MEET THE READER

“Premises, Premises…”

By Ray Morton

According to Webster’s, a premise is a “previous statement serving as a basis for an argument.” In movie parlance, however, a premise is the basic idea upon which the script is based (for example: a young computer hacker discovers that the world as he knows it is actually just an illusion generated by a supercomputer that has enslaved the human race OR a wedding planner falls in love with the groom of a wedding she is planning OR a child psychiatrist treats a young boy who claims to be able to see dead people). It is from this simple seed that everything else in the script -- story, structure, theme, setting, plot, dialogue, characters, tone and style -- springs. With so much riding on this one element, it should come as no surprise that when a script goes wrong, ninety percent of the time it is due to some sort of problem with the premise. In the course of my career as a script reader and analyst, I’ve read well over a thousand scripts. In doing so, I’ve learned that there are many, many ways in which a premise can go awry. Here are a few of the most common:

It Doesn’t Exist: Based on everything I just said, you’d think that it would be impossible to write a coherent dramatic piece without having a premise. You’d be right, of course, but that hasn’t stopped more than a few writers from trying. Scripts without premises are interesting. With no central idea or concept to connect them, they just sort of ramble along from scene to scene, none having much to do with the others. This kind of script has no story to tell, no point to make, no real reason for being other than to give the writer a way to practice his typing. As a reader, you initially find yourself on edge, waiting for these pages and pages of characters, incidents and dialogue to gel into some sort of unified whole. Eventually, however, you realize that’s not going to happen and you just sort of give up and enjoy the ride. There’s not much else you can do. You can’t evaluate or analyze these scripts, because they have no acts, arcs or structure. You can’t tell what genre they are or what the plot might be. Eventually, the script ends. Or rather stops -- because, one assumes, the author ran out of paper. With no plots to conclude, conflicts to resolve or changes to effect, there is no other apparent reason for the script to finish. Of course, since there never seems to be much reason for scripts like this to start, either, I guess you come out about even in the end.

It Really Stinks:  With clever writing, sympathetic characters and some snappy dialogue, a script can overcome a lot of obstacles, but the one thing it can never overcome is a bad premise. Like an organism born with a genetic defect, a script with a bad premise will never be right. No amount of rethinking, reworking or rewriting will be enough. It won’t matter how many script doctors you hire to work on them. It won’t matter how well you cast it, how cool the shots are, how hyperkinetically it’s edited or how loud the music is – you will never be able to fix what is wrong with it, because the malignancy is bred into the script’s bones and will eventually eat it alive. The worst premise I’ve ever encountered was for some Disney film from hell about a sweet, cuddly talking dog who had an affair with the lady of the house and her two teenage daughters (I could only imagine the pitch – “it’s like Lassie meets The Graduate.”). When asked if I had any suggestions as to how to improve it, the only thing I could think of was: “Bury it in a landfill and dump ten thousand tons of garbage on top of it.” In the end, that’s about all you can do with premises like these.

It Takes Forever to Show Up: The traditional place to introduce a premise is at the beginning of a script. This is done to give the reader a chance to get a handle on a few relatively unimportant items such as: what the story is about, who the main character is, and what the setting, theme, central conflict and genre are – y’know, minor stuff like that. But some brave writers refuse to do this. Rebelling against the frantic, sped up pace of our hectic, modern world, they prefer to take their time -- smelling the roses, checking out the scenery, having a nice chai latte and generally taking it easy. Only once they are fully rested and refreshed do they like to get down to business and introduce the premise – usually around page 80 or so. Of course, that only leaves about thirty pages to actually tell the story, which usually results in a frantic, choppy narrative, underdeveloped characters and the heavy use of coincidence and convenience to tie things up at the last minute. This approach may be good for your nerves, but if you’re interested in making a sale, it may be very bad for you wallet.

The Old Switcheroo: This is probably the most common of all premise problems. The writer spends Act I establishing his premise, but then, instead of going ahead and developing that concept into a full-blown story in subsequent acts, the writer instead throws it out, brings in an entirely new premise and then proceeds to spend the rest of the script focusing on the new concept, leaving the old one to die a cold, miserable death in some back alley somewhere. To illustrate, I once read a script about a college professor who was bitten by a werewolf and then became one himself. At this point, I foolishly expected the rest of the story to focus on the professor and how he dealt with this new predicament of having been turned into a ferocious, supernatural creature with an insatiable thirst for blood. A few pages into Act II, however, the professor’s best friend got killed. From then on, the script focused on the professor’s hunt for his friend’s killer. All of the werewolf stuff went straight out the window (if he had used his wolf powers to investigate, it would have had least tied things together, but instead he solved the crime with good, old fashioned detective work. Alas, the werewolf angle never came up again). Writers often resort to this tactic when they have come up with a really nifty premise, but are unable to figure out how to develop it. Instead, they just give up and move onto something new. I suppose it’s understandable, but it’s also totally maddening, because just as the reader is getting hooked into one story, he is suddenly yanked out of it and whipsawed into a completely different tale. Even if the new yarn is a good one, it doesn’t matter because, at that point, the reader is so irritated and disoriented that whatever interest he had in the script up until that point vanishes completely.

Dueling Premises:  Sometimes a really rich story idea can be developed in a couple of different ways, yielding two different premises. When this happens, some writers will simply choose the premise they like best and disregard the other. Some more enterprising writers take advantage of all this potential and spin two different scripts out of the same notion. But, for indecisive writers, having to choose between two good ideas is too hard a task, so they don’t and instead try to work both premises into the same script. Unlike The Old Switcheroo, in which one premise is abandoned in favor of another, in this one the writer tries to keep both premises running alongside one another for the length of the script. These poor deluded writers convince themselves that they are creating something full-bodied that encompasses all possibilities, but what they end up with something that is neither fish nor fowl. A good example of this is the Harrison Ford/Michelle Pfeiffer starrer What Lies Beneath. This is a film that starts out as a supernatural ghost film, turns into a more reality-based, Hitchcockian suspense thriller and then spends the rest of the film switching back and forth between the two. It’s obvious that the filmmakers thought they were giving us the best of both worlds, but what they gave instead was a film that was satisfying neither as a thriller nor as a ghost story. In cases like this, more is definitely less.

Premises Galore (AKA “It’s Raining Premises”):  This one is like The Old Switcheroo on steroids. Sometimes, an especially creative or prolific (or perhaps even manic) writer will come up with dozens and dozens of really spectacular ideas. Each one of these nuggets has the potential to make a fantastic screenplay on its own, but these writers lack the patience, discipline or focus to turn out dozens of individual screenplays, so instead they take these dozens of ideas and dump them all into a single screenplay. This kind of script begins normally enough with the introduction of a single premise. But then, a few pages in, the premise shifts. And then shifts again. And again and again and again at such an increasingly dizzying rate that by the time you reach the end your head is spinning like a NATO radar dish on high alert. The good thing is that, what scripts like this lack in coherence, they make up for in variety – one minute you’re reading a romantic comedy, the next a murder mystery, the next a musical, the next a brooding Swedish drama about playing bocci with Death. These kinds of scripts may not be very good, but they sure ain’t dull.

So, how can you avoid these pitfalls? Here are a few tips:

1. Choose A Good Premise: This is, of course, the hardest part. There isn’t a lot of advice I can give you here – this is where the whole taste, talent and luck thing comes in. The best advice I can offer is: give your imagination free reign and trust your instincts.

2. Choose Only One Good Premise: If you come up with more than one good idea, accept the fact that you are going to have to write more than one script (look at it this way, it may be twice the amount of work, but it also gives you twice the number of chances to make a big sale). If you come up with more than one approach to the same idea, resign yourself to the fact that you’re going to have to choose one and discard the other. This is one of the hardest things a writer has to do, but, in the words of Lawrence Kasdan, “If you don’t choose, you’ll never write anything.” I’m not about to argue with Lawrence Kasdan and neither should you.

3. Follow Through On Your Premise: Think your concept through carefully. Figure out all of its logical extensions and implications. Choose the ones with the most dramatic potential and run with them to a logical conclusion (for example, if your premise is that there is a giant killer shark attacking swimmers in the waters off of a summer resort town, the logical follow through is for the local police chief to hire the previously-established local shark killer to hunt down the fish and kill it, not send a signal to some friendly aliens who have access to a space laser and see if they can come help). If you find that you can’t do this with your idea, then accept the possibility that, as good as your idea may be, there might not be a full-length movie in it. If that happens, go back to Step 1.

Good luck! I’ll see you at the movies.

THE END

Thanks to Andrew Morton for his help, advice and insight.
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