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PRAISE FOR WHAT ARE YOU LAUGHING AT?

“At last, a how-to book by someone who actually knows how to.”

—Larry Gelbart, creator, M*A*S*H (TV), screenwriter, Tootsie

“Attention, aspiring writers! You’ll learn so much about the craft from Schreiber’s book that you can skip school altogether and spend your tuition money on sex and drugs.”

—Tom Robbins, novelist, Jitterbug Perfume, Even Cowgirls Get the Blues

“Some people are just plain funny. Some people don’t know funny when it bites them in their collective ass. For the rest of us in the middle, this book might help. That is, if funny is your idea of a good time.”

—Penn Jillette of Penn & Teller

“Brad Schreiber gives chapter and verse to those who aspire to join this fraternity, and he sets the best example himself: recognize the standard, struggle toward it, and be worthy. Thanks for the road map.”

—Mort Sahl, comedian

“Brad Schreiber has the rare gift of demonstrating the art of comic writing even as he teaches it. He’s like one of those professors whose class you couldn’t sleep through. Laugh and learn.”

—Phil Proctor, writer-performer, cofounder, the Firesign Theatre

“Brad Schreiber has taken the very serious business of humor writing and made it accessible, instructive and, above all, humorous. His range of knowledge on the subject is impressive—whether citing Franz Kafka or George Carlin—and there’s much to be learned from his book even without all the great jokes.”

—Jane Heller, novelist, The Secret Ingredient, Lucky Stars, Female Intelligence

“Do not buy this book. Do not read this book. Refuse to accept this book if given to you. I have enough competition.”

—Jim Kouf, screenwriter, Rush Hour

“Brad does a magnificent job of breaking down the elements of comedy.”

—Jason Clark, producer, Ted, Stuart Little

“With the delicacy of a lover with a twitch, Brad Schreiber lifts the skirts of comedy and bares her naked truths.”

—Paul Guay, screenwriter, Liar Liar
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Introduction

THERE ARE TWO THINGS TO REMEMBER ABOUT comedy. No, three. Comedy is funny. Dying is hard. I forget the other two.

But Brad Schreiber remembers them. He practically invented them. He’s the go-to guy around here for comedy knowledge. Just think of Brad as the squirrel who has gone around gathering the nuts of comedy knowledge so you lazy squirrels don’t have to. He’s big for a squirrel, but fast. Actually too big for a squirrel. Make that the Himalayan brown bear who has gone around gathering all the rice balls of comedy knowledge to help you through the long winter of humor deprivation. Metaphors be with you, Young Skywalker.

Okay, let’s start over. Brad is my friend and colleague. Not funny, but true. He has studied every nook and most of the crannies of humor and has gathered them together into this humidor, where they will stay nice and dry until you need them. In fact, he had some dry humor left over, and he put it in the cuspidor. Actually, he has never been within spitting distance of a cuspidor. But I digress. And Euphrates.

The fact is we are living in a comedy-impaired era, especially when it comes to screenwriting. People have forgotten how to be funny. The most common form of comedy script I encountered when reading scripts for a living was the genre known as The Unfunny Comedy. The jokes were there, or at least they were indicated, but they weren’t funny. The punchlines lacked punch. The scripts had potentially funny situations but they weren’t exploited.

Some of these scripts got made into movies and people went to see them and some of them even laughed, but it was the hollow laughter of the humor-starved. Those poor souls were laughing at the idea of a joke, at the memory of a funny situation, at the faint hope of being amused. People are so starved for funny that I have often said that if you write a script with two really good laughs in it, you have a hit. Also it helps to have people dancing, especially klutzy white people trying to dance, which makes for good “trailer moments” that you can enjoy later in your trailer.

This is serious, folks. The standards for comedy have fallen far and fast. Toilet humor and mean-spirited insult humor are now occupying the niches once reserved for wit and clever innuendo. I am convinced writers suffer from mass amnesia about the principles of comedy writing, and there are such principles. Just ask Brad, the Klown Kollektor of Komedy Konsciousness. He has thought about them systematically and has presented them entertainingly.

Why is comedy so danged important? Because we live in a world that constantly bruises and abrades us, that fills us with frustrations that MUST BE RELIEVED somehow or we go bonkers. Comedy is one of the ways to get that fast, fast relief. Comedy relief. The Greeks knew about this. You know, the funny Greeks. Aristophanes. Nia Vardalos. They had a word for it, of course, and the word was comedy. Well, really it was komos, a word that meant revelling, partying, kicking up your heels.

The old Greeks (and their neighbors, the Geeks) lived on a steady diet of tragedy, and they got a little gassy with it after a while and liked to cleanse their systems now and then with some funny stuff, just for laughs. So just think of comedy as a kind of Roto-Rooter for the soul. Away go troubles, down the drain.

Of all the archetypes that I’ve studied, the one that seems most essential and indispensable is the Trickster. This is the cosmic class clown, the jokemeister of the infinite, the spirit of reversed expectations and the king of inviting us to laugh at ourselves. We could get by without heroes, villains and mentors, but who would want to live in a world without gags?

The Trickster, I’m glad to report, is alive and well and resident in Brad Schreiber. He’s having that surgically removed next week at Cedars-Sinai. But don’t worry, while it was crawling around inside him, he managed to ask the right questions and has put down the answers in a coherent, useful form in these pages. He’s thought deeply about the rules (and how to break them) and is brave and generous enough to share them with you.

The producers have spared every expense to bring you this epic, weeks in the making, with a cast of several. So put on your comedy hat, sit in your funniest chair, and prepare to learn from a wise and witty wunderkind. As the aliens said to Woody Allen in Stardust Memories, your mission on Earth is to “tell funnier jokes”!

—Chris Vogler,

author of The Writer’s Journey, appreciator of funny things


CHAPTER 1

Comedic Structure

THE NATURE OF HUMOR

Well, how do you like my writing so far?

While there are few rules about writing humor, generally Shock or Surprise are present, as in the line above.

Most professional writing insists you write in complete, rational, grammatical sentences.

Humor, not all that mostly.

I think of comedy as “the skewed vision,” seeing events, people and possibilities that are off-center.

Humor writing has few rules and in many ways, this is one of its greatest rewards. In joke writing, often the “Rule of Threes” is invoked. That is, setup, repetition and joke. In other words, here’s a situation, here’s more of the same and now, a twist.

This rule does not have a bearing on writing prose humor and screenplays. And the forms are multiple and wonderfully variable.

Humorous fiction can include a short story, novel, song, poem, monologue.

Humorous nonfiction can include an article, essay, memoir, speech.

Humorous screenplays can be for shorts or features, live action or animation, studio or independent.

This book is for writers of humor. This book is for writers of obituaries. This book is for people who don’t write and don’t plan to write but pay for cable or satellite TV and are still not amused.

Nontraditional humorous prose has an elasticity you cannot find in other nonpoetic forms. You can comedically redo a shopping list, a diary of someone famous/infamous or an instruction manual (more on non-traditional forms in Chapter 12).

On the subject of manuals, there was a collection of female humor published by the National Lampoon, entitled Titters. It contained a phony instruction manual for a certain well-known tampon, Clampax Pontoons, written by Emily Prager, with art done in similar, cutaway style, light blue ink for text and directions that required the user to be fairly good at gymnastics.

Humor is as personal as how we dress. And sometimes, in as bad taste. But taste is in the mouth of the beholder.

HEALING ASPECTS OF HUMOR

But the curative power of laughter cannot be overpraised. One need only examine the work of Norman Cousins or Deepak Chopra to appreciate its healthy aspects. Dr. Bernie Siegel, in a lecture on humor and healing, read from an article about two men who were in their eighties. Both had previously been critically ill, and yet, they did not let it affect their quality of life.

“One of the best things about Francis,” claimed one of the senior men, “is his memory problems. I can tell him a joke and four days later, I tell him the same joke and he laughs at it again.”

In the class I’ve taught for UCLA Extension’s Writers’ Program, entitled, strangely, Writing Humorous Fiction and Nonfiction, I once had a student who worked as an EMT—Emergency Medical Technician. One of the first humor pieces he wrote was about an EMT fumbling about with burnt bodies, charred beyond recognition, that he pulled out of a destroyed house.

The good news? When he read it, no one threw up.

Even better news? He really wanted to learn the principles of writing humor, and by the final week, his Final Project was met by gales of laughter. It was about him, as a James Bond-type secret agent, saving the world in a ridiculous plot against a disgusting, fat, oily villain who constantly stroked a cat and emanated pure evil … and was coincidentally named Brad Schreiber.

Now, if a man who spends most of his week dealing with fires, explosions and car wrecks can lighten up, why can’t you?

IF IT’S PAINFUL, WHY AM I LAUGHING?

This leads to the proposition that comedy always seems to contain some form of pain. John Vorhaus, in his book The Comic Toolbox, comes up with the equation comedy = truth plus pain.

The comedian Carol Burnett has summarized it, “Comedy is pain plus time.”

Writer and cartoonist James Thurber contended, “Humor is emotional chaos remembered in tranquility.”

Perhaps Mel Brooks has put the whole pain/pleasure picture into focus best. He said, “Tragedy is when I cut my finger. Comedy is when you fall into an open sewer and die.”

Think about it. Which is more amusing? A kid scuffing his shoe on a floor, waiting to use a public bathroom? Or the same kid hopping from foot to foot, making faces and eventually kicking the bathroom door?

That’s not funny, some of you say. It’s cruel. Maybe so. But the fact is this: We laugh at things we ourselves don’t wish to experience.

CONFUSION CREATES HUMOR

I was once hired to write a book proposal that concerned the insanely adventurous comedian/performance artist/hoaxer Andy Kaufman. Andy, I learned, became very involved with the Transcendental Meditation movement.

At one point, he was present at a retreat with the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi and asked about the nature of humor. Andy wanted to know what made people laugh, and the Maharishi replied it was the confusion in one’s mind hearing something that momentarily made no sense but, upon further reflection, did so, in an odd way.

Admittedly, some people will laugh at your non sequitur, a statement or conclusion that doesn’t seem to connect to what preceded it, and others will shake their heads and look at you as if you have an arm growing out of your forehead. Your “sense of humor” is really more your “preference of humor.”

And as Larry Gelbart said, “You don’t have a sense of humor. It has you.”

Thus, if you write something and no one thinks it is amusing, you can say they have a different preference. You can say they are complete imbeciles. But you can’t say they have no sense of humor whatsoever.

Unless they are Russian. Or possibly German.

COMEDY’S ENEMIES (HUMOR’S TUMORS): CLICHÉ AND MEEKNESS

“I think to be oversensitive about clichés is like being oversensitive about table manners.”

—Evelyn Waugh

The most common error of writers of humor is to make lazy choices.

Comedic Clichés are ideas or jokes that have already been done before and that you personally found so amusing, you thought you could rephrase it and make us all happy. Well, you’re wrong. We want to be surprised.

So, what is a Comedic Cliché?

•   Foreigners who drive cabs and work in convenience stores

•   Cops hanging out in doughnut shops

•   Priests who drink too much

•   Hookers with hearts of gold

•   Anything in a tabloid newspaper, at this point

What we are saying is you have to go pretty far afield to mine humor from such topics. For example, there are such bizarre stories in the tabloids, it is a stretch to top them.

I’m a fan of the surrealist comedy group The Firesign Theatre. In fact, I have cowritten the autobiography of one of its founding members, Phil Proctor. Firesign once recorded a bit about a supermarket tabloid newspaper called The Daily Toilet.

In part:


ANNOUNCER 1: John Kennedy’s come back in a UFO with a great new diet!

ANNOUNCER 2: Where’d you read that?

ANNOUNCER 1: I read it in the Toilet. The Daily Toilet.



By combining three kinds of stories in one headline, Firesign managed to send up tabloids, no easy task, because those papers by now have become a Comedic Cliché.

Meekness is the other great kidney stone to be passed out of the body comedic. Writers often get mildly amusing ideas and simply go with them, refusing to try to better them.

For example, consider the difference between these:

“He’s pretty fun to be with—for a guy just out of a twelve-step program.”

“He’s pretty fun to be with—for a guy just out of a twelve-step program for recovering mimes.”

By making bold choices and not necessarily succumbing to the first thing that comes into your head, you increase the charm of your writing.

And I seem to have broken my own rule. Isn’t making fun of mimes a Comedic Cliché?

Beating up or insulting mimes is a cliché. Seeing one in a group setting, trying to stop pretending he’s stuck in a cube while wearing normal clothes and no white face makeup, is something else again.

Don’t go for the common target and don’t let your writing get lazy.

If you are going to make fun of Californians, don’t bring up granola and crystals. It’s old.

Everyone here knows it’s past lives regression and pineapple juice enemas. For now.

SOME PRINCIPLES OF COMEDIC STRUCTURE

There are certain basic principles for creating humor. Some are combined together for comedic effect. And since we were talking about pineapple juice enemas, let us start with …

1. Shock or Surprise

I began the beginning of this first chapter by asking you how you liked the book, since I knew you would not be prepared for it. This is what aids the effectiveness of humor—the lack of preparation for what is to come.

Shock suggests cold, clammy skin or having one’s eyes roll back in one’s head. If you can make someone laugh that hard, you’re damn good.

No, in this context, Shock is a strongly visceral reaction that, we hope, leads to amusement.

Surprise is a less jarring form of Shock.

After Surprise, as everyone knows, comes Pleasant Bewilderment and then Whimsical Passing Interest, but that’s heading in the wrong direction, so never mind.

Shock or Surprise is the undergarment that holds in the unsightly flab of humor writing. Remove it at your own risk. Either Shock or Surprise deals with not just the jolt, but the inappropriateness of the dialogue, action, narrative and so on.

You see a stranger on the street, smile and warmly say, “Nice day.” The stranger responds by shouting at you, “Don’t tell me what kind of day to have!”

Whether this is a shock or just a surprise, I will leave to you. But this ultracranky stranger’s inappropriate response is made funnier by the fact that you didn’t tell him/her what kind of day to have at all.

An excellent example of shocking imagery and verbiage in humor writing comes from Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. The father of so-called “Gonzo Journalism,” Thompson began by realizing that his journalistic coverage of the Kentucky Derby horse race was not going to be as interesting as his stream-of-consciousness observations about covering the event.

In Fear and Loathing, subtitled A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream, Thompson and his 300-pound Samoan attorney partake of far too much alcohol and a full assortment of drugs, and before they ever get to the assigned event, Vegas’s Mint 400 off-road bike and dunebuggy race, they walk into the Circus-Circus Hotel.

“The Circus-Circus is what the whole hep world would be doing on Saturday night if the Nazis had won the War,” he claims and goes on to describe an insane, high wire act over the gambling tables, which includes:


… a half-naked fourteen-year-old girl being chased through the air by a snarling wolverine, which is suddenly locked in a death battle with two silver-painted Polacks who come swinging down from opposite balconies and meet in mid-air on the wolverine’s neck … both Polacks seize the animal as they fall straight toward the craps table—but they bounce off the net; they separate and spring back towards the roof in three different directions, and just as they’re about to fall again they are grabbed out of the air by three Korean kittens and trapezed off to one of the balconies.



We have certain expectations of what goes on in a circus (even in Las Vegas). By describing this circus in a humorously jarring way (admittedly affected by the ether the two characters have just breathed), Thompson sets an appropriately delirious tone for the rest of the book.

2. Juxtaposition

By definition, in juxtaposing two elements in humor writing, you contrast or compare them. Again, we are straining until veins encircle our Adam’s apples to fight expectation, to create unique perspectives in our combinations of ideas.

I mentioned the cliché of the hooker with the heart of gold, toughened by life’s demands, who suddenly opens her heart and either falls in love or does an uncharacteristically good deed.

In the movies, she usually winds up dead for her efforts.

What about the idea of a hooker with a brain of gold? That is basically what Woody Allen proposed in his short story “The Whore of Mensa.” In it, a private investigator named Kaiser Lupowitz breaks up a ring of call girls … who only talk about intellectual subjects with their clients:


I let her go on. She was barely nineteen years old, but already she had developed the hardened facility of the pseudo-intellectual. She rattled off her ideas glibly, but it was all mechanical. Whenever I offered an insight, she faked a response: “Oh, yes, Kaiser. Yes, baby, that’s deep. A platonic comprehension of Christianity—why didn’t I see it before?”



As for the title, it is a multilayered juxtaposition, for those of us who like to tear things apart until you can barely recognize them:

•   MENSA is an organization for geniuses, not prostitutes

•   “The Whore of …” is usually associated with Babylon

•   Babylon sounds like “babbling,” which is the opposite of intellectual discussion

Another story that is a classic juxtaposition is Garrison’s Keillor’s “What Did We Do Wrong?” In it, he has hypothesized that major league baseball has allowed its first woman to play alongside the men.

It wouldn’t be much of a laugh if Annie Szymanski was humble and quiet. So, Keillor made her overcompensate for her minority gender by insulting opposing players, making an obscene gesture after being booed and even trying to chew too much tobacco at a time, having it dribble over her jersey.

Wisely, too, the author doesn’t limit the juxtaposition by just examining Annie versus her male teammates. Keillor expands the scope of the tale, examining the impact on other teams, baseball management and, of course, the fans. After she hits the first home run ever by a woman, the fans applaud for fifteen minutes, but Annie refuses to acknowledge it:


They whistled, they stamped, they pleaded. The Sparrows pleaded. Umpires pleaded. But she refused to come out and tip her hat. Until the public address announcer said, “Number eighteen, please come out of the dugout and take a bow … Number eighteen, the applause is for you and it is not intended as patronizing in any way.”



3. Exaggeration

Certainly, the examples above are exaggerations. They expand comedic possibilities. Exaggeration at its most basic goes back to the idea of avoiding meek choices.

In fiction and nonfiction, you have every right to stretch things out of proportion, especially by using metaphors. Look at the difference between these two:


“Murray had been cursed with a stomach that rumbled, a thunderstorm.”

“Murray had been cursed with a stomach that rumbled louder than a trash can filled with broken glass thrown down the living room staircase.”



Or perhaps you wish to exaggerate, using something, oh, like a simile. Compare:


“Helga had a rare smile, like your worst nightmare.”

“Helga had a rare smile, like an uneven lineup of stumpy asparagus stalks, a little more yellow than green, with no white in sight.” (My apologies to vegetarians and those currently eating.)



Exaggeration is most effective when it is placed within a context we can recognize. Thus, we write of normalcy, even the mundane, if we wish, and then stretch it until it snaps.

In the collection of humor known as Mirth of a Nation, edited by Michael J. Rosen, former administrator of the James Thurber House, we begin with a piece that appears quite familiar, particularly for writers, under the heading Submissions Guidelines:


The Thurber Biennial of American Humor welcomes submissions. Some guidelines are as follows. GENERALLY: All submissions should be typed, double-spaced, and printed on paper. This paper should be recycled paper, manufactured from at least 80 percent recycled post-consumer recycled fiber. If your submission is printed on unrecycled paper, it will be thrown out. WHITENESS OF PAPER: The paper used should be as white as possible. If the paper is not as white as The Thurber House believes it could be, you may be asked to resubmit your manuscript, on paper that is whiter. MARGINS: On all pages, margins should be one inch, on all sides, with the exception of the top margin, which should be one and one-half inch. However, if the submission is over eleven pages, the margins should increase by one quarter inch for every additional page. If the submission is over eleven pages, the submission should be shortened, for no submission should be over eleven pages. TABS: Tabs should be between one quarter of an inch and one third of an inch deep. One third of an inch is preferred. If for whatever reason your tabs are not between one quarter and one third of an inch, please write to The Thurber House for a copy of Form 56G, on which you can explain your deviance from the tab-depth norm, and make clear exactly why you are engorging yourself on our free time simply to scribble mindlessly, meekly justifying your indulging of your unfortunate tab-making proclivities.



Dave Eggers, author of these guidelines, goes on to deliver a diatribe about the unsanitary use of saliva when moistening the flap of the envelope. The theme of excessive and confusing instructions is perfectly clear.

4. Embarrassment

I have saved the worst for last. For Embarrassment is a principle that most readily connects to your own painful, shameful, humiliating, excruciating, moronic, pathetic remembrances. Remember Vorhaus’s Theorem about truth and pain equaling humor?

Well, truth is a subjective thing, and as for pain, some people enjoy being hung upside down and spanked with a cheese grater. However, if most people can find an emotional truth and a level of tension in an embarrassing moment, it has a good chance of amusing.

Think of this: “One of My Most Embarrassing Moments in My Life.”

What? What do you mean, “Why?” Because I’m the mommy, that’s why.

I should go first? God, you people are relentless.

All right. I’m in high school in Burlingame, a beautiful, wooded town in San Mateo County, 30 minutes south of San Francisco. I’m in Team English, cotaught by two of the school’s best teachers, for the ninety smartest sophomore English students. (I didn’t originally get chosen for it and had to petition to get in. Can you imagine the nerve?)

So, my group of five or six students has just completed a short play I’ve written (my first), parodying George Bernard Shaw’s Antony and Cleopatra. My cast has left the stage and I’m about to do so, and some pinhead has wheeled away the stairs to the auditorium floor.

So, I hop down the seven feet from the stage. And land on my knees. And the ninety smartest kids in my class burst into laughter and point fingers at me.

But then, Mr. Christensen, who was my advisor on the school newspaper and my friend (I thought), walks over, waits for the laughter to subside and offers his hand. And as I get up, he gets all of them laughing even harder as he announces, “Welcome to Retard P.E.”

Yes, that word is now considered offensive and not for public use. And that makes the whole thing even worse for me. See how easy it is? Now, think of one of your most embarrassing moments. Don’t tell me nothing bad has ever happened to you. And don’t tell me it’s too awful to repeat. I had a former Humor Writing student at UCLA tell twenty people she just met that she once slept with a guy for the first time, fell asleep, and woke to find the chewing gum in her mouth had somehow attached itself to one of her buttocks. She and her date spent the rest of their first (and, big surprise, last) date prying bubblegum off her butt with a kitchen knife.


DO THIS NOW 1.1

Your first exercise is an easy one. You get to do it with another person and you don’t have to do any writing … yet.

Take two minutes to tell another person your most embarrassing moment. Then, let that person do the same for two minutes.

You should both time each other, so that you don’t turn it into an epic tale that rivals Crime and Punishment for length. Also, pay close attention, because when both stories are told, you will then repeat as closely as possible the other person’s most embarrassing moment.

If the other person, repeating your story, misses an important detail or gets it wrong, stop the person, mention the correction and let the person continue.

Why are we doing this?

One, this exercise teaches you to listen carefully, something that is essential to being a good writer of any kind.

Two, it helps you to recognize what is essential in creating a humorous written situation and what is extraneous, what is padding.

Three, it is great for breaking the ice at parties or trying to pick up somebody.

Four, while fiction may have no bearing whatsoever on your personal experience, nonfiction, like changing the details of a most embarrassing story, is not necessarily the process of stating exactly what happened to you.




CHAPTER 2

Screenwriting

Many say that feature film screenwriting is a craft. Some argue that it’s an art. Which is it?

My own twisted perception is that screenwriting is an art when you feel you have finished the script. It becomes a craft when you have to listen to the opinions of anyone remotely capable of getting it made.

Whether your screenplay relies on verbal wit or physical business (or shtik) or some combination of the two, the focused listening, as performed in My Most Embarrassing Moment, is again crucial. The peculiarities of human speech (and behavior) are important fodder for humorous writing. Listen and observe, even when you are doing the talking.

For in screenwriting, you must not only tell a story in both an entertaining and visual fashion, you must also realize that unless you are doing a filmed adaptation of a humorous play, your characters must speak in a condensed way.

Unless, of course, you’re the next Paddy Chayevsky.

After cutting his teeth (and boy did they get sharper) in theater and radio and the Golden Age of Television (including live dramatizations), Chayevsky mastered the film form with great works like Network and brilliant, dense monologues that, in the case of Peter Finch as TV’s “mad prophet of the airwaves” Howard Beale, yielded a catch phrase in the American lexicon:


“I’m mad as hell and I’m not going to take it anymore.”



But generally, you have to give your characters in comedic scripts a way of communicating with freshness that is also not too lengthy.

Once you have that great idea or character that provides the momentum to begin writing your next script, here’s a little something to keep in mind about overall structure.

COMEDIC CHARACTER VS. COMEDIC UNIVERSE

When I was in grade school, one of my teachers said there were three kinds of conflict:

•   Man/Woman vs. Man/Woman

•   Man/Woman vs. Nature

•   Man/Woman vs. Self

Okay, I added Woman. We’re all born from them, and they make up more than half of the world’s population. I vote we all start using “to each his/her own.”

I feel there is a fourth kind of conflict:

•   Man/Woman vs. Technology

This latter category is what creates the frightening humor in the sequence between mission commander Dr. Dave Bowman (Keir Dullea) and the supercomputer HAL 9000 in Stanley Kubrick’s film of 2001: A Space Odyssey, cowritten with the book’s author, Arthur C. Clarke.

After HAL has killed his fellow astronauts and stranded Dave in an external pod and forced him to blast his way back into the ship through an air lock, it states, in its calm, modulated, artificial intelligence voice, “I hope you’re not angry with me, Dave …”

Whether your script is generally comedic or it is dramatic and you wish to use a lighter moment to relieve an extended period of tension, it is beneficial to know which of the above types of conflict (or any combination thereof) you are using.

The type or types of conflict you provide for your protagonist will determine the kind of universe and character you have created.

A fairly normal character in a comedic universe is one who is forced to react to the strange conditions in the environment.

In The Ref, Richard LaGravenese and Marie Weiss put a burglar (Denis Leary) in a wealthy but dysfunctional suburban family, having him hide out by posing as a therapist while those around him, even though (or especially because) it’s Christmas, act belligerently to one another.

This is a case of a fairly normal character in a comedic universe, not only for its uniqueness, but the irony that a criminal in a sense becomes the barometer of sanity, even though he’s hiding from the law.

A comedic character in a normal universe is wonderfully exemplified in Steve Mazur and Paul Guay’s Liar, Liar. Jim Carrey is a lawyer who has suddenly been given the gift (or curse) of always telling the truth. His behavior is perceived as being crazy, whether he is telling a client exactly how pathetic or dishonest he/she appears or admitting to a woman in an elevator what he honestly thinks … of her breasts.

Again, the novelty of the situation is aided by a deeper consideration. With LaGravenese and Weiss, you consider whether a tough-talking thief can provide better therapy than a therapist. With Guay and Mazur, you wonder to what degree honesty in communication can improve our world … and to what degree it can wreck it.

THE PROCESS OF SCREENWRITING

Certainly, there are more rules to screenwriting, comedic or dramatic, than to prose writing. But I’ve always been fascinated by the “rules” quoted by experts on writing.

There are many ways to craft a screenplay. With notecards. With a detailed outline. Audiotaping your voice speaking as the characters, after you’ve breathed helium. Whatever works for you personally is the method you should use.

What do most people agree upon when discussing screenwriting? Scripts have three acts. On what page should each act end? Wouldn’t it be better to ask if your main character or characters have enough complications for your story?

Chris Vogler wrote The Writer’s Journey, which greatly affected the way we look at story creation (to be discussed in more detail later), by adapting Joseph Campbell’s paradigm in his book The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Vogler cites twelve stages of a protagonist’s journey, in a work that, based on a memo he wrote while working for Walt Disney Studios, changed the way film stories were conceived.

Campbell was influenced in his discussion of character archetypes by Carl Jung, who was impacted by his contemporary Sigmund Freud, who smoked too many cigars, did a lot of cocaine and thought it was perfectly acceptable to sleep with his female patients. But despite all that, the idea of the protagonist going on a journey, whether physical, psychological or spiritual, to suffer a metaphorical death and be reborn is not a bad place to start.

It also helps a little bit to know, even before you begin writing, this nagging question:

Who is your audience?

Independent film versus studio film is a consideration that affects not only subject matter and budget, but audience expectation and who you’ll be able to get to act in the thing.

Again, be wary that quoting hard-and-fast rules does little good (and that’s a general rule). Studio film comedies, whether they are romantic, “dramedy,” teen, animation or high concept comedies featuring aliens taking over the brains of the telemarketers who call every week night when you’re sitting down to dinner, all have to appeal to a wide audience, both in the U.S. and worldwide.

Independent films have less of a budget, which immediately limits locations, effects and star salaries, unless you make a star fall in love with your unique characterization, which does happen upon occasion.

In the (nut)case of David O. Russell’s indie comedy Flirting with Disaster, its title an excellent double entendre (word or phrase with double meaning), we follow the neurotic but relatively normal path of Mel Coplin (Ben Stiller). He is unable to make love with his wife or name their now four-month-old child because he does not know who his biological parents are.

In the process of looking, he deals with an adoption agency employee who falls in love with him, a pair of bisexual male FBI agents and, inevitably, his real parents, who are goofy, aging holdovers from the hippie movement of the 1960s.

Not unlike the classic screwball comedies of Preston Sturges, Howard Hawks, Billy Wilder and the like, Flirting with Disaster did come up a with novel idea, but one that did not require the cost associated with big studio comedies that often appeal to youngsters who have nothing better to do than see the same movie thirty-seven times in its first week of release.

HIGH CONCEPT, LOW CONCEPT, NO CONCEPT

In the filmmaking world of Hollywood, “high concept” does not mean an idea someone comes up with while under the influence of drugs. Rather, it refers to a premise for a screen story that can be summarized simply, is unique and even outrageous in its central thought, one that often involves a substantial budget for effects and/or locations.

Thus, you might say Groundhog Day, written by Danny Rubin and Harold Ramis, is a high concept comedy about a curmudgeonly weatherman who is caught in a time warp, forced to relive Groundhog Day over and over again, until he changes his character.

What’s low concept? Anything that does not require talking animals or people becoming suddenly fat or old or a bug. Low concept is anything in the indie comedy world, generally. It is also represented by studio films that are gentler in their approach, such as comedy-dramas, romantic comedies, and so forth.

Can you make a low budget movie with high concept moments? One of our greatest comedy filmmakers does all the time.

Think about Woody Allen’s most conceptually inventive movies, which were still relatively inexpensive: Zelig, the man who appears everywhere through time; The Purple Rose of Cairo, in which a woman enters the film she watches lovingly; or Allen’s Oedipus Wrecks segment of the film New York Stories, during which Allen is haunted by the giant floating head of his dead mother, who nags and humiliates him as she hangs over the skies of Manhattan.

Allen’s use of outrageous comedy scenes in more realistic films, like his squeamishly chasing an escaping lobster while Diane Keaton shrieks in the classic Annie Hall, is one of the reasons for his greatness. It is also an encouragement to those who write comedy screenplays but do not wish to sacrifice character development.

In the studio world, executives and producers look for two or three major comedy moments in a script, big, outlandish, visually knockout set pieces or scenes that can be easily described by one executive to another down the hall and will stand out nicely in a theatrical trailer and thirty-second TV spot.

Knowing the marketplace for your script and the nature of the journey your main character goes on is crucial. You can go high or low concept but just don’t go no concept.

No concept is the comedic story where the writer thinks of a funny character or series of amusing situations but has no idea what the story is about. You have to possess a tremendous facility for creating jokes to make this work, and it can only do so for a while. Few movies have joke after joke after joke without a strong structure to house them. (Ever notice that comedies are significantly shorter than dramatic films?)

Arguably one of the funniest movies made, Airplane! is a constant stream of visual gags and verbal fun, but it is not a no concept film. Jerry and David Zucker and Jim Abrahams tried to videotape a movie late at night, and when they accidentally got a melodramatic film about an ex-military pilot forced to take control of a commercial airliner when the food makes almost everyone sick, a spoof was born.

THINGS BAD SCREENWRITERS COMMONLY DO

Having been the director of development for TV/film director Jonathan Kaplan (NBC’s E.R., Unlawful Entry, The Accused), I had the unique and special opportunity to read screenplays, as well as fiction and nonfiction books and articles, to see if there was anything that might interest him as a directorial assignment.

In case you’re wondering, I recommended five percent. The average, in talking with other development execs in the studio system, seems to be between three and five percent.

Anyway, it’s funny (funny-pathetic, not funny-funny) how you can notice certain simple, common failures after reading a couple thousand screenplays.

Applicable to drama or comedy, these obvious faults aren’t any laughing matter, as they’ll show you to be a beginner and prejudice the reader against liking your work, which might otherwise be a laugh riot.

1. Wrong format sluglines (scene descriptions)

It’s so simple.

INT. BRAD’S ESOPHAGUS—DAY or

EXT. ON TOP OF THE EIFFEL TOWER—NIGHT.

You don’t get a long string of location directions, like:

INT. THE SODA MACHINE, DOWN THE HALL FROM THE BROOM CLOSET, THE SECOND FLOOR OF THE HIGGENBOTTOM BUILDING—DAY

You also get either day or night. You can elaborate in the narrative, if it is truly important. But for the love of God, please, don’t do this:

EXT. SICKLY PINES BUTTE—DUSK or

EXT. SICKLY PINES BUTTE—A FEW MINUTES PAST FIVE P.M. or

EXT. SICKLY PINES BUTTE—TEN MINUTES LATER or

EXT. SICKLY PINES BUTTE—IN THE PITCH BLACK DARKEST TIME OF NIGHT

2. Overly detailed character descriptions

When you introduce a character, you might include a bit about age or a certain quality.

In walks CECILIA, early thirties, a waif with a switchblade soul.

It would be fair to discourage you from writing:

In walks CECILIA, 33, a dead-ringer for Julia Roberts or

In walks CECILIA, 20s or 30s, blonde hair, blue eyes, green eyeshadow, purple fingernails, five foot four with a pronounced limp in her right leg from a bad spill she took jumping out of a swing in her backyard when she was seven.

3. Too much or little detail in narrative

There’s an old screenwriting joke that illustrates the failure of too little detail in the narrative of a script.

EXT. FIELD TENT—DAY

Napoleon stands at his tent, generals at his side.

NAPOLEON

I think I shall have some breakfast.

Behind him, the Battle of Waterloo rages.

Of course, screenwriters can err in the opposite direction, giving us too much detail, either slowing the flow with nonessential action or over-describing and not allowing the director a chance to use his/her imagination:


Clete pauses, thinking hard. He bites his lip in abject desperation, then puts the eraser of the pencil in his mouth. He begins to chew on the end, like a hungry rodent nibbling absentmindedly on something, he knows not what. Clete now puts the pencil to the paper and begins to darken one of the circles next to question number fourteen. He stops, though, wondering if this is the right answer and moves the pencil point just a fraction to the left.

Suddenly, the pencil point breaks. Clete is beside himself. Beads of sweat begin to form like ominous cumulonimbus clouds on his forehead. He licks his left forefinger, gently, lovingly, like a mama bear licking clean her cub, and touches the broken piece of lead, bringing it up to his right eye for three seconds to inspect.



4. Narrative that won’t read on film

One of the most annoying mistakes made by screenwriters is the assumption that just because something is mentioned in the narrative, it will magically be understood by the eventual viewer of the movie.

Since we were speaking of Napoleon earlier, I give John Vorhaus his due on this one:

You could tell by his face he was thinking of Paris.

5. Back-to-back scenes in same location

This happens when the writer needs to suggest a passage of time but is too lazy to go elsewhere and come back or to find a visually inventive way to suggest the amount of time that has elapsed (and forget using the old ashtray full of cigarette butts).

INT. GREASY ENGINE ROOM—NIGHT

Pustula holds her x-ray gun, breathing heavily from the exertion of her run. She looks around at the filthy engine room she’s entered and sits on the cold concrete, disgusted.

INT. GREASY ENGINE ROOM—TWENTY MINUTES LATER

Pustula is still sitting there, disgusted. Only now, she has set down her x-ray gun. But now, she picks it up again, deciding she’s rested enough to kill the Spiny Ogre.

6. Nick-of-time arrivals (deus ex machina, or God from machine)

To make a rescue or important intervention acceptable, we must have a sense that the person saving the character in peril is at least in the vicinity or, in any event, you have not written forty-seven pages since the character was last mentioned. And said character must have the ability, previously shown, to be a savior.


The Spiny Ogre corners Pustula, backing her toward the Pit of Ultimate Gooeyness. Pustula looks terrified and her eyeshadow runs as she cries.

Suddenly, PROFESSOR MACTAVISH, late sixties, appears behind a vat, whips out his umbrella and jams it the Spiny Ogre’s ear. The Ogre roars and while trying to pull the umbrella out, stumbles to his hideous death in the Pit of Ultimate Gooeyness.

PUSTULA

Professor MacTavish, what are you doing here?

I haven’t seen you since graduate school!



7. Clichéd dialogue

Lazy writers use clichéd dialogue in situations we have seen before, because it is the first thing that comes into their heads. And why not? They saw and heard it in other scripts written by other lazy writers.

Fill in the dialogue:


Good Guys 1 and 2 are driving/flying/running somewhere, really, really fast. One looks back and sees some Bad Guys following, so he turns to the other Good Guy and says …

“Hey, we got company!”



* * *


Good Guy survives a near disaster, coming through with scrapes but is shaken up. He, turns to the person next to him and says …

“I’m getting too old for this shit!”



* * *


Woman tells off Comedic Hero, shouting he is rude, insensitive and smells like a water buffalo. She throws a drink in his face and stomps away. Comedic Hero says …

“She wants me.”



8. Camera angles, music/credits info

Nothing annoys a potential director more than having a screenwriter tell him/her how to direct or where to place opening credits. As for music, if the hero is a vampire and always listens to Frank Sinatra singing “I’ve Got You Under My Skin,” that’s one thing. But don’t tell the director what the inevitable soundtrack will be.


EXT. DESERTED LOT—DAY

Aerial shot by helicopter of abandoned lot in inner city, as the credits begin onscreen. A crane shot looks down on a rusted car. The camera tracks across a lot, filled with weeds and broken glass, stops on a brick wall. Pan left slowly, then faster and faster, using low light and grainy film stock, until we zoom into a spot on the wall where the credits begin, as we hear Pink Floyd’s “The Wall.”



9. Lumpy exposition

In Chapter 9, I will detail my Cream of Wheat Theory of Exposition (information about characters or story imparted between characters). Writers often try to rid themselves of exposition quickly and early, so that they may concentrate on moving the story forward visually. This is a noble intention, but you get lumpy exposition if you try and impart it all at once, rather than gradually over the course of a story. It is also a poor choice to try and reveal too much information or information that is not crucial. Here’s one view of “taking your lumps”:


MORTIMER

(raspy, emotional)

Don’t you understand? The reason I can’t marry Edna is not because I don’t love her. When we met seven years ago at the hot dog stand at the greyhound races, I was deliriously happy. Of course, that was before I was involved in the freak anvil accident that not only crushed my left kidney but my confidence as a soy bean futures salesman … and as a lover.



10. “Ho-hum” reaction to death, injury

This one can be forgiven a little in black comedy (genre to be discussed more fully later), a form that comedically grapples with death and disfigurement. But even in comedy, if a character never realizes how terrible a loss is, then we feel cheated. We know in real life that the effects of an injury or death last a while, sometimes (no pun, a play on words, often similar with different meaning, intended) a lifetime. If humor is, as they say, about reaction to pain or discomfort, then this won’t help.


Sydney walks down Main Street, past a construction site. He trips over a piece of wood, falls into a wooden support, knocking it down, falls to his feet and looking up, sees three workmen tumble off a steel beam, crashing into a large pool of cement.

All action stops on the street and in the construction site. Everyone looks at Sydney.

SYDNEY

Accidents will happen.



The people around him nod and casually go on their way.

11. Poor creation of tension and motivation

In Lajos Egri’s classic The Art of Dramatic Writing, he discusses three kinds of tension: Static, Jumping and Slowly Rising. The third is the most desirable because it neither stalls the action nor defies logic. Here is the way tension does not work, using the same scene twice.
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