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IRONIC AS IT is, the key moment for Last
Chance Harvey writer-director Joel Hopkins
was when he missed his chance to direct
the film Nanny McPhee. “I didn’t get the
job,” Hopkins says with a chuckle. “I think
I came second, but Emma (Thompson) met
with me and said, ‘I’m sorry Nanny McPhee’s
not for you, but I loved your film (Jump To-
morrow), and we should work together.’” 

Hopkins was determined to use the in-
vitation to his advantage and began to
create a film Thompson could star in. He
was inspired by the first film he’d seen her
in, the Jeff Goldblum vehicle The Tall Guy.
“She plays this lovely character, the no-
nonsense nurse, who, in her own words,
has her hand up old men’s bottoms all
day,” he says. “When it comes to the
niceties of romance or courtship she just
doesn’t have the patience.” At the end of
that film Thompson and Goldblum’s
characters end up together, but Hopkins
was struck with the vague resolution of
such films. Would these characters be to-
gether in six months, or a year, or five
years? “You never know with these ro-
mantic comedies. What happened if
things didn’t work out and a character like
that was still single? It’s not exactly that
character 10 years on or 15 years on, but
it’s a character like that,” Hopkins says. He
was also struck by the idea of an older ro-

mantic lead: “It’s the next stage, the post-
Bridget Jones thing. The ticking clock has
stopped. Emma’s playing a character in
her mid-40s — and that was the character
that interested me.”

At first, as the male lead, the screenwriter
just lifted a character from another script
he’d written and used a Japanese business-
man. But that imagery now leaned toward
more miscommunication than he wanted.
A mild degree of homesickness made Hop-
kins, who was a Londoner living in New
York at the time, consider the idea of play-
ing an Englishwoman off an American.
“We have so many commonalities, but also
have these nuances. We have shared things
and great little things that are different. It
suddenly became very clear making the
character American was much closer to
where I wanted to go.”

In the screenplay, Harvey Shine (Dustin
Hoffman) is already struggling with his last
chance to land a big client and save his job
when he travels to London for his daugh-
ter’s wedding and finds out she’s asked her
stepfather to walk her down the aisle. Kate
Walker (Emma Thompson) interviews air-
line passengers for a travel statistics board
while she dreams of a life as a writer, and
her latest attempt at a blind date has ended
like most of them do — with Kate quietly
fading into the background. When their

paths cross in an airport bar, the two loners
begin to talk, and as the day continues they
talk their way across the city to Kate’s writ-
ing class, to the reception for Harvey’s
daughter, and beyond. Just as a bit of good
luck brought them together, though, a little
bit of bad luck may throw them back apart.

Hopkins’ dense treatment got approval
from Thompson, but with other projects it
was almost a year before he could focus on
writing the screenplay. Until then, the story
bubbled in his mind. “I was actually ready to
sit down and write this script,” Hopkins
says. “Really, I must’ve been thinking about
it subconsciously for years. My films so far
have been character-driven, so I have a
pretty good idea of the characters before I
do anything. Things they’d say, backsto-
ries.” He credits the treatment as his solid
guideline once he commences writing, and
he rarely diverges from the story structure
he’s put in place. “Obviously something
will happen when you’re actually writing it
out properly,” Hopkins says. “Something
will be said in the dialogue or spark some-
thing you hadn’t thought of, but in terms
of the structure that doesn’t change from
the treatment to the script.”

As it turned out, actor Dustin Hoffman
had a few thoughts of his own for the script.
“I was inspired by Willy Loman in Death of
a Salesman,” says the screenwriter. “[Harvey]
was a salesman of commemorative, col-
lectible plates showing the Iraq War.” Hoff-
man, however, felt he had moved past the
point where audiences would accept him as
a salesman, and so he and Hopkins set
about finding a new profession for Harvey
that would retain the same mechanics the
story called for. “For a while he was going to
be a washed-up actor,” Hopkins says. “We
had an opening scene with him sitting in a
makeup chair and giving this Shake-
spearean monologue, and then flipping to
him giving his lines from a trashy daytime
soap.” The breakthrough idea was to make
Harvey a failing jingle writer, one who’d
had dreams of being a jazz pianist. Hoffman
warmed to this idea, which paralleled his
own parents’ early desire for him to be a
concert pianist, and soon firmed up his at-
tachment to the project. 

So years after being turned down for one
job, the writer-director finally got his
chance to write and direct for Thompson
after all.  “It was a sort of fairy tale in a way,”
Hopkins says with a laugh.

Last Chance Harvey
Written and directed by Joel Hopkins

PLAYINGNOW BY PETER CLINES Last Chance Harvey in theaters now



IT’S NOT OFTEN you hear about Oscar
winners ready to quit the business, but that
was exactly the mindset of Christopher Mc-
Quarrie (The Usual Suspects) in 2006. While
on a family vacation in Spain, McQuarrie’s
wife saw that he was the happiest she’d
seen him for quite sometime and wondered
what brought it about. McQuarrie didn’t
even hesitate before answering: “Because
for the first time in 10 years I haven’t
thought about those f***ing people back in
Los Angeles!” As it turns out, McQuarrie
found that Oscar statuettes have no pro-
tective powers against lame studio notes,
poor assignments or bad executives and he
had grown tired of the absurd film industry
conundrums he’d encountered. “Screen-
plays don’t get movies made,” McQuarrie
says. “They are the afterthought to the de-
cision to make a movie, and that’s based on
any number of factors but a screenplay. But
I’m a screenwriter and so I was confronted
with my own obsolescence and decided
that I didn’t want to do it anymore.”

Part of McQuarrie’s problem stemmed
from the fact that most studio films are so at-
tachment dependent that the process has be-
come a mockery of itself. “The bottom line is
that if you’re rewriting a movie for a studio
and there’s no director or star attached, the
odds of that movie actually getting made are

remote,” McQuarrie says. “Nobody wants to
show a script to a director unless they think
it’s ready, and the only person qualified to
tell whether or not a script is ready is the di-
rector.” This sadly leads to a creative process
riddled with second-guessing and contradic-
tory studio notes. “The truth of the matter is
that all development is a hunt for directors
without ever going after the director,” Mc-
Quarrie says. “It’s like six girls sitting in a cor-
ner at high school dance waiting for
someone to ask them to dance.” For that rea-
son, McQuarrie stopped sending out his
specs to executives who months later would
say that their company wasn’t interested in
the subject matter or genre — even though
the execs knew exactly what they were get-
ting at the time of submission. McQuarrie
boldly decided that he would only send out
his specs if he could first confirm that the
company was actually open to the concept
or genre before reading it. 

Co-writer Nathan Alexander had known
McQuarrie for a long time, originally work-
ing for his development executive wife be-
fore deciding to become McQuarrie’s
assistant on the 2000 film The Way of the
Gun — McQuarrie’s debut as a writer-direc-
tor. After giving short notice to his produc-
tion company that he’d be leaving his
assistant job to work on McQuarrie’s film,

Alexander was promptly told he’d “never
work in this town again,” by his former
boss (who he declined to name). Alexander
left Los Angeles to work on the film and
then moved away to become McQuarrie’s
personal assistant in Seattle. But by late
2002 or early 2003, Alexander decided that
although he loved working for McQuarrie
it was time for him to move on, even
though he had no real plans.

In the meantime, while on a research trip
to Berlin in 2002 for a different project, Mc-
Quarrie found himself on the famous Stauf-
fenberg Strasse, named after Colonel Claus
von Stauffenberg near the Benderblock
building. As McQuarrie learned, von Stauf-
fenberg led a group of German officers who
planned to not only assassinate Adolf Hitler,
but also take control of Germany in hopes of
a quick end to World War II. The story in-
stantly intrigued McQuarrie. So when
Alexander told McQuarrie he planned to
leave even though he wasn’t sure what he
wanted to do, McQuarrie had a much better
reaction than Alexander’s previous boss, say-
ing, “Well — while you’re trying to figure
that out — you’re a writer now.” And so
within seconds Alexander was promoted
from an assistant to a co-writer on what
would become Valkyrie. 

A screenwriter with an entrepreneurial
sense, McQuarrie stayed focused on his paid
assignment work as he developed independ-
ent projects that are, interestingly, all histor-
ical dramas imbued with action and
suspense. As for their process, Alexander was
tasked with researching and writing the first
draft of Valkyrie based on an intense outline
that he and McQuarrie hatched together.
While working on other projects they spent
four to six months researching and outlin-
ing. “We started with a timeline, no central
character — one sentence per event,” Mc-
Quarrie says. “Then you cross out scenes that
are not pertinent, scenes that are redundant,
and those scenes that are left are your out-
line. The outline becomes immutable and
you say, ‘I can’t change these events, so how
do I get from one event to another in a way
that is logical and believable? And from that
your characters begin to take shape.” 

Alexander managed to complete both his
research and the first draft of his script within
six months, and after turning it in McQuarrie
said to him, “I’m going to go rewrite this.
Here’s a book for The Last Mission — go give
me a first draft of that.” While Alexander

Valkyrie
Screenplay by Nathan Alexander and Christopher McQuarrie

PLAYINGNOW BY JEFF GOLDSMITH
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began researching Jim Smith and Malcolm
McConnell’s novel concerning a Japanese
coup on the last night of World War II, Mc-
Quarrie took a couple of weeks to rewrite
Valkyrie. “What Nathan brought me was a
very historically accurate story of the Ger-
man resistance in script form and what I
did was [go] through and dramatize it,” Mc-
Quarrie says. “Nathan would then realign
any liberties I’d taken to make them fit his-
torically. All I had to focus on was drama
and tension and Nathan became the keeper
of the history.” 

After finishing the script, McQuarrie
put it in a drawer because he didn’t want
to try to force it into unwilling hands, in-
stead preferring to wait for someone who
was interested in the story. “Then my
odds go from a million to one to 50-50,”
McQuarrie says. “If Brad Pitt suddenly
turns around and decides he wants to
make a movie about John Wilkes Booth
(one of McQuarrie’s other specs), I’ve got
odds, and I’d give the script to him.”
Valkyrie’s essential element turned out to
be director Bryan Singer, who McQuarrie
not only grew up with but also made his
first three films with (Lions Den, Public Ac-
cess and The Usual Suspects).

In 2006, the pair had just finished
working on Logan’s Run for Warner Bros.,
but the project fell apart. Afterward Singer
asked McQuarrie what he’d been working
on and McQuarrie sent over a few scripts
that included Valkyrie before heading off
to Spain. After returning from Spain Mc-
Quarrie learned Singer was interested in
Valkyrie, but as they planned their next
step they agreed to keep it under wraps.
Soon McQuarrie was in L.A. wrapping up
loose ends and met with Paula Wagner
and Don Granger who had just kick-
started United Artists. After having a great
meeting, McQuarrie met with studio head
and actor Tom Cruise. That meeting went
so well that McQuarrie decided to men-
tion the Valkyrie project and a meeting was
set up where Singer was invited into the
mix and they all discussed the project
(then an under-$20-million piece with a
small cast) and by the six-hour meeting’s
conclusion, Cruise wound up chatting
about starring as von Stauffenberg himself.
Suddenly McQuarrie had all of his ele-
ments within one room: an A-list director
interested in making his script along with
an A-list actor and a studio. 

McQuarrie became a producer on the
project, which allowed him to remain in-
volved during the shoot and the long post-
production process in L.A., which in turn
motivated him to move his family back to
California. Valkyrie was a rigorous under-
taking for McQuarrie and Alexander. They
were on set during the shoot and would re-
read the script in a room with Cruise every
weekend, taking note of how previously
shot scenes influenced upcoming scenes
and rewriting when necessary.

The film’s most interesting rewrite oc-
curred because they decided not to shoot
the film’s opening sequence until after the
entire film had been edited. While some
have speculated this sequence was delayed
due to budgetary restraints, McQuarrie in-
sists that wasn’t the case and instead ex-
plained how once the entire film could be
cut together, the perfect opening could be
rewritten to better posit von Stauffenberg
as a loyalist to Germany who believably
conspires to assassinate Hitler. This led to
a brief rewrite of the film’s opening, which
was shot in four-and-a-half days, and ulti-
mately moved the narrative away from a
previous failed assassination attempt to in-
stead focus on von Stauffenberg — a move
McQuarrie admits he’s grateful for. “Bryan
didn’t want a grand speech,” McQuarrie
says. “Tom didn’t want a lame-ass History
Channel preamble — so since we couldn’t
have all that stuff you still needed to stir
people’s collective understanding as to
what the war was and [we] weren’t al-
lowed to do it in a conventional way. We
went for something subtler, more elegant
and eerie.”

Their collaborations behind them,
Alexander now lives in New York and
keeps in touch with McQuarrie who enjoys
being back in L.A. and fully admits to the
disadvantage writers outside of Hollywood
face. “Living in Seattle kept me sane — but
out of sight, out of mind,” McQuarrie says.
“I would come [to L.A.] all the time, but
you can’t determine when you’re going to
have that chance encounter. The business
is entirely social. I never did so well selling
myself until I stopped selling myself and
just made myself available.” Plenty of
screenwriters have steady careers outside of
L.A., yet McQuarrie having now come full
circle offers writers still trying to decide
where to live this simple advice: “Get your
ass to L.A.”

Valkyrie in theaters now
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BACK WHEN ERIC SINGER was just an-
other aspiring screenwriter, he found him-
self working the graveyard shift as a janitor
— an occupation that might have led many
writers to reconsider their dreams. Singer,
however, believes his time as a janitor pro-
vided him with the opportunity to focus on
his craft. It was during these days of finan-
cial instability and pressure from his then
girlfriend to get a “normal job” that Singer
realized there simply was no other path for
him. “All of my jobs were [crap] jobs,”
Singer says, “but I didn’t care. This is all I’ve
ever wanted to do.”

Eventually Singer got his WGA card and
worked as the head writer for MTV’s Aeon
Flux and had various other projects in the
works. When faced with the possibility of
an impending writers’ strike in 2001, Singer
was left scrambling for a paying gig, and
unfortunately the job he found left him cre-
atively unfulfilled and frustrated. To make
matters worse, Singer’s father and sister
were diagnosed with cancer, an experience
that altered his perspective and renewed his
confidence in his own work. “When that
happens, your threshold for bullshit drops
down to zero,” Singer says. “I thought if I’m
breaking away from my family at this point
to work, do I really want to be working on
something that I’m not excited about or

that I really don’t feel any connection to?
The answer was no.”

This same fearlessness and determina-
tion that led Singer through those trying
times can also be credited for inspiring The
International, Singer’s first produced original
screenplay. The International follows Inter-
pol Agent Louis Salinger (Clive Owen)
around the globe in his noble effort to ex-
pose the crimes of one of the world’s most
powerful and influential banking institu-
tions. Singer doesn’t rely on traditional ac-
tion-film clichés to keep the audience
engaged, but instead uses more contempo-
rary horrors: the fear that there is someone
or something behind the curtain pulling
the strings of the world’s leaders to benefit
a privileged few.

The film originated with Singer’s fasci-
nation with the 1980s BCCI banking scan-
dal and the stories surrounding this
financial institution of choice for most of
the world’s dictators and drug lords. Orig-
inally Singer had intended for The Inter-
national to be a period piece set in the
1980s. “I wanted it to be this really groovy
’80s paranoid thriller,” he says. But when
director Tom Tykwer (Run Lola Run)
signed on, he was adamant about con-
temporizing the story so audiences could
better relate to it. Singer hesitated over the

change, but over time he felt inspired by
the challenge to find the present-day
equivalent of the BCCI.

Singer found that institutions like the
BCCI had evolved into the kinds of organ-
izations that sometimes fund the terrorism.
“The more that I began to track the idea of
debt and how it’s really debt that makes the
world go around, it really fascinated me,”
he says. “These banks see the disenfran-
chised of the world today as their franchises
of tomorrow.” As a writer, Singer was put
into the uncomfortable position of exam-
ining the ugly realities of the world’s most
powerful political and financial institutions.
The task is perhaps even more daunting
considering that the real-life counterparts
to the film’s antagonists might see Singer’s
film. “Many of those who were connected
to the (BCCI) scandal in the United States
are in power today at the highest level,”
Singer says. “People were nervous about it.”

Fortunately for Singer, he found a cre-
ative counterpart in Tykwer and producers
Charles Roven, Richard Suckle and Lloyd
Phillips. “It was the most amazing collabo-
rative experience I’ve ever had in terms of
the producers, the director and the writer
all being completely on the same page in
terms of the collective vision of what the
film should be,” Singer says. He also en-
joyed being on the set as much as possible,
but after dodging one strike before, it was
the 2007-2008 writers’ strike that forced
Singer to leave the set. While the crew was
abroad, Singer remained in Los Angeles and
joined his fellow writers to picket the stu-
dios. Although he took time off from the
project, Singer still credits Tykwer and the
film’s producers for remaining true to his
story and injecting their own unique brand
of storytelling in his absence. 

Singer is happy with the finished film
and feels much of his writing success mir-
rors how he handles something as com-
mon as writer’s block. Singer’s philosophy
to overcoming this hurdle is the same that
guided him from working the graveyard
shift as a janitor to a successful screen-
writer refusing to surrender his artistic vi-
sion. “It’s like you’re climbing a sheer face
cliff,” Singer says. “If you look down
you’ll freak out because you’ll see how far
you have to fall. If you look up you’ll freak
out about how high you have to climb.
What I try to do is look straight ahead and
keep on climbing.”

The International
Screenplay by Eric Singer

PLAYINGNOW BY MATT GODSEY The International in theaters Feb. 13
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WRITER-DIRECTOR David Goyer (Batman
Begins) doesn’t see himself writing super-
hero stories forever. “I suspect by the
time I get to be 50 they won’t want me
to do comic-book stuff anymore,” he
says with a laugh. “I love comic books.
I still read them all the time, but I just
don’t want to only do comic-book-
related stuff.” It was this desire to give
himself a bit of career longevity that
first led Goyer to do The Invisible, an off-
beat ghost story he hoped would soften
his long-held reputation as one of Hol-
lywood’s edgy filmmakers. Much to his
surprise, after doing that film Goyer was
then passed over for the horror film The
Ruins because the studio felt he wasn’t
edgy enough. “Hollywood’s always
[about] whatever you most recently
did,” the screenwriter says, “so I said,
fine, I’ll do my own horror movie.”

Goyer left Los Angeles, isolated him-
self in a hotel room for a few weeks, and
began to write down every scary image
he could think of. Dogs wearing human
masks. Flickering old films. And twins.
“Twins creep me out,” he says. “I don’t
know why.” His early research revealed
a somewhat common situation where
one twin would die in utero while the

other survived and came to term —
sharing the womb with its dead sibling.
The writer found himself hooked on the
notion of being haunted by someone
who had never been born. “I thought
that just sounds like a really scary idea
for a movie.” 

More twin research led the screen-
writer to the Auschwitz experiments
conducted by Josef Mengele, the notori-
ous Nazi doctor. This in turn sent him
investigating Jewish folklore and the leg-
end of the dybbuk, an evil, disembodied
soul that wanders the world searching
for a new body. “I was also interested in
possession stories,” Goyer says. He liked
The Exorcism of Emily Rose but wondered
if it would be possible to do a new spin
on the standard idea of demonic posses-
sion. “It’s funny, because in the Jewish
faith they dealt with exorcisms a lot.
They were doing exorcisms 4000 years
ago, so it’s a rite that predates the
Catholic church, that predates all of that
stuff. I thought that was kind of inter-
esting, to get into that world.”

In The Unborn, Casey (Odette Yust-
man) is being haunted by a little boy
with eerily blue eyes and one mitten. He
appears in her dreams, in old photos of

her dead mother, and sometimes inside
the medicine cabinet in her bathroom.
Her own eyes are even slowly changing
color to match the boy’s. As Casey tries
to find out why this is happening to her,
she discovers more and more things her
mother had hidden from her — possibly
for her own protection. Now as the
ghastly creature looms closer and grows
more powerful, her boyfriend (Cam Gi-
gandet), her best friend (Meagan Good)
and a doubtful rabbi (Gary Oldman)
have to help save Casey from an evil that
stretches back almost 70 years along her
family line. 

The screenplay doesn’t fit into a lot of
recent horror molds, a fact Goyer is
proud of. “I think there are some things
in this film that are completely, wholly
original,” he says. “It’s not a slasher film.
This has a different pace, more of a slow
burn to begin with.” His own personal
theory on horror is that for a story to be
honestly scary, it needs to start with a
slower pace. “You have to get more in-
vested in the characters and you have to
build that sense of dread before you let it
go crazy. I think you can shock people
and pummel them, but I was interested
in building a sense of dread.”

Numerous times in the director’s
chair have also given Goyer a more
rounded view of screenwriting. “There
are ways that writers cheat,” he says,
“and I’ve done this — where you don’t
really want to figure it out.” As he ex-
plains, it’s not uncommon for writers to
put down colorful descriptions for
scenes that appeal to executives, but ul-
timately leave directors shaking their
heads as they try to determine how
something actually needs to be shot. “I
remember at one point writing some-
thing like ‘He looks like a living night-
mare,’ and Guillermo [del Toro] said,
‘This is bullshit. What does that mean?’”
While such embellishments and easy-
outs might work in a spec script, a shoot-
ing script needs to have a solid, visual
logic that will translate to the screen.
More than once while The Unborn was in
pre-production, director Goyer found
himself cursing writer Goyer for his lack
of detail. “I realized I hadn’t worked it
out in my head,” he says with a smile.
“So I do try to pay a lot more attention
to that now.”

The Unborn  
Written and directed by David Goyer

PLAYINGNOW BY PETER CLINES The Unborn in theaters Jan. 9
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y PRIZEEYES on the

Scriptapalooza 
Now in its 11th year. Open to all gen-

res. Feature-length scripts only.
Awards: $10,000 first prize; software

and industry exposure for the top
100 screenplays.

The Odds: Last year Scriptapalooza
received about 4000 entries.

Opens: December 2008
Deadline: January 5 (early), March 5,

April 15 (late).
Entry Fee: $40 (early), $45, $50 (late)
Notification: August 15
Notes and Feedback: None

Applications:
www.scriptapalooza.com

PAGE International 
Screenwriting Awards
Open to all writers 18 years of age and

older who have not previously
earned more than $25,000 writing
for film and/or television, with 10
different genre categories.

Awards: One $25,000 grand prize.
Three awards in each of 10 cate-
gories.

The Odds: Last year PAGE received al-
most 4000 entries

Opens: December 2008
Deadlines: January 15 (early), March

1, April 1 (late)
Entry Fee: $39 (early), $49, $59 (late)
Notification: October 1
Notes and Feedback: For an addi-

tional fee
Applications: www.internation-

alscreenwritingawards.com

Slamdance Teleplay Competition
A more recent addition to the Slam-

dance family, the contest is only for

original teleplays and pilots.
Awards: One grand-prize winner gets

$3000 cash plus assorted gifts.
Three finalists get $500 each plus
assorted gifts.

The Odds: In 2008 the Slamdance
Teleplay Competition received al-
most 500 entries.

Opens: January 28
Deadline: Not available at press time
Entry Fee: Not available at press time
Notification: Not available at press

time
Notes and Feedback: For an addi-

tional fee
Applications:

www.slamdance.com/teleplay.html

Movie Script Contest: 
The Golden Brad Awards
With a generic name deliberately cho-

sen to get high results on search
engines, the Movie Script Contest
has slipped onto the screenplay cir-
cuit’s radar, offering prizes and tro-
phies in three different categories
(drama, comedy and

A select list of competitions,
fellowships and events 
through this summer

The new year brings with it a new round
of screenplay contests — and the resurgence
of hopes and dreams among countless aspir-
ing writers. 

Before you fill out that next entry form,
however, take a moment and make sure you
know what you expect to get from the com-
petition you’re entering. There are different
reasons to enter a screenwriting contest, each
speaking to a different strategy for success.
Knowing what you want to get out of a con-
test will help you refine your search and nar-
row your odds — not to mention save you
some money in entry fees.

Reason 1: Exposure
Most budding writers enter contests with

the hopes their careers will take off when a
winning script garners attention from agents,
managers or producers. Writers with this pri-
mary goal should target higher-end contests
that are well-known in Hollywood. If you’ve
never heard of a given competition, odds are
the average manager or agent hasn’t either
(though this does not make the contest any
less legitimate). Scriptapalooza heavily pro-
motes the top 100 scripts in its competitions.
The Nicholl Fellowship has launched the ca-
reers of numerous screenwriters, including
Ehren Kruger, Susannah Grant, and Bragi
Schut. James V. Simpson got a career start after
becoming a Nicholl finalist in 2006, even
though he didn’t win the fellowship.

Reason 2: Win cash prizes
Some contests offer prizes in the tens of

thousands of dollars. However, the best odds
don’t always correspond to the biggest pay-
outs. Writers looking to win cash should con-
sider smaller contests with better odds over
larger contests that may have more sizable
awards, but also greater competition. Before
becoming a Nicholl fellow, screenwriter Colleen
De Maio lived solely off contest winnings for al-
most four years by choosing smaller contests
that gave her better odds of a cash return.

Reason 3: Feedback
Several contests give judges’ notes or in-

depth critiques of entered scripts. Some do this
for free, others on request or for a small fee,
but either way is usually cheaper than what
most script consultants or coverage services
would charge. The most important part of re-
ceiving notes is to be open to them, even if
they aren’t what you want to hear.

SCREENPLAY  BY PETER CLINES

The following contests are
listed in order of their earliest
deadline, or by the date they
open for submissions if
deadlines were not available at
press time. Note that not every
contest has multiple deadlines,
and always check contest
websites for updates and last-
minute changes.

In the decade since its inception this contest
has grown by leaps and bounds and now regu-
larly receives thousands of entries each year. The
feature film Left in Darkness got its start at the
contest, as did numerous films in production.
Dozens of finalists have found representation.

Administrative Director Jennifer Berg has
been with PAGE since the contest was born and
explains that it tries to be as supportive as pos-
sible of contestants. “It’s really important to us
that the readers are people who have a lot of
experience reading screenplays and know what
the industry is looking for,” she says. “They are
all required to have at least three years of expe-
rience in the business, here in Los Angeles, read-
ing for legitimate production companies,
agencies and management firms. I think judg-
ing a script is always going to be a subjective
thing. Everyone has an opinion. Bottom line, we
want to make sure the scripts that rise through
our competition are quality material that at least
somebody in Hollywood is really excited
about.” Because of the increasing number of
entries, PAGE will be adding a second round of
preliminary readers this year, to ensure every
script gets enough of a read. These two rounds
pare the entries down to the top 10 percent.

The readers then determine the top 25 scripts in
each category. “For the final three rounds,”
Berg says, “they go through various people who
are looking for sci-fi, looking for an indie drama,
looking for whatever it is they’re looking for. We
have 10 categories plus one grand prize, so we
give a total of 31 prizes. Gold, silver and bronze
prizes in each of our 10 categories, plus the
grand prize.”

Insider’s Tip:
While PAGE doesn’t disqualify for incorrect

format, Berg points out that contest judges
often can’t help gut reactions. “It immediately
goes through their mind, ‘It’s not a professional
writer, it’s not going to be a strong script.’” The
judges do read every script, however, and Berg
admits that several strong scripts advanced far
into the competition despite poor formatting.
“Ultimately, the writing always triumphs, but
why put yourself at a disadvantage by not for-
matting your script correctly?” She strongly ad-
vises having someone else proofread a script to
check for spelling and grammar mistakes that
can be additional distractions. “Make that great
first impression on the judges. That’s only going
to help you.”

S P O T L I G H T

PAGE International Screenwriting Awards
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thriller/horror/sci-fi). The contest is
open to all writers.

Awards: One $1000 first prize in each
genre; second and third prizes

The Odds: Last year the Movie Script
Contest received more than 300 en-
tries.

Opens: December 2008
Deadline: January 29 (early), February

30, April 30, May 30, July 31 (final)
Entry Fee: $35 (early), $40, $45, $50,

$60 (final)
Notification: September
Notes and Feedback: For an additional

fee 
Applications:

www.moviescriptcontest.com

Script P.I.M.P. Screenwriting
Competition
Coming up on its sixth year, the Script

P.I.M.P. (Pipeline Into Motion Pictures)
continues to aggressively promote its
winners. The contest is open to all fea-
ture and television screenplay writers.

Awards: Four grand-prize winners re-
ceive $3000 cash each, plus exposure
and presentation at awards ceremony
July 26 in Los Angeles.

The Odds: Last year Script Pimp re-
ceived almost 2000 entries.

Opens: November 2008
Deadline: February 1 (early), May 1, May

7 (late), May 15 (Withoutabox ex-
tended)

Entry Fees: $45 (early), $50, $55 (late),
$55 (Withoutabox)

Notification: Mid-July
Notes and Feedback: Yes
Applications: www.scriptpimp.com

BlueCat Screenplay Competition
Named after founder Gordon Hoffman’s

cat, the BlueCat Screenplay Compe-
tition is probably the biggest little
contest out there, now heading into
its 11th year. Open to any writer who
has not had script consulting or
classes with Hoffman. Electronic
submissions only.

Awards: One grand-prize winner re-
ceives $10,000. Four finalists receive
$1500 each.

The Odds: Last year BlueCat received al-
most 2800 entries.

Opens: October 2008
Deadline: March 2 or April 1 (late)
Entry Fee: $50 or $60 (late)
Notification: Quarter finalists are an-

nounced June 15, semi-finalists on
July 15. Five finalists will be an-
nounced July 23. The winner is an-
nounced August 1.

Notes and Feedback:Yes

Applications:
www.bluecatscreenplay.com

UCLA Extension 
Screenwriting Competition
Started in 2005, the UCLA Competition

seeks to provide a unique opportunity
for members of its writing program.
Open to all students who have com-
pleted at least three courses in the
UCLA Extension Writers Program
within the past two years. 

Awards: One $1000 first prize; $500
second prize; $250 third prize, plus in-
dustry exposure and script consulta-
tion.

The Odds: In previous years, the UCLA
competition has received between 50-
150 entries.

Opens: November 2008
Deadline: March 26 at 4 p.m. PST
Entry Fee: $45
Notification: June
Notes and Feedback: No
Applications:

www.uclaextension.edu/writers

Slamdance Film Festival
One of the first “rebel” film festivals,

Slamdance is now heading into its
15th year.

Awards: One grand-prize winner gets
$7000 cash plus assorted gifts. Nine
finalists get assorted gifts.

The Odds: In 2008, Slamdance received
about 2000 entries.

Opens: March 
Deadline: Not available at press time
Entry Fee: $40
Notification: Not available at press time
Notes and Feedback: For an additional

fee
Applications: www.slamdance.com

Scriptapalooza Television 
Writer’s Competition
Now in its 10th year, the contest is open

to aspiring television writers. Scripts
are accepted in four categories: exist-
ing hour-long shows, existing half-hour
shows, original pilots and reality
shows.

Awards: $500 first prize, $200 second
prize, $100 third prize, plus industry
exposure.

The Odds: In 2008, the Television Writer’s
Competition got almost 800 entries.

Opens: January 2
Deadline: April 30
Entry Fee: $40
Notification: August 30
Notes and Feedback: None
Applications: www.scriptapalooza.com

Don and Gee Nicholl Fellowships 
Considered by most to be the brass ring

of screenwriting contests, and rightly

so. Open to writers who have earned
less than $5000 writing for film or tel-
evision. 

Awards: Up to five $30,000 one-year fel-
lowships 

The Odds: In 2008 the Nicholl received
5224 entries.

Entry Fee: $30
Opens: January 1
Deadline: May 1
Notification: Late August, semi-finalists.

Early October, finalists. Late October,
winners

Notes and Feedback: None
Applications: www.oscars.org/nicholl

Austin Film Festival Screenplay 
and Teleplay Competitions
Open to writers who do not earn a living

writing for film or television.
Awards: A $5000 prize for adult/family

and comedy categories. A $2500 prize
in sci-fi category. Teleplays win $1000
each in drama and sitcom categories.
Winners are also reimbursed for
roundtrip airfare and hotel at Austin
Film Festival.

The Odds: Last year the Austin Film Fes-
tival received almost 4100 entries.

Opens: March
Deadline: May 15, June 1 (late screen-

play and teleplay deadline)
Entry Fee: $30, $50 (late), $30 (teleplay)
Notification: October 22
Notes and Feedback: Free to second-

round scripts
Applications:

www.austinfilmfestival.com

Writers on the Storm
Annual contest sponsored by screenplay

consulting service Coverage, Ink.,
headed by Creative Screenwriting
columnist Jim Cirile, who also coordi-
nates the CS Open Live Screenwriting
contest at CS Expo.

Awards: A $10,000 cash grand prize.
Other prizes include thousands of dol-
lars worth of products and services.

The Odds: Writers on the Storm received
about 1400 entries last year.

Opens: April 15
Deadline: July 15
Entry Fee: $50 
Notification: October/November
Notes and Feedback: Yes
Applications: www.writerstorm.com

Disney/ABC Film and Television 
Writing Fellowship Program
Created to seek out and employ culturally

and ethnically diverse new talent, the
fellowship is open to all screenwriters.
Fellowship winners are moved to Los
Angeles where they take place in a
year-long series of workshops and

mentorships with screenwriters and
creative executives from the wide
range of Disney/ABC shows and net-
works, including hands-on work in
writers’ rooms.

Awards: Up to 15 $50,000 fellowships
are awarded each year.

The Odds: Declined to comment
Opens: Late May
Deadline: Late July
Entry Fee: Free
Notification: December
Notes and Feedback: No
Applications: www.abctalentdevelop-

ment.com/programs_writers.htm

Warner Bros. Television Writers
Workshop/ Drama & Comedy
The premiere writing program sponsored

by Warner Bros. TV for new writers.
Applicants submit spec scripts for ex-
isting TV shows. Workshop includes
lectures by executives and exposure
to writing room environments and
deadlines, with the goal of staffing
graduates on Warner Bros. shows.
(Last year seven writers were placed.)

Awards: Ten writers participate in
weekly October workshops on the
Warner Bros. studio lot in Los Angeles

The Odds: In 2008 the Warner Bros.
Workshop received almost 1000 en-
tries

Opens: May 1
Deadline: Late July 
Entry Fee: Free
Notification: Early October
Notes and Feedback: The top 5 percent

are invited to a feedback lecture held
on the Warner Bros. studio lot in Los
Angeles

Applications: www2.warnerbros.com/
writersworkshop

American Zoetrope 
The seventh annual contest sponsored by

the production company founded by
Francis Ford Coppola. The contest is
open to all screenwriters who have
earned less than $5000. Electronic
submissions only.

Awards: A $5000 top prize. The top 10
screenplays are submitted to major
production companies and agencies
for consideration.

The Odds: In 2008 American Zoetrope
received about 2500 entries.

Opens: May
Deadline: August 3 or September 8 (late)
Entry Fee: $35 or $50 (late)
Notification: Not available at press time
Notes and Feedback: None
Applications: www.zoetrope.com/

contests
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WORDSLast
The outcome of his "social experiment" confounds
the Joker's expectations in The Dark Knight, 
by Jonathan Nolan and Christopher Nolan.

INT. PENTHOUSE, PREWITT BUILDING -- NIGHT

Batman WRESTLES with the Rotweilers- a blinding mass of
Batman, black fur, and bared teeth-

The Joker POPS a switchblade. Moves in to the mass- Batman
KICKS OFF the last of the dogs- the Joker JABS his knife
into Batman's RIBS-

THE JOKER
All the old familiar places.

Batman recoils in pain.  The Joker BUTTS him- KNEES him- 
ENERGY explodes from his lean frame- he KICKS the injured
Batman back towards the glass...

INT. PASSENGER LOUNGE, COMMUTER FERRY -- NIGHT

The Pilot [Passenger Ferry] looks at the remote in his hands.

PILOT [PASSENGER FERRY]
I voted for it. Same as most of you. 
Doesn't seem right that we should
all die...

Someone calls out from the back.

PASSENGER 3
So do it!

PILOT [PASSENGER FERRY]
I didn't say I'd do it. Don't forget.
We're still here. Which means they
haven't killed us, yet, either.

He sets the remote down on a bench in the front of the lounge.
The other passengers and guardsmen stare at it...

INT. PASSENGER LOUNGE, PRISONER FERRY -- NIGHT

A HUGE, TATTOOED PRISONER pushes his way to the front. He
walks towards the Warden, who is sweating, looking at the
remote.

TATTOOED PRISONER
You don't wanna die. But you don't
know how to take a life. Give it to
me.

The Warden looks at the remote. At the clock.

TATTOOED PRISONER (CONT'D)
These men will kill you and take it,
anyway. Give it to me, you can tell
people I took it by force... give it
to me and I'll do what you should
have done ten minutes ago.

˘
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INT. PASSENGER LOUNGE, COMMUTER FERRY -- NIGHT

Everyone stares at the remote. One minute left. The
Businessman stands. Walks over and picks it up.

BUSINESSMAN
No one wants to get their hands dirty.
Fine. I'll do it. Those men on that
boat made their choices.  They chose
to murder and steal.  It makes no
sense for us to die, too.

He looks at the other passengers. No one makes eye contact.

INT. PASSENGER LOUNGE, PRISONER FERRY -- NIGHT

The Warden slowly hands him the REMOTE. The Prisoner looks
at it. He looks the Warden in the eye...

Then TOSSES the remote out the window.

Warden, prisoners and officers are stunned.

EXT. PENTHOUSE, PREWITT BUILDING -- NIGHT

Batman FLIES backwards THROUGH THE WINDOW- glass flying- the
Joker KICKS out a wooden brace holding up the STEEL FRAME-
Batman's arms fly up as it comes crashing down onto his neck-
saved by his protective gauntlets. Batman GRUNTS as the Joker
STEPS onto the steel beam...

THE JOKER
If we don't stop fighting, we're
going to miss the fireworks.

BATMAN
There won't be any fireworks.

Batman STRUGGLES to keep the beam from CRUSHING his neck...

INT. PASSENGER LOUNGE, COMMUTER FERRY -- NIGHT

The Businessman stares at the remote in his hands. Finally,
he puts it down. Sits down. Waits to die.

The clock strikes MIDNIGHT.

EXT. PENTHOUSE, PREWITT BUILDING -- NIGHT

Batman indicates the clock... twelve o'clock.

BATMAN
What were you hoping to prove? That
deep down, we're all as ugly as you?

The Joker looks at the clock...
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INT. BOTH FERRIES -- CONTINUOUS

The Passengers brace. Look at the clock. Confused...

INT. PREWITT BUILDING -- CONTINUOUS

The smile disappears from the Joker's face.

BATMAN
You're alone.

The Joker CROUCHES down, hovering above Batman's face and
arms. Shows him the remote.

THE JOKER
Can't rely on anyone these days.

The Joker ARMS the remote...

THE JOKER (CONT'D)
Have to do everything yourself. I
always have- and it's not always
easy...

(smiles, remembering)
You know how I got these scars?

Batman looks up at him.

BATMAN
No.  But I know how you get these-

Batman's SCALLOP BLADES FIRE OUT OF HIS GAUNTLET, nailing
the Joker in the chest and arm- he STAGGERS back- Batman,
freed, leaps forward- KICKS HIM OVER THE EDGE - GRABS the
remote-

The Joker GIGGLES as he FALLS, enjoying the ride. Something
SLAMS into his leg, and he JERKS to a stop- BATMAN'S GRAPPLE. 
The Joker HOLLERS in pain as Batman HAULS him up.

THE JOKER
Just couldn't let me go, could you? 
I guess this is what happens when an
unstoppable force meets an immovable
object.  You truly are incorruptible,
aren't you?

Batman secures the Joker UPSIDE DOWN. The Joker is LAUGHING.

THE JOKER (CONT'D)
You won't kill me out of some
misplaced sense of self-
righteousness... and I won't kill
you because you're too much fun.
We're going to do this forever.

BATMAN
You'll be in a padded cell, forever.131

THE JOKER
Maybe we can share it. They'll need
to double up, the rate this city's
inhabitants are losing their minds...

BATMAN
This city just showed you it's full
of people ready to believe in good.

The Joker looks up at him. A twinkle in his eye.

THE JOKER
Till their spirit breaks completely. 
Until they find out what I did with
the best of them.  Until they get a
good look at the real Harvey Dent,
and all the heroic things he's done. 

(indicates ferry)
Then those criminals will be straight
back onto the streets and Gotham
will understand the true nature of
heroism.

(off look)
You didn't think I'd risk losing the
battle for the soul of Gotham in a
fist fight with you? You've got to
have an ace in the hole. Mine's
Harvey.

Batman hauls the Joker up, nose to nose.

BATMAN
What did you do?

THE JOKER
I took Gotham's white knight. And I
brought him down to my level. It
wasn't hard- madness is like gravity. 
All it takes is a little push.

Joker laughs. Batman leaves him to the SWATS.

BATMAN
Lucius. Find Harvey Dent.
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in a screenplay 
of 140 pages
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