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INTRODUCTION
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So you want to be a million dollar screenwriter? If your answer is yes, then this book was written specifically for you.


It’s also why Cool Million is so different from all the other screenwriting books that are available—it’s about both the art and business of becoming a successful screenwriter. Most screenwriting books focus only on the craft of screenwriting and leave it at that. They teach you how to write a well-constructed screenplay, then consider the job done.


But in the world of Hollywood screenwriting today, it’s a hard and inescapable fact of survival that you can’t successfully practice your art without also knowing how the business works. Because “the business of Hollywood” will be the biggest influence on your screenwriting career.


Cool Million was inspired by my experiences as both a screenwriter and a screenwriting teacher. As a screenwriter, I’ve come to realize how important it is to be smart and educated about how the movie industry works. If you want to write screenplays that get made into movies, it’s absolutely essential to understand why some movies get made and others don’t.


As a screenwriting teacher in the Department of Dramatic Writing at New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts, I also work with some of the most talented young screenwriters in the country, and I see first-hand the pressures they have to face. They’ve decided to pursue an artistic career that’s immediately filled with challenges. Their parents are usually less than enthusiastic, and their confidence level is usually a bit shaky, too. But like students in any other top-level college program, they’re not only smart and talented, they’re also ambitious. They want to be successful. They want to be the best. They desperately want their professional dreams to come true.


That’s why Cool Million is ambitious, too.


It won’t just teach you how to write a screenplay; it will teach you how to write a screenplay that movie audiences and Hollywood will both love. The book is specifically designed to give you the knowledge and skills you’ll need to build a career as a million dollar screenwriter.


Interviews with a top Hollywood agent and studio executive will reveal exactly what the movie industry looks for in a million dollar screenplay. The book also includes in-depth interviews with eleven top million dollar screenwriters, who will share their insider secrets and give expert advice on all aspects of the business. The screenwriters were all unflinchingly honest, not holding back on revealing the highs and lows of being paid millions for what’s inside their heads.


What you’ll learn from the interviews is that a million screenwriter can be anybody. One went to Stanford. Another is a college dropout. One started out writing jokes for the comedian Jimmy Walker in high school. Another wanted to be a homicide detective. One got his big break working as a chauffeur for a movie director. The screenwriters interviewed are all as different as the movies they write, but they all share one thing in common: success.


My only regret is that I wasn’t able to include a female screenwriter in the book. I tried very hard. So if you’re an aspiring female screenwriter, please don’t let that diminish your ambition. There are many million dollar female screenwriters, but there’s always room for more.


Finally, before we begin, let’s all agree on a very important artistic belief that’s another fundamental inspiration for this book.


Making a million dollars for what’s inside your head is cool!





HOW THIS BOOK WORKS
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Cool Million is organized to be both easy-to-use and comprehensive in scope. For best use of the book, it’s also strongly recommended that you read it from beginning to end and not jump around and only read selectively.


Cool Million is Divided into Four Parts. These broad sections are arranged to take you sequentially through the steps involved in writing and selling a screenplay. They cover everything from the beginning creative process (finding the idea, creating the story), to the craft of screenwriting (writing style, story structure), to how to crack the Hollywood market. The focus at every step will be on how to write a million dollar screenplay and how to become a million dollar screenwriter.
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Blockbuster Advice. This is a section that comes at the end of chapters where the million dollar screenwriters give their insights and advice. Using their own movies and careers as examples, the screenwriters reveal their personal secrets and tips on the topics just covered. They don’t always agree on every topic, but that’s useful, too, for choosing the advice that works best for you.
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Movie Close-Ups. There’s no better way to learn how to write movies than from the movies themselves. The movie close-ups are smaller sections in the chapters that use well known movies to illustrate key screenwriting techniques.
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From Idea to Million Dollar Sale. From the first light bulb going off in the screenwriter’s head to the final big-money sale, these chapter inserts will show how some of the screenwriters made their most exciting million dollar screenplay sales.
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A Blockbuster Beginning. This chapter insert highlights the unusual way one blockbuster screenwriter found a way into the business. David Hayter, the screenwriter of X-Men, put himself in the right place at the right time. Breaking in is one of the toughest challenges a beginning screenwriter faces and this personal story shows how you have to be ready when opportunity appears.
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Industry Interviews. Because understanding the movie business is so essential to writing screenplays that sell and get made into movies, these interviews with top Hollywood players give you the straight scoop on what Hollywood wants.
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THE SCREENWRITERS
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DAVID BENIOFF has become one of the hottest screenwriters in Hollywood in the last few years, with several high-profile projects in various stages of development. He adapted his novel, The 25th Hour, which Spike Lee directed. His spec script, Stay, sold for a record $1.8 million. His original screenplay, Troy, is in development with Wolfgang Peterson as director and Brad Pitt as the star.


NEAL BRENNAN is a young comedy screenwriter who had his first screenplay, Half Baked, produced when he was only twenty-two years old. Since then, in just a few years, he’s gone on to sell two big-money screenplays, Totally Awesome and The Oldest Living Man In The World.


PHILIP EISNER began his screenwriting career with a four-picture deal at Largo Entertainment. He’s written movie projects for Robert DeNiro’s Tribeca Productions, TriStar, The Jim Henson Company, and others. His original script, Event Horizon, a mind-bending combination of science-fiction and horror, was produced by Paramount Pictures and directed by Paul Anderson.


AKIVA GOLDSMAN is considered one of the very best and most versatile screenwriters working today. He won the 2001 Academy Award, the Golden Globe award, and the Writer’s Guild Award for his spectacular screenplay adaptation of the book A Beautiful Mind. His other writing credits include The Client, Batman Forever, A Time To Kill, Lost In Space, and Practical Magic.


DAVID GOYER writes movies that are filled with style, talent and non-stop imagination. He wrote the screenplay adaptation for Blade and Blade II, based on the Marvel comic. His other writing credits include screenplays for The Puppet Masters, Crow: City of Angels, and Dark City.


DAVID HAYTER began his career as an actor, then switched to screenwriting. In just a few years, he’s already moved to the top ranks of sought after blockbuster screenwriters. He wrote the screenplay for the smash hit X-Men, directed by Bryan Singer. He also wrote The Hulk, another Marvel comic adaptation. His next project is Watchmen, an adaptation of the legendary comic by Alan Moore, as writer and director.


JIM KOUF has been a successful and prolific screenwriter, producer, and director, working in a variety of genres. His many screenplay credits include The Hidden, Class, American Dreamer, Operation Dumbo Drop, Stakeout, Rush Hour, and Snow Dogs.


DALE LAUNER has written some of the sharpest and funniest movie comedies to hit the big-screen. His credits include Love Potion #9, Blind Date, Ruthless People, Dirty Rotten Scoundrels, and My Cousin Vinny. He also sold one of the highest-selling spec scripts of all time, Bad Dog, for $3 million.


ANDREW MARLOWE is one of the premier blockbuster screenwriters working today, with a recent string of big-concept, big-budget movies. He wrote Air Force One starring Harrison Ford, Hollow Man, and The End of Days, starring Arnold Schwarzenegger.


SCOTT ROSENBERG is widely considered one of the most versatile, prolific, and mega-talented young screenwriters in Hollywood. He’s the writer of Things to do in Denver When You’re Dead, Con Air, Disturbing Behavior, Beautiful Girls, and Gone in 60 Seconds.


ED SOLOMON is one of the top screenwriters in Hollywood. His first big success was co-writing Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure, along with Bill & Ted’s Bogus Journey. His many writing credits include Leaving Normal and Men In Black. Levity, which he wrote and directed, is his most recent movie.





IMAGINE THIS
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You wake up in the morning and stumble out of bed. You make some coffee, read the newspaper for awhile, then walk to the office in your house. You still have your pajamas on, or maybe a pair of old shorts and a t-shirt. There’s music in the background.


Meanwhile, outside, all around the city or town where you live, other people are up, too. But most of them are fighting traffic, fighting boredom, or fighting for their jobs. They work in an office where it’s dull and dreary, every day like every other. They’re secretly crossing off the days on the calendar, waiting for the weekend, their next vacation, and finally retirement.


Not you though.


You turn on your computer and begin to write. Almost immediately you’re lost in another world and it’s a hundred times more exciting than the world we live in.


There are larger-than-life heroes and despicable villains. There are great battles and adventures, beautiful women. There are non-stop thrills and surprises, action and danger. Maybe it’s taking place in the farthest reaches of outer space, or deep inside the Earth, or in a spectacular new landscape that’s magical and mystical.


You spend the morning getting more and more excited because you’re coming to the end. You’re writing a screenplay, and it’s finally finished.


That afternoon you send it off to your agent.


Then, a week later, you suddenly get even more excited. Your agent calls and tells you your screenplay just sold for a million dollars.


Guess what?


It happens.


Now imagine this.


It happens to you.





PART ONE



IT ALL
STARTS WITH A
BIG IDEA
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THAT’S A LOT OF MONEY—
WHO ARE THESE PEOPLE?



“No job too big, no fee too big.”


—Ghostbusters


To define what a million dollar screenwriter is, you first need to understand how the whole business of movies has changed in recent years. Over the last two decades, making movies has grown increasingly more sophisticated and complicated. It’s also grown more profitable, competitive, and market driven.


Movies have become a mega-million dollar industry where the potential risks and rewards are both colossal. A hit movie can mean hundreds of millions in profit and dizzy acclaim for the people involved. A big misfire, on the other hand, can instantly cause melt-down to reputations, careers, and movie-studio balance sheets.


Because of this, in the last fifteen or so years, studios have put more emphasis on a single creative entity that can make it all happen.



THE BLOCKBUSTER SCREENPLAY



With a great screenplay, every player in Hollywood knows the sky is the limit. It starts the whole process rolling, attracting the talent and generating studio excitement. And finally, if the audience loves it, the movie becomes a hit and everybody wins.


We’ll call this a “blockbuster screenplay.” A blockbuster screenplay delivers a movie story that has terrific commercial appeal. It’s a story that can attract and entertain the widest possible audience.


We’ll also call million dollar screenwriters “blockbuster screenwriters” and hit movies “blockbuster movies.”


Hollywood is looking for blockbuster screenplays because agents, directors, producers, and studio executives know that having one is the essential first step in the pursuit of box-office gold. And this is fundamental to what a million dollar screenwriter is. They write a screenplay Hollywood believes can be a hit movie.



TWO KINDS OF MILLION
DOLLAR SCREENWRITERS



The Million Dollar “Spec”


A spec screenplay is one that a screenwriter writes entirely on his or her their own without any kind of contract or assignment. They’re called “spec screenplays” because they’re written on speculation.


It can be a first-time screenwriter living far away from the glitter of Hollywood while working as a school teacher, a housewife, a cop, or anything else. It can also be a professional screenwriter who’s between jobs, has a great idea, and wants to take a shot in the spec market.


When a studio or producer buys a spec script, they don’t care about the identity of the screenwriter. The buyer reads the screenplay and sees something in the story that he or she believes will attract and connect with movie-goers.


An example of a young screenwriter who had great success in the spec market is Shane Black. He sold his first produced screenplay, Lethal Weapon, when he was twenty-two years old. A few years later, he sold The Last Boy Scout for $1.7 million. A few years after that, he sold The Long Kiss Goodnight for $4.6 million.


In all three cases, he wrote the screenplays without any kind of deal or payment. When you’re writing a spec screenplay, you’re betting it will be a winner and someone will buy it. Sometimes they do and sometimes they don’t. That’s the gamble.


For Shane Black, the gamble paid off for all three screenplays because they were all great stories, with spectacular visual action; a dark, funhouse plot; and edgy, entertaining characters. They all sold for a lot of money, because at the time, they where sharper, faster and funnier than anything in the same genre that had come before. They were the kind of movies audiences love. Which is why there’s also been a Lethal Weapon 2, 3, and 4.


Another young screenwriter who hit it big in the spec market is M. Night Shyamalan. Following the success of The Sixth Sense, he sold his spec screenplay Unbreakable for $5 million and received another $5 million for directing.


Joe Eszterhas is considered the king of million dollar screenplay sales. He sold a one-page outline for the movie One Night Stand for $4 million dollars. His mythic bio also includes the $2 million he got for Showgirls after he scribbled the story on the back of a napkin.


The Blockbuster Pro


The second kind of million dollar screenwriter is the proven veteran who can command a million dollars or more for their services. This can happen in a variety of ways. One type of assignment is when they’re contracted by a studio or a producer to write a screenplay based on another work—a novel, play, television show, etc. Another is when they’re hired to write a screenplay from an idea, or rewrite a screenplay that’s already been written.


The reason this select group of screenwriters receives top dollar is because they’ve already written movies that have been successful. They’ve proved they can create and write a movie story audiences will love.



WHY THEY’RE PAID THE BIG BUCKS



These top level screenwriters are the go-to people that executives and producers trust and depend on, from the big-sale beginner to the top-level professional. Through either specs or assignments, they’ve earned this position by writing well-crafted screenplays geared to a big commercial audience. They create movie stories people want to see, and the industry recognizes this and rewards them with a big paycheck. Making a big budget movie means rolling very expensive dice, so the screenwriters who’ve proven they can deliver are at the top of the pay scale.


In the treasure-hunt search for a blockbuster movie, the bonanza can begin with the screenwriter.


So if you’re a beginning screenwriter with blockbuster-dreams, you need to begin with a belief based on fact.


It can happen.
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Starting Out


As a beginning screenwriter, you can start your career anywhere; it really doesn’t matter.


As the following illustrates, blockbuster screenwriters come from many different starting points and backgrounds. There’s no one way to do it, or agreed-on set of rules to follow. Some of the interviewed screenwriters even started out with a entirely different kind of career goal, while others pursued their screenwriting dream from the very beginning.


As you’ll see though, you already share something with our million dollar screenwriters. They all started out just like you, an unknown with nothing more than a burning desire to work in the movies.



DAVID BENIOFF (The 25th Hour)



I grew up in New York City, but I got my master’s degree in Irish literature from Trinity College in Dublin. I became a screenwriter by accident. I wanted to be a novelist. I’m still very inspired by Ernest Hemingway and Samuel Beckett. Both have very pared down prose with strong characters and stories.


I wrote three novels. The first I never submitted to anybody. The second was turned down by everybody. But the second one got me my agent. And the third, The 25th Hour, sold after a long time, after a lot of rejection.


One of the book galleys for The 25th Hour was sent to Tobey McGuire’s production company. He liked it and optioned it.


Because I was living in Los Angeles, I went to meet with them, and they hired me to write the adaptation. That was great, because I didn’t want anybody else messing around with it. I’d never written a screenplay by myself. I’d written a horror script with a friend, but that was it.


NEIL BRENNAN (Half Baked)



I grew up as the youngest of ten kids in Chicago. One of my oldest brothers, Kevin Brennan, is a comedian, and that was a big influence on me. I used to visit him in New York. That was a huge-eye opener, being around other comedians and creative people. It was great.


In high school I was interested in being a comedy performer, an actor. So I would write jokes because that’s what I was interested in. I used to watch all the stand-up comedy shows that were on TV that were popular then. My brother was on a lot of them, so it was cool.


PHILIP EISNER (Event Horizon)



I grew up in Fort Worth, Texas. I was never interested in being a screenwriter. I was a theater geek in high school. But I’d always written. And I loved movies.


For me, Star Wars just blew the lid off what you can make a movie about. I loved Alien and Aliens. But the movie that inspired me the most was The Road Warrior. I remember I rented the video and there was an ice storm, so I couldn’t return it for four days. I watched the entire film in slow motion, and that’s my education on how to make an action movie.


AKIVA GOLDSMAN (A Beautiful Mind)



I was born in Brooklyn Heights, New York. Both my parents were child psychologists. Most of all, I grew up loving movies. I loved staying up late watching science fiction movies on television.


My formal education is from Wesleyan as an undergraduate, then NYU, where I got my master’s in fiction writing. I had these extraordinary writing teachers: Ed Doctorow, Russell Banks, Margaret Atwood, and Gordon Lish. As a fiction writer, I was okay, not great. Fiction writing is something that I greatly admire, but I was also beginning to realize that it was something I was never going to master. I’m still in awe of a great short story.


DAVID GOYER (Blade)



I’m from Ann Arbor, Michigan. In my senior year in high school, I was originally thinking about getting a degree in police administration and becoming a homicide detective.


Screenwriting was kind of a fluke. At the time, growing up, the idea of someone from Michigan going to Hollywood and becoming a screenwriter seemed so remote and non-existent. But when I was a kid, I loved all the science-fiction and monster movies. I’d watch them after school. Movies like The Omega Man, Logan’s Run and Rollerball. They look a little cheesy now, but I loved them.


DAVID HAYTER (X-Men)



I never intended to be a screenwriter. I came to Los Angeles to be an actor. I had always written though. I wrote in my spare time to help me understand the moviemaking process better and because I wanted to know why movies that should have been good weren’t, and why movies that seemed like they shouldn’t work did. I did it to understand filmmaking in a broader sense. I started reading screenwriting books and writing short scripts. When I was twenty-seven and frustrated with my career, myself and another actor friend put together a movie and starred in it. I completely backed into screenwriting. My first professional job was X-Men.


JIM KOUF (Rush Hour)



I grew up making movies as a kid. I loved it. I grew up in a neighborhood in California where movie people lived. Some of my friends had parents who were actors, cameramen, editors, etc. I started writing little films and shooting them with my friends on an 8 mm or 16 mm camera.


ANDREW MARLOWE (Air Force One)



I was born in Thailand. Both my parents were cultural anthropologists. When I was one, we moved back to the United States. I grew up in Silver Springs, Maryland.


My parents did this thing when I was growing up called “movie night.” They’d get films from the local library and show them on this beat up 16 mm projector. So I got to see Bergman, Preston Sturgis and Billy Wilder in my living room. The group that came over were all academics. They’d have wine and cheese and talk about the movies. So I feel like I started my education by osmosis at a very young age.


I majored in English, with a philosophy minor, at Columbia University in New York City. After Columbia, I was a PA on a low-budget movie. It was a great experience, because I got to see everything. But I also realized that if I wanted to be on set, I wanted to be running things, not just getting up at 5 a.m. to make coffee.


After that, I got a job with a literary agency in New York. When I was there I started reading the stuff that was coming in from clients and those wanting to break into the business. I started thinking that this was something I could do. I had always been interested in screenwriting, but being at the agency and reading other people’s stuff really crystallized it.


SCOTT ROSENBERG (Con Air)



I grew up in Boston and went to Boston University. I wrote a lot of short stories in college. I was a communications major, but I got into the Graduate Fiction department as a sophomore, which was very cool. Writing was the one thing I did well. My original plan was to go to Europe and write novels. I liked the whole notion of smoking hash in Amsterdam and writing novels.


But when I graduated, this girl I really liked moved to California and I just followed her out there. If you write and you’re in Los Angeles, eventually you’re going to start writing screenplays. I was doing shit jobs. One of my first jobs was selling cookbooks, and I had to dress in a chef’s hat. It was brutal. I drove a truck for awhile, too, but I was always writing at night. I would come home to this shit apartment. We didn’t even have a desk. I would put a portable Smith-Corona typewriter on my lap. I was writing six or seven scripts a year at night. When you’re young, it’s important you use that energy level.


ED SOLOMON (Men in Black)



I was raised in a small-town in Massachusetts. I always wanted to write. I didn’t know about writing movies, I just wanted to write. When I was nineteen I got a job as a joke writer for comedians. The first person I sold jokes to was Jimmy Walker, who was in the TV show Good Times.


When I was growing up, I didn’t watch movies that much. I didn’t even read that much. I wish I’d read a lot more. I liked the Woody Allen movies and the Mel Brooks movies and the Monty Python movies. They probably influenced me a lot. But I didn’t go to movies that much, and I still don’t. There just aren’t that many really good movies.
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BLOCKBUSTER MOVIES
ARE BIG IN EVERY WAY



“This thing is much too big to
be some lost dinosaur.”


—Godzilla


Blockbuster movies are first and foremost . . . BIG. They’re giant pictures glowing on a very big screen. That’s one of the reasons they affect us in such an intense, thrilling, and powerful way. It’s probably why you’re reading this book. At some point in your life, movies have touched you, and that memory is still very special. In fact, right now, in your head, I’m sure there are movies you can remember as clearly as meories that come from your own life.


Try it.


Close your eyes and remember a movie you love.


Maybe it’s Star Wars, and you see Luke Skywalker in his starfighter blasting across the jagged surface of the Deathstar, and he hears the soft voice of Obi-Wan Kenobi telling him what to do: “Use the force, Luke.” Or it’s Jaws and you see the scene at the beginning of the movie, when the blonde-haired girl wanders away from the beach party for a late night swim and she’s suddenly snatched from sight and dragged below by something big and powerful.


Whatever movie it is, you can see these images in your mind as clearly as memories that come from your own life. That’s because they are a part of your life. Once you’ve seen them, they’re a part of who you are.


All story mediums have their own special strengths, whether it’s sitting around a campfire listening to a ghost story, curling up with a good book, or watching your favorite show on TV. Each has the ability to entertain and touch us.


But movies are truly unique.


They’re a communal gathering, and they take place in the dark. As we sit quietly with friends and strangers, giant glowing images begin to flash and flicker in front of us. Our eyes and brains take in the colossal pictures, and it’s like watching our secret dreams and wildest flights of imagination made real. We munch popcorn and slurp down sodas, leaving our everyday lives behind. Within seconds, we’re off on a shared two-hour-rollercoaster-big-screen-adventure. It might be into outer space to explore new wonders, or off to a remote unknown island to frolic with dinosaurs, or even down a secret tunnel into a famous actor’s mind. But it’s all completely and utterly real, because it’s all happening right there in front of us on that giant glowing screen. It’s bigger than life, grand and majestic.


That brings us to the first step to writing a blockbuster screenplay, which is thinking big, too, and finding a big idea.


Not a mediocre idea.


Or even a pretty good idea.


A BIG IDEA.



MILLION DOLLAR SCREENPLAYS
START WITH A BIG IDEA



If you want to write a blockbuster screenplay, this is the first step. It comes before you create your characters or begin thinking about the plot. But it’s not only the first step, it’s also the most important step.


Without a big idea, it’s impossible to write a screenplay that will excite producers and studio executives enough to gamble big money. The reason a big idea is so important is because producers and studio executives know it’s the single most important element that attracts an audience. Audiences decide whether or not to go to a movie based on it’s overall concept. It’s not the intricate nuances of the plot or the snappy dialogue between characters. Audiences see a newspaper ad, or a commercial on TV that communicates the main concept of the movie, then make a decision based on that.


A big idea is the foundation for your blockbuster movie. It’s what makes your movie story unique and special. If you want to write a million dollar screenplay you have to build the story on an idea that’s big enough and bold enough to excite both a huge audience and the Hollywood executives who will buy it.
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A big idea can come from anywhere and everywhere, so you have to always be open to inspiration. As a comedy screenwriter, Neal Brennan found a big idea in a place where he might have been tempted to just sit back and enjoy the sights.


I got this idea when I was at a party and I saw Hugh Hefner. He was like seventy-three at the time, and he had a bunch of bodyguards to protect him. I basically had the whole idea for the movie in eight seconds. It’s about a guy who runs a museum in the Midwest for the oldest living man ever. Then they find out there’s another guy who’s going to be older, and the town sends this young guy on a mission to kill him so they won’t lose their museum.


I wrote it with a partner, Michael Shur, who worked for Saturday Night Live. I told him the idea and he loved it. We went to Los Angeles for a week and pitched it to over twenty places. Nobody wanted it. We thought we were the biggest losers.


Then on a Friday we pitched it to Disney and they said they’d get back to us. We thought they were lying. Michael went home. On Monday I pitched it to MTV Films by myself. They loved it. I got in my car, still feeling battered from the week, and I called my agent. He said there was already a bidding war. We went with the higher offer, [image: image]450,000 against [image: image]1 million. It felt great. I was twenty-five years old.


A Big Idea Is Also High Concept


The term “high concept” is Hollywood lingo to describe a movie with a big idea. More specifically, it’s a movie idea that’s judged to be so commercially appealing it will draw a huge audience all by itself. High concept means high audience appeal. It’s the kind of idea that when people hear it, they’re immediately excited about seeing the movie. A high-concept idea instantly hooks an audience with its premise. Honey, I Shrunk the Kids is a high concept idea. So is Independence Day and The Santa Clause.


In the business of movies, great high concept screenplays always generate the most buzz. Coming up with a big idea is the same as creating a high-concept idea.


Screenwriting is incredibly competitive for lots of different reasons. One of the main reasons is because you’re trying to sell stories to a very expensive machine. It’s the movie-making machine that’s putting our best dreams and imagination on those giant glowing screens, and it’s putting them there so millions of people will spend money to come watch them.


So you have to earn your right to be there.





You do that by coming up with a big idea.


[image: image]


Finding A Big Idea


Beginning your career begins with your movie idea. Many of the screenwriters urge beginning screenwriters to write the kind of movie they’d love to see, as long as it’s not something small and personal from their own life.


What separates blockbuster screenwriters from everybody else is their ability to be bigger and bolder. They create stories that transcend what’s normal and expected. They have the talent to imagine big new ideas that are thrilling and entertaining.


Inspiration is a highly personal experience and all screenwriters have different methods for conjuring good ideas. As a beginning screenwriter, you need to find out what inspires you and develop a way to evaluate the commercial potential of your movie ideas. Here are how some of the pros begin their writing process.



DAVID BENIOFF (The 25th Hour)



I have a lot of different story ideas in my head, and the ones that stay there for a long time are the ones that I like and tend to pursue. That’s my test for picking an idea I want to write.


PHILIP EISNER (Event Horizon)



I’m inspired by movies. When I came up with the idea for Event Horizon, I was inspired by The Haunting, The Shining, and The Abyss. In The Abyss I really liked Michael Biehn’s character. I was fascinated by a character who was going insane in a hostile environment. And he wasn’t evil, he was a good guy. And I kept thinking, what’s more terrifying than being trapped deep in the ocean? So I came up with outer space, orbiting around Neptune. Then everything else was being inspired by other “bad place” movies.


I’m also inspired by bad movies. For me, seeing bad movies is great. The Matrix is so good on all levels, when you see it, it doesn’t leave any room for inspiring new ideas. But when you go see a bad movie, and I love bad movies, there’s invariably a brilliant idea. It’s the idea that got everybody jazzed to do it. But they blew it. So I’ll think, that’s a great idea, how can I use it to write a great script.


For me, writing a screenplay is always about, is this something I want to see? Don’t write what you know, because nobody knows shit. Don’t write that personal story that has you as the hero, because it’s not something other people will be interested in. Write what you want to see as a movie. There are some great coming-of-age movies, but when you see them on the screen, those few that actually make it through, they’re brilliantly written. They’re not just good, they blow your doors off.


I tend to write for myself, but I happen to have very straight-forward commercial tastes. I love science-fiction. I love horror films. I love science-fiction horror films.



AKIVA GOLDSMAN (A Beautiful Mind)



Don’t try to predict what other people will like. You have to be both sensitive to pleasing others and inured to it. It’s a funny combination. Getting that balance right takes time and luck. Nobody knows what the market will bear, and our anticipation of the market is always well behind the coming trend.


So you have to write what you know. But that doesn’t mean a personal little story. You can take what you know and transpose it into an environment that might be more appealing to the reader and movie-goer.
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