Meet The Reader

“Promises, Promises…”

By 
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Last summer I decided to take a trip to London. Knowing that I would need a place to stay, I decided to book a hotel through an online travel service. I searched through several dozen options until I came across a picture of a comfortably sized square chamber containing a roomy double bed and featuring a big, wide window shaped like a Panavision screen with a breathtaking view of Hyde Park. Because I found the room in the picture to be greatly appealing and because it was in my price range, I booked it. I’m sure you can see where this is going. When I arrived in London, I discovered that my comfortably-sized, square chamber containing a roomy double bed was actually a tiny, rectangular space containing a narrow single bed. The small, crank operated window that was just a little bit bigger than a portable TV screen looked out upon a breathtaking view of the construction site just across the airshaft. The thing was, it wasn’t necessarily a bad room, but it was certainly not what I had been led to expect. The hotel promised me one thing, but delivered something very, very different and, good room or not, I couldn’t help but be disappointed. As instructive as this tale might be for prospective travelers, it also offers a valuable lesson for screenwriters, especially those on the verge of submitting their work to prospective buyers.

In my job as a script reader, I am constantly encountering scripts that are presented as one thing but then turn out to be something completely different – scripts that purport to be high concept comedies but that turn out to be low key character studies; that purport to be high octane action adventures but turn out to be down to earth police procedurals; that purport to be science fiction epics but turn out to be serious relationship dramas (REALLY!).

Does this mean that there are hundreds of writers out there deliberately trying to mislead naïve producers and readers? No, of course not. Most of these misrepresentations are inadvertent – usually the result of a lack of objectivity (writing is by its very nature a solitary pursuit. It’s easy for a writer to get lost in his/her own world, acquire a distorted perspective of their own work and not realize that what they think they are writing is not what they are actually writing) or desperation (in an attempt to land a sale, hungry writers will often try to convince everyone they meet that their script belongs to whatever genre is currently selling at that moment in time. Sadly, the only people they usually end up convincing are themselves).

So, why is this a problem? Well, it’s not – unless of course you want to sell your script.

It’s important to remember that most readers do not come to your script cold. Most will have at least some expectations about your script’s genre, premise, style and/or tone (very often, the decision to even read your script at all will be based on these expectations -- for example, a reader for a producer of action films is going to be more likely to pull your screenplay off of his/her script stack if he/she expects it to be a high octane, adrenaline pumping action spectacular than if he/she expects it to be a weepy romantic tearjerker). These expectations come from the writer and the material (the pitch, the script’s title, the synopsis, the first 10 pages and the general tone of the piece) that the writer presents. If, like my London hotelier, the script fails to deliver on these expectations, then, like I was this summer, their readers are often left feeling let down and disappointed. Since the main factor in a reader’s decision to give a script a rating of CONSIDER or RECOMMEND is (arguably) his/her enthusiasm for it, it’s not hard to see how a script that disappoints is not going to get very far down the development pipeline.

So, what can a writer do to ensure that he/she doesn’t establish false expectations for his/her script? Here are a few tips:

1. Be Honest With Yourself: Have a clear idea of what you have written. Don’t fool yourself into thinking your script is something it isn’t, especially when (because this is when it happens most) you’re writing something offbeat and small but yearn for the kind of big bucks sale usually reserved only for commercial, high concept scripts.

2. Get A Few Outside Opinions: After you’ve finished writing, but before you submit your work to potential buyers, it’s always a good idea to give your script to a few people whose opinions you really trust. Have these folks read your script and then give you feedback on it. During this process, it is important that you listen carefully to what your readers say and make sure that their conception of your premise, plot, characters and tone are the same as yours. If there are any discrepancies between their ideas and yours, then figure out where these discrepancies are coming from and make whatever changes are necessary to bring the two parallax views into alignment. NOTE: The most important thing you need to do during this process is to acknowledge what your readers are telling you. Writers are notorious for discounting feedback they don’t care for by saying that the reader just “doesn’t get it.” If one person has a divergent opinion of your work, it is entirely possible that he or she just didn’t get it, but if everyone but you shares that divergent opinion, then most likely it is you who isn’t getting it.
3. Make Sure Your Pitch And Your Synopsis Accurately Reflect Your Script: This may sound obvious, but you’d be surprised at how often these elements don’t match up. The best way to accomplish this step is to pay very close attention to Steps 1 and 2.

4. Make Sure Your First Ten Pages Properly Set Up The Rest Of Your Script: One of the primary rules of screenwriting is that the first ten pages of your script are the most crucial. This is because these are the pages that introduce us to the world of the script, to the characters, to the tone and to the story – they give us a set of expectations as to what the story is going to be that we then look to the rest of the script to fulfill. Despite the elementary logic of this rule, it never ceases to amaze me how many writers will spend the first part of their script setting up a specific story, but then, as soon as they have done so, switch to a completely different story for the balance of the script. This is probably the most consistent and common problem I see in 90% of the scripts I read, as well as the most maddening, because just as I am getting hooked into a story, I am suddenly yanked out of it and whipsawed into a completely different tale. Even if the new yarn is just as interesting as the other one, at that point I am so disoriented and irritated that whatever interest I had in the script up until that point vanishes instantly.

5. Give Your Script An Appropriate Title: If you write a light, fluffy romantic comedy about two star-crossed lovers who meet through the personal ads, it’s probably best not to title it The Deep End Of The Ocean or The Unbearable Lightness Of Being. Conversely, if you’ve written a script about an all American family facing the death of their matriarch from a devastating terminal disease, it’s probably best not to call it Pootie Tang. This is another one of those tips that may sound really obvious, but you’d be surprised how unobvious it is to a lot of writers out there.

6. Make Sure The Tone And Subject Matter Match: If you’re writing a comedy, it’s best to adopt a light, breezy tone. If you’re writing a heavy drama, sober and serious might be more appropriate than light and breezy. Again, I know this sounds obvious, but…

7. Submit Your Script To The Appropriate People: If you have written a high concept star vehicle, then submit your script to a major producer or studio, not to a maverick indie known for producing edgy, offbeat art house fare. If you have written something small and unusual, submit it to the maverick indie and not to a major studio. Doing this will engender a more realistic match between potential property and possible producer, which in turn will increase the chance of a successful sale, as well as minimize the kind of pressure that might lead a desperate writer to misrepresent his/her work.

And finally…

8. Don’t Try To Pull A Fast One: Despite the rumors, readers and producers are generally very smart people. If you tell us that your little character piece is really a high concept blockbuster, we’re going to figure out that it’s not and then we’re going to be annoyed with you and pass on your script just to teach you not to underestimate us. However, if you’re honest about what your script is and don’t try to pull the wool over our eyes, then we will read your script with an open mind and, if it’s good, we’ll recognize that and try and see if there’s something we might be able to do with it.

Hopefully, these tips will help you keep your script and your presentation of it focused and consistent, which, in turn, should lessen reader disappointment and, thus, give you a better shot at getting your projects sold, developed and up on screen. Good luck!
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