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HABIT n. 1. a. A recurrent, often unconscious pattern of behavior that is acquired through frequent repetition. b. An established disposition of the mind or character. 2. Customary manner or practice: a person of ascetic habits. 3. An addiction.

—THE AMERICAN HERITAGE DICTIONARY OF THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE, THIRD EDITION
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The secret to success in any field is to find what successful people do, think about and act on, and do the same.

—ANTHONY ROBBINS





INTRODUCTION

FADE IN


We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.

—ARISTOTLE





Despite the old adage attributed to William Goldman, “Nobody knows anything,” there’s one thing every studio executive knows for sure: It all starts with a great script.

But most scripts are terrible, mediocre, by the numbers, or almost good, which means that in order to feed the industry’s ravenous appetite, executives are desperately looking for great material.




If you want something you’ve never had, you have to do something you’ve never done!

—KIMNESHA BENNS





The problem isn’t craft. It’s the temperament of aspiring writers—their traits, skills, talents, and habits—that keeps them from writing great screenplays. It may sound harsh, but the sad truth is that more than half of the scripts currently making the rounds in Hollywood were written by writers who have no business being screenwriters. Sure, everyone goes to the movies and knows when they’re good or bad, and everyone has access to a computer with which to write their screenplay. But think about this: Everyone can recognize a funny joke, but can everyone create one that’s as funny and has never been told before?

There’s a multimillion-dollar business devoted entirely to giving outdated prescriptions, rules, and formulas to aspiring screenwriters—in an industry that frowns on formulas. Aspiring screenwriters are willing to pay anything to get that magic key that will open the door to a spec sale that will instantly change their lives. (A spec script is a screenplay written without pay, on “speculation” that it will sell to a producer or get representation by an agent.)



One hasn’t become a writer until one has distilled writing into a habit, and that habit has been forced into an obsession.

—NIYI OSUNDARE



In order to write a great script, you have to be a real screenwriter because, like an aged wine, it takes time and hard work to develop the necessary craft to write great scripts. You can’t just be a fly-by-night hack, dreaming of the big score.



Winners have simply formed the habit of doing things losers don’t like to do.

—ALBERT GRAY



The difference between successful screenwriters and unsuccessful screenwriters is that successful screenwriters do all the things that unsuccessful ones want to do but can’t do or don’t know how to do. Modeling what works is the philosophy at the heart of every master–apprentice craft. Why not screenwriting? Someone is doing it right—many are, in fact. Why not ask them how they do it? “Hey, successful screenwriter dude, what are your habits? What works for you? Enlighten me.”



If I wanted to become a tramp, I would seek information and advice from the most successful tramp I could find. If I wanted to become a failure, I would seek advice from people who have never succeeded. If I wanted to succeed in all things, I would look around me for those who are succeeding, and do as they have done.

—JOSEPH MARSHALL WADE



The focus of this book is not on how to write a formulaic script but on what it takes to become the writer who creates a unique one. In other words, on the habits and traits that increase the odds of your writing a great script—and also developing a successful career as a screenwriter.

What This Book Is About

The more than one hundred books on the craft of screenwriting attempt to teach the reader what to do, whereas this book outlines, by asking those who are already doing it successfully, how to do it. It focuses on the necessary habits, so that the “how” becomes second nature to you. It’s based on the simple philosophy of modeling excellence and the common sense approach of the apprentice–master relationship.

This book departs from the established interview books in that its structure is organized by topic rather than by individual interview, following a much more efficient model of reverse engineering. In other words, it focuses on a particular habit, trait, or indispensable skill, and then has a group of highly successful screenwriters share their thoughts on the subject, much like a panel of experts discussing a specific topic.

The habits presented here are simple. They’re just habits of action and thought. Many will seem obvious, but they bear repeating because aspiring screenwriters often ignore them. Others are surprising and sometimes even shocking. By themselves, they may not make you a successful writer. But developing new habits and combining them with your talent will definitely make you a better writer. All this book can accomplish is to share with you what highly successful screenwriters believe and do on a regular basis with the hope that you will be intrigued and inspired enough to emulate them.

Since each screenwriter is unique and has habits that work for him or her, you’ll notice that several habits listed seem to contradict each other. For example, the habit of rewriting after finishing the first draft conflicts with the habit of rewriting as you go along. These habits are not gospel but simply what works for each of the screenwriters featured here. It’s up to you to try them out and see if they work for you.

Look at this book as an effective way to have all the interviewed screenwriters be your personal mentors. Study their habits, learn from them, and maybe their wisdom will rub off on you and arm you with enough knowledge and self-confidence to accomplish your goals.

How This Book Is Organized

What sets this book apart is its structure and its focus on the specific habits that have made some screenwriters highly successful. It is based on the simple philosophy of modeling excellence and the common sense approach of the apprentice–master relationship.

Part 1, Passion, discusses what makes screenwriters different from other people, their common traits and skills, and their reasons for becoming a screenwriter despite all the drawbacks. Included in this part are thoughts on believing in your talent; being committed to a career, not just one spec script; how to overcome various fears associated with the writing vocation; and learning the craft.

Part 2, Creativity, focuses on the creative process, how working screenwriters summon their muse to come up with fresh ideas and how they flesh out a story. It also explores their writing environments and favorite times to write.

Part 3, Discipline, the heart of this book, guides you through the basic components critical to success, including the writing habit and time management, and offers tips on overcoming procrastination, dealing with writer’s block, and the rewriting process.

Part 4, Storycraft, shares insider secrets and specific tips to make each of the basic elements of a great script easier to manage, from conflict and characters to dialogue and evoking emotion on the page. It also explores what makes a great story and what differentiates good from bad writing.

Part 5, Marketing, focuses on the business side of screenwriting and how to market yourself as a writer, offering tips on the importance of establishing a network of supporters, mentors, and contacts in an industry that runs on relationships, from getting your first agent to pitching with enthusiasm and overcoming nervousness.

Part 6, The Four Ps, examines the need for patience, dealing with the Hollywood system, and keeping the dream alive, from perseverance and belief in your material to handling rejection like a pro.

Finally, a closing chapter, “Fade Out,” leaves readers with final words of inspiration as they return to their favorite task, writing their next project—coming soon to a theater near you.

There’s an old industry adage that in Hollywood, it’s not who you know but who knows you.

I will add that it’s also not what you know but what you do. It’s all about action.

But we can’t act until we discover the 101 habits that have made our twenty-two screenwriters successful. Let’s find out who they are and how they made the leap from aspiring to professional screenwriters.

Screenwriters’ Panel

Ron Bass (A Season in Central Park, Snow Flower and the Secret Fan, Amelia, Mozart and the Whale, The Lazarus Child, Passion of Mind, Snow Falling on Cedars, Entrapment, Stepmom, What Dreams May Come, How Stella Got Her Groove Back, My Best Friend’s Wedding, Waiting to Exhale, Dangerous Minds, When a Man Loves a Woman, The Joy Luck Club, Sleeping with the Enemy, Rain Man, Black Widow)

In 1982, I made an investment that went wrong and I needed to make more money. My literary agent said he had a contact at Reader’s Digest Condensed Books [who] had this idea for a World War II spy novel. If I could write up a proposal that would get his contact excited enough to make a Reader’s Digest commitment to my publisher, he could get me a $20,000 advance. The thing was that I hated World War II stories. They’re kind of corny, Nazi stories. So I decided to write the “Anti–World War II” story, the kind of story that could have happened anywhere, anytime, that showed that people, even Nazis, and beautiful resistance people, and American counterspies were still people, with fears and loves, dreams and hopes.

I wrote this 115-page treatment, and it sold, and I got an advance that was even bigger than expected. When the film rights were bought, I insisted on writing the screenplay. I got up at three, wrote until six, the kids got up, I spent time with them until seven, and then got to work by eight and was a good lawyer until six, had dinner with my wife, and played with the kids. All weekend long I’m writing, and on vacations I’m writing like crazy. I wrote four scripts in a year and a half while I was practicing law. And then a good friend who happened to be the head of Fox at the time said to me, “How many blind deals would you need from me to be able to quit law entirely and just write?” I thought about it, did the calculations, and it came down to two scripts. He said, “You got it.” I thought about it, talked with my wife and with my partner at the firm, who was also my mentor. He said, “That’s great, you’re a great writer, you’re making the right decision. If you ever fail or if you want to return to your old job and be a lawyer again, there’ll always be a place for you here.” He made it really easy to follow my calling of love.

Steven de Souza (Blast, Knock Off, Judge Dredd, Beverly Hills Cop III, The Flintstones, Ricochet, Hudson Hawk, Die Hard 2, Die Hard, The Running Man, 48 Hrs.)

I stumbled into my first show-biz job in Philadelphia, working at a local television station as a writer-producer. Eventually I got laid off, but through networking I managed to get from one TV station to another, did talk shows, local commercials, cooking shows, evangelist shows on Sundays. It got to a point where I couldn’t take this anymore. I had all these writing samples, so I decided to go to Hollywood. I had an emotional talk with my wife because we had just had a little baby at the time, and I took a bargain basement flight to Los Angeles where I had an uncle and aunt. My aunt [had a friend who] happened to know a lawyer who had quit to become an agent. So I called him up, sent him my samples, he liked them, asked me if I’d deign to do television. I said sure, I want to work. So he gave my samples to one of his clients who was desperate for writers, and who happened to be the producer of these bionic shows at Universal. As soon as he read them, he hired me. Six days after I arrived in town, I signed a contract with Universal Studios. I was even written up in Variety as one of these stories that never happen: Instant success!

Of course, thirteen weeks later, I got laid off when the show got canceled. But since Universal was a television factory making most of the shows for all three networks, I got swapped around between shows like a baseball player. Someone hires you for a detective show across the hall or a little work on a lawyer show. It’s a tremendous exposure to all kinds of genres and to a certain discipline because you only have seven days to make these suckers.

Paramount quickly lured me away from Universal to write pilots for them, which sold, and I had the dumb luck of being asked to write dramatic pilots. One of them was called The Renegades, which was Patrick Swayze’s first gig, and the producer on that was Larry Gordon. One day, he calls me into a meeting, and there is Joel Silver, who was his protégé, and Michael Eisner and Jeffrey Katzenberg. They’d seen my work on these pilots under tough situations, and I had a reputation for doing action adventure with a sense of humor. So they offered me this movie they’d been developing for about six years. They said, “We need to make it funny without sabotaging the action, and we think you’re the guy” And that was 48 Hrs. So a lot of this is about being in the right place at the right time, a lot of dumb luck, working for people to whom you can prove yourself, and showing them what you can do so that when opportunities present themselves they think of you. It’s not like I had some conscious plan: “Bowling for Dollars will lead to the Bionic Woman and then it’s a short hop to Eddie Murphy.” It just happened without me thinking about it.

Gerald DiPego (Little Murder, The Forgotten, Angel Eyes, Instinct, Message in a Bottle, Phenomenon, Sharky’s Machine)

I was always doing some kind of writing. I was a prose writer and a reporter through college, and I took courses in film in graduate school. Ultimately they led me to making my living as an educational and industrial film writer, which are still markets most people are unaware of. I was living in Chicago doing these industrials, already freelancing for a couple of years, and I had time to develop my own spec script and, like a lot of other people, bring it with me to Hollywood, thinking I could support myself writing industrials until I got my break. My dream was not necessarily to sell it, but use it as a sample, and that’s what happened eventually. I showed it to enough people that it landed, ultimately, on the right desk at the right time.

Leslie Dixon (Tower Heist, Limitless, The Heartbreak Kid, Hairspray, Just Like Heaven, Freaky Friday, Pay It Forward, The Thomas Crown Affair, That Old Feeling, Look Who’s Talking Now, Loverboy, Overboard, Outrageous Fortune)

I had no formal education whatsoever, completely on my own from the age of eighteen, financially and every other way, working crappy jobs, playing in a bluegrass band for a while, always having some guitar boyfriend or other. And then one day I had an epiphany. I think I was twenty-three. I said to myself, “If I’m still here living this life with these people and doing this ten years from now, I’ll kill myself.” So in a calculated move, I decided to go to L.A. to become a screenwriter. I didn’t have one extra dollar, worked crummy jobs to support myself, didn’t have health insurance, drove around without car insurance, and most of the time my car didn’t run so I didn’t drive at all.

I couldn’t afford any screenwriting classes, but I was able to get a library card at AFI [American Film Institute], which was great because I got to read great scripts that way. I probably learned more from that than a small stint at a Z-grade production company, reading all the scripts that came in. Those were so awful that it puffed up my ego and made me think I could do better than this, that I shouldn’t be so intimidated. I was in L.A. for almost a year before I found an idea that was commercial enough. I actually wrote it with a friend because we were both broke, miserable, and desperate. He was very funny and I was very funny, and we thought we could make each other funnier. And we sold it. It wasn’t a huge deal; people weren’t making million-dollar deals then. But we were off and running. And of course, as these things go in Hollywood, we became inseparable to each other, professionally broke up, and I went my own way. One deal later, I wrote Outrageous Fortune.

Tony Gilroy (The Bourne Legacy, State of Play, Duplicity, Michael Clayton, The Bourne Ultimatum, The Bourne Supremacy, The Bourne Identity, Proof of Life, Bait, Armageddon, The Devil’s Advocate, Extreme Measures, Dolores Claiborne, The Cutting Edge)

Before I started writing, I was deeply involved in music and songwriting. I also tried my hand at serious short fiction, tried to write a couple of novels, but because my father was a playwright and a screenwriter, I thought I’d give it a try. My brother was also into it. It turned out to be much more difficult than I thought. But I really liked it. That medium felt comfortable to me. But like everyone else, I wasn’t very good at it at first. I was good enough that people who read my work would tell me it wasn’t good enough but that I should write another one. I spent five or six years tending bar, trying very hard not to play music, which had been my life up to that point, trying to make a courageous transition to being a screenwriter, and just getting better and better at it. I became a serious student of it, writing many specs, even collaborating with my brother on a few projects.

Eventually, we wrote something that people liked. A friend had a girlfriend whose friend was a reader at New Line. He liked it but said that New Line would never make it but that he was trying to write a script, would I want to discuss the idea over drinks? So we met, and it was a cool idea for an action film and he was a really cool guy, we ended up becoming friends, so we collaborated on the script. He turned out to be really plugged in and knew everybody, so we ended up selling the script to Cannon for Guild minimum. We split the check, and I ended up meeting people through ICM [International Creative Management], who hip-pocketed me for a while until I got better.

Akiva Goldsman (Angels & Demons, I Am Legend, The Da Vinci Code, Cinderella Man, I Robot, A Beautiful Mind, Practical Magic, Lost in Space, Batman & Robin, A Time to Kill, Batman Forever, Silent Fall, The Client)

Before screenplays, I wrote fiction and short fiction, but mainly unsold fiction. I wasn’t particularly good, but I was very persistent. I went to college and got a graduate degree in creative writing, got a job working with severely emotionally disturbed children, and wrote at night. During my NYU days, I was invited to take a private writing course taught by an extraordinary writing teacher, Gordon Lish. He believed there were too many loud voices out there, and unless you had a clear voice, no one could hear you, so you had to be very authentic. The class was six hours straight, with no pee breaks. Gordon believed that if you didn’t have the will to control your bladder for six hours, you didn’t have the will to write, which sounds fabulous in theory, but it was unbelievably agonizing. You’d get there and start reading your story aloud to the class and often you’d get no further than a sentence or two before Gordon would tear you apart in front of everyone. He’d say, “Let me tell you why this sucks,” and would say it in a very articulate way, which was really painful, but the process was as much psychological as it was literary. It was shearing off all pretenses so you were forced to dig deeper and deeper and find your own voice, because it wasn’t like next week you could come back with the same story. You had to write a new story every week. By the time I got to read a whole page aloud, it was a profoundly gratifying experience.

So I’d put these stories in envelopes and send them out everywhere, and I’d get these really charming rejection notes. By the time I was twenty-eight or twenty-nine, I realized I wasn’t going to make it as a fiction writer and I thought, “My God, there’s gotta be some way of doing this.” I’ve always loved the movies, so I took Robert McKee’s Structure class, which I highly recommend, and then I wrote a script, and I’m a bad example because it sold.

Derek Haas & Michael Brandt (The Courier, The Double, 3:10 to Yuma, Wanted, 2 Fast 2 Furious)

We went to college together—undergrad and grad school at Baylor University in Waco, Texas. I studied English literature and Michael studied film. We took a screenwriting class together and realized we liked the same types of films. A few years later, Michael moved to Hollywood and worked as a film editor. We started writing a script together and when we finished, Michael gave it to his post-production supervisor on a film he was working on. She gave it to a producer’s assistant, who gave it to a producer, who gave it to Brad Pitt’s manager, who gave it to Brad Pitt. He said he wanted to star in it and it sold. So … the secret to making it in Hollywood is to have Brad Pitt say he wants to star in your spec script.

Amy Holden Jones (The Relic, The Rich Man’s Wife, The Getaway [1994], Indecent Proposal, Beethoven, Mystic Pizza, Maid to Order, Love Letters [1984])

My first aspirations were to be a documentary filmmaker, but I quickly found that in order to do that you had to be independently wealthy, which I wasn’t. So I became a film editor until Roger Corman gave me my first chance to direct. Then I had to rewrite the script. I had to keep writing things for myself to direct. Now, I much prefer writing to directing.

Laeta Kalogridis (Battle Angel, Shutter Island, Pathfinder, Alexander, Night Watch)

I was in school at UCLA, the MFA program, after having been at the Texas Center for Writers at UT Austin. I sold my first script before I graduated from the UCLA program. I had written a spec script about Joan of Arc, and a friend of mine, a fellow student in the Producing Program at UCLA, introduced me to an agent who he had worked with. The agent liked the script, and he was able to sell it to Joel Silver at Warner Brothers.

Nicholas Kazan (Enough, Bicentennial Man, Homegrown, Fallen, Matilda, Dream Lover, Mobsters, Reversal of Fortune, Patty Hearst, At Close Range, Frances)

I started by writing plays in college, and wrote them primarily for about seven years. The last two years of that, I began writing screenplays because I was always obsessed with movies, and I did that for about five years full-time with very little success. And then one day, I wrote a screenplay in a completely different way. It was almost all images, and I used the images rather than the dialogue for dramatic effect. For me, that was the real transition from playwriting to screenwriting.

Jim Kouf (Money for Nothing, National Treasure, Taxi, Snow Dogs, Rush Hour, Gang Related, Operation Dumbo Drop, Another Stakeout, Disorganized Crime, Stakeout, Miracles, Secret Admirer, Shaker Run, American Dreamer, Class, Up the Creek)

I took a date to see an exclusive engagement of The Wild Bunch. I walked out stunned by what I’d just seen on screen. From that moment on I wanted to make films. And the first thing you have to do when you want to make a film is … get someone to write it. So I started writing films for the fun of it, making them with 8 and 16 mm cameras and a bunch of friends. I used to charge them money to be in my films. That’s how I financed the pictures. I wish I could use that concept now. I came out of college with a degree in English and history, and moved back to Los Angeles with only one career in mind, writing movies. My background up to that point really consisted of trying to grow up, graduate from school, and not get anyone pregnant. I had a job like everyone else. I sold paint, was a truck driver, and an insurance claims adjuster. I started making a living at writing three years after I started.

Andrew W. Marlowe (Castle, End of Days, Hollow Man, Air Force One)

When I was a kid, my parents had something called “Movie Night,” where they’d invite all their friends over, so I’d listen to all these academics discuss all these great films. I think this is when I first got the bug. I’ve always loved stories and storytelling. I was a member of the Star Wars generation. I must have seen it close to forty times by now. It really opened my eyes to how movies could transport you to completely different places, and I think that at that age when you have a sense of wonder, you can get a sense of “I want to do the same for someone else.”

From then, I took the normal circuitous route: I had a liberal arts education; I was an English major with a philosophy minor at Columbia. I had a media internship my senior year and became a production assistant on low-budget films and commercials. Then I got a job at a literary agency in New York, where I was reading the clients’ scripts. Eventually, I applied to USC screenwriting program. My thesis script at USC won the Nicholl Fellowship at the Academy. From that came a couple of jobs and a lot of almost-getting-the-job, and because my thesis script was a small coming-of-age, I was in the small-coming-of-age pitching hell. So I decided to do something more exciting: I wrote an action spec that sold for quite a bit of money, and then I sold Air Force One on the pitch.

Bill Marsilii (The Wind in the Willows, Déjà Vu)

After marketing my first spec for a while, I ended up getting offers for representation from several agents, many of which came through referrals from an MGM executive who liked my work. But because I never expected to have all these options, I didn’t know how to go about making the best choice. So I went to a screenwriter’s forum online, where there was this professional screenwriter who had also broken in with a spec and who was really cool about answering people’s questions. This was Terry Rossio. He asked to read my script, which he liked, and because he and his writing partner Ted Elliott were also producers, he asked if there were any other projects I was interested in. There was a children’s Christmas book I’d found years earlier that I’d always thought would make a great idea for a comedy. Terry agreed, and we ended up pursuing the rights and pitching it to studio executives. TriStar said yes, and that’s how I broke in.

Aline Brosh McKenna (A Season in Central Park, The Ivy Chronicles, I Don’t Know How She Does It, We Bought a Zoo, Morning Glory, 27 Dresses, The Devil Wears Prada, Laws of Attraction, Three to Tango)

I took a class in my last year of college that was about screwball comedies, and I kind of fell in love with those movies. A year later, I took a summer extension class at NYU, to see if I’d like it and if I was any good at it. We had to write a script in six weeks, and then I rewrote the script with the help of the teacher and a lot of my friends and that was the script that got me an agent and brought me to Los Angeles.

Scott Rosenberg (Kangaroo Jack, Highway, Gone in 60 Seconds, High Fidelity, Disturbing Behavior, Con Air, Beautiful Girls, Things to Do in Denver When You’re Dead, Air Time)

I grew up in Boston and always wrote, even from a young age. I went to Boston University’s School of Communications with a creative writing minor, where I managed to get into the graduate creative writing program. Upon graduation, I had no idea what I was going to do with my life, but the girl I was going out with moved to California, so I followed her. And when you’re a writer in Los Angeles, you eventually discover this thing called a screenplay. Everyone I met was writing one, and I always loved the movies, so I started writing them. And everyone tells you to read Chinatown and Lethal Weapon, so I read the classic scripts and I just wrote.

I was always writing, probably four or five scripts a year in my lean years while doing every shitty job, like driving a truck, selling stuff door to door, working as a production assistant for Dick Clark, which was one of those eighteen-hour-a-day things, so I decided to apply to film school. While I was at UCLA, I placed third in the Samuel Goldwyn Awards, and that’s how I got my first agent.

Terry Rossio (Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides, Pirates of the Caribbean: At World’s End, Déjà Vu, Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest, Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl, Shrek, The Road to Eldorado, The Mask of Zorro, Small Soldiers, The Puppet Masters, Aladdin, Little Monsters)

I think stories about how people break into the business are by their nature misleading. In our case, it happened with a query letter to a production company, followed by—a year later—a meeting where we pitched a project to those producers that they liked, which we then wrote on spec, and they helped set up at MGM. I had identified the production company through a screenwriting newsletter. So that was the path that worked, but that doesn’t mean the other paths we tried weren’t valid. You never know the successful path until after the fact, so you have to try every path, all the time. Contests, seminars, shooting a micro-budget film, query letters, spec scripts, doing standup, learning animation, meeting people on message boards, mailing scripts to agents, stealing letterhead from agents and mailing scripts to studios, making a short film—any of those paths might turn out to be valid. You can’t fire a single pellet out of a shotgun, even if only one pellet hits the mark.

Eric Roth (Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, Lucky You, The Good Shepherd, Munich, Ali, The Insider, The Horse Whisperer, The Postman, Forrest Gump, Mr. Jones, Memories of Me, Suspect)

I grew up in New York, attended Columbia University’s film program, and did some graduate work at UCLA. I had some ideas of maybe becoming a director, but I was uncomfortable with that. I always loved movies, but I don’t know what specifically made me want to become a screenwriter. I was well versed in film, a certifiable film nut. My dad was a publicist and a producer, my mom was a story editor, so I grew up in film. I just found myself writing a screenplay and I won the Samuel Goldwyn award at UCLA. So that’s how it happened: I wrote a script, it won an award, it got produced, which led me to another job and it all went up from there.

Michael Schiffer (The Four Feathers, The Peacemaker, Crimson Tide, Lean on Me, Colors)

I started writing prose when I was twenty-five. I went overseas to get out of the culture enough to be able to write about it, and traveled through Asia, hitchhiked, had no money, spent seven months on the road and then, when I came back from that experience about two years later, I really began to write full time, writing all kinds of things. I wanted to be a writer and started writing novels. I also wrote plays, but I couldn’t get any support from the playwriting world. I felt I got more respect out of the publishing world because it took me more seriously as a fledgling writer and gave me more creative support. So I put all my energy into doing that, but it wasn’t an accident that after hitting my limit as a novelist, I drove to Hollywood when I was thirty-five to become a screenwriter. Directing theater in college made me want to write the stories myself. I gave myself five years and worked really hard, writing fourteen specs before I got hired for Colors.

Tom Schulman (Welcome to Mooseport; Holy Man; 8 Heads in a Duffel Bag; Medicine Man; What about Bob?; Dead Poets Society; Honey, I Shrunk the Kids; Second Sight)

Before writing, I was in production. I guess I began as a grunt, working odd jobs. I started working for a company in Nashville that made commercials and industrials, and my first job was carrying lights and doing pretty much everything. Then I came to Los Angeles and went to USC Film School, with aspirations to be a filmmaker.

Ed Solomon (Imagine That, The In-Laws, Levity, Charlie’s Angels, What Planet Are You From?, Men in Black, Leaving Normal, Bill and Ted’s Bogus Journey, Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure)

I came into screenwriting because it seemed like the next step. I was writing on Laverne and Shirley when I was twenty-one and a senior in college, then went on to It’s Garry Shandling’s Show, and when I was twenty-three, I wrote Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure. I didn’t get into it with much thought. In retrospect, I wish instead that I’d had an idea for a novel and truly worked hard at it and sold it. I’d much prefer earning a living as a novelist because the process is the same. You sit in a room all by yourself and try to make up the most interesting, original, and true thing that you can, except with screenwriting the product gets chopped up and changed so much that the creative satisfaction is minimal.

Robin Swicord (The Jane Austen Book Club, Memoirs of a Geisha, Practical Magic, Matilda, The Perez Family, Little Women, The Red Coat, Shag: The Movie)

I’ve always wanted to be a writer from the time I first started to read. Though I did all kinds of writing, I didn’t think about screenwriting because I didn’t completely understand that movies were written. I began writing plays first, but by the time I was twenty-one, all I wanted to do was make films. I had worked as a photographer in college and had an understanding about the framing and images, which didn’t translate to the stage. Someone had seen a play of mine in New York and got in touch with me. She asked me if I was interested in writing for film, so I sent her part of a screenplay. She read it, liked it, told me to finish it and that she would sell it. And she did. After that, people were talking about me as a screenwriter, not a playwright.

• • •

These twenty-two highly successful screenwriters have agreed to be your mentors and generously share their thoughts on the traits, skills, and habits necessary for success as a screenwriter in today’s film industry. Let’s explore them, shall we?





PART 1

PASSION

The Urge to SCREENWRITE





Cats gotta scratch. Dogs gotta bite. I gotta write.

—JAMES ELLROY









CHAPTER 1

PORTRAIT OF A SCREENWRITER

1. Be Creative and Original






The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.

—MARCEL PROUST





Creativity is an essential skill for the professional writer, especially in screenwriting. Too many aspiring writers don’t understand its importance. Ideas are king in Hollywood. Anyone who has read hundreds of scripts and listened to thousands of pitches could tell you that most of them are derivative of other movies, with familiar characters, uninteresting ideas, and clichéd plot twists. Beginners tend to develop the easiest idea that comes to mind, rather than working hard to generate original ones.

Tony Gilroy: Having a great imagination is 98 percent of the work. Originality is the job. It’s what you do. Craft is craft, but it’s imagination that puts you on the map. I’d rather work with someone who’s imaginative with no idea what he’s doing than an experienced writer with a limited imagination.

Derek Haas: You have to be creative and original or you won’t get hired again. Even on sequels, assignments, or remakes, you have to find that original, creative spark. You have to take whatever the project is and make it your own.

Michael Brandt: Derek and I spitball together. We get together and smoke a cigar, usually with our manager, and we talk out the scenes or characters. We’ll constantly call each other on being derivative or common … and we challenge each other to be more original or clever. When we hit on an idea that feels unique, we know.

It’s crucial to understand that to be successful inside the studio system, a script has to be centered around a big idea. A big idea doesn’t necessarily mean an expensive one, for the record. Three documentary filmmakers going into the woods to see if the Blair Witch legend is real is a big idea, shot very inexpensively.

Laeta Kalogridis: Original ideas and creative approaches are the heart of successful writing and moviemaking, even within the framework of established franchises or recognizable “brands.” You can’t survive in the business unless you’re bringing something original to the table. That said, you can’t make anything if you can’t collaborate and do it well.

Bill Marsilii: The funny thing about Hollywood is that they want you to be original just like some other hit movie. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been told, “We want something original and edgy, Tim Burton-esque.” And I’d think, “Gee, Tim Burton has already done Tim Burton-esque!” But this is what you will deal with once you break in.

Before this, however, as you work on your spec, it’s crucial to avoid “first draft theater,” where it seems that what you’re reading is literally the first thing that popped into the writer’s head. They didn’t bother to examine it, to make it better, or to find a more clever or original way of writing it. They just settled for the first thing they could think of.

One of the ways I ensure that I go beyond the cliché is to go through a process I call, “Doing the 20s.” I’ll be writing a particular moment, and I’ll stop and force myself to list twenty different ways to do it, like twenty cool ways my two characters could meet, or twenty cool chase scenes. The further you get down the list, the better they’ll start to get. If you make yourself write twenty ideas, not worrying about whether they’re any good or not, often the ninth or tenth one will be golden because you didn’t settle for the first thing that popped into your mind.

Tom Schulman: Imagination and originality are crucial traits everyone is looking for in a writer because if someone has already seen what you’ve written, chances are they’ll be bored by it. So when you conceive your story, characters, and plot elements, the key question is, “Is this something I’ve seen before?” and if so, you need to find an original approach to the material.

2. Be a Natural Storyteller


We’re only interested in one thing: Can you tell a story, Bart? Can you make us laugh, can you make us cry, can you make us wanna break out in joyous song?

—BARTON FINK, BY ETHAN COEN AND JOEL COEN



You may love stories, whether you experience them through films, TV shows, novels, short stories, commercials, jokes, or plays, but if you can tell a story in the best possible way, make someone laugh, cry, feel pity, tension, curiosity, surprise, relief, or even inspire them, if you’re compelled to captivate an audience, and know deep down that the most important factor in a story is its visceral effect on the audience, you may be a natural storyteller.

Robin Swicord: Writers have the sort of mind that puts together narrative in a way that has a beginning, middle, and end. They notice cause and effect—that because this thing happened, that other thing is happening. These are the kinds of traits that come together into a mind that makes drama. People who don’t have that natural bend for it have a very hard time really understanding what it is writers do. There’s nothing more humbling for people who say, “I’ve always wanted to be a writer” than to actually try to create an alternate reality, only to find out it’s really hard to play God.

3. Be Comfortable with Solitude


Writing is a lonely life, but the only life worth living.

—GUSTAVE FLAUBERT





Writing is a lonely business. As a writer once said, “It’s like volunteering for solitary confinement without knowing the length of your stay.” Writers must spend a lot of time alone, but because they tend to be introverted by nature, they find more psychological comfort in a book or in writing than in social interactions.

This is not to say that if you’re not comfortable with your solitude, you won’t be able to write. One of the many surprises in chatting with our mentors is that many of them are actually extroverts who force solitude on themselves in order to do the job.

Ron Bass: I really prefer to write alone. Generally, when I have staff meetings, we talk about story and criticism, but I don’t like to write with somebody else sitting there, because I’ll talk out loud and I’ll pace around. I can be physically active when I write. I usually sit but I also have standing desks wherever I go so I can write standing up, which enables me to pace around and charge back and forth, move my arms. It’s a physical process, not just an intellectual one. I cross things out and I write bigger or darker depending on the emotion. If I’m in the park, I’ll pace around. I must look really peculiar to people, so I try to find a place when I’m relatively alone, and certainly where I won’t hear another human voice.

Leslie Dixon: In order to do the job really well, you must spend prolonged periods of time in total isolation. I loved it for the first few years where I had total control of my time without anybody telling me what to do. But I still haven’t figured out how to strike a balance between spending enough time by myself to produce a better grade of work versus not becoming a hermit.
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