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MEET THE READER

“Good Examples”

Part III

By Ray Morton

In the January/February 2003 issue of Scr(i)pt, I began presenting a list of films that I think are helpful ones for screenwriters to look at and learn from – films that I think offer useful examples of solid structure, dynamic characterization, sharp dialogue and many other elements integral to good screenwriting. Just as artists learn and improve by studying the works of the great masters, I believe that screenwriters can sharpen their craft by studying great films. As I’ve stated before, this is not meant to be a list of the greatest films of all time or a meditation on the acknowledged classics of our art form or anything like that. Instead, this is a list of films – some classics and some just very solid pieces of good work – that have something to teach scribes struggling to hone their craft and tell their tales in the most effective ways possible.

As I’ve stated in the previous two columns, I have intentionally limited this list to films produced in the last thirty years. I did this not because I don’t feel that films from earlier eras don’t have anything to teach the modern screenwriter, but 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 1970’s on that many of the lessons they might have to offer might not be as practical and immediately relevant as those from the current era (some readers of the previous installments in this series have complained that my list features mostly films from the 1970s and 1980s and that I haven’t included many films from the 1990s and beyond. Simply put, the reason for this is that it’s my opinion that this has not been a particularly good era for screenwriting – mainstream screenwriting, anyway. For me, the content of most mainstream films over the last thirteen years has become increasingly derivative and recycled. In addition, there has also been an increasing disregard – or lack of understanding of -- proper structure, focus and at times even coherence.  The best films in the last few years have been very personal, very quirky pieces of work. As good as some of these films are, they are so insular and reflective of their creators’ personalities and idiosyncrasies that their educational value for the mainstream scriptwriter is, to my mind, minimal). 
In the January/February issue I began my list with films from the Drama genre. In the March/April issue I continued with Drama and then moved on to films from the Comedy and Action genres. In this final column, I am going to finish by presenting films from two of the most popular modern filmmaking genres -- Thrillers and Sci-Fi/Fantasy.

And so, as the saying goes, on with the show…

THRILLERS 

Silence of the Lambs – Perhaps the most effective, compelling and downright disturbing thriller of the last thirty years and all the more remarkable for the fact that it generates it’s most effective thrills through pure character interaction, rather than in the more usual bloody, action-oriented, “thrillerish” set pieces (sure, the scenes in which Clarice faces down Buffalo Bill are exciting, but it is the scenes between Clarice and Lecter that keep you up nights for weeks after viewing the film). As baroque as the film can get sometimes, even its wildest characters and plot turns are grounded in reality, which makes the film much more disturbing than its more larger-than-life progeny. In most of those films, the characters and events are often so over-the-top that they border on the unreal. In Silence of the Lambs, however, the people seem real and the events seem like they could actually happen, which, of course, just makes them all the more frightening.

Jaws – As perfect a piece of cinematic structure as there has ever been. This film is constructed in three solidly plotted acts. There’s a very distinct beginning, middle and end, all divided by effective and appropriate plot twists and surprises. There are no extraneous or distracting subplots – everything feeds into or out of the main story and supports the overall plot and there’s not a single missed step, false beat or wrong turn in the entire piece. The high structural quality of this film is further enhanced by the equally high quality of its characterization and dialogue. All you need to do is compare Jaws to the similarly themed but much less effective Jurassic Park to see the crucial difference these elements make between a passable time-waster and a pure cinematic classic.

The Taking of Pelham 1,2,3/Three Days of the Condor – Two gems from the 1970’s that prove that intelligence and thrills are not mutually exclusive. Both of these excellent films are sharp, smart and spare. The plots drive everything and there’s not an ounce of fat on them – no extraneous subplots, false twists or padded sequences. Character is revealed along the way through behavior and reaction and the action is plentiful but realistic – neither film ever goes over the top and both are more believable, tense and gripping because of it. Besides being terrifically influential (Pelham 1,2,3 is the clear progenitor of Die Hard and its many siblings, while Condor has informed every spy thriller and man-on-the-run film made since, although few have matched its level of quality), both also have a wonderful sense of cynical world-weariness that feel totally earned and authentic and are perfectly suited to their themes, unlike the rather arbitrary and affected jadedness that infuse or are imposed on many lesser films and television shows these days. If you’ve never seen either of these two films, you should run out and rent them immediately.

Memento – Thanks to the success of Pulp Fiction and The Usual Suspects, time shifting has become an incredibly popular device in films and screenplays in the last decade or so. In most cases, it isn’t integral to the theme or the story, but is instead just a distracting gimmick, designed more to show off the writer’s alleged cleverness and ingenuity rather than to tell a story in an effective manner. In this film, however, the case is just the opposite. Time shifting in this film is not a gimmick, but is instead an organic outgrowth of the film’s concept and thus, an absolutely essential expression of it. The lesson here – if you’re going to use a gimmick, then you need to make sure that it is as integral to your theme and story as this one is to Memento or else you should keep it locked safely in your toolbox where it won’t hurt anyone.

SCI-FI/FANTASY

E.T. The Extraterrestrial – The perfect cinematic fairy tale – E.T. contains all of the essential elements of classic fairy tales, but resets them in a modern, space age context. Besides containing expert plotting, characterization and dialogue, E.T. is a masterful example of how to write (and how to write for) children – by treating them as intelligent, insightful creatures capable of great feeling and perception, not as miniature, wisecracking adults or as simple-minded innocents. The trick is, of course, to talk to them, not down to them and this film talks to the child in all of us as successfully as any in the history of cinema.

Star Wars/The Road Warrior – Much modern screenwriting theory and lore have made reference to Joseph Campbell’s Jung-influenced concept of the Hero’s Journey as being one of the key iconic underpinnings of all forms of storytelling. Many films have paid lip service to Campbell’s theory, but these two films literally embody it in its purest essence, in the process showing just how powerful and effective a story and character foundation it can be. Each film depicts a reluctant hero who undergoes a transformative experience that turns him from a simple man into a hero greater than he ever dared imagine he could be. Both films transcended their genres and became hits with audiences the world over because they tapped into something universal in every culture, in every audience, in every viewer, proving in the process that, if your goal is to connect with a mass audience, then Campbell’s mythic road is the one to travel.

Superman – The best comic book movie ever made, primarily because it manages to do something that no similar-type film until Spiderman has been able to do – treat its source material with dignity, respect, love and joy, rather than with cynicism, satire and “reimagining.” The result is an amazing, thrilling, funny and even touching film that takes wing while many similar films have crashed and burned. Spiderman takes the honorable second place in this category. It contains many of the same virtues as Superman, lacking only a spectacular villain’s caper for the hero to quash – a must-have in any superhero story.

The Fly – A marvelous reminder that the greatest monsters are the ones we feel for. As the classic Universal monsters (Frankenstein, Dracula, The Wolfman) and old King Kong himself have proven for decades, when we are able to make an emotional connection with a creature, we are able to experience not just terror, but also joy, tragedy and pathos -- emotions that pull us into a picture and involve us in a much more complete and satisfying way than just screaming at some big, slimy, bug thing dripping with slime will.

The Sixth Sense – once again, nothing can beat character, intelligence and ingenuity. Nothing.

Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan – Everything old is new again. This film is a 19th century seafaring adventure transplanted to a twenty third century starship. It’s full of old-fashioned storytelling elements such as a rollicking plot, rip-roaring battles, swashbuckling action and larger than life, archetypal characters. It’s also full of old-fashioned virtues such as duty, honor, loyalty, obsession, sacrifice and grace. Transplanting all of these elements and virtues into the 23rd century via one of the most solidly written genre screenplays ever constructed, it ultimately proves that such concepts are not so much old-fashioned as they are timeless and can work in any time, any place and any setting. Warp speed indeed.

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

And so concludes our list. Looking back over it, I can see that the same concepts keep coming to the fore over and over. Perhaps this proves that, in the world of screenwriting anyway, all lessons are really the same lesson: when you write a script, if you can make sure that it has a strong plot, thematic unity, fully realized characters and solid, character-appropriate and enhancing dialogue, then you’re going to do just fine.

It is my hope that the craftsmanship and artistry contained in the films included on this list will both help and inspire you as you set out to craft your own screenplays from the far reaches of your dreams and the deep recesses of your imagination. Good luck and happy writing.

THE END
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