Meet The Reader

“How Not To Annoy A Reader -- Part I”

by Ray Morton

I was talking to some fellow readers the other day and we were discussing the things screenwriters do that annoy us. Readers love to discuss the things screenwriters do that annoy us. Next to free doughnuts at development meetings, it’s our favorite thing. Now, readers are by nature a tolerant lot (one has to possess a certain innate degree of benevolent sufferance in order to get through several hundred scenarios of wildly divergent quality a year), but there are certain things that make even the most tranquil and forbearing of my fraternity spit, curse and foam at the mouth. “So?” I can hear many of you screenwriters out there asking. “Who cares about a ticked off reader?” Well, you should, actually.  In most cases, the reader is the first person to evaluate your work and whether anyone else in the development chair even looks at your double-bradded masterpiece, much less options or buys it, greatly depends on the reader’s initial review. Common sense dictates that a happy, unannoyed reader is more likely to give your masterpiece a thumbs up than an annoyed and cranky one. With that in mind, here are a few tips designed to keep your reader cheerful and chipper as he peruses your work.

1. NEVER, EVER, EVER SUBMIT A SCRIPT THAT IS MORE THAN ONE HUNDRED TWENTY PAGES LONG. Just because most of today’s major directors can’t seem to deliver a film less than two and a half hours in length doesn’t give you license to do the same. It takes approximately as long to read a script as it does to see a movie, so if you’re going to ask a reader to spend more than two hours on your scenario, then you better have one that’s so good it’s worth that amount of time out of a person’s life (a word to the wise -- in eight years of doing this, I have never found one that was). The first thing a reader does when receiving a script is to check the page count. Anything over the magic number and the reader’s heart immediately sinks because he knows the rest of his day is going to be spent slogging through your unending typescript and he is going to resent you for it every step of the way. With this attitude, the reader will forgive you nothing – every typo, misspelled word, one dimensional character, ropey line of dialogue or dumb plot turn is going to count against you. And by the time your reader is done, he will be dying to write the coverage as quickly as possible to make up for the precious moments your monumental self-indulgence has just bled away from his life. If this happens, just remember -- it takes a lot less time to type the word PASS than it does to type the words CONSIDER or RECOMMEND (a further word to the wise – if your script does run longer than one hundred twenty pages, don’t go getting all sneaky and try to hide it by changing the font size and making it smaller. You think you’re being clever when you do this, but you can’t fool us. We know what the proper font size is -- 12 by the way -- and, when we see one that’s smaller we know immediately what you’re up to. This will annoy us even more. And, before you ask, the same goes for widening your margins so don’t even think about it).

2.  DON’T DIRECT THE MOVIE ON PAPER. This is a piece of advice that is given in every screenwriting class, handbook and seminar and yet it is continually ignored by many screenwriters – especially first-timers – who spend endless amounts of page space describing each and every shot they think should be in the finished film. For example:

INT: READER’S LIVING ROOM – DAY

CAMERA TRACKS WITH THE READER as he enters the room carrying a script.

CUT TO: 

A CLOSE UP of the Reader’s feet as they shuffle across the worn carpet.

CUT TO:

A MEDIUM STATIC SHOT of the Reader bending to sit in a chair.

CUT TO:

A FLUID TIGHT SHOT of the Reader’s rear end as it makes contact with the chair. ANGLE WIDENS SLIGHTLY as the Reader adjusts himself to get comfortable.

CUT TO:

A MEDIUM SHOT of the Reader as he opens the script. CAMERA ZOOMS IN on the Reader’s horrified face as he sees…

CUT TO: 

EXTREME CLOSE UP of the first page of the script. It is filled with an endless series of shot descriptions.

CUT TO:

BEGIN WITH AN EXTREME CLOSE UP AND THEN DOLLY OUT AT A MEDIUM SPEED, MOVING SLIGHTLY TO THE LEFT SO THAT THE DOOR JAMB PARTIALLY BLOCKS THE RIGHT THIRD OF THE FRAME as the Reader groans, pulls out a GUN and SHOOTS HIMSELF IN THE HEAD.
You get the idea. There are two good reasons not to do this. First – nobody cares how you think the scene should be shot, most especially the director, who is going to shoot the scene the way he/she thinks it should be shot. That is, after all, what he/she has been hired to do. Second (and most importantly, at least from a reader’s perspective) – IT’S BORING! TERRIBLY, HORRIBLY, TREMENDOUSLY BORING! The Marquis De Sade never devised anything as torturous as having to slog through one of these one hundred twenty page shot lists. After the first ten pages, the plot and story lose all coherence and dissolve into an endless puddle of close ups, medium shots and mindless edits. Remember the mumbling guy in the cell next to Anthony Hopkins in Silence Of The Lambs? That was a reader who had to get through three of these in a single weekend. Actually, that guy had a better time of it. At least Hopkins ate him). Write your scenes in simple, easy to follow, easy to understand master shots. You worry about telling your story. Let the director worry about the movie.

3. SKIP THE BELLS AND WHISTLES. Most writers feel that submitting their script with a nice cover is a suitable method of presentation, but others feel that such simplicity does not do their epic work justice, so they send their scripts in accompanied by all manner of gimmicks and giveaways.  Many of these writers spend a lot of money printing up professional looking posters, complete with elaborate artwork and credits (usually featuring the stars and directors they would like to see bring their project to life. Some of these folks include quote lines from critics raving about how great the story is. The “Written By” credit on these posters is always much more prominent than it would ever be in real life). Others go for collectibles. One writer had magnets made up with the name of his script on them. The enterprising author of a vampire script I once read packed her script in a miniature coffin complete with a spring-loaded bat that flew out at me when I opened the lid. Once my heart rate returned to normal, I laughed at her cleverness. Unfortunately, I also laughed at her script – it was really bad. One author preferred to go the pity route – he submitted a photo of his six children who would soon be homeless if I didn’t recommend that his script be purchased because he hadn’t worked in seven years, had sold his house and was about to have the car his family was presently living in repossessed. I was tempted to contact the author and ask him why he was spending his time writing screenplays instead of looking for a job, but then thought better of it. Some of the gimmicks are downright annoying. One writer submitted a tape of songs he thought should appear in his movie and indicated all of the points in the script where I should turn on my tape player so that the appropriate music would be playing while I read the scene. A good idea in theory, perhaps, but the tape had over thirty songs on it. All the jumping up and down I had to do to stop and start the tape was exhausting and eventually I erased both the tape and the script. The problem with all of these bells and whistles is that, clever or not, none of them have any impact on how I assess a script. If it’s good, I’m going to recommend it even if I don’t have a wind-up toy of the main character to play with. And, if it’s not, no amount of clever or expensive packaging is going to make me think the script is any better than it is. Well, that’s not completely true. If you taped a fifty-dollar bill to the front cover, then I would definitely like your script and give it a good review. Guaranteed. I wouldn’t even have to read it.

4. FOR GOD’S SAKE, BUY SOME COASTERS.  It’s amazing to me the condition that some writers send their screenplays out in. I’ve received scripts that had coffee rings on the cover and cookie crumbs in the pages. One script had yellow pages and reeked of stale cigarette smoke (my eyes actually watered as I read it). One author, who was apparently in a hurry and didn’t have time to retype, submitted his script with his (rather extensive) revisions taped (not with clear tape, mind you, but with that yellow cellophane stuff you can get at Woolworth’s five for a dollar) on top of the original pages. Some of the revisions were written in crayon on a (used) napkin. Pages in another script were smeared with something that looked like blood. It was a script about serial killers. I didn’t want to know…

And finally…

5. USE THE DAMN SPELLCHECK! Computers are one of the wonders of the modern age. And the Spellcheck is one of the wonders of computers. A simple little device included with most word-processing programs, it allows you to make sure that the words in your script are spelled correctly. If you don’t have Spellcheck, then may I recommend the use of a more primitive but equally effective accessory called a dictionary? You can find one at your local bookstore. While you’re there, you might want to pick up a copy of Elements Of Style by Strunk & White. It’s a handy little guide to the proper use of punctuation marks, word tenses, sentence structure and the like. It’s a good idea to employ these devices so that readers can spend their time enjoying your story, rather than having to spend it trying to figure out just what the hell it is you’re trying to say with your remedial prose, pointless punctuation and perplexing paragraphs. Remember, we’re professional script readers, not remedial high school English teachers! Note to that writer who wrote that script I read in that contest that time – there is no such word as “his’s.”

Hopefully, these tips will help you do what’s necessary in order to keep your reader looking on the bright side of life as he or she reads and evaluates your work. Remember – a happy reader is a happy writer. Good luck!
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