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      Foreword

      When Rich Krevolin asked me to write the Foreword for his book, Screenwriting from the Soul, I was happy and flattered and pleased to have the opportunity — not just to come through for Rich, but also because it gave me the chance to take a few things I had been thinking about, in the areas of writing and the writer's life in general, and see them published in a book that somebody else had already decided to publish and distribute, without any more effort required out of me.

      I also saw it as a chance to have some fun, and I did have a lot of fun writing those pages. In fact, if I had the book in front of me right now, I'd be able to point out some of my favorite parts for you. However, as any experienced professional writer will tell you, when you're already in a very comfortable chair with your laptop strapped on, and you discover that the book you're referring to is not within direct arm's reach, which means you'd have to get up and do something about it if you actually want to refer to it, then maybe you're better off not referring to it after all, at least directly, because that could take you out of your chair — which leads me to two key things about writing that I feel are very important to pass on at this point:

      1. Have a loyal and comfortable chair.

      2. Stay in it.

      Now you might be thinking, there's a word for what this guy is talking about, and that word is “lazy” — and all he's trying to do is justify his own laziness and call it “dedication” instead. To that I say, well maybe. I will freely admit that I'm not one of these guys you have to drag in from vigorous bouts of mountain climbing so that I can be forced to sit down and write. I would rather sit right here and climb my own mountains, so to speak, instead of the ones nature seems to always be putting outside somewhere, where you can pull your hamstrings off just breathing the air.

      But also consider this — while I could have been up looking for that book, I got a lot more done on this Foreword instead, which brings me that much closer to finishing it. Whereas if I had gotten up, anything could have happened.

      Of course, lots of times good things happen when you get up. In fact, the whole thing is a pretty tricky subject, so I'm just going to forget about it and move on ahead, to a time a few years later when Rich went and wrote another book about screenwriting, and asked me to write a Foreword for that one too.

      Readers of How to Adapt Anything into a Screenplay might remember that this second request involved a free lunch at a great noodle house in L.A., which I happily slurped up, while Rich generously paid the tab.

      And maybe it was the noodles, but one thing I remember about that second Foreword was that it ended up taking a pretty strong position on Giant Monster Puppets, which should motivate you right now to go and get Rich's second book, so you can see what the hell I was talking about. I would tell you myself, but How to Adapt Anything … is over on the same shelf as Screenwriting from the Soul — and as we've discussed earlier, both of those books are currently across the room. I, however, by staying in this chair, am maybe halfway through this Foreword by now, which is a good thing because (a) I have a lot of other work to do and (b) so do you.

      I should say here, though, since this latest book of Rich's is gathered around The Wizard of Oz, that even if it means getting vilified for this, personally I did not like that movie, not one single bit. First of all because on just about every possible level, it freaked the crap out of me — just like it probably freaked the crap out of you, too, and everybody who ever saw it. But that doesn't mean I wanted to be freaked out, or that if I'd known ahead of time that I would be, I might have decided not to see it. I know it's supposed to be this big landmark thing and all, and it was — I'm just saying that I don't think there's one solid frame in that whole event that wasn't viscerally unpleasant to me and didn't make me wish I was watching something else. Something that wasn't a fricking nightmare everywhere you looked. Even though I get it that these are the things that made it so incredible, and incredibly important — the way it gets down into the absolute ground zero core psyche of your DNA and shakes it around like a golden retriever with a buttered rag doll in its mouth. In all its greatness, it was just way too disturbing, even if that's why it was so great. That movie made me so damn uncomfortable that I don't even want to talk about it anymore. I only brought it up because I figured I ought to.

      Back to you then, and to Rich. If you're smart, you already have both of his earlier books, along with a deep bench of other good works — the kind that inspire you and inform you and help you make your way through all the highs and lows and in-betweens that go hand in hand with being a screenwriter, or any writer at all. In fact, even writers who never intended to try screenplays (there might be two of you) would benefit from reading these books anyway — because if nothing else, a good screenplay is all about storytelling and organized thinking and serious amounts of discipline. And every writer, no matter what he or she is writing, could stand to be better at those three things.

      On the other hand, just ask anyone who knows a screenwriter if the words “organized thinking” and “serious discipline” are descriptions that readily come to mind when they think of this person. Because I'm fairly confident that most of us don't quite come off that way. Most of us are lucky if we successfully button our shirts before we go out somewhere. Some of us might even forget to wear a shirt — so, excuse the rest of the world for being surprised to learn that it takes serious discipline and organized thinking and major storytelling skills to be a good writer, based on the way most of us writers present ourselves to the public — that is, when we manage to go out at all.

      Except maybe Truman Capote. Remember a few years ago when they made like nine movies about him, all at the same time? According to these movies, that little dude spent approximately 433 percent of his waking life being impeccably dressed and relentlessly attending classy social situations, talking in highly animated ways to very exciting people at the kind of glittery stimulating parties you and I will never get invited to — and yet he somehow found the time to turn out books that in some cases were so thick they needed their own zoning ordinances just to get an ISBN. Whereas the last party I was at featured something that might have been — might have been — chicken fingers. By that I mean that if chickens really had hands and someone decided to cut the fingers off of them, and dust them up with cornmeal and serve them raw to company, that is what this particular party treat looked like.

      Here's the thing though. I could almost guarantee you that Truman Capote also saw The Wizard of Oz, and it probably freaked him out, too. In fact, if there's one thing that unites our entire culture, generations of it, it's that we have all been severely dysfunctionalized by that one same movie. From FDR to Obama, from Betty Grable to Madonna, from the girl who wins the gold in figure skating to the guy who flies the next plane you're on (think about that one) — if there are two singular traumas that all of us share, they are (1) the birth experience itself and (2) being screwed up for life because of that movie. After all, it is a known historical fact that one of the reasons George W. Bush invaded Iraq was, quote, “to get those damn flying monkeys out of my head.” Not that therapy wouldn't have been a better choice or anything.

      That's how powerful movies can be. Don't let anybody tell you different.

      Anyway. One of the things I might have said in the Foreword to Screenwriting from the Soul (remember, it's all the way across the room and I'm still here in the chair) had to do with the difference between learning how to write and learning how to be the person who's doing the writing — and that where a lot of the other books lean more completely on the technical side, Rich's book covered both areas — and for that reason alone I thought you should buy it. I then went on to say what a great and decent human being Rich was, and still is — and not just because he asked me to write the Forewords for his first two books, and now this one, but because I've known him for a really long time now, personally and professionally, and I'm keen to get it across to you that here is someone that you could really stand to learn a lot from. Which is not grammatically the right way to say that, but you read it anyway so let's just keep going here.

      Although I have to say to those of us whose grandparents had thick foreign accents and suffered unspeakable forms of indignity just to get to this country, though it was definitely important to them that their kids grew up and got proper educations and learned the difference between “who” and “whom,” they also did it for a different, and larger reason — and that reason had nothing to do with pushing hand carts through Hell's Kitchen, or possibly being played by Mandy Patinkin one day, and everything to do with a little thing we like to call “freedom.”

      Which is where writing comes in. Because can you imagine writing without freedom? The freedom to write, and the freedom to write freely, about anything that matters to you, and in any form or manner you choose to write? Even the freedom to write The Wizard of Oz, if you happen to have that level of mean diabolical brilliance in you (but please don't). Of course, any responsible citizen will tell you — and by “responsible citizen,” I don't mean those people in movie theaters who make more noise than a common advancing battalion and then tell you “it's a free country” and they can do anything they want to — I mean the other kind, who know that with “freedom” comes “responsibility” — the kind of person you are, who cherishes and appreciates this blessed First Amendment of ours, and the sacrifices that were made in its name. The kind that wants to go out there and add something, even if it's a ghoulish collective nightmare whose only positive element I can think of is that real estate in Kansas is still pretty affordable, measured against several comparable areas where that vicious terrifying movie did not take place.

      Okay then. It's time to bring this thing around to the final fade. Time to finally get up out of this chair and get a couple other things done — a small delightful snack maybe, or a much-needed pit stop. And, what the heck — maybe I'll even go past that bookshelf and actually refer to the Forewords from Rich's other two books, although by now it's probably too late.

      Then I'll come back to the chair and start writing again, because I've been doing this kind of thing for so long I pretty much don't know how to do anything else. But before I really do sign off here, I'd like to leave you with a few final things:

      1. With the freedom to write comes the responsibility to take writing seriously. If you don't think I've been taking this Foreword seriously, even though I spent most of it goofing around, you are mistaken. I care about every word, and every piece of punctuation, almost more than it's sane to, and you should, too.

      2. If you buy into #1, buy this book. Read it, mark it up, and take it to heart. Rich knows what he's talking about, he's been through the fire and here he is sharing his mojo with you. There are a lot of pieces to this puzzle, and you don't want to miss what you'd be missing if you think you can do without this one.

      3. You damn well better care about the audience. They're trusting you with their time and money and a whole lot else. Care about them like nobody's business and they will reward you like you can't believe. You should only write something that lasts as long and cuts so deep as the Wizard. I may not want to know about it, but I'll be happy for you.

      4. Some people are born storytellers. There's really no way around it. The same way other people are born athletes, or performers or politicians. It happens. Rich even says, somewhere in this very book you're holding, that God whispers in certain people's ears for reasons only known to Him (or Her). If you're one of those, I say fantastic. Read #1 and #2 above anyway, and get better at the parts you're not so naturally good at. And then remember #3. Forget that one at your peril.

      5. Truman Capote would probably be like a major fan of Twitter if he were alive right now. Don't you think? We could all know instantly what Tom and Rita are serving at their latest house party.

      6. It would not be chicken fingers.

      So that's it. The years have gone by since I first met Rich. I've been lucky to get a lot of time with him. We've laughed ourselves silly, copped to the things that we cry about, we've taught together, learned together, we've walked the streets of London at midnight, kayaked off Santa Barbara, we even did a Skype seminar once where Rich was in Hong Kong and I was at home, although it took six teenagers to show us how to do the Skype part. He's a great guy, a great teacher and one of the best and most caring friends you can find. And I know he would wish you everything I am wishing you now: that you earn your success and enjoy it.

      You're a few pages closer to it already.

      Follow your dreams, but keep your eye on the road. And may everything turn out just great. Just click your heels, three times …

      Jeff Arch

      No Place Like Home, California

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      Some days writing feels like a house fell on you and someone tried to steal your shoes. But those are the bad writer block/ procrastination/I should be writing but I'm watching Oprah days. Other days, however, writing is the tornado that lifts us out of our normal humdrum lives and magically transports us to our own personal Oz. This book will help make sure you are flying in the house and not crushed under it.

      The only thing holding you back from writing and writing well is you. Like Dorothy, you always had the power within you but you just need to realize it and understand there really are no magic ruby red slippers. It is you and the blank page. How do you make the blank page the best it can possibly be? You need brains like the Scarecrow, a heart like the Tin Man, and courage like the Cowardly Lion.

      The reason you bought this book is to become a better writer and make your dream a reality. Every writer starts out the same way, trying to escape our own reality, our “Kansas,” and find that place where dreams in our head become the reality on the page. The one thing writing does take is work. There are two ways of writing: you can either work hard or work smart. Working smart is always better and a lot more fun and productive.

      What Rich has done in his book is teach you how to work smart when you are writing. To get the most out of you, your time, and your talent. He passes along much sage advice like the Wizard. All with the goal of finding the magic of the story that is within you and helping you down your own story's yellow brick road. There will be pitfalls along that journey, but if you listen to the Wizard Rich Krevolin, you will avoid them.

      Like the Tin Man's oil can, the lessons of this book will help grease the wheels if you get stuck. And any writer who has never been stuck is a person who lies about being a writer. Some days you won't need the oil, as the ideas will be flowing, but then you need to make sure what you are writing is good — does it have the brains of the Scarecrow or are you just filling pages without knowing what you are writing toward.

      
        
          [image: illustration]
        

        
          “A baby has brains, but it doesn't know much. Experience is the only thing that brings knowledge, and the longer you are on earth the more experience you are sure to get.”
        

        — L. FRANK BAUM,
 THE WONDERFUL WIZARD OF OZ

      

      Does your writing have a heart like the Tin Man? If your writing is all brains and no heart then no one will be invested emotionally. Using your heart will help you answer that all-important question of … do I care about these characters? Do I care about the story? If not, then you are not living up to your full potential as a writer, and the reader will be left cold.

      Last and equally important is the need to have the Cowardly Lion's courage. The courage to tell the story you want to tell and to tell it well. To have the courage to listen to constructive criticism that this book offers, but still stay true to the voice of your story.

      Dare to dream, and do yourself a favor and let Rich Krevolin's book help you make those dreams a reality.

      Somewhere over the Rainbow,

      Tom DeSanto,
   Writer/Producer, X-Men,
   Battlestar Galactica, Transformers

    

  
    
      

      
      Prologue

      Dear Reader,

      I was lucky. I had a mentor. I called him Oz.

      At the time, I didn't really think much about it. It's only now, years later, that I've come to realize how truly fortunate I was.

      Let me explain. When I first started trying to write screenplays, I was lost and alone. It was a scary, frustrating time for me. I didn't know where to turn or what to do. In a blind, foolish panic, I reached out to a stranger, a veteran screenwriter whose work I was a fan of. Yep, I sent an e-mail to an old pro whom I'd never met but whose movies had changed my life. Hey, at that point in my life, I figured that I had nothing to lose. I mean, when you're that low, the only place to go is up, right?

      He owed me nothing. I had never met him and he refused to allow me to pay him. But for some reason, he responded to all of my e-mails. He became my Wizard of Oz, and I, his Scarecrow, Tin Man, and Cowardly Lion. And eventually, that old pro reluctantly opened up to me and even became someone I could call “friend.” Yes, I had found my teacher. Over the years, I irked, irritated, needled, cajoled, and flabbergasted him into sharing all the missteps he had made so that I could avoid making those very same mistakes. He gave me leeway as I grew as a writer, but he always clearly delineated guardrails so I would never veer too far off course.

      And all the while, he taught me that everything you need to know about life and screenwriting can be found within the pages of L. Frank Baum's The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. It's true. Trust me, you'll see …

      Screenwriting is a brutal, ridiculous calling. Sure, if you want to become a lawyer or a doctor, it's hard. It's a ton of work, but it can be done and once you've graduated from med school and/ or law school and passed all your exams, there are jobs out there. Thousands and thousands of positions. And there are people who need your services.

      But screenwriting is different. There are hardly any openings for gainful employment, and if there are a few jobs, you must compete for them with established, Academy Award-nominated writers. Ouch!

      As Oz said to me in one of his e-mails, “Being a writer is hard, being a professional writer is even harder, and being a working Hollywood screenwriter may be the hardest of all. But if you love stories — if you really, really love them — and more than anything else in the world, you want to write them … well, then, you must write.” Ain't that the truth.

      Yet as our relationship developed over the years, I came to see the sweet kindness that was hidden behind the rough gruffness. Oz might have been a bit of a cynic, but he also showed me that there was light at the end of the tunnel; an Emerald City at the end of every yellow brick road. Hope shall and must persist. The journey can be a lot easier if you have a friend, a guide, a torch that can help lead the way. For me, my light was always found in the words of this caring individual who returned my e-mails with his sage insights as to how I might navigate the treacherous seas of a screenwriting career.

      In exercises and e-mails, I received the ultimate master class in screenwriting. Our correspondence was my film school, my MFA, my shortcut to becoming a professional screenwriter. In retrospect, he probably saved me ten years of struggling and heartache. (He'd probably tell me there is no such thing as a shortcut, but I believe his lessons surely saved me a lot of time and suffering.)

      I spent a lot of time considering what would be the best way to sum up my decade-long interaction with my mentor. How do you organize a correspondence that occurred via e-mail sporadically over an entire decade?

      How could I convey the wisdom of a great writer who is, well, let's just say a bit antisocial and who epitomized the statement, “Nobody is allowed to see the Wizard. Nobody. Ever!”

      In the end, I decided that I really had no alternative. There really was no better way to capture the give and take, the ups and down, the blessings and curses of our relationship than to merely reprint the correspondence exactly as it occurred. So, the e-mails you'll see in this book are a verbatim, chronological record of our interaction. However, I do admit that certain aspects, such as dates, places, names, etc. have been changed or eliminated in order to protect the guilty. But in the end, none of that stuff really matters. What's really important is the content: his lessons and concepts and exercises that I've compiled for this book.

      And let me acknowledge here and now that I still owe him a huge debt and I believe there really is no way to repay such a debt. The only thing I can imagine doing is this — to allow our correspondence to be published in book form so as to immortalize his life and words.

      But enough throat-clearing. Let me get the hell out of your way.

      All my best wishes for your future writing success,
 Richard Krevolin

      P.S. Oz once taught me that there really are only two different kinds of stories:

      1. Those that start with a problem and end with a solution (a.k.a., comedies).

      2. Those that start well and end badly (a.k.a., tragedies).

      The story of my correspondence with Oz, the story that is captured via e-mail in the forthcoming pages, my story, our story, this story, the story of every writer finding his voice, is both comic and tragic. Thus, you will see elements of both comedy and tragedy in the following pages.

      And let me just end by saying the following: may all my mentor's wisdom and generosity of spirit inspire you as a screenwriter to change the world for the better with your stories … and maybe even to shine a little light in places where once there was only darkness.

    

  
    
CHAPTER 1

Why Be a Screenwriter, Anyway?

Nobody is allowed to see the Wizard. NOBODY. EVER!


“Where are you all going?”

“To the Emerald City,” said Dorothy, “to see the Great Oz.”

“Oh, indeed!” exclaimed the man. “Are you sure that Oz will see you?”

“Why not?” she replied.

“Why, it is said that he never lets anyone come into his presence. I have been to the Emerald City many times, and it is a beautiful and wonderful place; but I have never been permitted to see the Great Oz, nor do I know of any living person who has seen him.” …

“That is very strange,” said Dorothy; “but we must try, in some way, to see him, or we shall have made our journey for nothing.”

— L. FRANK BAUM, THE WONDERFUL WIZARD OF OZ



From: “Dorothy” <WannaBeScribe@netmail.net>

To: “Oz” <OzProf@earthmail.com>

Subject: Please help …


Dear Professor Oz:

I am an aspiring writer in need of help, a sort of Dorothy, if you will, stuck in a Kansas-like state of mind. A Dorothy who is yearning for a twister to take her away, and in doing so help her find her Wizard of Oz and a happily-ever-after life in the Emerald City …

Okay, let me explain. I have always loved films (especially a few of the old ones that you wrote), and I know I can write movies that are better than the crap that Hollywood seems to be producing these days. I would love to go to film school, but I am really in no position to just get up, move, and go to school full-time right now. Especially with all the family and job-related stuff I'm dealing with right now. I'm sure you can appreciate my situation.

So here's the thing — I heard that sometimes screenwriting professors consult and I was wondering what your fees are like? I don't have a lot of money, but what little money I do have, I'd be happy to give to you if you could help make me into a real screenwriter.

Please say yes.

Sincerely Yours,
   A Modern-Day Dorothy

P.S. I have included a copy of my most recent screenplay, which I was hoping you might be able to peruse at your earliest convenience.



From: “Oz” <ScriptProf@earthmail.com>

To: “Dorothy” <WannaBeScribe@netmail.net>

Subject: Please help …


Dear Dorothy:

1. I don't want your filthy money.

2. Stop labeling yourself as someone who is an aspiring screenwriter. If you are already writing scripts, then you are no longer aspiring, you are a screenwriter — maybe an unproduced screenwriter, but still, a real screenwriter. So please, stop aspiring, and keep writing.

3. I have downloaded the screenplay you attached and then I quickly and quietly tossed it into the recycle bin (trash) on my desktop. And rest assured, if you send me a hard copy, I will toss it into the cobalt blue Pacific Ocean where it belongs. RIP.

Best,
    Oz

P.S. No one can make someone into a “real writer.” You are either born with the curse or not. The reasons God chooses to whisper into the ear of one person and not another are known only to him.

P.P.S. I must admit, as a huge fan of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, it was good to see that there are younger people out there today who are still fans of that wonderful, mythic story, which contains within its pages so many of the secrets of life.



What Is Your Motivation?

The first and single most important question that any writer must ask herself is this: Why write?

Why do you write? Why should anyone write? Why do some insist upon writing even though they know it will lead them to drink, divorce, or even insanity? Why try to become a screenwriter when it's so hard to ever get a movie made? Why bother when it's so much easier to watch TV or go to the movies? Why write?

One might as well ask, why breathe? Writers write because we can't help ourselves; writing keeps us from killing ourselves or others. And deep down in our souls, we write because we yearn to etch one tiny, seemingly insignificant scratch into the stainless-steel bones of culture; we fight, we persist, we persevere, we write; we are drawn to language like Romeo to Juliet. Throughout history, we find examples of this deeply human need to write, to record, to spin yarns, to create stories; and what better way to have your story told than in magnificent 3-D on a huge IMAX silver screen with booming Dolby THX surround sound!

For example, let's look at the life of one of the truly great and original voices of the past few hundred years — a pale, lonely Czech bureaucrat by the name of Franz Kafka. Kafka spent his life writing, yet in his last will and testament begged the executor of his estate to burn all of his work. Now, here's the rub: why didn't Kafka ensure that his work would never be seen by burning it himself?

The answer is simply this: As much as Kafka believed his writing to be worthless, there was something deep inside his soul that kept him from lighting the match. There was a part of him that desperately wanted to believe that maybe, just maybe, what he said might resonate with one person out there who was feeling the same pangs of terror and alienation that Kafka experienced on a daily basis. But mostly, Kafka couldn't help himself. He was a writer. No matter how inferior he believed his work to be, he kept on writing. He wrote for himself; the tragic irony of his life is that he found his terrified and alienated audience only after his death.

Maybe you, like Kafka, are plagued with self-doubt. So, how do you go about discovering if what you write is any good, especially if you don't already have an established agent or producer who will read it? How can you find out if your words speak to others, if your work is not just the self-indulgent spouting of an ego yearning to be recognized, coddled, and loved?

In the end, there is no quick answer or final word. Writers prove themselves by doing one thing: they keep on writing. Professional writers spend a great deal of time trying to please others, but when you are starting out, write what you need and want to say. And if you have the bug, then my mentor's advice will, like the Muse, whisper in your ear, guide your fingers along the keyboard, and fill your mind with fresh characters and ideas.

One Upon a Time in Kansas

Everyone has a story to tell.

But being able to tell it well — to write it down in such a way that others want to pay you for the privilege of reading it or seeing it on the big screen — is indeed a rare occurrence. Writing well and structuring your story into an appealing and captivating narrative is a craft, one that can and should be honed over a period of years.

In fact, I would be lying if I told you that after reading this chapter, you would be able to write a perfectly executed, commercially viable Hollywood script. Even for most Hollywood insiders, screenwriting is a long, drawn-out process.

The development of your own particular voice is really what takes such a long time. Yet, rest assured, the years of work need not be a hardship; they can be tremendously rewarding. But if you're entering the writing game for fame and fortune, take my advice right now and get out quick. Begone! Shoo! Take your stable income, your mortgage, your medical/dental plan, and scamper off to law school where you belong. Because there are positions all over the globe for well-trained lawyers and other service professionals, but there are only approximately seventeen people in the entire world who support themselves as full-time screenwriters. Okay, maybe 700 people, but still …



[image: illustration] A CAUTIONARY TALE FOR SCREENWRITERS [image: illustration]



There once was a woman who wanted to be a dancer more than anything else in the world. From the time she could first walk, she went to dance classes. When she was eighteen, her boy-friend asked her to marry him and he said that he really wanted to settle down with her and have children. She loved him and wanted to do this. However, she also knew that if she got married, settled down, and had children, she would lose her prime dancing years and her dance career would be abruptly halted. Unsure of what to do, she decided to go see the artistic director of a famous dance company that was coming to town that weekend. She went to the dance venue, cornered the artistic director, and begged him to audition her. He agreed, and after watching her for ten seconds, he shook his head and said, “Sorry, but I don't think you have what it takes.” With tears in her eyes, she bowed politely and exited. That summer, she got married and soon was pregnant. She never danced again.

However, years later, when her children were all grown, she read that the same dance company was coming to town once again and she went to see the show. When it was over, she snuck backstage and found the artistic director of the company, who was now very old. She approached him and said, “I'm sure you don't remember me, but more than twenty years ago, your company came to town and I auditioned for you and within a few seconds, you knew I didn't have it.”

“Yes. So?”

“Well, my whole life I've always wanted to find out — how did you know so quickly?”

“Honey, if you let one person watch you dance for five seconds, and convince you that you don't have it, well, then, you really don't have it!”





The thing is — every buffoon and his mother was trained to write in elementary school, so everyone believes that he can become a writer in his spare time. Believe it or not, it's the number one hobby in America. So be forewarned. The competition is fierce, and you'll face many roadblocks ahead.

There's No Place Like Hollywood

If you are one of the possessed writers whose life's dream is to write movies, then yes, you should be writing screenplays. As soon as you finish reading this book, write five screenplays and then throw them all away. But you argue, “Why should I toss them? Why shouldn't I submit them?” Because the truth is that until you have written a bunch of screenplays, you probably aren't ready to submit your work, especially to industry professionals.

Yet, still you argue, “Yes, it's my first screenplay, and it's not Citizen Kane, but it's still a whole heck of a lot better than most of the crap that seems to be coming out of Hollywood these days.”

True, most of what Hollywood is producing these days is not very impressive; in fact, it seems as if the occasional well-written Hollywood film is more of a fluke than a commonplace occurrence. However, we must never forget that Hollywood's purpose is not and never has been to produce edifying pieces of art. Hence, it is called show business, not show art. If you want beauty, go to cosmetology school.

Exercise: Why Be a Screenwriter?

Let us start at the beginning with a little exercise in which you answer some basic questions about your desire to be a screenwriter.

[image: illustration] Who are you?

[image: illustration] What are you trying to achieve?

[image: illustration] Why are you even attempting to do this?

[image: illustration] What's your dream?

[image: illustration] Why do you have this primitive need to record your thoughts, to tell your stories, and to try to convey your dreams and desires, your personal experiences?

[image: illustration] What do you hope to gain by writing?

[image: illustration] Do you write to woo, shame, record, impress, flirt, hurt, thrill?

[image: illustration] Do you write to damage, pass the time, plumb the soul, narcotize, stimulate, or to transcend death, time, space?

[image: illustration] Do you write to create a thing of beauty, to become immortal?

[image: illustration] Specifically, why do you want to write screenplays?

What I need you to see from the very beginning is that this education is far more than a journey of learning a few scriptwriting techniques. This is a journey down the yellow brick road of self-knowledge; the act of writing a screenplay is the cyclone in which you will be tossed around. The journey is far longer than it seems, and you'll do many more revisions than you can ever imagine.


[image: illustration]

“If you ever talk to anyone who has written, you'll always find a childhood in which, somewhere along the line, there's Wizard of Oz.”

— WILLIAM STYRON



The Yellow Brick Road Awaits

Your first task is to start writing poignant, thought-provoking screenplays that come from your heart. And don't ever let anyone tell you that you can only write what you know. You can write anything you want as long as you write what you feel — from a deep, true place inside your soul.

From: “Dorothy” <WannaBeScribe@netmail.net>

To: “Oz” <ScriptProf@earthmail.com>

Subject: Here I am …


Dearest Wizard:

Whoa! I knew you were a bitter, jaded, cynical has-been, but I never dreamed you would have the nerve to tell me to consider law school instead. So let me just say up front, you are right; if I could go to law school, I would. But I want, I need, I have to write, and after having read your work, I have decided that you are the one who is going to teach me, whether you want to or not.

As one of your beloved Zen monks once said, “When the student is ready, the teacher shall appear and when the teacher is ready, the student shall appear.”

So baby, here I am. Work with me!

Excited to learn,
    Your most promising two-handed Tin Man



From: “Oz” <ScriptProf@earthmail.com>

To: “Dorothy” <WannaBeScribe@netmail.net>

Subject: Negatory …


Dear Two-Handed Excited Young Tin Man:
 No. Sorry, but the answer remains — NO!
 Good luck finding your Zen master,
 Your favorite bitter, jaded, cynical, has-been HACK.

P.S. Don't make me have to get a restraining order.
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