




















Know Your Show

keeping her cat, Kitty, hidden. In “Problem
Child,” the squad investigates the disap-
pearance of an adopted 12-year-old boy,
while at home Brenda and Fritz decide
that children won’t be a part of their fu-
ture. Setting a date for the wedding be-
comes an issue that’s made worse during a
visit from her mother and father. The first
10 fourth-season episodes ended in Sep-
tember with the squad involved in a bomb
explosion at a local mall.

CHEAT SHEET

Each season, the show has a theme that
informs each episode, including what the
crime and its solution will be. In season 1,
it was being a woman in a man’s world; in
season 2, the focus was on partners. The
third season through-line was families
(seasons 1-3 are available on DVD). Sea-
son 4 has explored power — having it, not
having it and how it changes a person. For
season 5, Duff says the show is consider-
ing themes of love or change.

“We have complications, but we don’t
really do B stories. Each episode is one
story that relates to the theme,” Duff
says. “We stay mainly in the professional
world, solving the case and eliciting the
confession, but even when we move into
more personal storylines they also relate
to theme.”

In the eighth episode of season 4,
“Split Ends,” a woman is subjected to a
bully and then beaten to death, while at
the same time Brenda’s parents visit, and
her father pushes her to announce a wed-
ding date. “It’s about the importance of
standing up for yourself and what hap-
pens when you try to stand up for other
people more than for yourself, which
Brenda does in her job,” Duff says. The
episode ends with Brenda telling her fa-
ther “to back off, that it’s her decision,”
only to have Fritz follow with an ultima-
tum about setting the date.

RULES

Most scripts run 48 pages and have five
acts. A sample script we dissected broke
down as follows:

Act 1 - 9 scenes
Act 2 - 12-15 scenes
Act 3 - 6 scenes

Act 4 - 15 scenes (some are
only a couple of lines)

Act 5 - 2 scenes

“Since we don’t go back in time, we
don’t do episodes on cold cases. We've also
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used only four true cases for stories. While
other shows promote cases ripped from
the headlines, ours are ripped from the
heart,” Duff says.

“We try to find organic links between
everything. We work hard to go from
point A to point B without being a slave to
plot. The key to understanding writing,
and art in general, is [to realize] that logic
is the master of science, but a servant to
art. It’s learning where technique ends and
how to write a story that enthralls — and
is not recycled from Murder, She Wrote,”
Duff says.

In many crime shows, Duff says,
there’s a tendency to draw the criminals
as villains: “We use what we call ‘respect
for the devil’ to draw them as human be-
ings. We don’t make excuses for them,
but we do give them a chance to ration-
alize their crimes.”

Duff is very proud P
that police officers have
been complimentary |
about the way Chief
Johnson handles her in-
terrogations.

“A lot of people
think the police have to
tell you the truth during
an interrogation, but
they don’t. Brenda lies,
and the suspect lies,
until someone tells the
truth. It's a cat-and-
mouse game, and it
should be written that
way, without histrionics,
and in a way that sur-
prises,” he says.

TONE

“We strive for hon-
esty, authenticity and
to paint police officers
as they really are. Some-
times the cases are dark,
but there’s usually
humor, too, as cops
deal with death on a
daily basis and all while they’re eating,
calling their spouses or their children and
just dealing with life,” Duff says.

OPPORTUNITY

Here’s a chance to write a procedural
drama with a complex female lead who
makes mistakes, even while she’s about
right and wrong. Exploring Chief Johnson'’s
personal life can make for a character-dri-
ven spec that really shines.

DAMAGES

Intrigued by corporate scandals like the
ones involving Enron and Martha Stewart,
the creators of Damages — brothers Todd A.
(The Sopranos) and Glenn Kessler (Robbery
Homicide Division) and Daniel Zelman (Fool’s
Gold) — decided to create a legal show where
the drama comes from the behind-the-
scenes maneuvering and deal-making in-
volved in high-profile litigation cases that
tap into the zeitgeist in the culture.

“There are so many great movies and tel-
evision shows that deal with the courtroom
action and the great opening and closing ar-
guments, but that’s not what we're inter-
ested in,” Todd says. “We wanted to explore
power and ambition in a mentor/mentee re-
lationship between two women Patty
Hewes (Glenn Close) and her protégé Ellen

Patty Hewes (Glenn Close, The
Shield): A high-powered, ruthless,
manipulative litigator, she’s head
of her own New York law firm.
Happily married to her second
husband Phil Grey (Michael Nouri),

she has a rocky relationship with
her teenage son.



Parsons (Rose Byrne) — and the effects it has
on their personal lives.”

Damages premiered on FX in July 2007
and quickly became a critical success, be-
coming, along with AMC’s Mad Men, the
second basic cable series to be Emmy-nomi-
nated as outstanding drama series, and it
won several Emmys, including one for

While the writer’s strike delayed produc-
tion, anticipation is high for the second sea-
son, which begins on January 7 with several
new high-profile cast additions.

PREMISE

From the minute we see Ellen Parsons
(Byrne) covered in blood running out of a

Glenn Close and another for casting.

Ellen Parsons, (Rose Byrne,
28 Weeks Laten): She
started as a somewhat
naive and idealistic attor-
ney but is very different by
the end of season one.
Broken but stronger, she’s
out for revenge against
Frobisher for the death of
her fiancé and is an FBI
informant to help bring
Patty and the firm down.

Tom Shayes (Tate Donovan,
Good Night, and Good
Luck): Once underappreci-
ated by Hewes, he’s now

a partner in Hewes &
Associates but he’s still
the No. 2 man trying to
“get out from underneath
Patty’s shadow.” A survivor
who admires Hewes,

he’s subservient and chal-
lenged on whether to bend
the rules to get ahead.

New York apartment building — then jump

[

%)

six months earlier to a scene where she’s in-
terviewing for a job — it’s obvious this will
not be a procedural or a traditional legal
drama. The show follows the action leading
up to this moment, but the main focus is on
Patty Hewes (Close) and her team as they
take down corrupt CEO Arthur Frobisher
(Danson) who cheated 5000 employees out
of their 401(k) retirement plans.

This show is built on an intricate web of
storylines that are told through jumps for-
ward and backward in time. Says Todd, “Es-
sentially there were two time frames: the
investigation and the main story, which be-
gins six months earlier where Ellen gets the
job. And as the season progressed over 11
episodes, the time gap of that six months
narrows, and by the eleventh episode, the
main story has caught up to the investiga-
tion. The two time frames become one for
the last two episodes.”

During each episode, the case further un-
raveled. Secrets and lies were revealed, and
the creators examine the lives of all the par-
ticipants in this high-stakes class-action law-
suit and offer a human portrait of the
lawyers — and even of Frobisher.

“Even former Enron CEO Ken Lay still had

CHARACTER GUIDE

Arthur Frobisher (Ted Dan-
son, Cheers): The arrogant
and often clueless billion-
aire CEO lost his fortune in
last season’s legal battle
with Patty Hewes and also
narrowly escaped a near-
fatal gunshot. Now he’s
out to start over and clean
up his image, but he may
find it difficult to escape
his past.

Katie Connor (Anastasia
Griffith, guest-starring
roles on The Cleaner, Law
& Order SVU): A young
chef/restaurateur, she’s
Parson’s friend.

NEW CAST

(photos not available)

Daniel Purcell (William Hurt, The Big Chill): A
scientist and a man from Hewes’ mysterious
past seeks out her legal help in what begins
as a domestic murder case but escalates
into a complex government conspiracy.

Wes Krulik (Timothy Olyphant, Deadwood): A
loner who meets Ellen Parsons in a grief
counseling group. While the two become inti-
mate, he’s definitely not to be trusted and
not who he seems.

Claire Maddox (Marcia Gay Harden, Pollock):
In-house counsel and chief adviser to Walter
Kendrick (John Doman, The Wire), CEO of Ul-
tima National Resources. She becomes a
worthy adversary for Hewes.

January/February 2009 creativescreenwriting \ 47




Know Your Show

friends, a wife and children. We wanted to get
Frobisher out of the boardroom and show his
private life,” Glenn says.

The fallout of season one will continue in
season two. A new case will be introduced, but
“the core of the show remains the power dy-
namic between the two female attorneys, one
that by the end of season one has changed
dramatically,” Glenn says.

PRIMARY LOCATIONS

The show is set and shot in New York, gen-
erally three days on stage and as many as five
days on location. Sets include:

Hewes & Associates law offices
Patty’s downtown loft

Ellen’s hotel suite

THE STORY THUS FAR

Patty Hewes wins a huge settlement in the
class-action suit against CEO Arthur Frobisher,
who bilked his employees out of their 401(k)
retirement funds. Hewes hired recent law-
school graduate Ellen Parsons because of her
friendship with her fiance’s sister, Katie Con-
nor, who had key information about the case.
Hewes eventually puts a hit out on Parsons be-
cause she knows too much, but she survives.
Parsons agrees to assist the FBI in its criminal
investigation of her boss. She becomes a war-
rior, much less vulnerable, and is out for re-
venge against Frobisher because he had her
fiancé killed. (Frobisher, who lives after being
shot, will return for four episodes in the sec-
ond season and is trying to start over.)

As season two begins — only a short time
after the events of season one — Hewes will be
suffering from post-traumatic stress syn-
drome. She’s not sleeping well, and quick
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flashbacks will show her witnessing the sui-
cide of Frobisher’s attorney and the botched
hit on Parsons. Not eager to begin working on
another case, she’s consumed with setting up
her private foundation, the Children’s Hunger
Initiative.

Daniel Purcell, a scientist and head of re-
search for a company consulting with the
government in the energy arena, sends Hewes
his original toxicology reports on a new ma-
terial being developed. He also reveals that
he’s being pressured to doctor them by his
boss. What seems like a domestic murder case
quickly becomes linked to a vast government
conspiracy in the energy arena. This case pits
Hewes against Claire Maddox, the in-house
counsel and adviser to the head of an energy
company.

Meanwhile, Parsons attends a grief coun-
seling support group to deal with the loss of
her fiancé. There she meets Wes Krulik, who
becomes her friend and lover (revealed in a
flash-forward). She confides that she wants re-
venge against Frobisher, who is recovering
after numerous surgeries in a hospital, but
then seemingly changes her mind. But by the
second episode, we learn that Krulik has his
own personal agenda for wanting to get Fro-
bisher.

CHEAT SHEET

There is so much going on in this show
that we recommend you watch the entire first
season, probably several times. Season 1 is
available on DVD, and special features include
commentary from the creators of the show
and cast members and “making of” vignettes,
which are very helpful.

The mantra for the first season is “nothing
is as it seems” and “trust no one,” and those

two story hooks continue in season 2. A mys-
terious man from Hewes’ past, Purcell (Hurt),
is also lying to her big time. Krulik (Olyphant)
is revealed to be not who he says he is. The
flash-forwards continue right off the bat with
a scene of Parsons talking to someone — we
don’t know who it is, only that she doesn’t
trust him — and the episode then jumps six
weeks ahead. But the flash-forwards, which
provide suspense and a sense of menace,
won't be in every episode, and the story will
be told predominantly in present time.

Zelman adds, “The flash-forward creates a
sort of thriller element, which is a signature
of the show and we don’t want to give it up.
But the flash-forwards will be slightly less
complex and easier to grasp within a given
episode.”

RULES

The pilot script contains a nine-page teaser.
Scripts are kept between 47 and 50 pages.
Breakdown of pilot script:

Act 1 - begins on page 10, includes 9
scenes and ends on page 22.

Act 2 - begins on page 23, includes 14
scenes and ends on page 34.

Act 3 - begins on page 34, includes 16
scenes and ends on page 46.

Act 4 - begins on page 47, has 23 scenes
and ends on page 54.

In the pilot script, all the investigation
scenes were in italics to set them apart from
the main story line. Many of the scenes in act
2 and 3 are short, sometimes only a few lines,
and intercut with each other.

TONE

The story builds slowly from scene to
scene. It’s a thriller, it’s a mystery, it’s moody
and atmospheric with an edge.

OPPORTUNITY

Even though there is a new case and no
one has any idea where it will lead, the show
continues to explore the main characters and
relationships set up in the first season. For this
show, a one-off would work with a story line
that applies to Parsons, for example, or one
about events that shaped Hewes’ personal life
and career path. Hewes admits to Parsons in
season 2 that if her stillborn daughter had
lived, she might be a different person. Even
when cringing at Hewes’ antics, she’s one of
the most watchable and multidimensional
characters on television. That’s something to
run with. &



GET THE INSIDE STORY

INSIDE STORY: The Power of the Transformational Arc
By Dara Marks

THE SECRET TO WRITING EXTRAORDINARY SCREENPLAYS

To Order—$34.95—we’ll pay shipping and handling

Whether you're a beginning screenwriter or an A-list Academy Award winner, all writers
struggle with the same thing: to get to the great script inside.

Step by step, Inside Story: The Power of the Transformational Arc guides you through an ex-
traordinary new process that helps identify your thematic intention—what your story is really
about—and teaches you how to turn that intention into the driving force behind all your cre-
ative choices. The result is a profound relationship between the movement of the plot and the
internal development of character, which is the foundation for the transformational arc. The
transformational arc is the deeper line of structure found inside the story. Knowing how to
work with the arc enhances your ability to:

e Express your unique point of view

¢ Give meaning and urgency to the line of action

¢ Infuse your characters with richness, subtlety, and surprise
e Develop a powerful emotional undercurrent

e Make your stories stand out and get attention

A strong transformational arc is the single most important element that makes the difference
between a good screenplay and a great one.

Inside Story delivers what the name implies: it's the real inside scoop on how to write a great

screenplay with depth, dimension, and substance. It is a must-have for any serious screen- Inside Story delivers what the name implies:

riter, playwright, or novelist. it's the real inside scoop on how to write a
EAHED [P Vel ) ) o ) great screenplay with depth, dimension, and
To order or for more information visit our website substance. It is a must-have for any serious
http://creativescreenwriting.com/insidestory.html screenwriter, playwright, or novelist.

“THE BEST OF THE BEST"™

‘“John Rainey is the best of the best.” -- Erik Bauer, Managing Editor -- CS Magazine
RAINEY SCRIPT CONSULTING

Ranked #1 Script Analyst in Creative Screenwriting Magazine’s 2003 Script Analysts Review
WHAT PROFESSIONAL WRITERS SAY:

“Incredibly incisive and thoughtful comments. Your analysis of INVINCIBLE provided a
strong framework/template from which to improve the script.”
Brad Gann, Los Angeles, CA - Invincible

INVINCIBLE opened at the top of the box office, and stayed there for weeks!

“Nothing escaped your attention. Story. Character. Style. Form. Every aspect of the
script was covered. | was floored by your insights...| felt like | was being offered sage
advice from a good friend. “* Brad Campbell, Fairview, NC

“You’re the only consultant I've ever worked with who understands the deeper
thematic, spiritual, and metaphysical aspects | try to weave into my writing.”
D. A. Metrov, Santa Barbara, CA

“I've used several other professional critiquers and can honestly say that | have never
received such a thoughtful, thorough, or useful analysis. You not only point out the
flaws in my script, but give excellent, specific suggestions on how to fix them. Best of
all, your comments are like a tutorial on how to deepen the meaning and emotional

impact of a screenplay.” Doreen Orion, author, Boulder CO _—

.-"-

For additional information, testimonials, craft notes and more, pléase visit: www.raineyscriptconsulting.com

800-304-6557 - info@raineyscriptconsulting.com ¢« www.raineyscriptconsulting.com
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Get the edge by knowing what

Story anaIYSts look for o earnev ucarEnsTEN

to re-
Eceive approval from the unseen story an-
alyst, or “reader,” who often determines
the fate of a screenplay submitted to an
agency, production company or studio. To
make a strong first impression, most writers
focus on strengthening the structure of the
piece while cleaning up format so the mate-
rial looks professional. While these aspects
are certainly important, there are additional
ones I call “in-between details” — specific yet
vital aspects of writing that apply to just
about every narrative screenplay. The more
you can display them to your favor, the more
your material, and you as a writer, will gain
respect and interest.

Knowing how a story analyst works is the
first step to understanding why these details
are so important. When training students as
story analysts for film companies, one of the
primary things I teach is the necessity of
doing the job quickly. Cov-
ering a screenplay at a pro-
fessional level (reading the
script and writing the log
line, synopsis and com-
ments) should be done in
under four hours — ideally
closer to three. The reasons
are both aesthetic and prac-
tical. Covering a screenplay
expediently means the un-
derlying strengths or weak-
nesses of premise, theme,
plot, characterization and di-
alogue should jump out
once the story analyst knows
what to look for.

From a practical standpoint, I teach effi-
ciency because covering screenplays is simply
a tough job to do well. In order to develop a
solid reputation as a reader at various pro-
duction companies, one has to be fast. Turn-
around times are often a day or two,
sometimes overnight, and if coverage comes
in late, a story analyst may suddenly find oth-

© 2008 by Barney Lichtenstein

ers getting material that would have gone to
him or her. Last but not least, a story analyst
is paid by the script, not the hour, so spend-
ing an inordinate amount of time on any one
piece of material is simply not good business.
That may sound harsh and monetary, but I
guarantee this is how any story analyst
thinks, whether freelance or on staff. One of
the first things a reader will do when receiving
a screenplay to cover is check the number of
pages, whether in hard copy or pdf format
(the latter is fast becoming the norm in the
industry). The page count doesn't tell a lot,
since a well-written screenplay of 125 pages
will read faster and be easier to cover than a
poorly written one of 90 pages, but the fact
that this kind of checking occurs indicates
time is on the story analyst’s mind before the
first page is even read.

All this adds up to an adage I teach early
on to future story analysts: “You test the
screenplay, it doesn’t test
you.” That may sound intim-
idating and even unfair to
writers who feel the story an-
alyst should be making an ef-
fort to wunderstand or
appreciate their material, but
sending out material with this
sort of agenda is extremely
risky. Perhaps if you're an es-
tablished name, such as Char-
lie Kaufman, you can get
away with it, but for those
starting out, it’s best to as-

The author will teach “Crafting the
Sound Script Story,” a four-day
seminar Feb. 5-8 in Westwood, Calif.,
as part of the Writers’ Studio,
presented by the UCLA Extension
Writer’s Program. For more
information, contact Leigh-Michel
George at (310) 206-2612 or
www.uclaextension.edu/writers.

sume your reader doesn'’t care if he or she gets
the point of your story, or if it succeeds. In the
best-case scenario, an open-minded story an-
alyst wants to be engaged — ideally, floored
— by your original take on the premise, plot
and characters. A more jaded reader is con-
cerned that if a good screenplay is not recog-
nized by him or her, someone at another
company may grab it, with explanations hav-
ing to be given as to how it slipped away.

If you're totally despondent at this point,
here’s a sage Chinese proverb (loosely para-
phrased) that may help: “Know yourself and
your opponent, win all your battles. Know
only yourself or your opponent, win half your
battles. Know neither yourself nor your oppo-
nent, lose all your battles.” I'm assuming at this
point you know what you want to bring across
in a screenplay and the cinematic language to
convey it. If you don't, I believe that’s why
courses in screenwriting exist. But let’s assume
you do know. A reader can be your friend or
foe depending on how well you satisfy cer-
tain criteria he or she will be looking for in
a professionally written screenplay. The
good news is, when you know what these
key criteria are, you're a long way toward
disarming the most jaded readers.

To help my students in story analysis, I cre-
ated a top 10 list of the in-between details that
stand out in a screenplay written by someone
fluent in what I call “the language of film.” It
can serve as a useful checklist for writers as
well. Again, satisfying these criteria does not
mean a story analyst is going to love your
premise, plot or characters. But addressing
them effectively sends a subtle yet distinct
message to the story analyst: “I know what
I'm doing.” That kind of message is not to be
minimized. It can mean receiving a “con-
sider” instead of “pass,” along with consider-
ation as a writer-for-hire on projects the
company may be developing.

See the STORY ANALYST'’S TOP
10 CHECKLIST on next page
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STORY ANALYST'S TOP 10 CHECKLIST

Is length appropriate for genre?
(e.g., romantic comedy = 90-110 pp.;
epic 120+)

_? | Layout and pacing — lean descrip-
tions (doesn’t describe every turn of the

| hand and movement of the head). Gen-
erally written in master shots, not a lot of direc-
torial cues. Are lengths of scenes appropriate?
Action vehicles usually build on faster, shorter
scenes — character dramas contain fewer but
longer sequences. This convention should be
broken only for specific effect (Poseidon Adven-
ture focuses on longer-than-usual dialogue seg-
ments to emphasize characterization; Run,
Lola, Run moves at lightning pace to heighten
scale and suspense in an otherwise small char-
acter study).

! | Dialogue — generally short lines, not
» | speeches, unless the script is a show-

J case for dialogue (My Dinner With
Andre, When Harry Met Sally, Pulp Fiction). If
showcasing dialogue, it’s usually a good idea
to have it backed up with visuals (When Harry
Met Sally utilizes numerous locations; Pulp
Fiction carefully intersperses scenes of action
or violence). Keep an eye out for dialogue
that might seem on the nose, such as “I love
you” or “I hate you,” unless well placed for
dramatic effect, delivered ironically, or ideally
both (Sally crying, “I hate you, Harry!” at the
climax of When Harry Met Sally, but meaning
just the opposite).

Opening shots should ideally touch on
1 | theme (Lion King immediately sets up
- _,f circle of life; Pulp Fiction shows young
couple in diner spontaneously breaking into
robbery, demonstrating criminal underworld
closer to normal world than expected; random
details of Paris in opening of Amelie show
world as inherently chaotic, we have to create
our own order).

= Look for predominant tone estab-
= | lished quickly and kept consistent, bal-
__J anced. If the tone is going to change
significantly, “seeds” should be planted
(e.g., serious prologue at beginning of Life Is
Beautiful suggests darker events to occur in a
film which begins as lighter comedy;
mother’s concerns about crib death at the
outset of Terms of Endearment create the
same effect). Too often, scripts either start as
humorless and heavy handed, or too light
and frivolous. Make sure author is clearly cre-
ating a specific, effective tone.
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I= Does the screenplay grab you by
bottom of the first page, ideally the
. first sentence? It doesn’t have to be a
bomb going off, but some aspect of character-
ization or plot which foreshadows or puts into
motion a larger hook to come (mother pack-
ing bags at outset of Kramer vs. Kramer sets up
walking out on marriage). Also, does it begin
in the right place? Sometimes the perfect
opening may be buried pages into the text —
keep an eye out for it.

= [ Writing should make the most of a
lead’s entrance (Bugs Bunny leaning
on Elmer Fudd'’s shotgun; back of Sean

Connery’s head in first James Bond film). The
opening line of dialogue from the lead should
let us know much about the character
(“What's up, Doc?”; “Bond... James Bond"”).
Even if someone is just commenting on the
weather, ideally it should reveal something
(sees storm clouds coming when there aren’t
any — pessimist; expects sun when pouring —
optimist).

0 J Do secondary characters and even
’ ' minor ones speak with their own
__J distinct voices? Not every extra or
store clerk must have something witty or pro-
found to offer, but whenever appropriate, sup-
porting or minor characters with distinct
points of view should be adding color to the
mosaic (e.g., Oracle’s musings in The Matrix;
“plastics” touted by materialistic party guest in
The Graduate).

¢ Suspense (Kramer vs. Kramer, Mutiny on
the Bounty, Strangers on a Train, Shake-
speare in Love)

Mood (Basic Instinct, Unforgiven,
Trainspotting, M, Spellbound, Waiting to
Exhale, Speed)

Symbolic or metaphoric (Star Wars,
Red River, Picture of Dorian Gray, Rules of
the Game, No Country for Old Men, One
Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, The Glass
Menagerie)

Name or position of lead character
(Ray, Amadeus, The Queen, Coal Miner’s
Daughter). If name or social position
serves as the title, the writer is basically
saying, “This character is so interest-
ing, | only need to put the name or
signify who he or she is.” Such titles
promise an intimate character study,
regardless of genre (The Godfather,
Scarface, Emma, Jerry Maguire, Thelma

U Title — look for one of several types:

and Louise). If the title is of someone
famous, it usually works best when de-
livered with a touch of mystery, sug-
gesting secrets will be revealed (The
Queen; Amadeus rather than the more
familiar “Mozart”; W. more effective
than “Bush”; if making a film on Joan
of Arc, Joan would be a more intrigu-
ing title, suggesting the woman be-
hind the martyr). Although some place
a great deal of emphasis on a title, re-
member terrible films may have great
ones (Cleopatra nearly brought down
Fox). Ultimately, focus on the text — a
weak title can easily be changed.
Locations and events create suspense,
metaphor or both: (Pearl Harbor, Ti-
tanic, Lost Horizon, Oklahomal!, Aus-
tralia, Sin City, Barbershop)

The stronger the irony in the title, the
more powerful it often is, whether it be
dramatic (Gone With the Wind, The God-
father, Dark Knight) mildly comedic (La
Dolce Vita, Live and Let Die), or outright
farce (My Best Friend’s Wedding, The 40-
Year-Old Virgin, The Odd Couple)

“planted seeds,” and their payoffs. An

additional tip here: the greater the

irony in the payoff, the better. The
warden in Shawshank Redemption, a man who
perverts use of religion, discovers Andy’s bible
to contain a small pick ax, explaining how
Andy escaped. Luke not believing in the Force
at first, but using it at the climax to defeat the
Death Star. Air tanks and their volatility are re-
ferred to several times throughout Jaws, but it's
the cop, the one man scared of the ocean, who
resourcefully uses a tank to destroy the shark.
Ruby slippers — cinema’s greatest MacGuffin
— are touted from the outset as possessing
mysterious powers that endanger Dorothy,
their magic revealed at the climax as they help
bring her home. When a writer offers these
types of setups and ironic payoffs, even if the
structure of the material isn’t perfect, he or she
is more likely to improve it in development.

U Look for strong setups, or what | call

Barney Lichtenstein, MA, a former story ana-
lyst for Amblin Entertainment, New Line Cin-
ema and Largo Entertainment, teaches story
analysis online for the screenwriting program at
ULCA Extension and assists in training new
story analysts for the Sundance Institute and
major production companies. He was the 2006
recipient of the UCLA Extension Outstanding In-
structor Award in Screenwriting. [E
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11th Annual

screenplay competition

WE GOT THE CONNECTI
WE JUST NEED YOUR 5

$10,000

first place prize

L.

early deadline January 5  regular deadline March 5

Over 90 production companies reading all entered scripts
As seen on CNN and called 'one of the best' by Entertainment Weekly Magazine

Craig Clyde and Rodney Johnson both got their scripts made into Life Time movies
Scriptapalooza pushes the TOP 100 scripts for a full year

"Despite its frivolous name, Scriptapalooza is the best screenwriting competition | know."

- Robert McKee
Author of STORY

323.654.5809 office  www.scriptapalooza.com info@scriptapalooza.com
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BY JIM CIRILE

What exactly do managers do? Are they worth the extra 10 percent?
Come with us, young grasshopper, as we impart unto you the secrets
of management and why you should have some in your life.

MANAGERS ARE one third of the repre-
sentation triad (along with agents and at-
torneys.) Yet do you have a clear idea of
exactly what they do? Many of us don’t. So
this time out, Agent’s Hot Sheet has been
shanghaied by five feisty reps from leading
management companies. As you will see,
managers may be the most crucial part of
the team, especially for the emerging writer.

I describe managers as the guys who re-
ally do what we think agents do. They do
the heavy lifting — developing scripts
through draft after draft, nursemaiding our
rampaging writerly neuroses and trumpet-
ing us to the industry. Energy Entertain-
ment’s Jake Wagner tells us an agent may
have 80 clients while a manager may only
have 20. “An agent will read a script once
and make a decision if they can sell it or
not, boom, one and done,” he says. “Man-
agers will go through eight drafts.”
ManDown Pictures’ Pouya Shahbazian
agrees: “It’s about having more intimate re-
lationships and a lot more personal atten-
tion than an agent has time to give.”
Shahbazian, who is also an attorney, says
that agents are pressured to book business
nonstop and simply can’t be as hands-on
as writers might hope. “But as a manager, I
can take a flier on a young client who
needs development work or wants more at-
tention so I can get them to the place
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where their career will launch or we can
place them with an agent.”

Yep, that right there is the key reason
why a manager is crucial to have on the
team — because the path to agency repre-
sentation is often through management.
Whether we want to believe it or not, nine
times out of 10 our material needs honing
before it will be ready for presentation to
the biz. “I will do 100 drafts with a client
before I'll even give it to an agent,” says
A.B. Fischer from The Shuman Company,
who summarizes himself as part life coach,
part development executive, part cheer-
leader and part business partner. “If an
agent has 100 clients, there’s no way he’s
able to dig into material like I can.” More
often than not it is the manager who gets
your material to the point where it’s really
ready — as opposed to when you think it is
ready — and then he gets you the agent
and the attorney.

Any other differences between agents

“]1 will do 100 drafts with
a client before I’ll even
give it to an agent”

—A.B. Fischer,
The Shuman Company

and managers? Well, managers can't legally
negotiate. “That’s what agents and lawyers
are for,” Fischer says. “We strategize, and
oftentimes we’ll be on the call if the agent
is negotiating the deal. I like to be a part of
that process and feel like I add value.” Mag-
net Management’s Jennie Frankel describes
agencies as “an incoming call business,
whereas managers tend to be an outgoing
call business. When people have an as-
signment, they’re going to call CAA, ICM,
UTA, Endeavor.” But Magnet is constantly
making calls to get their clients out there.
“In general, we're supposed to be looking
out more for long term, and I think in gen-
eral, agents [are] more concerned with the
short term.”

One way the agent/manager lines are
blurred is that a lot of managers started out
as agents. Why? The Arlook Group’s
Richard Arlook says there are two reasons
— voluntary and involuntary. “It’s very
competitive at agencies. [Maybe you] reach
a certain age, or you're not bringing in a
certain income, or maybe you got caught
up in some political thing. In my case, it
was purely voluntary. I was a partner, ran
the Gersh motion picture lit department
and had a home there for many years. In
my case, it was a bit of agent burnout, want-
ing a different kind of lifestyle and a change
in my life.” But the big reason agents move



into management? Money.
By the talent agency act,
agents cannot produce.
Managers can, which can
yield significant additional
revenue. “I'm probably one
of the few managers that
didn’t get into managing to
produce specifically,” Fis-
cher says. “There are a lot of
managers who look at it as
a means to an end, because
they want to be a pro-
ducer.” Arlook notes that in
his first year as a manager-
producer, “I've got two doc-
umentaries in the can that
were labors of love, execu-
tive produced my first fea-
ture and set up a few things
at studios,” he says.

&
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coming aboard as producer

can be an advantage to the client. “My role
is to do everything I can to facilitate the
project moving forward and to protect my
clients’ needs. I don’t produce every client’s
script. It’s really, am I added value? Have I
helped in the development process?”
Frankel says. “If there are ideas that we gen-
erate in-house as producers, then we’'ll
bring those ideas to clients. We’ll only pro-
duce when mutually agreed upon, and
there’s no pressure to our clients to have us
come on to their material. We're not look-
ing to glom onto anything. But a lot of
them like it when we come on to produce.
Should the writer be taken off the project,
we're there to hopefully prevent that from
happening, and also to [protect] the origi-
nal idea.”

Get the picture as to why a manager
may be beneficial to your career? But then
there’s that pesky extra 10 percent. When
you add together the agency fee (10 per-
cent), attorney fees (S percent), the WGA
and taxes, you're looking at 40 percent or
more of your money vaporizing. And then
you're going to slice another 10 percent off
the pie? “That’s a legitimate argument,”
Fischer says. “We think that we more than
make up for that 10 percent in what we do
for our clients. This business is about rela-
tionships, and you’re multiplying the
number of relationships (you have access
to) by the number of representatives that
you have. If you're getting an extra job a
year, or getting you the job you want, that
10 percent is going to be more than made
up for.” Arlook notes that while a million-
dollar writer may not want to give away

the extra 10 percent, “if you're somebody
that has never earned any money and
you've got maybe a young agent and you
haven't gotten your first break, [it helps to
have|] somebody else out there — that
manager-producer screaming your name.
Every time there’s a submission made on
your behalf, it increases the odds that
someone’s going to read it, someone’s
going to buy it, someone’s going to send it
to somebody else, that it will lead to a
more successful career.” Wagner adds,
“Oftentimes it seems to be more of a per-
sonal relationship as well, and to that end,
you speak with your manager a lot of
times more than your agent because
you're developing the material from an
idea, doing multiple drafts and all that.
You become close through the creative
process, closer through notes and devel-
opment, especially if you have that creative
connection with someone. I think that’s
worth 10 percent, certainly.”

So if many managers used to be agents,
and managers do a lot of the heavy lifting,
do you really need an agent at all? Our
panelists say absolutely. “There are a lot of
agents that act like managers and a lot of
managers that act like agents,” Frankel
says. “But the business just keeps getting
tougher, and the more hands helping you
on your team, generally, the better off you
are.” Arlook notes that he has gone out
with specs as a manager with no agent on
board, but, “I really like to build bridges. I
am perfectly capable and qualified to go
sell a spec just as a manager and producer.
I have the same relationships, and as long

as all the clients have lawyers to negotiate,
there’s no conflict.” But Arlook still prefers
to bring an agent aboard. “If I've got [a
great script] and there isn’t an agent in-
volved, then I can reach out to an agent,
and in the long term get the client a great
agent to capitalize on the sale of the script,
and then in turn maybe get that agent to
send me a client, then it’s a win-win.”

Shahbazian concludes, “As a manager,
you love everybody, and everybody loves
you. You can have relationships with other
managers, producers, executives, everyone
across the board. For the most part, agents
very rarely speak to their direct rivals. But
as a manager, you can be everyone’s
friend.” So befriend a manager today!
You'll be glad you did. =

ADVISORY BOARD
The Arlook Group

The Shuman Company
International Creative Management
International Creative Management
United Talent Agency

Energy Entertainment
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KARL IGLESIAS (karl@creativescreenwriting.com) is a screenwriter and a
lecturer in the UCLA Extension Writer’s Program. He is the best-selling author

of “The 101 Habits of Highly Successful Screenwriters.” His latest book is “Writing
for Emotional Impact.” Find out more at his website, www.karliglesias.com.

BY KARL IGLESIAS

8 Screenwriting Resolutions for 2009

HAPPY NEW YEAR everyone! Yes, it's that
time of the year — time to make resolutions.
But instead of the usual fitness, diet and quit-
smoking goals, how about some screenwrit-
ing resolutions?

If you're reading this magazine, chances
are you're passionate about screenwriting
and consider the craft an important element
in your career aspirations. How about mak-
ing screenwriting a priority in your life, start-
ing today?

Are you game? Great. Repeat after me:

“THIS YEAR, I RESOLVE TO...”

1. Make writing my No. 1 priority

Finding time to write is the hardest thing
for many writers, but if you're committed to
becoming a successful screenwriter, you
must produce screenplays. This means actual
pages, not outlines, beat sheets, treatments,
synopses or character notes. As E.L. Doc-
torow said, “A writer is someone who writes.
Planning to write is not writing. Outlining is
not writing. Researching is not writing. Talk-
ing to people about what you're doing is not
writing. Writing is writing.”

The best way to produce pages is to set
deadlines by scheduling your writing the
same way you schedule to meet with friends,
go to the gym or see a doctor. Set an ap-
pointment with yourself. Yes, write it down
in your calendar and keep that appointment.
Not only will you write more regularly, but
your brain will eventually rise to the occa-
sion by getting trained to perform at that
time. The more you write, the easier it gets,
like any other habit.

Commit to write. The difference be-
tween successful screenwriters and dream-
ers is that at the end of the day, the
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successful ones have more pages written
than the day before.

2. Read more screenplays and watch
fewer movies

Good writers are good readers. Not only
do they read in their genre, but they read
everything: fiction, nonfiction, magazines,
newspapers, plays, blogs and especially
screenplays. A good rule of thumb is that
you should read 25 screenplays for every one
that you write.

Read them slowly and pay attention to
format, structure, word choices, character de-
velopment and dialogue. Recognize the
techniques by your favorite scribes and see
how you can apply them to your stories.

3. Improve my writing by getting feedback

There’s a popular joke among Holly-
wood executives: “How many screenwrit-
ers does it take to change a light bulb? Oh
no! Not the light bulb!” We all can relate.
We don't like changing anything because
it is our sweat, blood and soul on the page.
But we also have to be objective about our
work to make it better.

No matter how many scripts you write,
they’ll eventually have to be read by a
reader. If you're serious about becoming a
successful screenwriter, you need to accept
the fact that you're writing for a reader, and
your goal is to maximize their emotional
response to your material in a positive way,
when 90 percent of other screenwriters get
the opposite reaction and have their scripts
tossed in the recycling bin. If only they’'d
received feedback before getting read by
the powers that be.

Other than writing a million words, this

is the only way to grow as a writer: you need
to accept criticism and be willing to rewrite.
Look at it as an opportunity to improve your
writing before it goes to market. After all, you
only have one chance to impress. Better do
everything you can to increase the odds for
a recommend. Sure, as the writer you're al-
ways the final arbiter, but after becoming so
involved with the project, it can be difficult
to see the story from a reader’s perspective. A
fresh pair of eyes that can contribute new in-
sights about your work is always helpful.

The easiest way to get feedback is to ask
friends to read your material, especially if
they’re also writers. But the feedback may
not be as deep as you’d wish since they
may not want to hurt your feelings. Better
to join a writer’s group in your area, but
keep in mind that the feedback may only
be as good as the members’ experience.
Writing workshops, like at UCLA Extension
are good, since most students are serious
about their craft and you also get feedback
from instructors who are professional writ-
ers. Finally, a good script consultant,
though an expensive choice, will give you
unbiased and in-depth feedback. But my
advice is to only hire one when you're
ready to go to market, after you've ex-
hausted all other options.

4. Develop a new script idea every week

If you plan to become a professional
screenwriter, you'll need more than the one
great script you've been working on for the
past 10 years. Because once you sell it, you'll
be asked, “What else have you got?” The pros
have not only a portfolio of several finished,
“ready-to-shoot” screenplays, but also many
ideas that can be pitched at a moment’s no-



tice. So if you're short on ideas
to develop, commit yourself
to develop a few this year.
How about 52 new ideas, one
per week?

Designate an “Idea Day,”
say a Saturday, where you
stop thinking about your cur-
rent script and open your
mind to receive new ideas.
You can do anything that day,
go to the library or a book-
store (even better, a used
bookstore), and browse
through the aisles. Go to a
museum, a beach. Go on a
hike and just think up ideas.
Drive through a part of town
you've never been in. Take a
road trip. Go to the movies.
The theater. Read newspapers
from other cities or countries.
Make sure to have a notebook
or voice recorder with you at
all times. The idea is to be im-
mersed in the pool of life that
generally triggers ideas. This is
about being proactive, hunt-
ing ideas, instead of passively
waiting for inspiration to
strike. Resolve to come up
with 20 script ideas with the
goal to have one solid con-
cept by the end of the day. As Jack London
once said, “You can’t wait for inspiration. You
have to go after it with a club.”

5. Experiment in a new genre

If you're getting burned out, how about
trying a new genre? Just make sure it’s still a
genre you enjoy watching at the theaters.
There’s no use in writing something you
don’t appreciate just because it’s the hot
genre this month. But if you've specialized in
thrillers and you're getting blocked, immers-
ing yourself in, say, romantic comedies might
renew your creativity.

6. Eat less junk food, exercise regularly
and take regular breaks

Sharp writing requires a sharp mind,
and a sharp mind requires clean fuel. This
means a healthy diet and plenty of exercise
to get that blood pumping through your
brain and get your grey cells firing at opti-
mal levels. If you're still surviving on junk
food and soda, consider experimenting
with natural alternatives that will make
you think better. Replace packaged un-
healthy snacks with “brain foods,” such as
oatmeal, yogurt, almonds, steak, eggs,

chocolate, sardines, bananas and lentils.
Huge amounts of coffee always helps, and
never forget to drink plenty of water
throughout the day.

To get your blood pumping through
your brain, your body needs to move. So
exercise is good. Walking is a favorite writ-
ing activity.

If you spend too much time at the com-
puter, take a break every hour. Go for a walk
or just sit outside in the sun. Even five min-
utes outdoors can do wonders for your cre-
ativity. Oh, and the side effects of this
resolution other than more creativity? A
healthier body. Can’t argue with that.

7. Never stop learning

Treat screenwriting as a craft to master. In
addition to reading scripts and books on the
craft, take UCLA Extension classes. If Ari
Gold mentioned it on the TV show En-
tourage, you know it’s a big deal. If you want
to learn how to write professionally, you take
classes at UCLA Extension. Period.

8. Develop new relationships
By joining critique groups, taking UCLA
Extension classes and attending writing

conferences, you’ll meet other writers and
kindred spirits who are as passionate as you
are about the craft and business. This is
good for getting feedback but also for po-
tential referrals once you reach a high stan-
dard of writing. In this town, things get
done by referral, meaning people trust the
opinions of people they know, like and re-
spect. Hearing from a friend “you’ve got to
read this script” is often far more persua-
sive than a query letter from a stranger. So
get to know people who may know other
people who may recommend your script
one day. But only offer your script when
you're sure it will get a positive reaction.

Don’t just read these resolutions and
put the magazine away. You're the only
one controlling your destiny. Studies have
shown that people who set specific goals
and actually write them down are more
likely to achieve them than those who
don’t. Take responsibility for your dreams.
Copy these eight resolutions. Print them
out. Post them on your bulletin board. Or
turn them into a graphic and make it your
computer’s wallpaper so you can see them
every time you use it.

May 2009 be the year for you! H
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IAN GURVITZ

BY IAN GURVITZ

In the last of a three-part series, veteran TV writer lan Gurvitz describes what happens when he goes to the market with L.A.
Blues, a feature film he financed and directed himself. The low-budget, character-driven comedy-drama was passed on by
Sundance, so after sending out copies to potential distributors, the first-time filmmaker returns from his holiday break.

JANUARY 2007

Holiday denial is over. Back to reality. The
DVD has gone out to 60 distribution com-
panies and the furious bidding war I've fan-
tasized about doesn’t materialize. As the
prospect of theatrical distribution slowly
fades, a few more festival rejections trickle in.
I'm realizing I need to sell this.
FEBRUARY

I read a Los Angeles Times article on a dis-
tributor who's being sued for failure to pay
his bills or distribute films he’s bought. I
check the list of companies my movie has
been sent to. His name is first. I panic. Then
a few offers trickle in, both for foreign and
domestic. It’s an affirmation that someone
likes it enough to think they can sell it. I
downshift from panic to mere anxiousness.
MARCH

Five more offers, with the possibility of
more coming in. And we’ve been accepted
into two film festivals: Methodfest and New-
port Beach. By the end of the month, we nar-
row the choices down to a precious three
distributors — two foreign and one domes-
tic, with offers that include advances.

I meet with both foreign distributors. I as-
sume their sales projections are inflated, but
they have the desired effect of easing my
anxiety. A producer friend tells me that
many of these deals are skewed in favor of
the distributor so that they get to recoup ex-
penses and turn a profit before the film-
maker sees a dime. For the moment, I chonse
not to believe him.
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APRIL

We make a deal for foreign distribution. I
naively assume this is where the money
starts rolling in. But instead, it keeps rolling
out, all part of the world of “deliverables.”
Title reports, cue sheets, Dolby licenses, var-
ious dubs with various mixes — each with
its own price tag. Soon, the foreign sales
company is off to Cannes to sell the movie,
with a new trailer and poster that make it
seem like a 1950s potboiler. Their thinking
is that comedy doesn’t sell overseas.

Methodfest. We premiere in a state-of-
the-art, 400-seat theater, to about 35 people,
most of whom I know. Later, I discover we're
nominated for two festival awards — Best
Ensemble Cast and Best Screenplay. On the
one hand, it’s flattering. On the other it feels
like the Most Improved Bowler trophy. We
don’t win.

The Newport Film Festival is another
story. Big crowds. The movie plays great.
Genuine laughs from genuine strangers in a
packed house. Several actors show up and
there’s a lively Q&A session afterward. This is
a rush.

MAY

I discover the meaning of the QC (Qual-
ity Check) report. This is where they put the
movie through some sort of electron micro-
scope, which detects audio problems the
human ear could never hear and video prob-
lems the human eye could never see. Lines
out of sync, mix problems, color glitches ...
and the result: an ominous-looking sheet full

of technobabble in unreadable type, and in
a box in the upper corner, the words “Not
Approved,” meaning the foreign territories
won't accept the dubs until the problems are
fixed. This begins months of agonizing calls
to my post house, trying to find out why the
problems can'’t be fixed.
JUNE

One year since we started production. De-
liverables still not delivered. The technical
nightmare continues and the bills are getting
huge. At Cannes, the foreign sales company
makes a substantial DVD sale for Canada, as
well as various other territories. We receive a
contract for domestic distribution with built-
in advances, which is something. Still, it
could take a year before I start seeing any real
money. Not quite my original scenario, but
I have to keep moving forward.
JULY

The deliverables are becoming a bona fide
nightmare and I'm slowly losing my mind. I
know the guys at the post house are as sick of
this as I am, but considering the money I
spent there, I feel I have a right to have it
done correctly. I meet with the domestic dis-
tribution company. Target date for the DVD
release: March 2008 (it eventually gets
bumped to April).
AUGUST-OCTOBER

The deliverables disaster goes on. This
movie is now the beast that won't stop eat-
ing. I also have to call the payroll company
to set up a residual account. The joke is that
since [ didn’t pay myself much to write or di-



rect it, I won't have to pay myself much in
residuals, which means I get off easy and get
screwed at the same time.

I'm waiting to hear about one more festi-
val, but the date’s already passed, so I doubt
that will happen. Applied to about 15. Got
into three. I'm past caring. It's now about
money. I check online and see that the
movie is scheduled to air on HBO ... in
Poland. Not my initial idea of a premiere.

I receive DVD artwork. Very cool to see it
coming to life. For a moment, I think I'm
done spending money. Then ... the MPAA.
I've always known that I'd have to get the
movie rated, but I avoided it. Unfortunately,
Wal-Mart won't accept it without a rating.

I drive to the MPAA offices and, per in-
structions, go to the back alley. Nothing but
garbage cans and a guy on a landing, smok-
ing. T ask if this is the MPAA. He says, “Yeah,
ring that buzzer.” So I do. A voice comes out
of the intercom, telling me to wait. This is
nuts. It’s like a drug deal, which I'm begin-
ning to feel might have been a more lucra-
tive and less stressful investment.

A few minutes later, the warehouse-like
garage clanks open, and I'm escorted to the
back elevator and taken up to a huge mod-
ern office. The people I meet are cordial but
all business, as they take my DVDs, my pa-
perwork and my check for three grand, and
escort me out.

NOVEMBER

AFM. The American Film Market. Basi-
cally, one big deli counter where you soon
realize that while you thought you were de-
voting years of your life to creating a film,
you were actually just putting your heart and
soul into making a pound of roast beef.

Movie posters everywhere. Nothing but
horror, murder, gore, guns and cleavage. I
guess this is what they mean by “comedy
doesn’t play overseas.” It's humbling as shit.
Randy Carter (who produced our movie) and
I knock on doors, talking our way into pitch
meetings. My favorite moment involves a
lecture from a film exec who holds forth on
his company’s creative philosophy while I
glance over at the movie poster for their lat-
est release: Kong: King of Skull Island.
DECEMBER

One last deliverables errand. I have to go
to the post house to get the 5:1 mix and Pro
Tools dubbed session onto a hard drive be-
cause the people doing the compression
from the D5 master have encountered some
sound issues and need the split tracks to
work around them. If that gives you a
headache, imagine seven months of it. Fi-
nally, however, my materials are approved,
and some advance money comes in.

Later that day I get a call from the MPAA

with my official rating: “R. For language and
sexual references.” I feel like telling them to
fuck off, combining both language and a sex-
ual reference, but that’s my frustration talk-
ing and the fact that it just cost me three
grand for a letter.
JANUARY 2008

Happy New Year. A few technical glitches
with the DVD. And I've been accepted at the
Tiburon Film Festival outside of San Fran-
cisco in March. Money in and out. The ride
continues.
FEBRUARY

I receive the comps of the DVD box and
cover. Without credits. An actor’s name
slightly wrong. A picture not replaced as I
had asked. I send back corrections.
MARCH

A foreign sales report shows a few sales at
Berlin. I also realize that their statement in-
cluded a humongous charge for the QC of
my materials. Great. If I'd known I was pay-
ing I would have been a lot ruder to some-
body. Then I check online and see we're
listed for presale on Amazon.com. Soon after,
I discover we're available for free download
on a dozen other sites. I take it as karmic pay-
back for the fun I had in the early, heady
days of Napster.
APRIL

After several years of hard work and way
too much money out the door, the DVD
comes out. I drift into my local Blockbuster
and experience a moment I'd only imagined,
as my little movie is on the shelves under
“New Releases.” Two copies. Not exactly
what I'd call a cheap thrill, but a thrill nev-
ertheless. It’s short-lived, though, as I soon
find out that initial sales are slow.
MAY-JUNE

Sales are still tepid. I'm chasing down the
rest of my advances while trying to find out
about a cable sale. I get some e-mails from
strangers saying they liked the movie. Dis-
covering pockets of reviews online where
people liked it. Netflix, MySpace and two on
Facebook. Who cares? I'm past that. Now it’s
just about money.
JULY-SEPTEMBER

Sales malaise. I'm told it could take a year
to break even, hopefully getting into profit
in year two. Profit for whom and how much
remains the question.
OCTOBER

My advances finally come in, as I turn my
attention to trying to actually learn some-
thing about this business. I seek out various
producers and ask the same question: Is
there some paradigm for recouping money
from an independent movie? Some factor of
budget, talent and genre?

One friend who's produced three films in

last few years says he’s convinced the busi-
ness is rigged in favor of distributors and tells
me I'm lucky to get as far as I did. He says he
personally knows several producers who
spent millions on films that will never see
the light of day.

A writer-director I know says to ignore the
marketplace and just make your film as pas-
sionately and inexpensively as possible, then
hit the festivals to build some buzz. Another
veteran producer says it’s all about spending
the millions you need to get marquee names
in order to garner foreign presales, which can
pave the way to getting the rest of your
budget. Three different perspectives from
people taking different approaches to the
same business. All of which leave me slightly
less clueless than when I started.

So that’s where I am. A passion project in
2005 becomes a business investment in
2009. At this point, I often wonder how I'd
react if someone told me they were thinking
of bankrolling their own movie. I'd probably
say: if you're driven to do it, then do it. But
go slow. And do some homework. Go to fes-
tivals and see what’s getting made and why.
Check out a film market like AFM. It may
costs hundreds for a day pass, but it’s worth
it. Talk to people. Get a feel for that end of
the business. Know the odds. Know your
endgame. And your enemy.

I suppose if someone asked me if I'd do it
again, I'd have to answer with an unqualified
maybe. I like the movie I made, warts and all.
But I'll know better in a year or two. If I re-
coup a respectable part of my investment,
then the answer is yes. If not, but I get an-
other opportunity from it, then yes. If neither
of those things happens, then I had a very
good time paying for the very expensive thrill
of seeing my movie on the shelf at Block-
buster — but I also know that I put several
years of my life into making it, and probably
removed several years off my life selling it.
NOVEMBER

Googling the movie for the ten thou-
sandth time, I notice a few complimentary
reviews, along with the HBO schedule in Ro-
mania. I wander into my local Blockbuster
to visit the two copies on the shelves. One is
out. For better or worse, somewhere, some-
one is watching it.

Meanwhile, another script I recently fin-
ished has led to meetings with producers,
who will attempt to package it, as it’s not
high-concept enough to go out without
some names attached. I'm glad it’s getting
good feedback, but this time it has to survive
according to conventional show business
rules, though it certainly would be sweet to
write a fat check and just go make it. Insane,
yes. But sweet. [EH
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Gran Torino in theaters now

Gran Torino

Screenplay by Nick Schenk
Story by Nick Schenk & Dave Johannson

A SMALL BAR named Grumpy’s tucked
away in Minnesota might not seem like the
place where a major Hollywood award-sea-
son screenplay directed by and starring
Clint Eastwood would originate, but that’s
exactly what happened thanks to debut
screenwriter Nick Schenk. After finishing
his long day working as a teamster, Schenk
would retire to the bar and begin writing —
sometimes not stopping for 20 pages.

Schenk shaped a story that sees lonely,
disgruntled Korean War vet Walt Kowalski
(Clint Eastwood) get entangled in a Hmong
gang war after he catches his young neigh-
bor Tao (Bee Vang) trying to steal his most
cherished possession: a 1972 Ford Gran
Torino. For Schenk, the character of Walt
came quickly. “He has the personality of a
shop teacher or a tough coach and acts like
your dad when you put your bike tire on
wrong,” Schenk says. “I just knew that type
of character really well. Then it just became
about finding the right setting and story to
put him in.”

The setting for the film also came natu-
rally, as Schenk shared assembly line shifts
with Hmong people for about a year.
“When you're in a cramped line, shoulder-
to-shoulder, for 10 straight hours, you get
to know people really well,” Schenk says

laughing. “I never set out to spotlight the
Hmong culture or anything like that, but it
made sense that Walt would be an ex-Korea
vet, and he doesn’t differentiate one Asian
culture from the next. He just doesn’t care.
That's really how it came together.”

Torino is not Schenk’s first brush with
Hollywood. In the early 1990s, he and fel-
low Minnesotan Rich Kronfeld made a sale
with the comedy Kevin and Mike’s Day Care,
but nothing came of it. Schenk spent the
intermittent years writing for small TV gigs,
most recently a mixed-martial-arts show in
Canada, but he never stopped writing
screenplays. And when he finished Torino
he got it into the hands of Double Nickel’s
Jenette Kahn and Adam Richman. They op-
tioned it with their own money and ended
up getting it to Eastwood’s longtime pro-
ducer Bill Gerber. Eastwood signed on to di-
rect and star in February 2008, only 10
months before the film hit theaters. As cus-
tomary with Eastwood'’s directing style, he
did not change a single word in the script.
“It was a fantastic feeling and something I
doubt will ever happen again,” Schenk says.
“He just has a great respect for writers and
his mentality is ‘Why would I get into
something that’s a mess? If it’s ready to go,
let’s do it."”

When writing, Schenk spent his
evenings at Grumpy’s committing Gran
Torino’s narrative to paper with a pen in
hand. He prefers handwriting to a com-
puter because he feels it takes the “job” ele-
ment out of his creative process. “It’s not as
serious to me,” Schenk says. “If I'm in front
of a computer it seems like I'm working and
there’s a pressure element to it. With a pen,
it’s just ink, I can let it flow, and it’s no big
deal.”

When Schenk transferred his story to a
computer, there were minimal changes,
something he credits to his intense outlin-
ing process, which he shared with pal Dave
Johannson (with whom he shares story
credit). Schenk enjoys giving himself a
roadmap where he can figure out the major
beats of the story before ever starting his
script. “Some guys can just wing it, but I'm
not that smart at all,” he says laughing. “I
would just never work without it. If you do
it right, it’s so easy to see where your story
can go off the road. You can see the trajec-
tory of the story a lot easier.”

While the main plot points came swiftly,
a sticking point for Schenk was how to han-
dle interspersing the Hmong culture ele-
ments throughout his narrative. He had a
lot of exposition to get through, and like
most writers, found it difficult to find nat-
ural ways of delivering that information. “I
have such a respect for the Hmong culture
and it was really hard to get out their story
without seeming too obvious or [having] re-
ally long chunks of dialogue,” Schenk says.
“That’s what I worked on more than any-
thing else because I respect that culture and
wanted to get everything right.”

It's easy to assume that Schenk has been
lucky with his first feature experience since
not even a year passed between the sale of
the script and its release, but that interpre-
tation only scratches the surface of the
truth. Schenk’s success is the result of the
many years he spent writing spec scripts
that never sold and his love for the craft,
which kept him writing. “I've seen four
episodes of Friends,” Schenk says. “I've
never seen an episode of Lost or 24 either,
and it’s because I have something else to do
and something else to think about. Writing
is such a great thing because it’s creative and
you always have something to think
about.” As for the lessons Schenk learned in
the long period before his two sales, that
answer is easy: “Don’t quit.” [H
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The Dark Knight

Screenplay by Jonathan Nolan and Christopher Nolan
Based on a story by Christopher Nolan and David S. Goyer
Based on a character created by Bob Kane

EVER SINCE BATMAN first graced the illus-
trated pages of “Detective Comics” issue No.
27 in May 1939 the character has captured the
imagination of the world. Whether through
serialized matinee films, cartoons, a live-action
TV series or three feature-film series incarna-
tions, the character has continued evolving. In
fact, one would think he’d have worn out his
welcome by now, but in 2008 The Dark Knight
broke box-office records and audience expec-
tations and became one of the finest superhero
films ever written. The secret to the film’s suc-
cess is that co-writer Jonathan Nolan along
with co-writer-director Christopher Nolan and
David S. Goyer (who receives a “story by”
credit) collaborated to not just create one of
the most elaborate Batman narratives, but also
do so from a completely character-driven
point of view.

After the success of 2005’s Batman Be-
gins, Jonathan Nolan explained that his
brother, Christopher, needed some con-
vincing before jumping straight into a se-
quel and that Christopher would only
make it with the right script. So, Batman Be-
gins co-writer Goyer and Christopher bat-
ted around story ideas until the vision for
the movie became clear. After a few
months of brainstorming and outlining,
Goyer left to work on his own project and
Jonathan was recruited to write the first
draft of the script based on Christopher
and Goyer’s outline. By Jonathan’s estimate

he was given five boards of note cards
along with a typed outline.

Christopher and Goyer’s outline was so
strong that Jonathan wrote his first draft in
two to three months — the fastest of any first
draft he’s ever written. “They had really
mapped out the story, and it was a cracket-
jack story, so it really remained up to me to fill
in the blanks,” Jonathan says. He also en-
joyed the freedom of being allowed to go be-
yond the outline when necessary. After
completing his first draft, Christopher
rewrote it and Jonathan and Christopher
continued sending the material back and
forth. The film’s finale featuring hostages on
two boats came during this rewriting period,
but, according to Jonathan, the final script is
still very close to the original outline.

In an unusual move, secondary character
Harvey Dent (Aaron Eckhart) had his charac-
ter arc take more prominence than Batman'’s
(Christian Bale), the film’s protagonist. Dent’s
arc is near Shakespearean in scope as the
character is elevated to becoming one of
Gotham City’s brightest hopes, its White
Knight — a position Dent falls from quickly
after becoming consumed with vengeance.
This, of course, was all part of the Joker’s
(Heath Ledger) plan. Dent has an excellent
line of dialogue in which he says, “You either
die a hero or live long enough to see yourself
become a villain.” And as Jonathan explains,
“That dialogue put Harvey Dent, Gordon

(Gary Oldman) and Batman on the rack of
their own beliefs — and the Joker just keeps
twisting it.”

The writers spent a lot of time considering
each character’s motivation, which in turn in-
fluenced the narrative. As Nolan explains, one
major influence from the illustrated page was
the concept of a triumvirate as seen in the
comic “The Long Halloween,” by Jeph Loeb
and Tim Sales. Jonathan remembers being
drawn to “this idea that you have these three
men that make a pact that almost destroys all
of them ... [although] what they're trying to
do is virtuous.” Everyone loses in this poi-
soned love triangle. “All of the relationships
have to be fractured by the end of the film,”
Jonathan says. “So obviously Dent'’s relation-
ship with Batman and Gordon ([is fractured],
but also Gordon’s relationship with Dent and
Batman — and Batman emerges kind of on
his own. That felt like the natural way things
had to go.”

Jonathan explains that he sees the Joker as
nearly a force of nature, that may or may not
exist before stepping into frame out of
nowhere in the film’s first moments. “It’s not
enough for him to kill you or torture you,”
Jonathan says. “What he’s going to do, and
he says it explicitly, [is] he’s going to make you
break your own rule. If you're foolish enough
in his viewpoint to have dogma, he’s going to
smash you against it.” And the Joker finds an
easy target in Batman whose code includes
fighting hostile criminals without ever taking
their lives. “This is close to a fool’s errand, but
it's why we love him,” Jonathan says. “It’s
why his character is so enduring because of
this kind of insane choice that he’s made in
which he can be so good at what he does that
he can kind of save everyone. To me the best
way to explore that idea is to challenge it. The
biting part of it is that he has to save the Joker
because he has the chance to, and Harvey
Dent pays the price because he’s going to kill
an innocent — it’s a conundrum.”

And herein lies the film'’s true mastery in
those final moments when Batman decides
to become Gotham’s Dark Knight and take
responsibility for killing its White Knight.

Very few films end with their heroic pro-
tagonist being hunted by dogs and police-
men and being openly despised by an entire
city, but this hero’s journey in which Batman
realizes that he must become the Dark Knight
for the good of the city he loves shines as a
splendorous moment that concludes one of
the best screenplays in 2008. H
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Che

Screenplay by Peter Buchman
and Benjamin A. van der Veen

“CHE WAS COMPLICATED,” Peter Buch-
man says, sipping a cup of tea. He’s talking
about Che, the man, explaining why he was
interested in writing the story of his life, but
he could just as easily be talking about the
development process of Che, the four-hour-
plus dramatization of Ernesto “Che” Gue-
vara’s rise and fall.

Ten years ago, Buchman (Jurassic Park III)
was writing his first screenplay, an epic about
Alexander the Great, with Chris McQuarrie
(The Usual Suspects). While their “Alexander”
never got made (Oliver Stone did his version
first), Benicio Del Toro and producer Laura
Bickford approached McQuarrie about a
project on the life of Che, the hero of the
Cuban revolution and an iconic figure of
youthful rebellion. “Chris said let me talk to
Peter, because maybe he can write it and I'll
direct it,” Buchman says. “So I did a lot of re-
search, but after writing one historical epic
on spec, I decided I needed to get a job.”

Del Toro and Bickford eventually hired
Benjamin A. van der Veen to write the
screenplay. But when Steven Soderbergh
signed on to direct nearly four years ago, he
wanted to take the script in a new direction.
Buchman had stayed in touch with Laura

Bickford on various projects over the years,
and he reminded her that he knew a great
deal about Che. She suggested he get into a
room with Soderbergh and Del Toro.

“At the time I wasn’t even thinking I
would necessarily get hired,” Buchman says.
He just thought it was a chance to meet with
Soderbergh, a filmmaker he admired. “I told
Laura, if Steven wants to get into a room
with a screenwriter who happens to know a
lot about Che, just to use me as a sounding
board, I'd be happy to talk to him.”

Buchman'’s biggest problem with the ex-
isting script was that it only told Che’s Bo-
livian story. “I just felt that most people
know nothing about this man, and that
going into Bolivia,” where Che was ulti-
mately hunted down and Kkilled, “without
having any sense of who he was before,
would not be emotionally satisfying.”
Soderbergh and Del Toro agreed. The three
met a number of times over a period of days
and talked out a new version of the movie
that charted Che’s rise in the Cuban revo-
lution and his fall in Bolivia within a single
screenplay. “And then Steven just said, ‘All
right, go write it,”” Buchman recalls.

Buchman spent a month doing some ad-

ditional research, then took about five
months to write the script, a two-and-a-half-
hour version of the film that interwove Che'’s
experiences in Cuba and Bolivia. They were
about to go into production, beginning with
a sequence in New York where Che appeared
before the General Assembly of the United
Nations, when Soderbergh took Buchman
aside and told him, “You know, I think
maybe we're not doing either story justice in
this approach.”

They then decided they needed to flesh
out the stories, and the only way to do that
was to make two separate movies that could
be seen back to back — part one (known as
The Argentine) would cover Che’s rise in the
Cuban revolution, and the second part
(Guerilla) tells of the fatal Bolivian expedi-
tion. Even with their new plan they still
needed to shoot the New York scenes because
they had already lined up the U.N., which
Buchman says “took some doing and we did-
n't know if we could get it again.”

Buchman spent another year in script de-
velopment. “I wasn’t starting completely
from scratch, but I would say it was a very
substantial rewrite. I had to rethink the struc-
ture of the movies.”

Early on, Buchman knew Soderbergh did-
n’t want to make a typical biopic, so he took
a more unconventional approach to the ma-
terial. He found his challenge was to keep the
story moving forward without relying on the
normal screenplay conventions. “Steven did-
n’t want the moment when Che’s hat gets
blown off in battle and someone hands him
a beret,” Buchman says laughing.

“Part of our approach to the movie was
to say, ‘Let’s not get into the typical sort of
psychological convention that bio-pics
often employ, but instead reveal the char-
acter in a different way.”” And because of
the sensitive nature of the material, Soder-
bergh insisted on staying true to the factual
events, “more so than any other script I've
ever written based on history,” Buchman
says. “I've always tried to stay true to the
spirit of history. But there are things you
have to do in creating a more conventional
screenplay,” yet such liberties did not in-
terest Soderbergh.

The Argentine became about the revelation
of Che’s character in tiny increments, “from
his start as a medic in this expedition to his
rise to become the hero of the revolution. By
the time we get to the end (the battle for the
city of Santa Clara), the climax of the third
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Che in theaters Jan. 9

act in the first movie, he’s looking more
like his iconic self,” Buchman says. With-
out the normal screenplay structures to
rely on, though, Buchman tested every
beat of the script by asking, “Is it a part of
that arc? Is it telling that story?”

The film starts with Che meeting Fidel
Castro at a small dinner party in Mexico
City. “These two guys in their late 20s are
sitting around talking about when they
take Cuba over,” Buchman says. Castro
only had 30 men at that time; he didn’t
even have a boat to take them over, and
Batista, Cuba’s U.S.-backed dictator, had an
army of 40,000, yet Fidel was already talk-
ing like he had won. “It was really an in-
credible story.”

This was also the reason Buchman felt
“it was completely and
utterly essential to
show Cuba to under-
stand Bolivia — to see
why Che thought he
could go into Bolivia
with this small group
of men and pull it off.
It seems like lunacy to
see it out of context.”

For Guerilla, Buch-
man followed the arc of
the events that led to
Che’s death, but he also
wanted to show how it
could have turned out
differently. “When they
first got to Bolivia, we
didn’t want it to feel like they were des-
tined to fail,” he says. Thus it was impor-
tant to show that the Bolivian government
was truly afraid of Che. “It’s possible if Che
could have escaped this noose that was
around him, there could have been a dif-
ferent outcome,” Buchman says. “So I tried
to layer in that possibility in the first half of
the movie, even though we're also laying
the seeds for the destruction and showing
his fall.”

Buchman explained that contextually
it was important to show how Che gave
up everything he had in Cuba in order to
continue his revolution. “He could have
been, as he called it, an ‘air conditioned
Communist’ and lived off his laurels, and
he didn’t,” Buchman says. “He left his
family, he left everything, to seek the rev-
olution again. I think that that says a lot
about Che.”

The two parts of Che have a different
feel, and Buchman acknowledges the first
is much more epic in scope. “Steven al-
ways told me he felt the Cuban story, the
fact that 12 guys defeated 40,000 in two
years, had an uplifting, more-romantic
quality to it. That’s a more traditional
Hollywood movie,” he says. “I wasn't
writing the second movie with less scope
in mind, or trying to make it tighter, but
that was the nature of the story that came
out. And Steven definitely wanted to
shoot it that way.”

The filmmakers also struggled with
showing a more nuanced view of Che
than the familiar, heroic figure. Ulti-
mately, they decided the Cuban revolu-
tion and the Bolivian mission were the
most interesting parts

of his story, but that
meant leaving out the
period after the revo-
lution when Che over-
saw trials in Havana,
during which hun-
dreds of people were
executed. “Now, in
Havana they say they
were killing people
who were torturers,
Batista was a brutal
thug. And in Miami
they say, well, there
were a lot of innocent
people who were
killed. And I'm sure
the truth is somewhere in the middle,”
Buchman says. Partly to compensate for
that omission, Buchman and Soderbergh
felt it was important to show Che order-
ing the executions of deserters in the
mountains of Cuba during the revolu-
tion. They also showed U.N. delegates
voicing their concerns about the killings
of Cubans.

But Buchman ultimately found the
story of Che compelling, even if he did-
n't agree with his protagonist in every re-
spect. “The fact that he put his own ass
on the line in Cuba, he put his ass on the
line in Bolivia — where do we see that?”
Buchman says. “There’s a lot of what
Che believes that I don’t agree with, I'm
not a communist, but there is a commit-
ment there that I respect. I think it’s fas-
cinating when you see one individual
affect history.” EH
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The Reader

Screenplay by David Hare
Based on the novel by Bernhard Schlink

IT SHOULD COME as no surprise that a
book called The Reader might contain a
number of literary conceits that work better
on the page than onscreen, posing unique
challenges to any writer attempting to
adapt Bernhard Schlink’s acclaimed novel.
For starters, the book functions as a form
of first-person confessional, serving as an ad-
mission of personal guilt that tormented the
narrator his entire life. In telling his story,
protagonist Michael Berg (Ralph Fiennes)
publicly comes to terms with the fact that
his first love, Hanna (Kate Winslet) turned
out to be a Nazi war criminal — a metaphor
for the moral rift between Germany’s post-
war generation and their elders, whom
many deemed complicit in the Holocaust.
“Nobody makes a film to reveal the se-
cret that they’ve kept hidden their whole
life,” says screenwriter David Hare. “So I
had to create the framework — a reason for
the film to exist.” One of his first steps was
to dramatize Michael’s internal struggle by
extrapolating two key scenes in which
Michael confides his experiences with other
characters. Hare, of course, is no stranger to
literary-minded subject matter, having col-
laborated with director Stephen Daldry on
The Hours six years earlier. In fact, it was the
pair’s work on that film that convinced the
late director Anthony Minghella, who held

the rights to Schlink’s book (and which he
had intended to adapt himself), to give
Hare a shot at the material. “It was a situa-
tion I've never been in before,” Hare says.
“[Minghella] said, ‘You're greenlit before
you write a word ... on the assumption that
you do it in a year.”

Like The Hours, The Reader was split into
three separate time periods: Michael’s sex-
ual awakening with older woman Hanna
Schmitz, his shocking discovery during
law school of Hanna’s involvement with
the SS and his late-life attempt to recon-
nect with her in prison. Rather than tell
the story in distinct segments, Hare chose
to interweave the material — though he
was also careful not to repeat what he had
done in The Hours. “Having made The
Hours, I didn’t want to get mannered about
this and just be the person who always
jumbles things up in the way that Altman
was the person who always tells multiple
stories at the same time,” he says.

Still, Hare felt it was important to begin
with Michael in the present and allow au-
diences to slowly unpack the many twists
and revelations of his formative years. As it
turns out, Hanna guards two secrets. First,
she was complicit in a terrible crime, and
second, she’s illiterate. A critical moment
in the film hinges on the fact that she’d

rather go to jail for the former than reveal
her shame about the latter (a detail only
Michael knows, having made a ritual of
reading to her during their trysts). Early
on, Hare and his collaborators realized that
making her choice convincing would be a
make-or-break moment for audiences and
thus needed special attention.

The book manages to get away with a
scene in which Michael goes for a walk in
the woods and spontaneously realizes that
Hanna can’t read, but Hare felt it was im-
portant to avoid what he calls “ba-doing
moments — those moments of revelation
where you gasp and understand some-
thing and your whole view of it changes.”
Therefore he looked for ways to introduce
the novel’s surprises “a little bit sideways.”

“When you dramatize a piece, you test
it,” Hare says. “What you're really doing is
putting it under an incredible scrutiny. It’s
almost like dentistry. You can feel where
the tooth is wrong. After a few months of
working on the material, Stephen and I
had some pretty tough questions for
Schlink.”

Further complicating the adaptation
were the ways in which Schlink’s book de-
fies the conventions of other love stories.
Instead of growing closer through the
years, Michael and Hanna actually drift
apart. “What I think is crucial about the
story is that it’s morally ambiguous,” Hare
explains. “A sentimental writer might have
written a book in which she learns to read
and write and then she understands some-
thing about what she did. To me it would
be absolutely repellent to make a movie in
which you extend redemption to a char-
acter like that, and Schlink is absolutely
clear that that’s not what he’s doing.”

Instead, the search for forgiveness shifts
to Michael’s character, whose adolescent
misfortune has shaped his ability to form
mature relationships, eventually leading to
divorce and estrangement from his family.
According to Hare, “One of the most
telling descriptions of the book came from
Ann Roth, the costume designer, who said
to me, ‘This is such a terrible story. It’s a
story of someone for whom the most im-
portant thing in their life happens when
they’re 15.”” For Hare, his primary concern
was not with Hanna’s guilt but rather how
Michael — and Germany at large — could
make a life in the shadow of such an in-
credible wrong. @
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Coraline in theaters Feb. 6

Coraline

Written and directed by Henry Selick
Based on the novel by Neil Gaiman

MOST PEOPLE KNOW Henry Selick as the
director of cult animated films like The
Nightmare Before Christmas, but few know
about his true skills at dialogue and narra-
tive structure. “I've always written,” he says.
“Before I directed I tried my hand at writ-
ing. I'd say at least a quarter of the lines in
Nightmare Before Christmas are lines I wrote.
Same with James and the Giant Peach.”

Selick’s work caught the attention of
Hugo Award-winning fantasy novelist Neil
Gaiman, who was interested in showing a
pet project to the director. Several months
before it was published, the filmmaker
found himself reading the rough manu-
script for Coraline, a story Gaiman began
years earlier as a bedtime story for his
daughter. “No one was thinking of me as a
writer,” Selick says. “They were thinking of
me as a director.” Selick, however, pushed
Gaiman and producer Bill Mechanic to give
him the first crack at adapting the novel,
pointing out the book was almost filmable
as is. “What'’s the worst that can happen?”
Selick remembers asking. “[They] have to
hire another writer and rewrite it, but at
least I'd like the first shot. So I've always had
to write, but this is the first time being offi-
cially entrusted with being the primary
writer on a film.”

Selick tends to approach screenwriting
as a problem-solving exercise, and when he
outlines a structure for his story, he doesn’t
do it with statements but instead with ques-
tions that he feels the need to answer in his
writing. “I just stew about stuff for a very
long time,” he says. “Before I write, and es-
pecially during writing, I have to trust my
subconscious to sort out the biggest prob-
lems.” He also admits a tendency to over-
write visual description, which he says
comes from his directorial instincts: “I put
way too much in. That’s probably the hard-
est thing for me — is learning to let go of
all but the most essential visual cues in the
screenwriting process.”

Selick admits his first attempt at Cora-
line was disastrous. “It was a terrible
draft,” he says with a chuckle. He showed
Gaiman material constantly during those
first months, and Gaiman couldn’t help
but comment on it. “In the end, the first
draft didn’t read like a movie,” Selick
says. “It read like it was halfway between
two worlds. So to write the second draft
I told him, ‘You know what? I'm not
going to talk to you.” And that second
draft is the one where everyone said,
yeah this is a movie.”

In the script, young Coraline (voiced

by Dakota Fanning) has just moved to a
new town with her work-obsessed parents
(voiced by Teri Hatcher and John Hodg-
man) and now lives in a sprawling Victo-
rian that’s been cut up into three
apartments. The weather is miserable, the
neighbors are weird, and things are in-
credibly dull ... until she finds a doorway
leading to a double of her own apartment.
Here she meets her Other Mother (also
Hatcher), a doting, literally button-eyed
woman who showers Coraline with gifts
and food. The Other apartment is so won-
derful Coraline spends more and more
time there, until the Other Mother offers
to let her stay forever. All it will take, she
explains, is one small adjustment with a
needle and thread ... which is when Cora-
line realizes things may not be all that
pleasant in the Other apartment after all.

For as visual as Gaiman'’s story was,
Selick still found elements that needed to
be changed. He expanded the opening to
help build Coraline’s dreamlike sense of
the other world. “She visits it several
times,” he says, “and she always wakes up
back in her own bed — then finally she
realizes this is real.” Thus, it structurally
felt better for Selick to let this build over
several scenes so he could ease the audi-
ence into the world more organically. In
Gaiman’s novel, there are strange and un-
settling elements in the Other apartment
from the very start. “But [Coraline is] very
curious,” Selick says, “and is not put off
by the fact that this Other Mother’s hair
is alive and ‘moves like sleepy sea snakes,’
as Neil put it. I decided to have it be a
more gradual thing.” Aside from the fact
that everyone in the other world has but-
tons for eyes, the film version begins more
colorful, friendly and warm, only reveal-
ing its darkness over time.

Selick also believes this darkness is key
to the story’s strength, and shakes off wor-
ries children can’t deal with such things.
“Kids love to be scared,” he says, pointing
to the severe darkness of early Disney
films like Smow White, Pinocchio and parts
of Fantasia. “If you're going to tell a story
like this, don’t make it all jokey and safe.
For Coraline’s success in fighting evil to
mean anything, evil has to be potent.
We're not doing Saw IV, it's more like a
Grimm'’s fairy tale set in modern times ...
a place I've always been interested in
working with, tonally.” B
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Two Lovers in theaters Feb. 13

Two Lovers

Screenplay by James Gray and Ric Menello

push the envelope with
fast-paced, flavor-of-the-month stylings,
James Gray is content to be classical. At the
end of the day, the Two Lovers co-writer-
director is more keen on telling stories audi-
ences can still watch 10, 20 or even 50 years
later, embracing relaxed narrative pacing, in-
trospective subject matter and sincere at-
tention to character at a time when such
values seem relegated to the past. “I have no
interest in making the Filet-O-Fish version
of a movie, where you just grin and swallow
it down,” he says. “I'm not making a barium
enema. [ don’t know why you would go to
a movie where the only thing you want at
the beginning is for it to be over.”

Two Lovers adheres to Gray’s artistic vi-
sion even as it marks a major departure for
the filmmaker, who desperately needed a
change of pace after the exhausting five-
year struggle to get his previous project, We
Own the Night, off the ground. Rather than
tackle another crime movie (his earlier proj-
ects, Little Odessa and The Yards, had im-
pressed critics and the French, but failed to
catch on with U.S. audiences), Gray imag-
ined a film about love, finding unlikely in-
spiration in Fyodor Dostoevsky’s White
Nights. The novella had already been
adapted several times, including once by
one of Gray’s Italian cinema idols, Luchino
Visconti, but it suggested a jumping-off

point for a more personal story about ob-
sessive love.

Two Lovers expanded the basic premise,
about a man who falls hard for a woman
whose own emotions are fully engaged
with her existing lover, by bringing modern
psychology, the protagonist’s family and a
second potential suitor into the picture. “I
just wanted to tell a story about love done
with a certain seriousness of purpose using
a very archetypal situation, which some
would call clichéd or almost banal, but that
would be the challenge of it, to essentially
put my own imprint on it,” Gray says.

Gray had always written solo in the past,
but here he turned to former creative con-
sultant Ric Menello, whose experience in-
cluded serving as a sounding board for
Owen Wilson and Larry Charles; he’d dis-
cuss the story, come up with ideas and im-
prove dialogue on projects they were
considering. “As Billy Wilder said, “Two
heads are better than one,”” Gray explains.
“You want someone to bounce your ideas
off of, someone you can read the scene to
and ask questions, because it’s such a col-
laborative medium.”

Working together by phone from oppo-
site coasts (with Gray in Santa Monica and
Menello in New Jersey), the pair put to-
gether an outline and first draft of Two
Lovers within a month. The result was an

original screenplay with just enough of
Dostoevsky to evoke White Nights — “the
way Kurosawa’s Yojimbo is inspired by, but
not an adaptation of, Dashiell Hammett's
Red Harvest,” Menello says.

Gray and Menello were old friends with
many of the same literary and cinematic in-
fluences, but the plan was always for Gray to
direct, which informed their dynamic.
“When I work with James, it’s more like
[how] a European screenwriter would work
with a director because I'm giving my own
creative take on what we're doing, but I'm
also trying to get into his head and see his
vision,” Menello says. They both grew up in
New York, which was also important, since
Gray’s films tend to center on the city’s Jew-
ish community and are strongly informed by
the neighborhoods where they take place.

In the case of Two Lovers, the action un-
folds in Brighton Beach, where Leonard
(Joaquin Phoenix) has recently moved back
into his parents’ suffocating apartment
building after a bad breakup and suicide at-
tempt. Eager to see him happy, his parents
introduce him to Sandra (Vinessa Shaw),
daughter of a family business partner, but
Leonard is more interested in the alluring
ex-junkie, Michelle (Gwyneth Paltrow),
whose apartment he can see from his bed-
room window.

Leonard himself is bipolar, a condition
both writers connected with the exagger-
ated emotional swings of obsessive desire.
And though his character clearly favors
Michelle, the writers were careful not to bias
the audience by reducing either woman —
or Leonard’s parents, played by Isabella
Rossellini and Moni Moshonov — to cari-
cature. After all, it wasn’t Leonard’s choice,
but his melancholy state of mind and soul,
that interested Gray in the first place.

“I'’had meant for Two Lovers to have some
funny things in it, but at the same time I
tried to take a typical romantic comedy story
— “Leonard’s got two ladies in his life” —
and subvert it,” he says. The resolution,
which some may see as a compromise,
echoes the widely misunderstood ending of
We Own the Night, in which the rage drives
Phoenix’s character to fulfill his father’s
legacy. “I was seeking a certain thing where
society could say, ‘Look at Leonard, he mar-
ried the right girl,” or, “Look at Bobby Green,
he became a policeman. He did the right
thing,” but it wouldn’t necessarily mean that
it was the right thing for us.” =
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PETER CLINES

Last Chance Harvey in theaters now

Last Chance Harvey

Written and directed by Joel Hopkins

is, the key moment for Last
Chance Harvey writer-director Joel Hopkins
was when he missed his chance to direct
the film Nanny McPhee. “1 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 [ 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,  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.” Hoft-
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. &
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Valkyrie

Screenplay by Nathan Alexander and Christopher McQuarrie

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
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Valkyrie in theaters now

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,” McQuatrrie 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
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BY MATT GODSEY

The International in theaters Feb. 13

The International
Screenplay by Eric Singer

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.” @&
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The Unhorn in theaters Jan. 9

The Unborn

Written and directed by David Goyer

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. T 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.” B
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BY PETER CLINES

SCREENPLAY

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.

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.

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 0dds: 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

SPOTLIGHT

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

PAGE International Screenwriting Awards

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 |ennifer 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. | 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.”
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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 0dds: 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 0dds: 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 0dds: 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 Gompetition

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 0dds: 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

s0. 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 0dds: 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 0dds: 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: www?2.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 0dds: 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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The outcome of his "social experiment"

in The Dark Knight,
LaSt by Jonathan Nolan and Christopher Nolan.

INT. PENTHOUSE, PREWITT BUILDING -- NIGHT INT. PASSENGER LOUNGE, COMMUTER FERRY -- NIGHT
Batman WRESTLES with the Rotweilers- a blinding mass of Everyone stares at the remote. One minute left. The
Batman, black fur, and bared teeth- Businessman stands. Walks over and picks it up.
The Joker POPS a switchblade. Moves in to the mass- Batman BUSINESSMAN
KICKS OFF the last of the dogs- the Joker JABS his knife No one wants to get their hands dirty.
into Batman's RIBS- Fine. I'll do it. Those men on that
boat made their choices. They chose
THE JOKER to murder and steal. It makes no
All the old familiar places. sense for us to die, too.
Batman recoils in pain. The Joker BUTTS him- KNEES him- He looks at the other passengers. No one makes eye contact.
ENERGY explodes from his lean frame- he KICKS the injured
Batman back towards the glass... INT. PASSENGER LOUNGE, PRISONER FERRY -- NIGHT
INT. PASSENGER LOUNGE, COMMUTER FERRY -- NIGHT The Warden slowly hands him the REMOTE. The Prisoner looks

X . . at it. He looks the Warden in the eye...
The Pilot [Passenger Ferry] looks at the remote in his hands.
Then TOSSES the remote out the window.
PILOT [PASSENGER FERRY]

I voted for it. Same as most of you. Warden, prisoners and officers are stunned.
Doesn't seem right that we should
all die... EXT. PENTHOUSE, PREWITT BUILDING -- NIGHT
Someone calls out from the back. Batman FLIES backwards THROUGH THE WINDOW- glass flying- the
Joker KICKS out a wooden brace holding up the STEEL FRAME-
) PASSENGER 3 Batman's arms fly up as it comes crashing down onto his neck-
So do it! saved by his protective gauntlets. Batman GRUNTS as the Joker

STEPS onto the steel beam...
PILOT [PASSENGER FERRY]

I didn't say I'd do it. Don't forget. THE JOKER
We're still here. Which means they If we don't stop fighting, we're
haven't killed us, yet, either. going to miss the fireworks.
He sets the remote down on a bench in the front of the lounge. BATMAN
The other passengers and guardsmen stare at it... There won't be any fireworks.
INT. PASSENGER LOUNGE, PRISONER FERRY -- NIGHT Batman STRUGGLES to keep the beam from CRUSHING his neck...
A HUGE, TATTOOED PRISONER pushes his way to the front. He INT. PASSENGER LOUNGE, COMMUTER FERRY -- NIGHT
walks towards the Warden, who is sweating, looking at the
remote. The Businessman stares at the remote in his hands. Finally,

he puts it down. Sits down. Waits to die.
TATTOOED PRISONER

You don't wanna die. But you don't The clock strikes MIDNIGHT.
know how to take a life. Give it to
me. EXT. PENTHOUSE, PREWITT BUILDING -- NIGHT
The Warden looks at the remote. At the clock. Batman indicates the clock... twelve o'clock.
TATTOOED PRISONER (CONT'D) BATMAN
These men_wil]_. kill you and take it, What were you hoping to prove? That
anyway. Give it to me, you can tell deep down, we're all as ugly as you?
people I took it by force... give it
to me and I'll do what you should The Joker looks at the clock...

have done ten minutes ago.

INT. BOTH FERRIES -- CONTINUOUS THE JOKER
Maybe we can share it. They'll need
The Passengers brace. Look at the clock. Confused... to double up, the rate this city's

inhabitants are losing their minds...
INT. PREWITT BUILDING -- CONTINUOUS

BATMAN
The smile disappears from the Joker's face. This city just showed you it's full
of people ready to believe in good.
BATMAN
You're alone. The Joker looks up at him. A twinkle in his eye.
The Joker CROUCHES down, hovering above Batman's face and THE JOKER
arms. Shows him the remote. Till their spirit breaks completely.
Until they find out what I did with
THE JOKER the best of them. Until they get a
Can't rely on anyone these days. good look at the real Harvey Dent,
and all the heroic things he's done.
The Joker ARMS the remote... (indicates ferry)
Then those criminals will be straight
THE JOKER (CONT'D) back onto the streets and Gotham
Have to do everything yourself. I will understand the true nature of
always have- and it's not always heroism.
easy... (off look)
(smiles, remembering) You didn't think I'd risk losing the
You know how I got these scars? battle for the soul of Gotham in a
fist fight with you? You've got to
Batman looks up at him. have an ace in the hole. Mine's
Harvey.
BATMAN
No. But I know how you get these- Batman hauls the Joker up, nose to nose.
Batman's SCALLOP BLADES FIRE OUT OF HIS GAUNTLET, nailing BATMAN
the Joker in the chest and arm- he STAGGERS back- Batman, What did you do?
freed, leaps forward- KICKS HIM OVER THE EDGE - GRABS the
remote- THE JOKER
I took Gotham's white knight. And I
The Joker GIGGLES as he FALLS, enjoying the ride. Something brought him down to my level. It
SLAMS into his leg, and he JERKS to a stop- BATMAN'S GRAPPLE. wasn't hard- madness is like gravity.
The Joker HOLLERS in pain as Batman HAULS him up. All it takes 1is a little push.
THE JOKER Joker laughs. Batman leaves him to the SWATS.
Just couldn't let me go, could you?
I guess this is what happens when an BATMAN
unstoppable force meets an immovable Lucius. Find Harvey Dent.

object. You truly are incorruptible,
aren't you?

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

THE JOKER (CONT'D) in a screenplav

You won't kill me out of some

misplaced sense of self- f 140 p g
righteousness... and I won't kill 0 a es
you because you're too much fun.

We're going to do this forever.

BATMAN
You'll be in a padded cell, forever.
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12 NEW DVDS

JUST
SI 9.95EABH

Added to
Screenwriting

School In A Box

Writing Great Openings...
Romantic Comedy ...
Sci-Fi Writing ... Animation ...
... Writing Horror ... Subplots ...
Writing Great Scenes...
Navigating The Studio System
Plus: drastically reduced shipping and
handling charges; shipping 2-3 DVDs now costs the same as one.

FULL SET OF EXPO DVDS

Order All 60 of our DVDs at a 42% Discount
SCREENWRITING SCHOOL IN A BOX —

at 3% of the cost of attending film school.
Don’t miss this amazing value and opportunity
to really launch your screenwriting career.
Purchase the Entire Set at a 42% Discount
WAS $1,197.00

ON SALE FOR $699.97

VISIT OUR WEBSITE

creativescreenwriting.com/expodvds.htmli

Creative Screenwriting Reader Discount:
enter ‘READERDVDS’ in your shopping cart




Write Brothers®

SO¢Er- .eRS
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"TWARE FOR WRITF

We Invented It...

In 1983, Write Brothers (then known as Screenplay Systems)
introduced “Scriptor,” the first dedicated script formatter for
screenplays, and the oniginal industry standard. In 1995,
alephen Greenfield and Chns Huntley (the Write Brothers)

received a 1994 Technical Achievement Award from the ““
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences for the 5%“\“

development of "Scriptor,” the first and only writing software to S o
receive the honor. !.
Seren
— S N
T — Er'__

—— o

@

.We keep
Re-Inventing it!
SCREENWRlTER In 1995, Wrile Em:r's [ntr{::lum: Muvilagh-'lag::'“

008 8 VERSION & Screenwriter. Today, Screenwriter 6 is the choice
of Hollywood professionals and is the NEW
Industry Standard. Try our full-featured, free trial
version for five days and you'll see that
Screenwriter is the right choice for you too!

Download
Screenwriter
Today...

Screenplay.com ¢ 800.84.STORY

The Chaice
of Holl
Professionals




