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FOREWORD BY JOHN HAMBURG


Writer of Little Fockers, I Love You, Man, Meet the Fockers, Zoolander, and Meet the Parents

I’ve known Tom Lennon and Ben Garant since the time they were young, hungry sketch comedians fresh out of New York University, trying to make a go of it in the big city. And from those humble beginnings, it’s been an honor and pleasure to watch two of the funniest, most talented comedic minds I have ever come across completely sell out and get rich by churning out an endless supply of mindless Hollywood screenplays.

Now, having just purchased this tome, you’re probably asking yourself, “Why the hell did I just shell out twenty bucks for a how-to book by the writers of Herbie: Fully Loaded?” That’s a great question which I do not have the answer to. You clearly made an impulsive decision, and now you have to live with it. What I do know is that, when it comes to writing big, commercial, hit movies, Tom and Ben truly know what they are talking about. They treat the job like professionals—more like terminators really—and their talent, insane work ethic, and practical approach to movie-making has made them two of the most successful scribes in the industry.

Whereas most of us try our hardest to dress down for our meetings with studio executives, when Tom and Ben go to pitch, as legend goes, they wear matching suits—expensive black suits—so that the execs who may potentially shell out millions of dollars for these guys to write their next potential franchise know that they mean business (having directed Tom as a gay man with whom Paul Rudd goes on a “man date” in I Love You, Man I also know that black is incredibly slimming on him).

So, in spite of what I wrote a couple of paragraphs back, you have actually made a very wise decision to purchase this book. Aside from the trademark Lennon/Garant wit we’ve seen in movies like Vin Diesel’s The Pacifier and the Queen Latifah/Jimmy Fallon vehicle Taxi, this is the most practical, no-nonsense, and useful book I’ve ever read on what it really takes to make it as a writer in the movie business.

John Hamburg

New York City

November, 2010


 


INTRODUCTION
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Quit now, or you might just get rich!



 

So you want to write movies for fun and profit?

By now you’ve noticed that the words “fun and” have been crossed out from the title of this book—and for good reason: this is not some fruity Robert McKee screenwriting guide that’s going to help you “crack” your story—this book is not for “fun.” It is the guide to writing hit movies that make you and the studio piles of money. Period. Yes, we know there was a period at the end of the sentence, but we added the word “period” too, to show you how very serious we are, exclamation point.

Now, if you want to write “art-house” films, please put this book down immediately and go gaze longingly out the window. We have no practical information for you on how to write Atom Egoyan films or the kind of films that they show at the Angelika Film Center in Robert McKee–loving Greenwich Village. We do have an appreciation for art-house films, especially the ones where you see Helen Mirren’s boobs.

This book is not about screenwriting “theory.” As Grandpa used to say: Screenwriting theory and a MetroCard will get you a ride on the subway. This book is full of the practical information that nobody else can tell you about surviving and conquering the Hollywood studio system. This is information you need to know, and you will find it only here. And in case you don’t believe us, with our screenwriting we’ve made:

$1,467,015,501

and counting at the box office.

Yes, three commas mean billion, people. And people often get confused. A billion is ONE THOUSAND MILLION, not one hundred million. Grandpa used to say: “One hundred million dollars and a Metro-Card, and you can buy your own train. Like those two dudes in Wild Wild West.”

In this book, you will learn everything you need to know about how to sell and write your own GIANT, FOUR-QUADRANT BLOCK-BUSTER! (Hell, yes, we put “selling” before “writing.” Any crusty old film school professor can tell you how to write a script—but if they knew how to sell one, they wouldn’t be working at some crappy film school!)

You’ll learn how to pitch, why to write a spec, when to shut up and nod, and what to do with the giant mountains of cash you’re going to earn writing movies in fabulous Hollywood, California!

“How do I get an agent?” “What’s a producer do?” “How do I format my script correctly to turn it in to 20th Century Fox?” “Should I use Windex or soap and water to clean the see-through glass hood on my new Lamborghini?”

You’ll learn all this and more in this easy-to-read guidebook to making millions and millions of dollars the old-fashioned way—writing movies for some giant Hollywood studio! (We even include a few complimentary samples of movie treatments and outlines—yours free with the purchase of this book!)
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THOMAS LENNON ARCHIVES



So what are you waiting for! Turn the page and dive in—a wonderful world of fun and profit awaits!

R. B. Garant & Thomas Lennon (Dictated, but not read)


 


PART ONE
SELLING YOUR MOVIE

 

If you don’t sell it, it’s not a screenplay.
It’s a stack of paper for the recycling bin.
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GETTING STARTED IN HOLLYWOOD
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DAVID MICHEL LINCOLN



 

As the title of this chapter implies: YES—you need to be in Hollywood, California, if you’re going to make even TINY piles of money writing movies. Once you are rich and established, THEN, and only then—can you move into a fabulous brownstone next to Ethan Hawke in New York’s independent-movie-loving West Village. But until you’re a huge success, you need to be in Los Angeles. Period. Exclamation point.

“Why?” you ask. “I’m a writer, I can write anywhere.” Well, guess what:

THAT’S BuL7$*!t

 

If you’re serious about screenwriting, you must be in Los Angeles, California. It is the world headquarters of the movie industry. (Outside of India, which is the REAL world headquarters of the movie industry. They make so many movies it’s ridiculous.)

You need to have access to the studios all the time, and they need to have access to you. You have to live in L.A. so that you can go to the studios and meet face-to-face. At any time. Movies take YEARS to get made—it could take eight to ten YEARS to get a movie going. Stars will get attached, fall out . . . your star will pick up a “tranny” on Santa Monica Boulevard, go to rehab, punch a cop, impregnate a nanny . . . or the worst fate imaginable: their level of fame will cool off the tiniest bit.

You NEED TO BE AROUND the people who are making the decisions.
You need to be on their radar.
You need to be in L.A.

You need to be there, doing punch-ups and round tables and sometimes REWRITING ALL OF ACTS I AND III after a horrible table read. (This happens more often than you might imagine.) There’s also almost always a writer or team of writers on call for movies that are in production. You need to prove to the studios that you can be a hero to them by: Coming up with new scenes, dialogue, gags, structure. Being available. And figuring out a way to make their ideas work.

There is, quite simply, ONE THING every studio executive wants.

“TO MAKE SUCCESSFUL FILMS?” you ask.

No. TO NOT GET FIRED, dummy. Successful films are a bonus, but the turnover for executives at the studios is fast, and “not getting fired” is the immediate goal around town. Many executives won’t last the length of a whole movie’s production at a studio. THEY WANT TO STAY AT THEIR JOBS, and you need to help them.

BE THE PERSON WHO HELPS THEM NOT GET FIRED.

That means you need to be around.

HERE’S WHAT YOU WILL NEED TO GET STARTED IN HOLLYWOOD

1. The Right Tools

The industry standard for all scripts is a computer program called Final Draft (www.finaldraft.com). You must write in this program; there is no other accepted format. It’s also a really great program and phenomenally easy to use. It’s also a little bit expensive, so save your receipt and use the program to GET RICH QUICK. If you already have Final Draft (which, if you’re holding this book, is quite likely), learn how to properly format your script (See chapter 6, “Idiot Check.”). The vast majority of scripts are formatted WRONG.

2. An Agent or Manager

Yes, you need an agent. And to get one these days, you must be creative. Simply sending out your script is perhaps the LEAST likely way to get one. Sending out your script unsolicited is about as appealing to agents as a cold call from a discount butt sandwich company. A method that will have a much higher success rate would be to write a short script, funny, scary, or touching, and SHOOT IT. Get it up on YouTube or FunnyorDie (or the hundred other sites like those). BE CREATIVE. Do a reading, put up your play, enter a screenwriting competition. Try ANYTHING. You will have to. But the absolute fastest way is to HAVE SOMETHING PRODUCED. Something concrete they can point to and say, “There’s talent.” Even if it’s thirty seconds long and only on the internet, a finished product gives you a huge advantage over a script on paper. If you don’t know any actors, take a class at the Upright Citizens Brigade in Los Angeles; you will meet tons of actors. (They have a theater and school in New York, too, but you already know YOU ARE NOT SUPPOSED TO BE IN NEW YORK, DUMMY.)

Remember, the movie software that comes FREE on any Mac computer has better editing programs than ever existed for most of the history of the movie industry. If Orson Welles were alive today, he would be thrilled and amazed at the moviemaking power of a flip camera and the simplest laptop computer.1

So—

Why do you need an agent or manager?

For SEVERAL reasons.

Most studios will not take unsolicited material. They won’t even look at your script unless an agent or manager hands it to them. And it has to be a rep (“representative”—that means agent or manager) whom the studio has done business with in the past. (Your buddy Rick can’t just print up cards that say “Agent Rick” on them and expect to be able to get your script into a studio.) The studios do this to weed out the riffraff.

You need someone to negotiate your deals for you. To negotiate well, your reps need a LOT of information (what deals have been negotiated similar to yours and for how much money, how much cash does the studio have at the time, etc.). They need information, negotiating skills, the charm of a diplomat, nerves of steel, and the balls of a great white shark.2 The negotiations can get REALLY nasty. (Especially as you get more expensive!) Your reps and the studio will really play hardball as your quote gets higher and higher. You don’t want to be the one negotiating for yourself; you want to be the “good guy.” Let your reps be the pricks.

Some writers not only have an agent and a manager, they also have an ENTERTAINMENT LAWYER. (We have all three. And our lawyer is the scariest one on our team. He’s a nice guy and all . . . he’s just ready to chew your heart out and spit in back in your face at the drop of a hat.)

An entertainment lawyer? Really?

YES! His job is JUST to negotiate deals. He’s usually the one guy on your negotiating team who doesn’t have a buddy-buddy relationship with the studio. Because he’s NOT the one who’s out there every day, schmoozing and getting jobs for his clients. He’s a lawyer—his job is to be hated/feared. AFTER your reps have gotten you in the door and you’ve gotten the job, the LAWYER swoops in to help negotiate the deal. He usually gets us 25 percent more cash than we would have gotten without him.

Back to managers and agents:

So they get your script in the door, they negotiate your deal—and . . .

Good reps have relationships with people at the studios. They’re usually pretty gregarious people. They go to a lot of parties and are friends with people in every area of the business—“talent” and studio execs and producers. They know which exec, at which studio, is buying what kind of scripts at any given time. If you have a spec, they have a good sense of which studio or producer might want it. And they are always sniffing around to find you work and to set you up with people who might hire you.

Trust us. You need a manager and/or an agent. An entertainment lawyer too.

Do you need an agent AND a manager? Not always. We like having both, because between all of them, they cast a VERY WIDE NET to find us work. And when we’re making big business decisions, we like getting advice from different points of view. They don’t always agree with each other on what our next move should be—and that’s a good thing. It makes us think about our next moves very carefully.

But not everyone has both. (Oh, and those people do not come free. They all take a percentage of what you earn.)

What’s the difference between a manager and an agent, anyway?

For one thing, agents tend to be more specialized: we have a features agent, a TV agent, an acting agent, and a literary agent—four guys, each handling one aspect of our career, all at the same talent agency. They each have tons of clients, but they can handle it, because they are focused on one aspect of your career. Managers tend to focus on your entire career—every aspect of what you do.

Managers tend to have fewer clients, and they focus on the big picture, or where your career is going. This may be overstating the difference between managers and agents—but agents tend to be focused on your next job; managers tend to ask you questions like “Where do you see yourself in five years?”

Here’s how one of our managers explains the difference:

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN
A MANAGER AND AN AGENT?
Peter Principato
founder, Principato Young Entertainment
(and Tom’s manager)

A recent age-old question. These days, I think there are more managers than there is actual talent to represent. That is because it is honestly easier to become a manager than it is to become an agent. An agent is, by definition, a licensed employment agency, while anyone can hang a shingle on the door and say they are a manager. Even though the job requirements are similar and the agent/manager paradigm continues to change, there are different types of agents and different types of managers.

Agents are glitzy; Managers are down-to-earth

First of all, the simplest way I can explain the difference between agents and managers is to look back at high school, as show business is just a bigger blown-out version of high school to begin with. You have your cliques, still made up of high school stereotypes: the popular crowd, the nerds, the slow kids, and the indescribables, with the studios and networks playing the role of athletic departments and school clubs and the power shift changing with each and every project that people put out. That said, agents are like the specific subject teachers (math, social studies, english, science, etc.), and managers are like the guidance counselors. Managers help make the right choices, guide a career, look toward the future, really get to know a client’s hopes and dreams, and try to lay a path to make them come true. This doesn’t mean that there are not agents who do the same, but for the most part the agents have expertise in a very specific area. You have your film talent agents, film literary agents, TV literary agents, TV talent agents, personal appearance agents, book agents, etc. Best-case scenario? Managers try to have an expertise in ALL these areas and understand how to navigate the big picture, to make sure a client, who may have many talents and abilities, is utilizing all of these assets and not just concentrating on one specific area.

Agents are heat seekers; Managers are caretakers

Also, agents tend to have much larger client lists to fulfill the needs of opportunities being offered and to control a market share of the business, while managers tend to have fewer clients to focus on. Now that doesn’t mean that managers will not have a good amount of clients. Agents tend to like to represent people with existing credits and a body of work so that they can plug them into opportunities more easily, while managers tend to take chances early on in a client’s career, helping build a body of work to attract an agent. These days agents and managers work hand in hand with each other and balance out the relationship, giving the clients more eyes and manpower to create and find opportunities to build a career on.

Agents love money; Managers love art and commerce

Gone are the days—although some people still handle their business this way—when the agents controlled all the info and flow of that info, and managers work out of their homes with one or two clients and take care of all the personal needs of a client; we have evolved and the business invented the personal assistant, and while more and more agencies grow in power, influence, agendas, and prestige, the bigger they get, the more critical the need for the modern-day manager has become. It is a new day. A day when the agent and the manager work hand in hand while watching their backs! Having been both, it is a fine line indeed, but one thing is clear: the need for both has become most urgent. Until, of course, a client decides they don’t want either and just sticks with an attorney to make deals. OY!

I think, to sum it up most clearly:

Agents wear suits; Managers wear jeans

 

3. Discipline

The single most important ingredient in your success and the thing that will separate you from amateur screenwriters (pronounced: everyone in the world) will be your work habits. Here is a general rule of thumb: ALWAYS BE WRITING. To work for the studios, you need to write compulsively. You should feel COMPELLED to write every day. Always. It’s that simple. If you don’t feel the desire to write every day—skip it. And let everyone else in the world get rich writing screenplays.

Why do you need to write compulsively? Because so much of your work will be thrown away.

To survive in the studio system, you cannot fall in love with everything you write. Be prepared to throw LOTS of it away and start over from scratch. As a studio writer, you are more contractor than artiste. Look at it as though they have hired you to “write” them a new kitchen or bathroom. Don’t let it break your heart when you have to throw out a week’s worth of writing. It happens all the time, for reasons you can’t predict—the star of the film may have just made a CROQUET film and subsequently will not GOLF or even hold a MALLET in your film because it will seem as if they’ve “done that before.” So you will have to rewrite an entire sequence. You will be rewriting all the time. Learn to love it. Or at least not hate it. And most important, LEARN from your rewriting. Keep making the script better.

To be a working writer, you should be able to write anywhere and all the time. Practice that art. Write everywhere you go, even if it’s just scenes or sketches. Find a time of day, every day, when you can just write without distractions. It may vary from day-to-day, so try out different times and see what works for you. And for chrissake: TURN OFF YOUR E-MAIL AND WEB-BROWSING APPLICATIONS. Seriously. These will steal a solid twenty minutes per hour or more of your writing time.

If you’ve put in a solid four to five hours without distractions: then, and only then: reward yourself by turning off “safe search” and Googling: HELEN MIRREN > TOPLESS > IMAGES.
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WHY ISN’T ANYONE BUYING MY BRILLIANT SCRIPT?
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DAVID MICHEL LINCOLN



 

There are many self-proclaimed “screenwriting gurus”—though how you get to be a “guru” of something you’ve never actually done is beyond us. Screenplays are like blueprints. A guy who’s drawn up a lot of blueprints that have never actually been made into buildings is not an “architecture guru,” he’s an “unemployed douchebag.” A guy who talks about screen-writing but who’s never sold a screenplay is not a “screenwriting guru,” he’s a “lecture circuit bullshit artist.” From now on, that’s what we’ll call them.

. . . Where were we? Oh, yeah:

There are many lecture circuit bullshit artists who say that to write a good screenplay, the most important thing is to come up with “a story that needs to be told.” They use that phrase over and over: Is yours “a story that needs to be told”?

Here’s a little homework for you. Go see what movies are playing in your local theaters right now. We’ll wait.

• • •

Okay, now—can you honestly say any of those movies playing has a story that “NEEDED to be told”? Really? Was Transformers 2: Revenge of the Fallen “a story that needed to be told”?

Even with the great movies? The Matrix. Casablanca. Terminator. The Pacifier.1 Are those stories that “needed to be told”? A documentary about a guy wrongfully accused of murder, and the guy is still on death row right now—sure. That story “needs to be told.”

Studio Movies need to be one thing:

ENTERTAINING.

 

Some producers will say that the movie being entertaining is the ONLY important thing. Screw character development, screw story. We don’t go quite that far. But after we turn our script in, they usually hand it over to another writer, who proceeds to take out the story and character development SO THAT THE MOVIE IS SHORT AND ENTERTAINING.

A movie where Luke Skywalker and his dad go through therapy and work out their issues would probably make a good story. But unless they blow up a couple Death Stars along the way and get Princess Leia wet AND in a bikini (two different scenes) then—story-schmory. Even movies about serious topics need to be entertaining first. (Remember, we’re not talking indies here. We’re talking about STUDIO MOVIES.) Norma Ray, Silkwood—entertaining as hell. They’re studio movies. They aren’t slow, and they keep you on the edge of your seat.

If you’re running around Hollywood and you can’t understand why your GREAT STORY isn’t selling . . . then check: Is your movie as entertaining as Die Hard?

If not—

GO BACK TO THE DRAWING BOARD

There’s another consideration if your movie isn’t selling: Is your movie a lot like OTHER MOVIES that play in the theater? We don’t mean a rip-off of some specific movie, like a Terminator rip-off (those go straight to DVD, because no movie stars will do them). We mean:

Is it like the kinds of movies that play in
multiplex theaters and make money?

Is it an epic tale about people from different religions in a five-way never-requited love pentagon set in a leper colony during the Spanish Inquisition? That’s gonna be a tough sell, buddy. Not a great date movie. Best of luck to you.

Is it a love story about a Hugh Grant–type guy who walks dogs for a living? SOLD! Is it about a bank heist that gets stopped by an off-duty cop who plays by his own rules? SOLD! Is it a comedy about an underdog in love with a girl out of his league?! OH MY GOD! WE LOVE IT!

Rule 1: No one wants you to reinvent the wheel.

Let’s put it this way: Do you like movies that challenge and confuse you? We do. Sometimes. Eraserhead is great. But not every night. Can you take your in-laws and their kids to see Eraserhead? Can you pop Eraser-head into your Blu-ray when your family is over for Christmas to shut everybody up for two hours? Can you give a DVD of Eraserhead to your folks for their birthday?

Don’t get us wrong, we love Eraserhead. But 95 percent of Americans, if you forced them to watch Eraserhead, would want to punch that movie in the face and would punch YOU in the face for making them watch it. If you want to make movies like that, make an indie. Make a movie with people who don’t care about box-office receipts.

Rule 2: Most people do not go to the movies to be challenged. They go to the movies to be entertained.

Of the writers we know who HAVEN’T been able to break into the business—a lot of them think they can break into the movie business by writing a script that breaks all the rules. QUITE THE OPPOSITE. Follow all the rules, to the letter.

The OTHER reason that your brilliant screenplay you’ve been taking all over town isn’t selling—is just that:

DON’T HANG YOUR DREAMS ON

YOUR ONE BRILLIANT SCREENPLAY.

We know a few writers who’ve failed because, when their one screenplay didn’t sell, they kept tweaking it, and honing it, and rewriting it, based on whatever feedback they got from the last studio. A studio that passed on it.

This is a big mistake.

One of the biggest.

If everyone passed on your script—consider it dead. Bury it. Dig it up again years from now when you’re as big as Tarantino, and they’ll green-light your old unsold scripts.

But you will never become a great screenwriter or write a great screenplay by rewriting the same script over and over again. This brings us back to a theme we’re going to hit a lot:

 

ALWAYS

BE

WRITING

Always be writing. Always be writing.
Always be writing.

 

Always be working on a new script. There are more reasons to always be writing a new script than there are In-N-Out Burgers in the greater metropolitan Los Angeles area. (See Chapter 22, “Living in Los Angeles.”)

1. If your first script doesn’t sell, you NEED to have another one so that maybe it will sell, instead.

2. If your first script does sell, then you NEED to have another one so that maybe it will sell too. After a studio reads your script, whether they buy it or not, the next thing they’re going to say to you is—“So what’s next?”

3. If you’re looking for representation, they may not like the first thing you wrote; you should have more than one script.

4. If you’re looking for representation and they LOVE your first script, they need to know you’re not a one-hit wonder. An agent once told us, “I don’t represent scripts. I represent writers.” Have a bunch of scripts.

5. THIS ONE IS THE BIG ONE: You get better at something only by doing it over and over. Do it constantly. Do it maniacally.

If you want to be a painter, a boxer, or race professional racing midgets, the only way to get better at it is by doing it every day, for many hours a day, with great discipline, for years and years.

People make the mistake of thinking that their first script is going to be great. It won’t be. They think that they are born with a style and that style will be PERFECTED before they’ve ever even written “FADE IN.” It won’t be. Your style will develop. It will grow. You will get better. Your style will change.

Don’t believe us?

Try this little experiment!

(It will take you a year, maybe two—but you HAVE to do it.)

 

STEP ONE: Write a screenplay. Then read it. Then rewrite it.
Keep rewriting it until it is the GREATEST SCREENPLAY IN HISTORY.

 

REPEAT with screenplay 2. Keep rewriting it until it is the
GREATEST SCREENPLAY IN HISTORY.

 

REPEAT with screenplay 3.

NOW—

Go back and reread SCREENPLAY 1. Go, do it. We’ll wait.

 

• • •

 

• • •

Did you go back and read your first screenplay? It sucks, right?

See—you’ve learned a TON by writing a bunch of screenplays!

Rule 3: You don’t become a good writer by thinking about it.
You don’t get better by talking about it. You get better by writing.

 

If your brilliant screenplay isn’t selling—learn from your mistakes, and WRITE ANOTHER ONE.

Now—stop reading this book, and GO WRITE ON YOUR SPEC. Then come back and read the next chapter. It’s terrific!
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HOW TO PITCH YOUR MOVIE

Knowing how to pitch your movie is the only thing standing between you and piles of money up to your armpits. Money that can be traded for jet skis, piñatas, and hot fudge sundaes served off the bare bottoms of Brazil’s most attractive models. So PAY ATTENTION. These few simple steps will show you how to pitch properly. Take notes, this is important! (Just kidding about the notes, we already wrote it all down for you—just rip these pages out of the book and stick to them. Yes, even if you’re in a bookstore and haven’t purchased this book, YOU SHOULD STILL RIP THESE PAGES OUT AND KEEP THEM HANDY!)

For the perfect pitch, your movie needs two things:

1. A new idea that is easy to describe in terms of OTHER SUCCESSFUL FILMS.

Like we’ve said, be original, but don’t reinvent the wheel. Invoking the name of a film that has MADE A TON OF MONEY in your pitch is never a bad thing in Hollywood. For example: “It’s Die Hard meets Home Alone—set at a Chuck E. Cheese. PG. But instead of Bruce Willis to the rescue, it’s an eight-year-old. And Hans Gruber is an animatronic raccoon gone haywire.” (This idea will probably sell, and it’s yours free with the purchase of this book.)

2. The main character must be the kind of flawed-but-amazing character a MOVIE STAR wants to play.

Remember: only a movie star or studio head can get your movie greenlit. There are six or seven studio heads in the entire world and fifteen to twenty movie stars. So shoot for a movie star, and your odds of getting your pitch made into a film will be three times as good. If a movie star wants to make your movie, the studio head will hop on board immediately. All you can do once a star is attached is to pray that he doesn’t accidentally pick up a transvestite prostitute in front of a news crew on his way home. Or star in Gigli. It happens, even to the best of us.

A flawed-but-amazing character should be something like: “GREG (36) is the only dad in the all-moms CARPOOL. Despite his amazingly good looks, he’s shy around women. He’s too caught up in his work to notice that he’s missing his son DANNY (7), growing up before his eyes.” Like it or not, the example that studio heads throw at us ALL THE TIME is Liar Liar. Jim Carrey is a TOTALLY LIKABLE, PERFECT FATHER with ONE FLAW: he lies.

(FEEL FREE TO USE THIS CHARACTER, “GREG,” COMPLIMENTS OF THE AUTHORS, WITH YOUR PURCHASE OF THIS BOOK.)

And now the Art of the Pitch. In a few rules:

1. Dress well.

DO NOT show up at a pitch in a Cabo Wabo T-shirt and flip-flops. The way you look at a pitch should inspire confidence. It should say to the buyer: “I don’t write as a hobby, I write as a profession.”
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GETTY IMAGES

Left: Sammy Hagar in a Cabo Wabo T-shirt: No.
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GETTY IMAGES

Right: William Faulkner: Yes.



 

2. Be able to describe your movie in one sentence.

For example: “It’s an animated version of The Commitments with Santa’s reindeer, showing how the sleigh-pulling team got together for the first time.” (You can’t have that one. Universal owns that one.)

3. Keep your pitch short.

NO JOKE. Keep it short. Do not waste their time. Keep your pitch to under fifteen minutes. If possible, to around twelve or thirteen minutes. Most humans, especially those in the movie industry, have very short attention spans. Don’t abuse them. Keep it short, and let them ask questions afterward.

4. Act out as much as you can.

Don’t be afraid to actually play the characters.

Take an improvisation or acting class to hone your skills for pitching. Make your pitch a performance. It’s more fun for you and them—and it’s also the clearest way to tell the story. It’s the way we’re most accustomed to hearing stories told—we’re used to hearing them performed. Don’t be shy. This is your one chance. Play every character and moment to the hilt—but do not violate number 3.

5. Practice your pitch.

Out loud. Say the pitch out loud over and over again, until you’re so relaxed telling it that you could tell it on a Tilt-A-Whirl. Practice the pitch. Saying it out loud will also call attention to problems, glitches, and awkward parts of the pitch, which you can correct. If you have friends who will listen to it—TEST IT OUT ON THEM. The more you rehearse the pitch, the better it will be. It will also help you time the pitch.

6. Be gracious.

Seven times out of ten, your pitch WILL NOT SELL, and for reasons beyond your control. Don’t be surprised to hear things like “Adam Sandler already has a competing lion tamer movie in the works, so we can’t buy a lion tamer idea right now.” Even if they don’t buy your pitch, remember: YOU ARE A WRITER. THEY NEED WRITERS. So be gracious, charming, and generally wonderful to be around—and you may well still get hired!!! To fix another writer’s script, or work on the “SOMALI PIRATES idea they’re all excited about at Paramount.”

 

RULE 4: If you don’t sell a pitch, that’s okay.

 

More often than not, they want you to work on an idea THEY came up with anyway. If you leave the room with them thinking: “We won’t do his ‘Die Hard in a Chuck E. Cheese’ idea, but that guy’s obviously a good writer.” You’ve won! You’re in the door. They’ll call you in on another project. If you’re easy to work with, YOU WILL GET HIRED AGAIN. And again. Be gracious, polite, and the least amount of a dick you can possibly be. Hollywood is a small town, and the assistant you’re complaining to today will be running the studio next year.

 


WRITER SAFETY TIP: DON’T PITCH DRUNK!
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ROBYN VON SWANK



Okay, truth be told: we never actually pitched “drunk,” per se. But we did pitch Disney with hangovers so bad that we had a moderate case of “the spins.” And we were pretty confused in general, and we struggled to remember even the general idea of the slobs-versus-snobs comedy we had been working on. (The general idea was: In the Future, Earth has run out of beer. Hops will not grow in our hostile environment. A team of ragtag losers who failed the space program is assembled to make an intergalactic BEER RUN to another planet.)

But . . . we were so hung over that not only was it hard to pitch, it was also almost IMPOSSIBLE to eat the chicken Caesar salads in front of us in the wonderful Disney executive dining room called “The Rotunda.” That’s pretty hungover, indeed. The night before, the very funny David Cross of Mr. Show had bought us a round of tequilas after a bunch of beers at a terrific bar called the Three of Clubs,1 and the rest is a movie that never happened called Beer Runners. (Still a moderately good idea, and NOT yours free with purchase of this book.)

Remember: pitching is a performance; you need your rest! Pitching with a hangover can happen easily, especially if you are a New York writer who’s been flown out to Los Angeles for “meetings.” Be careful. L.A. is a fun town (in very small doses) and you’ll keep thinking: “It’s so early here!2 Sure, I’ll have one more.” Next thing you know, you’re holding on to the table for dear life and staring down a chicken Caesar salad as though it’s your mortal enemy. Sad. And when you’re so hungover that you almost have the shit-n-spins—you probably don’t SMELL that great either! And people in this town already think writers stink, so don’t give ’em any more ammunition, Mr. Faulkner!!! Be sensible. Head back to the hotel room and watch either a hit film on pay-per-view or some of the wonderful, award-winning pornography that our cousins in the San Fernando Valley have assembled!
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JOINING THE WRITERS GUILD OF AMERICA, WEST

Yes, there is a Writers Guild of America, East, but as we mentioned—unless you are Woody Allen, you are supposed to be in Los Angeles. You should visit New York in the fall and see it the way it’s supposed to be seen: from the Taipan Suite in the Mandarin Oriental hotel.

So forget about the Writers Guild, East. They’re like our first cousin that we accidentally made out with that one time before we realized why she seemed so familiar.

The Writers Guild of America, West, is the union you’ll need to be in, if you’re not already. They provide, well . . . protection. Like Tony Soprano protection? You ask. No. Not like that. The Guild will NOT help you get rid of a dead goomar. We asked one time.

But they do protect you from the studios, who—let’s face it, would do away with the creative unions if they could. They’d save a fortune if the Writers Guild wasn’t looking out for us. The Guild has contracts with all the studios, and they protect you with contract minimums, a health and pension fund, and collecting residuals. All kinds of great stuff. And a website where you can look things up easily. And a script library at their offices in Los Angeles. For all of this, you pay a small protection fee: 1.5 percent of your earnings as a writer. A small price to pay, considering you don’t have to be the one who checks to make sure you got paid at the 1.2 percent rate for the network prime-time TV showing of your movie. I don’t even know who you would call to ask about that. So . . .

“How do I get into this wonderful guild?” you ask.

It was a while ago, so we kind of forgot how we got in. (Might have been selling our pitch of Let’s Go to Prison, a decent rental right up until the last ten minutes or so.)

So to answer that question simply, we asked the former president of the Writers Guild, West, and our homey, Patric Verrone.

Hey, Patric, what’s the easiest way to get into the WGA?

Hey, guys, great question. In my opinion, the easiest way to get into the Writers Guild is to write the same exact thing that every one of the over ten thousand writers who already belong to the Guild wrote: something totally original and unique that none of the over ten thousand writers who already belong to the Guild wrote. Not to be facetious, but if you ask one thousand writers how they broke in, you’ll get a thousand different answers. Go ahead, ask. I’ll wait here. And while I’m waiting, I’ll let you know that there are a few other requirements for Writers Guild membership (for both the Writers Guild, East, in New York and the West in Los Angeles). First, your original and unique piece of writing needs to be of an audiovisual nature (film, TV, radio, new media). Second, because the guilds are labor unions under federal law, membership standards are based on actual labor. In other words, you have to do writing that’s considered “work.” (Unfortunately, it can’t just be done for fun, as the title of this book might suggest.) Thus, you have to be paid for your writing (it doesn’t have to be produced; just bought or optioned). Most important, you have to perform the work under a Writers Guild contract for a producer who has signed the WGA Minimum Basic Agreement. Naturally, every writer wants to work under a WGA contract because it means that you get paid a minimum salary; receive residuals when your writing is reused; have your name credited on the finished product; and get health insurance, a pension, and other benefits. But not every producer is willing to meet the standards of a WGA contract (especially in reality TV and animated films), so it’s up to every writer to insist on that contract and its terms. If you do, you’ll be eligible for membership and you’ll get to tell your totally original and unique story about the easiest way to get into the Writers Guild.

—Patric Verrone, former president, WGAW

See, there you go. It’s that easy. If you consider that easy. (Which it’s not, really.) Technically, you need to build up “points” to join, but the number of points you need can be met with just ONE screenplay sold to a studio. So follow all the other advice in this book, and get yourself into the Guild. Your teeth will thank you for the wonderful dental coverage.

And once you’re in the Guild . . . the perks just keep on coming. We’re talking about partying your ass off with Patron Gold, luxury boxes, and stone-cold foxes. Because that’s how we roll in the WGAW.1
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Yours Free with the Purchase of This Book2

“WHACKED”

Approximate Budget: $18 Million
Box-Office Gross: $97 Million Worldwide
Awards Potential: Supporting Actor Golden Globe for Michael Caine

Jonah Hill stars as a lovable loser who goes from ZERO to HERO in this hilarious “ball-busting” croquet sports/comedy.

Jonah stars as LUKAS, a twentysomething nerd studying at a community college in New Jersey. To make ends meet, he works at a tacky miniature golf place, where rich kids make fun of him. BUT he’s really good at miniature golf. When Lukas’s brilliant/wealthy/stoner roommate (Chris Mintz-Plasse) DROPS OUT of college and heads to Alaska to “find himself,” Lukas finds himself holding his now “off the grid” roommate’s ACCEPTANCE LETTER to the Rhodes Scholar program at Oxford University. Lukas decides to accept the scholarship and go to Oxford, England, POSING AS HIS ROOMMATE. Why? Because he has a crush on his classmate (Sienna Miller), who just got accepted to Oxford.

Lukas is a fish out of water right away, which we see in hilarious scenes like one where he LEARNS TO TIE A BOW TIE and how to eat kippers and blood sausage for breakfast. He’ll say funny things like “Watch the hands, Dumbledore,” to his aging ROWING INSTRUCTOR when they’re out punting on the river.
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