Meet The Reader

“Fourteen Scripts I Never Need To Read Again (Ever)”

By Ray Morton

There’s an old adage that states “there’s nothing new under the sun” and nowhere is that truer than in the world of script reading. If you read scripts regularly for any length of time, you can’t help but notice that there are certain concepts that tend to reappear over and over (and over and over and over) again.

The first few times you encounter these retreads, you chuckle at the coincidence and marvel at the fact that so many people have managed to download the exact same material from the zeitgeist. After you’ve read fifty or so your brain begins to go numb from the sheer monotonous repetition and you find yourself wondering how the combined efforts of so many diverse and divergent people are incapable of generating even a single original thought. By the sixth or seventh hundred time through, all logic and reason leaves you and you begin seriously considering the possibility that not only is that old saw that there are only six stories true but that it is actually some bizarre form of cosmic vengeance wreaked upon the heads of poor, lowly script readers by an angry, unforgiving god who once received a PASS on his buddy cop action spec.

Needless to say, if your script causes the person reading it to doubt the existence of a merciful god, you don’t stand a very good chance of earning a positive recommendation. So, as a service to all of you writers out there (and as an even bigger service to all of us readers out there), here’s a list of fourteen scripts that have totally worn out their welcome, that you shouldn’t write, and that I never want to read again:

1. Scripts Featuring Loquacious, Pop Culture-Referencing Hit Men Who Kill People In A Shockingly Matter-Of-Fact Manner While Discussing Trivia.

Pulp Fiction was a long time ago. Reservoir Dogs was even longer. This genre is so cold that the Titanic would sink if it hit it and yet, for some unfathomable reason, many spec scriptwriters (mostly the young ones, just out of film school and still in that “Can’t Do Anything Original But Can Only Rip Off The Stuff That Inspired Me” phase) continue to churn these suckers out. Not at the prodigious pace they did a few years ago, but still at a formidable enough rate to convince me that a lot of people still haven’t gotten the message. So, for those of you out there who didn’t, let me make this perfectly clear: IT’S OVER…IT’S OVER…IT’S OVER…IT’S OVER…IT’S OVER…IT’S OVER…

2. Scripts In Which A Bunch Of Bored, Jaded, Twenty One Year Olds Who Think They’ve Invented Ironic Cynicism, Are Way Too Impressed With Their Own Cleverness, And Have Just Made The Astounding Discovery That (Hold On Now) Life’s Not Fair Sit Around Commenting Endlessly On Life, Love, World Affairs, Relationships, The Empty Phoniness Of Anyone Who Isn’t Them, And A Lot Of Other Things They Don’t Know Anything About. 

Gee, I’d really like to care, but, y’know, I’ve got bills to pay…

By the way, you can double my apathy if the script is narrated by one of the kids who is an aspiring writer who has just returned home from his first semester back east at a big ivy league college and is struck by the realization that his friends’ lives of endless partying, drinking, drug-taking, club hopping and casual sex are all a bit, well, empty. You can triple my apathy if the script contains the line “I never knew how hard it was going to be to be twenty one.”

3. Scripts About Serial Killers 

Note to all you fava bean addicts out there: this genre is officially over: There are no more hypnotically charismatic madmen who know us better than we know ourselves to be hunted, no more diabolically clever and baffling M.O.s to be figured out by traumatized forensic psychologists and veteran cops only a few days from retirement, and no more fiendishly clever, biblically-based ways to maim and kill people left to be thought of – they’ve all been done and you don’t have to do it anymore. Unless, of course, you do the one I’ve been dying to see but never have -- the serial killer script about the serial killer who serially kills spec scriptwriters who even think about writing serial killer scripts ever again.

4. Die Hard In A…

As with hit man scripts, the fact that this genre is deader than Hans Gruber doesn’t stop people from churning out dozens of these things a year. The first twelve thousand of these I read were fairly okay, but after Die Hard In A Clothes Hamper, I thought to myself, “Y’know, I think this idea might be getting just a little bit stale…”

5. Scripts About Writers Who Want To Write But Can’t Write So Instead They Go Out With A Hot Chick And Complain About How They Can’t Write Until The Chick Finally Gets Fed Up And Leaves Them And Then In The End They Finally Write About Everything We Just Saw In The Film And It Becomes A Big Best Seller.

And it’s inevitable evil twin…

5A. Scripts About Filmmakers Who Want To Make Films But Can’t Make Films So Instead They Go Out With A Hot Chick And Complain About How They Can’t Make Films Until The Chick Finally Gets Fed Up And Leaves Them And In The End The Filmmaker Makes A Film About Everything We Just Saw In The Film And It Becomes A Huge Hit.

There’s a word for this kind of writing, but my mother always told me that if I did it too much I’d go blind.

6. Self-Aware Horror Films

You know: Scream If You Know What I Did From Dusk ‘Til Dawn and all of that. There have been so many of these things in the last few years that I wish just for once someone would write a script for an un-self-aware horror film, one that was so un-self-aware that it didn’t even know it was a horror film and instead thought it was a Brechtian musical about dancing waiters in pre-war Berlin.

7. Scripts Featuring A Group Of Colorful Lowlifes Who Pull Off A Big Heist And Then Turn On Each Other But In The End Find Out They Have All Been Manipulated By A Mysterious Mastermind Who Turns Out To Be One Of Them (Most Often The One We Least Suspect Because He’s A Gimp Or A Republican Or Something).

I saw The Usual Suspects. And so, apparently, did a great many of you.

8. Scripts About Life ‘N Tha ‘Hood

Oh sure, it was fresh once, but how many Benjamins can you score, asses can you bust a cap in, and ho’s can you bitch-slap before you finally have to say “Can’t we all just get along?”

9. Scripts About Guys Who Try To Get Snooty Girls With The Help Of Nice Girls But In The End Figure Out That They Are Really In Love With The Nice Girls, Who, Amazingly, After Putting Up With All Of These Guys Crap, Still Want Them.

Do you think Freddie Prinze, Jr. ever looks nervously over his shoulder and sees the ghost of Andrew McCarthy gaining on him?

10. Scripts About Still-Vital Women Trapped In Dead End Marriages To Unfeeling Men Who Go On The Road To Find Themselves And End Up In Santa Fe Where They Have Passionate Sex With Moody Farmhands Who Want To Marry Them But Who They Reject In The End Because They Realize That They Don’t Need A Man And Can Be Strong And Independent On Their Own.

“I am woman, hear me roar, in scripts too dull to endure…”

11. Biographies Of People I’ve Never Heard Of.
Usually for very good reason.

12. Scripts About The Zen Aspects Of Surfing

13. Fart Comedies

AND THE ABSOLUTELY FINAL SCRIPT I NEVER NEED TO READ AGAIN EVER…

14. Scripts About Aspiring Screenwriters Trying To Make It In Hollywood Who Fight To Maintain Their Artistic Integrity While Being Pressured By Crass Studio Executives Who Don’t Care About Art To Compromise Their Vision And Be More Commercial.

I believe Macauley Culkin in Home Alone said it best: 

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

*    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *    *  *

So, what’s the point? The point is that screenwriting is hard, and if you’re going to put all of that time and effort into turning out a spec script, don’t give us what we’ve already had. Instead, give us what we’ve never had – something fresh and original and new. Take us somewhere we’ve never been and show us something we’ve never seen. That is the magic of the movies and that is how you’ll write a script that gets noticed. 

By this reader, anyway.

Special thanks to John Nelson for his insight, his suggestions and some really great lines.

THE END
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