Meet The Reader

“Good Examples”

Part I

By Ray Morton

Between my usual work load and a couple of screenplay contests I’m involved with, I’ve been reading a lot of scripts lately -- way more than usual. To be honest, it’s been a bit of a grind because, the sad truth is, that, while I have come across a few decent scripts, most of what I’ve been reading has been pretty dreary. The reason is the usual one – despite having good ideas and good intentions, most of the people out there writing screenplays lack the basic skills (the ability to properly structure a story, to develop full bodied characters and to write effective dialogue) necessary to do so. 

So the question becomes – how can they acquire these skills? The answer is education, which in theory should be a fairly easy thing to acquire, because never before in recorded history have there been more resources available to teach people about the art and science of writing a screenplay. Whatever kind of instruction you’re looking for – be it in concept, character, plot, dialogue, structure or selling – it can undoubtedly be found in the almost infinite number of books, magazines, seminars, workshops, computer programs, undergraduate courses and masters degree programs (I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I don’t think you can earn a PhD. in screenwriting -- not yet, anyway, thank God) whirling around out there in the motion picture zeitgeist. While I do think that all of these resources have some merit (although I think that some definitely have more merit than others. For example, I think any resource that emphasizes character, dialogue and the three-act structure is a good one. On the other hand, any method that advocates using your inner child to mind meld with the collective Jungian unconscious in order to channel eternal truths and wisdom from the Goddess, I ain’t so hot on), in the end, I don’t think any of them are really enough.

Whenever you go to a museum, you’re bound to find large numbers of art students camped out in front of the works of the great painters. Some will be broadly sketching a piece, some will be copying it in exact detail and still others will simply be staring at it with great, unblinking intensity. A number of artist friends explain it this way: as valuable as history, theory and criticism (the basic components of most art education programs) are, in the end nothing is more educational than to study a piece you admire up close; to see for yourself just how the artist used his points, lines and brushstrokes to turn a simple piece of stretched canvas into a masterpiece. In my opinion, what is true for art is even truer for screenwriting. If it is beneficial for an art student to study a great painting in order to learn how to paint, then I think it is even more beneficial for a student of screenwriting (be they an aspiring novice or a practicing professional) to study a great movie in order to learn how to write.

Of course, at this point you may be wondering why, in a magazine devoted to screenwriting, I am suggesting that you study a film and not a script. The reason is simple (if a little sad). As we are all too well aware, in modern Hollywood, screenplays are often rewritten many times by many writers, are often not followed during shooting and then altered yet again in post-production based on the responses and reactions of preview audiences. As a result, a finished film often bears scant resemblance to the writing that spawned it. Since our purpose here is to use an artistically successful piece of work as a model to help improve our own work, then, in my opinion, if it is the film that has impressed us enough to want to study it, then that’s what we should look at. This isn’t quite as heretical as it sounds – after all, for a film to be creatively successful, it has to by definition contain all of those elements that we look for in a good script (a strong, well-structured plot, well-developed characters, effective dialogue, etc.). Sometimes these elements are actually more clear and apparent on film than they are on paper because they have already been brought to full, vivid, three dimensional life and don’t require the imaginative leap that reading a screenplay often requires (which is not to say that you shouldn’t read the script of a film that you admire, but I have often found that the most interesting thing about doing this is to see just how different the finished film is from the original writing. While this provides a fascinating look into the development process, I think its value as writing instruction is pretty limited. In those instances where the finished film and the script do align, reading the script is often redundant once you’ve seen the movie. This is why I usually don’t bother with most published screenplays, which more often than not are just transcriptions of cutting continuities rather than actual scripts). 

With all of this in mind, I have come up with a list of films that I think serve as very effective examples of good work for screenwriters to learn from. I’ve broken this list down into the major genres: drama, comedy, action/thrillers and sci-fi/fantasy. There’s nothing scientific about this list – I simply chose films that impressed me as being good models of effective screenwriting in some or all of its many facets. I’ve restricted the list to films made since 1970 because I feel that they are more relevant to modern screenwriters than the films of earlier eras, which tend to have radically different approaches to dramaturgy than the films being made today.

And so, without further adieu, we’ll begin where Aristotle did, with…

DRAMA

The Godfather (Mario Puzo and Francis Ford Coppola, based on the novel by Mario Puzo) – the best Hollywood film of the last 30 years (and possibly ever) offers a Masters level education in screenwriting all in 175 wonderful minutes. First off, it tells an absolutely crackerjack story. The structure and plotting are impeccable. It provides a brilliant and yet incredibly subtle example of a well-developed character arc in its portrayal of Michael Corleone’s journey from war hero to Mafia don. In addition to being instantly quotable and classic (“Bring the cannoli…”), the dialogue is also sharp, witty, expository without ever seeming to be and always, always in character. As terrific as all of these elements are, perhaps the most amazing thing about The Godfather the intricate way it uses detail. In scene after scene, the film uses a series of very small, very subtle, very precise details to establish setting and plot, to introduce and develop characters, to provide exposition and develop subplots. By the time the film is over, you find that you have an incredible grasp of an entire series of characters, relationships, storylines, rituals and cultures. It is only when you go back and watch the film again do you realize that very little of this information was ever explicitly stated – instead it was all communicated with hints, suggestions and nuance. For such a sprawling, epic film, it’s actual a masterpiece of economy. While the plotting is a bit murky and the structure a bit awkward, The Godfather Part II carried this principle out over several generations. Oh, if only the authors of the 180 page epics that I am regularly forced to wade through would only learn the bounteous “less is more” lessons these two classic films have to teach.

Chinatown (Robert Towne) – This script has been hailed as one of the greatest ever written and has been a staple of screenwriting classes everywhere for the past 25 years. It’s certainly a terrific piece of work in all respects – story, plot, characterization, dialogue, etc. – but it’s most startling and original aspect is the way it uses literary devices such as symbolism and motif to add such incredible depth and resonance to its tale of murder and corruption in 1930s Los Angeles. An entire book could be (and probably has been) written about the film’s water motifs alone. That such a naturalistic medium such as film could incorporate such abstract and novelistic techniques in the first place is pretty amazing, but that it could do so without ever becoming pretentious or obscuring the film’s story or entertainment value makes the accomplishment seem even more impressive. What makes this all even more exciting for screenwriters is that all of these elements, which could easily be attributed to a director or to a production designer, are all present in the original screenplay. Like a good screenwriter should, Robert Towne thought his film out in pictures as well as in word, which is what makes this film a real primer for any screenwriter who wants to learn how to (as the saying goes) “write visually.” 

Ordinary People (Alvin Sargent, based on the novel by Judith Guest) – there’s a notion out there that a film is either character driven or plot driven and never the twain shall meet. The truth is that, for a film to be good, it has to have both strong characters and a strong plot and this is the film that proves it. A heart-breaking story about family dysfunction, the characters in Ordinary People certainly are front and center and it is their interactions upon which the film primarily focuses. But the film also has a very strong, very intricately constructed plot, complete with protagonists, antagonists, conflict, plot twists and a resolution. Sure, it’s understated, but it’s there and it’s necessary and without it the film wouldn’t work at all, proving once and for all how incredibly vital both of these things are to the other, no matter what the development gurus say. For writers, this film offers great lessons both in how to plot subtly and in how to use plot to support and enhance character and vice versa.

Rocky (Sylvester Stallone) -- Sure, the characters are broad almost to the point of caricature, and the dialogue is too cutesy by half, and there’s nothing even the slightest bit subtle about any of it (not to mention the bad taste the increasingly cheesy sequels left in everyone’s mouth), but the fact remains that Rocky was and remains an incredible piece of structure. In very quick and decisive strokes, it introduces its main character, establishes his situation and need, twists the plot to give him a shot at meeting that need and then throws obstacle after obstacle at him that he needs to overcome until he finally triumphs in the end. As simple as it is, it embodies all of the principles of dramatic construction that have been around since ancient Greece. These principles have lasted this long because they work and Rocky shows that, when utilized properly, they can still grab an audience and move them in a tremendous way. Based on the structurally incoherent nightmares that account for ninety percent of the scripts I read, there are a lot of writers out there who could stand to learn these principles. Rocky is an excellent way of doing so.

That’s all the space we have time for in this issue. Coming up in Part II – more Drama, Comedy, Action/Thriller and Sci-Fi Fantasy. 

THE END (of Part I)
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