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INTRODUCTION

“No man but a blockhead ever wrote except for money.”

—SAMUEL JOHNSON

The reason most screenwriters fail is something Elmore Leonard touches on in this book when he cites the above Samuel Johnson quote: wanting to get paid and paid well for one’s writing is absolutely righteous and correct. But you have to also understand that money does not and cannot matter if you want to write a good movie script.

That is a central lesson articulated repeatedly in this compendium of candid interviews with over two dozen of the best screenwriters on the planet.

It’s good to take a class, great to attend a writer’s workshop, and, of course, fantastic to buy a really great book on the subject (there are only a few!). But none of these activities matter if you don’t roll up the old shirtsleeves and get dirty—bang out pages, write scripts, and learn what the form does in your own unique hands.

These interviews brim with powerful and rare insights from today’s smartest scripters, but they won’t help you if you aren’t willing to open yourself up to the joy and brutality of the process itself. Do the work and do it on stories that you’re truly invested in or, simply put, you can be almost certain you won’t succeed.

Take screenwriter Allan Loeb. In these pages he tells the raw truth about how he toiled for twelve years trying to write scripts he thought would sell rather than ones he was passionate about. He wound up penniless, dropped by his agent, and plagued by a nasty gambling addiction.

The very same day he got dumped by his agent, he followed the corniest advice in the writing business: He wrote what was in his heart. He had wanted to write the resulting script, The Only Living Boy in New York, for years, but he feared it wasn’t commercial.

Overnight Living Boy, whose title comes from a Simon and Garfunkel tune, got him inked to Creative Artists Agency. It sold in a month and landed him on an insiders’ list of hot screenwriters that circulates among Hollywood powerbrokers.

Not everybody is Allan Loeb, and that fact brings up another prevailing lesson here: each successful scripter’s path is his or her own. Whether it’s Oscar winner Eric Roth, who can spend months working and reworking his first twenty or so pages before he knows where he’s going, or the Italian Stallion, Sly Stallone, who literally painted his apartment windows black to write Rocky, these interviews are the Comstock Lode of wisdom from the screenwriting trenches.

As varied as the subjects here are, as different as their styles and approaches, they’re unified by both the idea that real work inside the screenwriting craft is mandatory for success and that theory and formula author nothing.

Oscar-nominated screenwriter Steve Kloves (Wonder Boys), who penned all but one of the Harry Potter films—the most successful film franchise in history—says that even from script to script in a single franchise, there’s no formula. Every story has its own singular set of keys.

All the screenwriters included here are like eyewitnesses to the same spectacular event. They each observed different illuminating details, but the basic truth of what they all saw proves remarkably consistent.

Finally, it should be noted that all these storytellers are themselves great stories. They are from disparate corners, from rich parents and poor, with PhDs and narrowly earned high school diplomas. But they’ve all gotten dirty, written and rewritten many pages, and trudged through the darkness of the creative process to find the light.


DARREN ARONOFSKY

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:

Black Swan; The Wrestler; Pi; Requiem for a Dream

“I’m kind of a nomadic writer. I like to write in a certain place for a week or two and then I’ve gotta move somewhere else … My sacred sanctuary is always changing.”

—DARREN ARONOFSKY

Ever since he rocketed out of the blue into the stratosphere of indie film with 1998’s Pi, Darren Aronofsky has been, among other things, an exemplar of the idea that creative success comes through never repeating yourself. During a discussion about his beautifully fabulistic foray into the world of sci-fi love stories, The Fountain, the Harvard-educated Brooklynite talks about everything from his writing process to his love for the Matrix films.

He says that despite being such a visually inclined director, when he is writing, the visual stuff rarely comes into play. And though he loves playing with narrative and genre boundaries, he believes ardently that, no matter how fascinating experimentation is, every successful screenplay’s journey begins with a great story.

You’ve said that it’s very difficult to know exactly where ideas start. What is your first clear recollection of the idea for The Fountain emerging?

I think it was after seeing The Matrix about two weeks before we started shooting Requiem for a Dream. I saw it and I realized that it was time to do something completely different and new in sci-fi. That was the challenge I set in front of myself.

At the same time, a roommate of mine from college, Ari Handel, had just gotten his PhD in neuroscience and was done with academia. He was interested in writing so I asked him to think about doing something completely new with sci-fi. The two of us started walking around Manhattan thinking and talking and one of the first concepts was [using] the fountain of youth as a starting point. We felt a search for immortality would allow us to do something that spanned time in a different way than a traditional time-travel movie.

But The Matrix kind of got the ball rolling?

Yeah, I think so. I was a fan of sci-fi and felt that the Wachowski brothers had taken most of the great sci-fi ideas of the twentieth century and added a bunch of new ones as well, [and] that it was time to do something very different. That gave us the idea to move away from films about outer space and start doing films about inner space.

And would you say that the focus on inner space is what defines this movie?

Yeah. I think sci-fi in movies has really been hijacked by laser guns, gadgetry, and gimmicks like that. We decided to move away from that. For instance our space bubble is a spaceship that’s not at all connected to spaceships from other films. We wanted to get away from jet propulsion and, you know, basically trucks in space.

You’ve called this film a puzzle and it does span 1,000 years and three different time periods—without being reductive, can you tell me what, in the simplest sense, this story is about?

At the core it’s a love story between Hugh Jackman and Rachel Weisz. Rachel’s character has terminal brain cancer and is facing an untimely death. Hugh Jackman’s character is a research scientist doing work with cancer. He has a possibility of saving her and refuses to accept what’s happening to [her].

And in that sense refuses to accept mortality?

Exactly.

INTERVIEWER

As a writer-director you’re a visual artist—you have certain key techniques you use in your films: your treatment of sound, montage, etc. When you write are you perpetually visualizing the filmic expression of the words?

DARREN ARONOFSKY

Not always. I think there are certain things that come to me with cool visuals attached, but most of the time when you’re a writer, you’re a writer, and you’re just trying to figure out how the scenes work. Then at a certain point you have to take off your writer’s cap and put on your director’s cap and figure out how you visually execute what you’ve created on the page. When you’re writing, the essential focus is not the visual aspect but just the best way to do a scene.

Do you have any quirky rituals for the actual writing process?

I’m kind of a nomadic writer. I like to write in a certain place for a week or two and then I’ve gotta move somewhere else.

So you don’t have a sacred sanctuary?

No, my sacred sanctuary is always changing.

As a kind of new-wave storyteller who defies convention, how do you navigate the perilous chasm between reinvention and the basic engines of good storytelling?

There’s a constant pull between trying to do something new and trying to keep it understandable for audiences. You don’t want to go too far out there where audiences don’t get what’s going on, but you want to keep things fresh. There’s always going to be people who don’t want to see something so new, but I think there’re always more people who want to have their minds blown.

How do you know when you’ve gone too far?

Your first responsibility is to get the story across; if you’re not getting a story across then you’re doing a disservice to the audience. The bottom line is that a good story must be there, but if the audience is on the ride, then why not push it a little further?


SHANE BLACK

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:

Kiss, Kiss, Bang, Bang; Lethal Weapon; The Long Kiss Goodnight; Last Action Hero

“People have asked, aren’t you afraid? I’ve said, ‘Fuck it, no!’ [laughs] I have nothing to lose. How could it get worse? No one knew my name anymore, who the fuck I was or that I was even still alive … So I just jumped in.”

—SHANE BLACK

When scripting vet Shane Black talks about screenwriting, it’s existential, brutal, and you can bet, pretty much bang on. He set the bar for a new era of mega screenwriting paydays when, in 1996, he was paid a jaw-slacking $4 million for The Long Kiss Goodnight, which ultimately didn’t perform at the box office. He suffered a backlash that sent him into the wilderness.

Here he talks Raymond Chandler, badly written blockbusters, and coming back from Hollywood’s Siberia. When you are working, he says, make “every day the same” and your writing will build momentum. Also, be sure to keep a shoebox where you put every idea you ever have.

What do you feel Kiss, Kiss, Bang, Bang represents in relation to your earlier screenwriting credits?

I think Kiss, Kiss, Bang, Bang is sort of the bastard child of James L. Brooks and Joel Silver, both of whom were very influential in getting me to write this thing. I took lessons from both of them as I wrote it. It’s half romantic comedy tempered with murder mystery that’s edgy and, at points, I think, even disturbing.

It’s also a departure from doing mythic, iconic characters like Mel Gibson’s gunslinger in Lethal Weapon and Geena Davis’s female avenger in The Long Kiss Goodnight—characters writ large, as they say. In this one the mythic figure is sensed but never seen in the Johnny Gossamer character that sort of floats through the movie as an ideal to be attained. But the people trying to fill his shoes are these schmucks who can’t. It’s one of the first movies I’ve done where the people are just people.

The [Robert] Downey character may be a hero with pimples, so to speak, but he still winds up hanging from a corpse’s arm over an L.A. freeway shooting bad guys with his free hand.

That’s the idea of the movie, that there are no mythical characters until the very end when he actually changes reality. In order to save this girl and rekindle that childhood love he has.

That “magic” [Downey’s character is seen as a child magician in flashback] …

Yeah, it’s actual magic. He becomes Johnny Gossamer. That’s the idea. That’s why he’s able to hang onto a woman’s arm and kill eight people.

The film pays obvious homage to classic detective noir, even using Raymond Chandler titles for act breaks. About his own screenwriting, Chandler said, “If my books had been any worse I should not have been invited to Hollywood and if they had been any better I should not have come.” What are your thoughts about that?

I find the idea of writing a novel as daunting as anyone. I think there’s a specific format in screenwriting that you can take in so many directions. You only have 120 pages to deal with, so every word is precious.

In a 1,000-page Tom Wolfe novel, it may be great, but it’s a fucking thousand pages! If I talk for five hours without stopping, I’m probably going to say something interesting. But if you only have a certain space, it’s like a Tetris game. You’ve got to get as many thoughts and ideas, character bits, jokes, drama—you’ve gotta stuff it in there and leave no spaces. So I kept arranging and rearranging the elements in this script until I had stuffed as much story into as little space as I could. That’s what I think is the unique challenge of screenplays.

What is your process when penning a script? Are you a ritualistic, obsessive-compulsive type or … ?

I’m an obsessive compulsive, but that doesn’t translate to any consistency in terms of applying myself. I actually took an idea from a very good writer, Pen Densham (Moll Flanders, Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves). What Pen does and what I started to do is that every time I have a scrap of dialogue or an idea or a theme, I throw it in a shoebox. After a period of six or eight months I dump out the shoebox and start sifting through. Sometimes you don’t even remember stuff you’ve written, but what you’re looking for is the thread that emerges. Hopefully you’ll get a loose idea.

And when you actually start honing that loose idea, what’s your routine?

It’s miserable. I try to make every day the same. I’ll try to get myself five days in a row of uninterrupted time where I don’t have friends coming over, I don’t have people with problems calling me. And then I just get up, have breakfast, look at notes, go for a long walk, come back, maybe type a scene for three hours, take a break, have some lunch, take another walk, and come back and hone and revise the scene, maybe make some notes for the next day … but you have it all mapped out. You just do it the same way every day. What happens is, you gain a momentum. You’re alone, but you’re engrossed.

What appeals to you about quick, cynical humor and the buddy-movie archetype?

I think that that kind of pithy throwaway stuff is the kind of humor I’ve always enjoyed, but beyond that, [as far as] friendships and partners, I’ve always liked these sort of movies where people come together for a time and then at the end they part or whatever. But you feel like you’ve been on a journey with them. That’s the feeling that I’ve always loved and tried to get at with these movies. The ride is better with two people than with just one, or it has always seemed so to me. Friendships are really all there is.

INTERVIEWER

If Lethal Weapon was a defining hit of the late eighties, what do you think stylistically makes a winning script today?

SHANE BLACK

I don’t see many winning screenplays these days, unless you go to the indie world. To me, character-driven screenplays make you turn the page because you’re desperately invested in what happens to the characters. I don’t see them much anymore. The blockbusters tend to be poorly written. I do like the X-Men movies, by the way.

But in general, when I go to see a big action movie nowadays, I don’t like it … The Charlie Kaufmans and the 21 Grams–type movies, those are the movies that are interesting. The scripts that are getting all the acclaim are by the eclectic writers who take an odd tactic, who take a sort of oblique approach. The ones that try to be accessible and blockbustery tend not to work.


IAN BRENNAN AND BRAD FALCHUK

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:

Glee; Nip/Tuck

“As long as we focus on the writing and these characters, the music will keep selling. But the second it becomes a music video, then it doesn’t have any meaning to it.”

—BRAD FALCHUK

Ian Brennan literally used Screenwriting for Dummies to write his first-ever feature script. It was called Glee and, even though it became a TV show instead of a movie, it’s fair to say it worked.

With the help of writer-producers Ryan Murphy and Brad Falchuk, Brennan turned his originally darker feature script—based partially on his experience in show choir at Prospect High School in Illinois—into one of the biggest TV series of the new millennium.

Brennan and Falchuk say that they spend the bulk of their writing time pitching plot beats back and forth (often in the luxury of Hollywood’s posh Chateau Marmont), rather than rewriting. That makes for the strongest scripts, they say. And, as massively gargantuan as the show has become through the use of popular music, both writers insist story must come first, never the other way around.

How did this all coalesce and you guys all come together with Ryan Murphy?

Ian Brennan: I had an idea for a movie and it ended up with Ryan and Brad, and they said it might make a good TV show. So I went in and met them and we clicked right away. We went right into making a pilot, and here it is, probably twenty months later.

So this has been whirlwind for you in particular?

Ian Brennan: Crazy. It feels like I’m living someone else’s life. Wonderful.

Tell me how the writing on this show works for you two on a daily basis. What’s the rough recipe for breaking and turning around episodes?

The process is basically that Ian, Ryan, and I come up with a basic theme or premise for an episode, and we’ll start pitching ideas and breaking story from that point. There’s a lot of pitching and back and forth that goes on between the three of us.

Ryan has a very quick ability to take a lot of information and hone it down to simple beats for a story. So we may have pitched out twelve beats and he’ll be able to say, “Hold on,” and write down a nine- or ten-beat story.

The process tends to go pretty quickly. We meet up Sunday nights—we go to the Chateau Marmont for dinner and talk about what the next episode is going to be. We start gathering our beats and then break those out into acts, and then we start writing scenes. Then we put them all together, and there’s very little rewriting that goes on once you get to that point. There’s cutting and a joke pass to punch it up a little bit, but that’s usually about it.

With this show do you always have the beats of the plot and fit the songs to it or does it ever work the other way around?

By and large the music always comes out of the writing. We’ll know the story and the scenes first. And normally we just know, “Oh, the song that needs to go here is blank,” you know? We’ve been incredibly lucky getting the music we want. It’s been shocking. I think we have a success rate of about 95 percent. And we’re now in a position where artists are kind of courting us.

Aren’t you guys being deluged?

Brad Falchuk: A little bit but it’s a high-class problem to have. We know that … we start with the concept and the story, and it all comes out of the story. [In a way] we don’t have to worry about being, I don’t know, corrupted by some artist’s insistent manager.

INTERVIEWER

With the music industry being more ravenous for exposure than ever, do you feel as if there’s any danger down the line of the show’s writing and narrative soul being affected by the music?

BRAD FALCHUK

That’s our job, to keep the integrity of the show pure. We’re fortunate that our corporate partners are so supportive they would never dare do that. They understand how the show works. The songs that sell the best are the songs that are involved in the strongest story lines and writing. So the idea of coming the other way around and saying, “Let’s find an emotional way to use this song,” would not work.

I think they realize that and we realize that. As long as we focus on the writing and these characters, the music will keep selling. But the second it becomes a music video, then it doesn’t have any meaning to it.

The writing is definitely the ball you want to keep your eyes on here?

Brad Falchuk: Absolutely. What happens with the best film and TV music is that you watch a scene and hear a song, and you can no longer hear that song without thinking of that scene and those characters.

Ian, I’m curious, from your original conception of this as a film, what has most surprised you about how this idea, this story, has worked as a produced piece?

Ian Brennan: I think what has surprised me about the show throughout—from the writing of the pilot to now—is its capacity for heart, which sounds weird. I think of the three of us, I have the most cynical mind about the subject matter. I was in show choir, and I have a more biting sense of it all. I’m amazed every time we come up with a script how much heart is in it without it ever seeming sappy.

To what extent do you guys think that in these sober times of economic strife and war there is more of an appetite for the kind of heart, sweetness, and positivity you see in this show and other new shows like Modern Family, whereas darkness and edge was the zeitgeist a couple years ago?

Brad Falchuk: I think our attitude was to give the show snark and edge without any cynicism. We beat people up pretty good, and our characters get beat up pretty good. They’re tortured the way high school kids are, but there’s never any hopelessness or cynicism in it.

I don’t know if that’s a sign of the times. It feels to me like a more mature kind of comedy in a way. It’s not laughing at people, it’s laughing with them and saying, “That was me too. I felt that way and I get it.” Much more of the John Hughes and Judd Apatow kind of humor.

Where do you guys see this show going?

Brad Falchuk: We’ve aired thirteen episodes, and we’re just about to start shooting our sixteenth. You think about TV shows and when they find their stride, this show is still cold, you know? We’re just starting to figure this out. I’m really excited to find out what happens with these characters in a third season.

Ian Brennan: I don’t know. This is such a dream. It’s the kind of dream you don’t dare voice, it’s been that amazing. I don’t care what happens, I just want it to go on forever.


DIABLO CODY

CAREER HIGHLIGHTS:

Juno; Young Adult; United States of Tara

“I’m not really qualified to give any advice at all, but when I meet people and they absolutely demand some random pearl of wisdom, I always tell them to be comfortable in their own skin and to just fucking unclench. I’m sorry, there’s never been a great writer that wasn’t fucked up. Writers are fucked-up drunks; that’s just the way it goes. Embrace it.”

—DIABLO CODY

For Diablo Cody, chaos is the mother of invention. The erstwhile stripper and blogger turned Oscar-winning screenwriter likes to ride her creative mojo where it goes.

During an expansive chat about United States of Tara, she talks Juno, rebuts the haters, and says not outlining, not planning, and not deciding where a story goes is the best way to write a good one.

“I’m not an architect of surprises,” she explains. Her characters are ultimately in charge. She’s just as surprised about where they wind up as you.

Is it fortunate happenstance that you’re following up an Oscar-winning feature script debut with a TV project or is it a good way to juke the whole expectations thing?

Yeah, I have said that. It’s a nice buffer. I wasn’t sure what would be out first, Jennifer’s Body, which is shockingly different than Juno …

That’s your next feature, a horror film, right?

Yeah, or this show. I was pleased that it was this show in terms of timing and expectations. I don’t like to buy into the whole “sophomore jinx” thing. They ask me if I feel any pressure and I don’t know what they’re talking about. I already have an Oscar. I’m just gonna coast from here on out.
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