Meet The Reader

“My Favorite Scripts”

By Ray Morton

The other night a friend of mine and I were discussing the movies that we love. There are many reasons I fall for a particular film – enjoyable performances, captivating images, terrific lines, classic scenes, etc. With certain films, it is the writing. Something about the scripts of these films – the plot, characters, dialogue, style, or perspective – captivates me in a significant way. I thought I would share a list of these scripts with you in the hope that you will find them to be as inspiring as I do.

1. Casablanca by Julius J. Epstein & Philip G. Epstein and Howard Koch, based on the play Everybody Comes To Rick’s by Murray Burnett & Joan Alison

For my money, Casablanca is the best American movie ever made. The film that usually gets that nod -- Citizen Kane – is undoubtedly a brilliant example of virtuoso technique, but I have always found it to be too intellectual and detached to be truly involving. To me, the hallmarks of American movies are emotion and excitement, two qualities Casablanca has in abundance. It’s also the best “American” American movie ever made. The character of Rick Blaine embodies America at its best – tough as nails on the outside, sentimental on the inside, and ready to stand up for its principles when the occasion demands. We could use a few more Ricks in the world these days, that’s for sure. As a script, Casablanca is a brilliant example of theme embodied in character. The theme of Casablanca is that when then the chips are down, we must sacrifice our personal desires for the greater good and that doing so ennobles us. The character of Rick, the dilemma he faces, and the choices he makes are a direct and unambiguous embodiment of this point. The script also has a crackerjack story, great characters, wonderful humor, and perhaps the greatest number of quotable lines than any other in history: “Here’s looking at you, kid;” “Round up the usual suspects;” “Of all the gin joints in all the world…” etc, etc, etc.

2. It’s A Wonderful Life by Frances Goodrich & Albert Hackett and Frank Capra, based on the story The Greatest Gift by Philip Van Doren Stern

The films of Frank Capra are often dismissed (usually by people who don’t know them very well) as sentimental cornpone -- full of Pollyannaish characters, overly idealized settings, contrived situations, and mushy sentiment. While these elements are certainly present in Capra’s movies, they also contain a layer of darkness that is not often remarked upon and none of Capra’s films are darker than It’s A Wonderful Life, which is, after all, the story of a man who wants to commit suicide. The despair and hopelessness felt by George Bailey in the film are very, very real, but, rather than drag the film down, they are, for me, the very elements that give the film its tremendous uplift. This is because, unlike the many films that imitate Capra’s form without understanding their content, the uplift at the end of Life is earned. It is the directly because George’s trials and tribulations in the film are so dire that his triumph in the end is so sweet. This script taught me that a happy ending can’t just be arbitrarily tacked on to a story, but must be attained through striving and endurance. 

3. The Godfather by Mario Puzo and Francis Ford Coppola, based on the novel by Mario Puzo

For me, this is quite simply the best adaptation of a novel ever, because it handled the difficult task of transferring a property that was extremely successful in one medium into an equally successful work in another. It did this by locating the thematic and dramatic core of the material and then stripping away anything that did not directly pertain to them. Rather than dispose of this excised material, however, the writers encapsulated all of it into a series of small and yet very potent details that they then peppered throughout the script. For example, in the novel, much is made of Don Corelone’s disdain for ostentation. In the script, this attitude is conveyed in a scene in which a grateful supplicant sends the Don a bouquet of flowers, which he waves away with a sour look. This simple gesture tells you as much about the man attitude as twenty pages of description. The incorporation of such details gives the script an incredible sense of depth and texture that makes the audience feel that it has been totally immersed in a completely realized world, a feeling that I think is in large part responsible for the film’s incredible success and longevity. Another reason I like this script is because it probably contains more quotable and quoted lines than any film other than Casablanca. Take the cannoli, indeed.

4. The Godfather, Part II by Francis Ford Coppola and Mario Puzo, based on the novel The Godfather by Mario Puzo

One of the things I hate about sequels is the way that many of them do not keep faith with the films that precede them. In order to extend a concept, sequels will often alter characterizations, storylines, or themes contained in the original, sometimes to the point where they will distort the impact of the original film. Take, for example, the two Matrix sequels. The premise that drives these two movies so completely negates the ending and thus the meaning of the original film that it no longer holds much interest for me. Godfather II, on the other hand, is a perfect sequel because it not only continues the characters, storylines, and themes in ways that are totally (and often bloodcurdlingly) consistent with the original film, it also expands on those elements in completely logical ways that actually give the original film entirely new depth and dimension as well.

5. Jaws by Carl Gottlieb and Peter Benchley, based on the novel by Peter Benchley

An absolutely perfect piece of structure. All of the elements that are consistently mentioned as being the hallmarks of good structure – an inciting incident, first and second act turning points, a solid character arc, relevant subplots that advance the action, surprise reversals, and a very satisfying resolution – are all present and perfectly realized in this script. For all of the film’s structural formality, however, it never feels stiff or by- the-numbers. This is because the rest of the script’s elements -- characterization, pacing, visual storytelling, and humor – are of equally high quality. Plus it ends with a hell of a bang.

6. Tootsie by Larry Gelbart and Murray Schisgal, story by Don McGuire and Larry Gelbart

I have always been a big fan of Larry Gelbart’s writing. He has a wonderfully biting sense of humor that gleefully skewers sacred cows, and hypocrisy with a keen sense of moral outrage while simultaneously remaining full to the brim with humanity, compassion and warmth. In addition, he has a virtuoso ability to spin words and manipulate language in breathtaking ways that result in a continuously exhilarating cascade of ideas, images, satire, and emotion. In Tootsie, Gelbart brings these skills to bear in a way that turns what is in many ways a truly awful premise into a film that is hysterical, witty, romantic, and touching. Of course, Gelbart wasn’t the only writer on this script (the Tootsie script wars are legendary), but if you know his work (and if you don’t I order you to sit down immediately and watch the first five seasons of M*A*S*H* -- for me some of the most inspired comic writing ever done in any medium), you know that it is Gelbart who gave the piece both its teeth and its heart.

7. Local Hero by Bill Forsyth
I’m a big fan of magical realism in literature, but am usually disappointed with it on screen, as it is usually presented with a heavy-handedness that often makes it feel precious rather than enchanting. Local Hero offers wonderful lessons on how to do this sort of thing well in the cinema. It is an excellent example of the effectiveness of employing suggestion and understatement to create believable fantasy. The script is also charming, sweet, and funny and if you’ve never seen the film, well, then, what are you waiting for?

8. Amadeus by Peter Schaeffer, based on his play

Long before the term “reimagine” was coined to describe the wholesale maiming of classic properties such as Planet of the Apes and Alfie, Amadeus proved how effective truly thoughtful and creative reinvention could be. Amadeus is one of my favorite plays, but it also a specifically theatrical work whose impact depends greatly on the way it is presented on a stage in front of a live audience. There was no guarantee that such a piece could be successfully adapted for the screen. Peter Schaeffer and Milos Forman managed it by ripping the play to shreds and rebuilding it in specifically cinematic terms. The end result is very, very different from the original work, and yet captures its essence to perfection. On top of that, the script is a clever meditation on the nature of creativity that I think most writers will find relevant and intriguing.

9. The Silence of the Lambs by Ted Talley, based on the novel by Thomas Harris
This script scared the hell out of me when I first read it in exactly the same way that movie scared the hell out of me when I finally saw it. This taught me one of the best lessons I could ever learn as a writer and a reader – if it’s on the page, it’ll be on the screen, and, conversely, if it’s not on the page, there’s no way the movie will ever be effective.

10. Notting Hill by Richard Curtis
Richard Curtis writes romantic comedies – distinctly British romantic comedies (The Tall Guy, Four Weddings and a Funeral, Love Actually). I love his work because his writing is not only extremely funny in that wry, understated way that the English do so well, but also because, unlike in many romantic comedies, his characters and the situations they find themselves in are always very real and extremely believable. For me, this makes them all the more enjoyable because it allows me to imagine that similar things could happen to me, thus providing the element of wish fulfillment that is a key component in the appeal of romantic comedies. Of all Curtis’ scripts, I like Notting Hill the best because it is the most realistic and because there is an essential decency to all of characters that struck me when I first saw the film and that continues to strike me today. It is also a wonderful display of the range of love, from the (literally) starstruck romance of the characters played by Hugh Grant and Julia Roberts to the offbeat attraction of some of the more colorful supporting characters to the lifelong commitment in the face of adversity exhibited by the characters of the banker and his wheelchair-bound wife.

Now that you’ve heard about some of my favorites, I’d love to hear about some of yours. E-mail me the titles of some of your favorite scripts, as well as a brief description of why you like them so much. I’ll compile the best and feature them in a future column. In the meantime, if you haven’t seen some of the films mentioned above, I hope you’ll check them out. Enjoy!
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