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By Ray Morton

In the last issue I began presenting a list of films I think are helpful ones for screenwriters to look at and learn from. This list is not meant to be in any way canonical – this is not a definitive compendium of the ten best scripts or the hundred best films or the one thousand most cleanly punched sprocket holes of all time or anything like that. This is simply a list of films that I think have something to offer a writer looking to learn from solid pieces of work that succeed in one or several ways to effectively do what we’re all trying to do – tell excitingly dramatic tales with minimal fuss and maximum impact. 

As I stated in Part I, I’ve limited the list to films produced in the last thirty years primarily because I feel that the sensibilities, technical style and dramaturgy of scripts written prior to that time are different enough from those written from the 70’s on that many of the lessons they might have to offer might not be as relevant to the modern screenwriter as those from the current era. I’ve also broken the list down into genres to make it easier to digest.

In the last column I began with Drama and offered up The Godfather, Chinatown, Ordinary People and Rocky as good films for writers to take a look at. I’m going to continue now with more Drama and then move on to Comedy and Action films.

And away we go…

DRAMA (cont’d)
Amadeus /L.A.Confidential  – One’s an elegant costume drama set in 18th century Vienna and the other a gritty crime tale set in 1950’s Los Angeles, so why have I lumped them in together? Because, in addition to being two terrific films, they are two of the best examples of adaptation you will ever come across. A good adaptation is often defined as getting as close to the letter and the law of the original work as possible, but what is unique about these two pieces is how, in both cases, the screenplay authors have radically altered the source material – significantly altering story (by switching, dropping or adding plot points, scenes and even entire acts), characters, tone and settings almost beyond recognition and yet have ended up with final pieces that truer in spirit and intention to the source material than the most slavish scene by scene adaptation could ever hope to be.

All The President’s Men – Too often, when real life stories are adapted for film, the adaptors, afraid that reality isn’t enough, gussy up the story with invented melodrama that is meant to enliven the piece but, more often than not, only ends up making it feel contrived, clichéd and, yes, fake (which would seem to contradict the whole point of a doing a real life story in the first place). This film is just the opposite. It sticks to the facts without sensationalizing or sentimentalizing them and ends up proving that real life, if you trust it, is just as (and maybe even more so) suspenseful, dramatic and exciting as any made up stuff. Hands down the best docudrama (although I really hate that word) ever made and the one to watch if you’re doing a real life story.

Schindler’s List  – “Action is character” the old maxim goes and this film proves it. While it is undeniably important that the protagonist in a dramatic piece have an “arc” – a trajectory that takes the protagonist through the events of a story and leads to an essential change in the protagonist’s character – the problem with many modern screenplays is that arc is often blatantly spelled out, usually in clumsy, ham-fisted, expository dialogue (“Son, you really need to learn that love is more important than career,” “Gee, as much as I love my job, it’s becoming less and less satisfying as time goes on. I wonder what my secretary who is obviously attracted to me even though I ignore her because my mind is always on my work is doing tonight?” Thanks to you, secretary who is secretly attracted to me even though I ignore you because my mind is always on my work, I’ve realized that love really is more important than career”). There’s no subtlety, no shading, no room for interpretation. With the exception of one fairly clumsy scene right at the end (“I could have saved one more…”), this film avoids that brilliantly. Schindler’s need is never spelled out, no one lectures him, he has no epiphanies. He simply does what he does and it is up to us to interpret his character and his changes. The result is much more realistic and adult. This draws us into the film and the drama and makes us a complicit accompanist rather than a passive onlooker.

COMEDY

Tootsie – A wonderful example of how a smart and clever approach to characters, plot and dialogue, as well as a decision to take the high rather than the low road can transform a hackneyed, lowbrow premise into an Oscar winning classic.

Notting Hill/Midnight Run – By definition, a genre film tends to follow a certain formula. To keep it from becoming formulaic, you need to embrace the recipe without cynicism and then do your best to execute it with strong plotting, solid characters and good dialogue – in other words, don’t get lazy and let the formula do the work. These two movies are great examples of genre films (the romantic comedy and the buddy movie respectfully) that transcend their genres by being absolutely terrific: Notting Hill is one of the sweetest, touching and most mature romantic comedies ever made and Midnight Run is a buddy movie whose character work is so good that at one point (DeNiro’s reunion with his adolescent daughter) we are actually moved to tears. Brilliant stuff.

American Graffiti – Among its considerable other virtues, American Graffiti is the prototype for the multiple character, multiple storyline, ensemble picture and it is a textbook example of how to deftly intercut several different, separate stories together and create a unified whole. The secret is, of course, theme – each storyline in this warm and funny film reflects a different aspect of its thematic celebration of a time gone by. Without this unifying theme, the films multiple storylines would have collapsed into incoherence. With it, the film is absolutely wonderful.

Animal House/There’s Something About Mary – the granddaddies of the “slob” comedy and the “gross out” comedy respectively. Both of these films earned considerable notoriety because of their outrageousness. Many imitators have followed in their wakes, but most have not been successful (creatively, anyway). Why? Because they have missed the simple lesson that both of these films provide – to be outrageous, you actually have to be outrageous. It’s clear from the effortless and the unselfconscious way in which the creators of these films present their gross, bizarre and over-the-top ideas, jokes and gags that the humor found in these films is their humor – this is how these guys think, what they think is funny. The problem with their imitators is that this kind of humor clearly isn’t that of the creators -- they are simply inserting it because they feel it will make their film more edgy or saleable. But it’s not their true voice and, thus, the results tend to ring false. What is daring and funny in one film ends up being just gross and offensive in another. The lesson here is not write what you know, but write what you are. And, conversely, don’t try to write what you’re not.

Trading Places/A Fish Called Wanda/Ghostbusters – Here ye, here ye, here ye now and forever. Ninety percent of comedy is structure – brilliant, clever, interlocked-with-Swiss- watch-precision structure. Amen.

ACTION

The Bonds – It is impossible to understand the modern action film without understanding the James Bond films. It is the Bonds that (for better or worse) pioneered and perfected the modern conception of an action film as a series of escalating set pieces (or “bumps,” as Bond producer Cubby Broccoli used to refer to them) connected (sometimes loosely, sometimes more integrally) by just enough plot to get from one bump to another. Like most things, this can be done poorly or well and the best of the Bond scripts (Dr. No, From Russia With Love, Goldfinger, The Spy Who Loved Me and Tomorrow Never Dies) do it very well indeed (please note that I resisted the urge to use the phrase “Nobody Does It Better,” for which you owe me a quarter).

Die Hard/Raiders of the Lost Ark – The two most influential action films of the last twenty years, these are brilliant examples of almost flawless structure. Unlike most of their imitators, however, both are smart, clever and have excellent character work, proof positive that it is just as important to do quality work on a genre picture as it is more “serious” fare.

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

And so ends Part II. We’ll conclude next time with a list of thrillers and sci-fi/fantasy films. In the meantime, good luck and happy writing.

THE END (of Part II)
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