Meet The Reader

“How Not To Annoy A Reader – Part Two”

By Ray Morton

     This is the second in our series providing all of you eager screenwriters out there with sure-fire tips on how not to irritate those wonderful people who first encounter your work and whose yea or nay can determine whether your script continues on up the development ladder to eventual production or ends up in the recycle bin, buried under old copies of Variety and empty café latte cups. In our first installment I offered several suggestions on how to keep readers looking favorably upon your work, including never submitting a script over 120 pages in length, submitting it without fancy gimmicks or packaging, making sure it is neat, clean and presentable, checking your spelling, grammar and punctuation, not directing the film on paper, and my personal favorite – out and out bribery. While I still think the last approach is the most effective (I suggested taping cash to the front cover, but, in a pinch, a box of Entenmann’s chocolate doughnuts is always acceptable), but, if your own personal moral code won’t permit you to consider such an option, then may I suggest the following:

1. LEARN TO WRITE

      It may sound like I’m being facetious here, but I’m not (well, maybe just a little). A common problem with a lot of spec scripts is that, while their writers are able to come up with some decent concepts, they don’t have the slightest idea how to turn their concepts into coherent pieces of dramatic writing. 

     One of the reasons for this is that -- thanks to all of those books and seminars that promise to teach you how to toss off a script in six easy steps or three rapid fire weeks or seven alternate Sunday afternoons in months ending with “y,” as well as the many computer programs that insist all you have to do is type in a premise and a few character names and your laptop will do the rest while you go for a shvitz  -- there’s a perception out there that screenwriting is easy -- something anyone can do with little or no thought, preparation or training. While no serious person would attempt to paint the Mona Lisa without taking a few art lessons or climb into the ring with Mike Tyson until they’d at least tried on some boxing gloves, quite a few aspiring screenwriters with visions of million dollar spec sales dancing in their heads think nothing of plopping themselves down in front of the computer and pounding away at the keyboard without ever bothering to learn even the most basic things about dramatic structure, character development or dialogue construction.  “Hey, I’ve seen a lot of movies in my life, including everything Michael Bay has ever done. What other training do I need?” the logic goes.  

     For a reader, the results of such thinking is that he/she is forced to spend his/her time plodding through stacks and stacks of muddled screenplays that squander their premises, make little sense and go nowhere. Believe me, it’s no fun covering badly written scripts. First of all, they take forever to read, because, instead of just enjoying the story, you’re constantly stopping to ask yourself elementary questions such as: who is that person? How did they get up in that hot air balloon? Why is the Labrador retriever driving a car? Second, one of the readers’ primary tasks is to prepare a synopsis of the script he/she is reading. This précis has to make sense or else the producer you’re working for will think you’re doing a lousy job and fire you. Summarizing a well-written script is easy, because all of the elements are there and simply have to be condensed, but synopsizing a badly written script is a chore. In order to do so coherently, the reader has to put in all of the plot logic, scene structure and character development that the writer left out. After a while, as time drags on and your resentment over having to do the writer’s job for him grows, the chances of you giving that script a CONSIDER or a RECOMMEND grow smaller. And smaller. And smaller… 

     Telling a dramatic story using pictures and dialogue is an extremely precise and exacting craft with very specific forms, rules, and precepts. If you’re going to attempt it, it behooves you to know what you’re doing. Take a class (in fact, take several) or read a book (suggested titles: Aristotle’s Poetics, The Art Of Dramatic Writing by Lagos Egri or Screenplay by Syd Field. Avoid anything with the words easy, quick, or dummies in the title). Better yet, get your hands on some classic screenplays and figure out what makes them tick. In other words -- learn your craft. Your screenplay will thank you. And so will your reader.

2. AVOID BIG BLOCKS OF TYPE

     In an attempt to communicate the enormous breadth and brilliance of their incredible creative vision, some writers like to fill their scripts with as much detail as humanly possible, from the catlike way the hero walks to the precise number of times the gunshot echoes off the canyon walls when the stagecoach robber fires his gun to the number of plies in the roll of toiler paper in the bathroom set. Other writers are very fond of having their characters speak in long declamatory speeches (I once read a script in which a single character talked non-stop for 15 pages) in which the character expresses every thought, emotion and idea that enters his head, expounds on every theme and sub theme of the story in great (and painfully obvious) detail and delivers huge chunks of clunky exposition in the most tedious and artless manner possible with nary a pause, interjection or even a merciful breath.

     The problem with this kind of detail is that it requires words. Lots of words. Lots and lots of words in big solid blocks that run on for pages and pages and pages, causing the reader to become bleary-eyed and to start mumbling to himself like one of those guys who hangs out downtown digging through trash cans and wearing tin foil on his head. Aside from boring the reader silly, the risk in presenting volumes of verbiage is that your reader will get so lost in the details that he will lose track of the story (remember the old adage about not being able to see the forest through the trees?). Since the reader’s primary task is to assess the writer’s story, this is obviously not a good thing. Movies are a nimble medium – the best ones move quickly and are light on their feet. Your scripts should be the same way. Include just enough detail and dialogue to tell your story and give a sense of your characters. Anything more than that is too much.

3. SHOW, DON’T TELL

     Pop quiz -- what’s wrong with this paragraph?

INT. HOTEL ROOM – NIGHT

A MAN enters a hotel room in Chicago. His name is JEB JACKSON. He is 35 years old and has a lot on his mind. He has just come from the wedding of his old girlfriend VANESSA. They were lovers in college, but broke up after he forgot to send her flowers on Arbor Day. He has spent the last 15 years trying to numb his pain with alcohol and farm animals, but tonight he has come to a crossroad. As he takes a can of Diet Coke out of the hotel mini-bar, he makes a momentous decision – he is going to give up major league baseball and become a nun.

     The problem with this paragraph is that, despite all of the information contained in it, when it is transferred to film, all you’re going to see is a guy taking a can of soda out of a fridge. All of the rest of those key details and exposition will be lost. Why? Because -- movies are a visual medium. You can’t just tell us something; you have to show it to us, either in pictures or through dialogue or else it’s just not going to get across. For example – for us to know the hotel room is in Chicago, it would help us to see an establishing shot of the city featuring clearly identifiable landmarks. To let us know Jeb is a baseball player, we could see shots of him winding up on the mound. To communicate that Jeb is coming from the wedding of his old love, the writer could include happy scenes of them in younger years, followed by scenes at the actual wedding as Vanessa exchanges vows with another man while Jeb looks on sadly. To let us know that Jeb has made a monumental decision, the writer could have him say something to a friend, either in person or over the phone. As for the stuff with the farm animals, well, this is a family magazine, so I’d rather not say. Hopefully, though, the point is clear – show, don’t tell. 

     While this would seem to be a fairly elementary, Screenwriting 101 kind of notion, it is still one of the most common mistakes that screenwriters (especially aspiring ones) make. And, because it’s so prevalent, it’s one of the first ones a reader will usually catch. This does not bode well for the writer because, even if the reader likes the story, he won’t pass a script written in this manner along. Why? Because -- producers pay readers to find finished material that’s ready to go with a minimum of fuss and expense. But a script like this is not ready to go – it’s going to need to be completely rewritten in order to translate all of the implied material in the action lines into active pictures and dialogue. This will take a lot of time and cost a lot of money (mostly because it will involve hiring another writer, since no one will trust the original writer to do what he couldn’t do it the first place). In the end, it’s just not worth the hassle.

4. DON’T MAKE ME SICK

     Thanks to the increased popularity of violent action movies, erotic thrillers and gross out comedies, the content of some specs has been getting cruder and cruder. The problem is that, as far as these popular films go, they still operate with some sense of restraint and taste, as minimal as that might be. The goal of these films is to titillate, not nauseate. But this distinction seems to be lost on some of these spec authors. I’m no prude, but there are sequences in these scripts that really make me blanch. There are scenes of torture, injury and dismemberment that make your average snuff film seem like a Disney cartoon. There are descriptions of male and female body parts and the things that can be done with them that would make even the most hardcore pornographer blush. And finally, there are depictions of bodily functions, noises and smells that are so offensive they would embarrass even a sixth grade boy (hint: the words explosive and diarrhea should never, ever be used in the same sentence). Reading some of these scripts makes you wonder if the authors have ever actually seen a mainstream film, because, there’s just no way that some of the graphic things they depict would ever end up onscreen, even in the most NC-17 of productions (it also makes you pray that they are keeping their regularly scheduled therapy appointments). A word to these authors: if I am unable to finish reading your script because I am repelled, revolted or reaching for an airsick bag, the chances of me giving you a thumbs up are pretty slim.

5. DON’T WRITE SEQUELS TO OTHER PEOPLE’S WORK

     Did you see last summer’s big blockbuster hit? So did I. Do you want the story to continue? So do I. Do you have a good idea for a follow-up story? So do I Does that mean I should write it down and send it in? No. And neither should you. While this would seem to be another one of those incredibly obvious no-brainers, the number of writers who do this is astounding. Even more astounding is the quality of these unsolicited spec sequels. Most of them are embarrassingly derivative – rehashing scenes, plots and characters from the first film in the most blatant and unoriginal manner possible. Either that or the concepts for these scripts are so far afield that it makes you wonder if the author ever really saw the original or just heard about it from a deaf and blind uncle with attention deficit disorder. But all of this is beside the point, because writing spec sequels is a pointless endeavor. Sequel ideas are generated by the production team of the original picture, who have their own ideas about how to proceed and are not interested in yours, no matter how good it is. In fact, they may even sue you for using their characters and ideas without permission. For readers, these kind of scripts are no-win propositions. Most are awful and if I dare pass on one that’s not, the annoyed producer will probably yell at me for wasting his time and then punish me by making me read an entire stack of Ally McBeal specs over a long holiday weekend. So, for both of our sakes, if you ever feel the need to write an unsolicited spec sequel, please -- take two aspirin and lie down until it passes.

6. DON’T WRITE SEQUELS TO YOUR OWN WORK

     This one always cracks me. You receive a script from a writer and then, a while later, you receive one for a sequel, continuing on with a plot and characters that, chances are, didn’t thrill you all that much in the first go-round. As nutty as this sounds, it’s happened more than once (one guy even submitted a complete trilogy). The idea that any writer thinks that his original work is so amazing that it warrants a follow up before the original has even been produced strikes me as either being incredibly arrogant, incredibly naïve or perhaps a bit of both.  Either way, it’s an even more pointless exercise than writing an unsolicited sequel to another person’s work, unless, of course, the point is to be made fun of at the next reader’s meeting. If that’s the case, then trust me, you will be entirely successful.

     Well, folks, there you go – a few more hints on ways to keep a reader feeling positive about you and your work. I hope you’ll follow them. More importantly, I hope you’ll send me those doughnuts. I’m really hungry.

THE END
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