallmark
of McDonagh’s writing,
and  the  screenplay
c a r e f u l l y  p l a n t s
emotional  seeds  that
pay  off  later.  For
example, Ray’s fixation
on the boy he killed is
i n t r oduced  ea r l y
through his nightmares
and  offhand  remarks,
making  his  final
decision  in  the  film’s
cl imax  feel  earned
rather than sudden.

DIALOGUE AS A
CHARACTER IN THE
IN BRUGES SCRIPT

Rhythm,
Accents,
and
Verbal
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Sparring
Mart in  McDonagh
began his career as a
playwright, and the In
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
s c r e e n p l a y  i s
drenched  in  theatrical
dialogue.  Every  line
serves  a  purpose  —
e i t h e r  t o  r e v e a l
character, advance the
plot,  or  deepen  the
thematic  resonance.
T h e  e x c h a n g e s
between Ray and Ken
a r e  e s p e c i a l l y
n o t e w o r t h y .  R a y
speaks  in  a  rap id ,
improvised patter filled
with  complaints  and
pop culture references,
while  Ken  adopts  a
m o r e  m e a s u r e d ,
almost  lyrical  tone.
This  contrast  not  only
differentiates  their
personalities  but  also
creates  a  dynamic
rhythm  that  keeps
scenes  a l ive  even

when  l i t t le  act ion
occurs.
Consider  the  famous
exchange  about  the
alcoves  in  Bruges’
tower: “It's like a fairy
tale, isn't it?” “It's like
a  fookin'  fairy  tale.”
The  screenplay  uses
repetition  and  comic
timing to turn a tourist
observation  into  a
commentary  on  the
characters’  conflicting
worldviews.  McDonagh
also  employs  subtext
masterful ly.  When
Harry delivers his long
mono logue  about
principles — from “you
never kill a kid” to his
hatred  of  “namby-
pamby” violence — the
dialogue  does  double
duty by explaining his
moral  code while  also
foreshadowing his own
d o w n f a l l .  T h e  I n
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
screenplay  proves
that great dialogue can
entertain, characterize,
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and foreshadow all  at
once.

Swearing
as Art
The script’s heavy use
o f  p r o f a n i t y  —
especially the f-word —
is  not  gratu i tous .
McDonagh  t rea t s
swearing as a linguistic
t oo l  t ha t  r evea l s
emotional states. Ray’s
constant cursing masks
his vulnerability; Ken’s
rare  expletives  signal
moments  of  anger;
Harry’s  refined  but
explosive  obscenities
u n d e r l i n e  h i s
aristocratic brutality. In
the  screenplay’s  text,
e a c h  c u r s e  f e e l s
i n t e n t i o n a l .  F o r
instance,  when  Ken
tells  Ray,  “I  thought
you  were  a  fucking
idiot,” the line lands as
a  moment  of  genuine
hurt,  not  just  comic

relief.  The  In  Bruges
script  screenplay
demonstrates  that
even profanity can be
poetic when used with
precision.

THEMES WOVEN
INTO THE
SCREENPLAY

Guilt,
Redempti
on, and
the
Inescapa
ble Past
C e n t r a l  t o  t h e  I n
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
screenplay  is  the
theme of guilt and the
i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f
redemption.  Ray  is
haunted by  the  death
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of  a  chi ld,  a  s in  he
cannot  undo.  Ken  is
haunted  by  a  lifetime
of  violence.  Harry  is
haunted  by  his  own
rigid  code.  The  script
exp lores  whether
absolution  is  possible
—  and  at  what  cost.
The setting of Bruges,
a  c i t y  s t e e p e d  i n
Catho l i c  imagery
(cathedrals,  paintings,
a n d  t h e  t h e m e  o f
damnation  in  Bosch’s
“The  Last  Judgment”),
reinforces  this  theme.
A  key  scene  in  the
screenplay  has  Ken
visiting  a  church  and
confessing  his  sins,
only  to  realize  that
forgiveness  is  not
readily  available.  The
script cleverly uses the
c i t y ’ s  a r t  a n d
architecture  to  mirror
the characters’ internal
states.
Many  screenwriting
gurus  discuss  the  In
B r u g e s  s c r i p t

screenplay as a prime
e x a m p l e  o f  “ t h e
unheroic  protagonist.”
Ray is not a hero trying
to save the world; he is
a broken man trying to
make  sense  of  h is
actions.  The  script
gives him no easy out
—  his  final  choice  is
both  sacrificial  and
t r a g i c .  T h i s
u n w i l l i n g n e s s  t o
p r o v i d e  a  n e a t
resolut ion  is  what
e l e v a t e s  t h e
screenplay  beyond
genre  conventions.

High Art
vs. Low
Life
Another recurring motif
i n  t h e  I n  B ruges
script  screenplay  is
the  collision  between
the  refined,  historical
beauty  of  Bruges  and
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the  gritty,  modern
v i o l e n c e  o f  t h e
c h a r a c t e r s .  T h e
screenplay  constantly
juxtaposes  the  two:
Ray  complains  about
the  city’s  medieval
wonders  while  Ken
appreciates them. The
dwarf  actor,  Jimmy,
discusses  race  and
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n
ironically in a city built
on  colonial  wealth.
McDonagh  uses  these
contrasts  to  comment
on  class,  culture,  and
the  absurdity  of  life.
The  screenplay  even
ends on a note of dark
irony — a shot of the
swans  on  the  canal,
s y m b o l i z i n g  a n
indifferent  beauty  that
persists  regardless  of
the  violence  that  just
occurred.

CHARACTER ARCS
IN THE SCRIPT

Ray:
From
Petulant
to Tragic
T h e  a r c  o f  R a y  i s
perhaps  the  most
compelling  in  the  In
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
screenplay. He begins
a s  a n  i m m a t u r e ,
cynical  hitman  who
dismisses  everything
around him. Yet as the
story  progresses,  his
guilt eats away at him.
The  script  weaves  his
transformation through
small  moments  — his
inabil ity  to  enjoy  a
meal,  his  connection
with  Chloë  (Clémence
P o é s y ) ,  a n d  h i s
desperate desire to be
punished.  A  turning
point  comes  when  he
attempts  suicide,  an
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act that the screenplay
h a n d l e s  w i t h  a
shocking blend of black
comedy and pathos. By
the  final  act,  Ray  has
become  a  character
capable  of  sacrifice,
but  not  of  salvation.
The  script  leaves  him
in  a  liminal  state  —
neither  redeemed  nor
condemned.

Ken: The
Guardian
Who
Learns to
Rebel
Ken’s arc is quieter but
no  less  power fu l .
In i t ia l ly  the  loya l
soldier,  he  fol lows
Harry’s  orders  without
question.  But  the  In
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
screenplay allows Ken

t o  d e v e l o p  a
c o n s c i e n c e .  H i s
decision to defy Harry
a n d  h e l p  R a y  i s
motivated  not  by  a
s u d d e n  m o r a l
awakening  but  by  a
slow  accumulation  of
empathy. A key scene
in the script shows Ken
watching  a  couple  on
the canal, a moment of
q u i e t  h u m a n
connection  that  leads
him  to  reconsider  his
life. His death is one of
the most memorable in
the  film  —  a  slow-
mot ion  fa l l  f rom  a
tower — written in the
screenplay  with  stark,
a l m o s t  b i b l i c a l
s i m p l i c i t y :  “ K e n
crashes  through  the
window.  He  falls.  He
l a n d s  o n  t h e
cobblestones.  Dead.”
T h e  s c r i p t ’ s
m i n i m a l i s m  h e r e
contrasts  with  the
operatic  violence,
e n h a n c i n g  i t s
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emotional  impact.

WHY THE IN
BRUGES SCRIPT
SCREENPLAY IS
STUDIED

A
Blueprint
for Tone
Balancing
For  screenwr i t ing
s t u d e n t s ,  t h e  I n
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
s c r e e n p l a y  i s
frequently  cited as an
example  of  how  to
balance  comedy  and
tragedy.  McDonagh
never  lets  the  jokes
undermine the serious
themes;  instead,  the
humor arises naturally
from  the  characters’
reactions  to  absurd
situations.  The  dwarf
actor scene, where Ray

a n d  K e n  d e b a t e
whether  it’s  okay  to
call someone a “dwarf”
or  “midget,”  is  both
laugh-out-loud  funny
and a commentary on
political  correctness.
The  script’s  ability  to
switch from a comedic
tour  guide  monologue
t o  a  g u t - p u n c h
emot iona l  revea l
d e m o n s t r a t e s
incredible control  over
tone.

The In
Bruges
Script for
Screenpla
y Readers
Many  aspiring  writers
s e e k  o u t  t h e  I n
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
screenplay  in  PDF
format  or  published
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editions  to  study  its
formatting  and  style.
The  script  adheres  to
standard  industry
formatting  — 12-point
C o u r i e r ,  p r o p e r
sluglines,  and  clear
dialogue  attribution.
However,  what  sets  it
apart  is  McDonagh’s
use  of  parentheticals
and  action  lines.  He
often  writes  character
descriptions  that  read
like short stories, such
as “Harry is a man who
would  be  intimidating
e v e n  i f  h e  w e r e
smi l ing .  He  i s  not
s m i l i n g . ”  T h e s e
c o n c i s e ,  v i v i d
descriptions  provide
actors  and  directors
with clear visual cues.
The script also contains
m i n i m a l  c a m e r a
directions, trusting the
director  to  interpret
the scene — a hallmark
of  a  writer’s  script
rather than a shooter’s
script.

HOW TO ACCESS
AND ANALYZE THE
IN BRUGES SCRIPT

Where to
Find the
Screenpla
y
If you wish to read the
In  Bruges  scr ipt
screenplay  yourself,
several  resources  are
available.  The  script
was published in book
form by Faber & Faber
i n  2 0 0 8 ,  o f t e n
p a c k a g e d  w i t h
McDonagh’s  other
w o r k s .  O n l i n e
databases  l ike  The
S c r i p t  L a b  o r
SimplyScripts offer PDF
v e r s i o n s  f o r
educational  purposes.
Add i t i ona l l y ,  the
s c r e e n p l a y  i s
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frequently  used  in
u n i v e r s i t y
screenwriting  courses,
and annotated versions
can be found in writing
guides.  Reading  the
script side-by-side with
the  film  reveals  how
much  of  the  final
per fo rmance  was
faithful to the page — a
t e s t a m e n t  t o
McDonagh’s  clarity  of
vision.

Analyzing
the
Screenpla
y’s Action
Lines
Readers  o f  the  In
B r u g e s  s c r i p t
screenplay  should
pay  attention  to  the
action lines, which are
unusually  descriptive

for  a  shooting  script.
Fo r  i ns tance ,  the
o p e n i n g  s c e n e
description  of  Bruges:
“A  med ieva l  c i ty .
Cobb led  s t r ee t s .
C a n a l s .  B r i d g e s .
Swans. Tourists. A fairy
tale town.” The script’s
economy  of  language
p a i n t s  a  p i c t u r e
without  overwhelming
the  reader.  Note  how
McDonagh repeats the
word “fairy tale” — first
as  a  description,  then
as a cynical  comment
from  Ray  later.  This
s o r t  o f  c a l l - b a c k
reinforces the thematic
unity of the script.

THE LEGACY OF
THE IN BRUGES
SCREENPLAY

Influencin
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g a
Generatio
n of
Screenwri

ters
Since  its  release,  the
In  Bruges  scr ipt
s c r e e n p l a y  h a s
influenced  countless
indie screenwriters. Its
success  demonstrated
that  a  film  driven  by
dialogue and character
could  find  a  wide
audience, even without
b ig  exp los ions  o r
convent ional  p lot
engines. Films like The
G u a r d ,  S e v e n
Psychopaths  (also
written by McDonagh),
and  even  The  Nice
Guys owe a debt to the
tonal  balancing  act
perfected in this script.

The  screenplay  was
nominated  for  the
Academy  Award  for
B e s t  O r i g i n a l
Screenplay,  losing  to
Milk,  but  it  remains  a
beloved  example  in
screenwriting  circles.

McDonag
h’s
Signature
Style
The In Bruges script
screenp lay  a l so
cemented  McDonagh’s
reputation  as  a  writer
who  could  seamlessly
transition from stage to
screen. His subsequent
work,  including  Three
Bil lboards  Outside
Ebbing,  Missouri  and
T h e  B a n s h e e s  o f
Inisherin, continues the
t h e m e s  o f  g u i l t ,
damnation,  and  dark
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humor.  But  for  many,
In  Bruges  remains  his
m o s t  p e r f e c t l y
constructed script — a
tight,  self-contained
story  that  uses  every
element with precision.

CONCLUSION

The In Bruges script

screenplay is far more
than  a  simple  film
b l u e p r i n t .  I t  i s  a
m a s t e r w o r k  o f
dramatic  craft  that
w e a v e s  t o g e t h e r
comedy,  tragedy,  and
powerful  thematic
inquiry into a seamless
whole. From its


