Meet The Reader

“Simply The Best…”

By Ray Morton

I have often been accused of never liking anything. 

While I don’t think this reputation is completely fair, I can understand why I’ve been tagged with it. In my long career as a reader and script consultant, I’ve read thousands of scripts and it’s been my opinion that ninety five percent of those have ranged in quality from not very good to absolutely awful. I have pretty (but not, I think, impossibly) high standards about what makes a screenplay good. I don’t have a lot of patience for amateurish or unprofessional craftsmanship and presentation and I can be pretty vocal when something about a script irritates or offends me. So, yeah, I’m a tough critic. 

But I’m also a big fan. Several times in my career, I have been fortunate enough to come across some really good scripts and a few times I have been blessed to come across some truly wonderful ones – scripts that have transcended the good and approached the sublime. 

What follows is a list of four of these scripts – the four best I have read in my career as a reader

Silence of the Lambs (screenplay by Ted Tally, based on the novel by Thomas Harris):  I actually read Silence in the late 80s -- before I became a reader. This was before the film had been made and before most of the world had ever even heard of Hannibal Lecter. I had no idea what it was about, but it didn’t matter – this script grabbed me by the throat from the very first page. It was the most chilling, most disturbing, most compelling thing I had ever read. I couldn’t put it down and, after I finally finished it, I couldn’t sleep either – I was that spooked and that haunted. So, what made the script so effective? First of all, it told a terrific tale (pretty much a given in all of these examples). The source was, of course, the incredible novel by Thomas Harris, but what really made the script work was Ted Tally’s extraordinarily intelligent adaptation of that novel. Paring Harris’ story down to its chilling core, Tally hit me right between the eyes with the very essence of this incredible tale. The result was a pure shot of full impact adrenalin. Something else Tally did that made the script so effective was the way he transformed what had been terrific literature into brilliant visuals. By using a few precisely chosen words to create an intricate series of mind pictures, Tally allowed me to see the movie as I read the script, something that really drove the piece home. It was one of the most cinematic pieces of writing ever. Another of Tally’s innovations was to focus on character rather than plot. If it just focused on the story, Lambs could have become just another forgettable, plot-driven thriller about a lunatic killer. However, by emphasizing the characters – especially the extraordinary relationship between Starling and Lecter – Tally allowed me to become emotionally involved with them and their plights and, thus, pulled me deeper into the story than I ever would have if he had just focused on the plot. Such an approach made the perils more intense and the scary stuff even more frightening. 

Seeing this film in the theater a few years later made me realize that I could become an effective reader, because -- without taking anything away from Demme, Hopkins and Foster -- all of the elements that impressed me in the film were exactly the same elements that had impressed me about the script. This taught me the most important lesson I needed to learn to become a good reader (and a good writer) – if it’s on the page, it will be on the screen and, conversely, if it’s not on the page it will never be on the screen. This bit of knowledge has made it very easy for me to decide if a script is worth recommending or not, because I know if the scripts moves me, then the film will too.

Shine (Screenplay by Jan Sardi; story by Scott Hicks): Shine is the true story of a brilliant young pianist who develops schizophrenia. I read this script when it was originally submitted to the company that eventually ended up producing it. While the basic story was certainly interesting, what I thought made the script extraordinary was that it was written from the point of view of its schizophrenic main character. Mimicking the way such a person would see the world, the story was told in hundreds of fragmented pieces – it was full of time shifts, digressions, repetitive loops and hallucinations. Such an approach was risky, because with one false step the story could have easily collapsed into a convoluted, incoherent mess. That didn’t happen with Shine, though, because, even with its skewed perspective, the story was always clear and coherent. As a rule, I’m not a fan of gimmicky structure, because, it usually serves no purpose other than to show off how clever the writer thinks he is and ends up detracting from the story rather than adding to it. But Shine was different. Because it’s structure was thematically integral to its story, it enhanced the piece rather than detracted from it, making real for us in a very vivid way what the main character was going through. The end result was one of the most moving and heartbreaking scripts I have ever read. The screenplay was rightly nominated for an Oscar, but, sadly, when the final film was assembled, a decision was made to rework the unconventional structure into something more traditionally linear. The final film was decent enough, but affected me nowhere near as deeply as the original screenplay had.


A humorous (at least now) postscript: my enthusiastic recommendation of this script that became a big grossing award winner for the company that produced it cost me my job with that very same company. My immediate superior did not share my enthusiasm for Shine at all and was on the verge of passing on it when his superior came across my coverage and asked to read the script. The rest was history, but my superior was so upset that I had upstaged him that he never used me again.

Doniphan of the Americas (Screenplay by Bob Bridges):  I came across this script when I was reading for the late, unlamented KASA contest. Doniphan is a big, sprawling tale of an Irish peasant who is forced to flee his home country, comes to America, fights in the Civil War and ends his days as a U.S. senator. In outline, Doniphan is a traditional, David Lean style epic and it certainly delivered everything you’d expect of such a film – a big canvas, a huge cast of characters, sweeping action and soaring romance. But it also had something else – a quirky, poetic heart that was reflected in its eccentric characters, offbeat action and lyrical dialogue. As dense and as textured as a novel, it had something many scripts aspire to but that few actually achieve – a truly unique vision. As different as it was, however, it was never inaccessible. It was, in fact, wildly entertaining – exciting, riotously funny and, at times, heartbreakingly sad. It remains, without a doubt, the most original piece of writing I have ever read in this job.

Having already won the Nicholl, Doniphan went on to win the KASA, but sadly, has yet to be produced. Instead of pouring millions into lifeless waxwork displays like Gettysburg and Gods and Generals, I would love to see Hollywood bring this Civil War epic to the screen. But even if it never is, I hope Bob Bridges has the satisfaction of knowing that he has written one of the best screenplays of all time.

Cricket Spit (Screenplay by Susan Gauthier )-- At first glance, Cricket Spit doesn’t seem like much. It chronicles the friendship of two young Catholic schoolgirls in the early 60s. One of the girls develops a terminal illness, at which point the story takes an unexpected turn. Instead of concentrating on the illness of the sick girl, as a more conventional film might, the focus shifts to the other girl and her father, who is the sick girl’s doctor. Wishing to protect his daughter from the harsh realities of life, the father lies and tells her that her friend is going to be just fine. When the girl dies, the bond of trust between father and daughter is destroyed. Their estrangement is devastating and their eventual rapprochement exhilarating. Cricket Spit is a bittersweet masterpiece about growing up, the loss of innocence and the need for a child to separate from its parent in order to mature. Everything about it is intimate, small scale and gloriously human. It is totally honest, completely real, and there’s not a single false beat or contrived emotion in the piece. It lacks all of the spectacular elements and dramatic fireworks that make for a big, commercial spec, which is probably why it remains unproduced. But in terms of sheer emotion and profound wisdom, it is a blockbuster. It brought tears to my eyes the first time I read it and has never failed to do so again in the many times I have read it since. It remains, quite simply, the best screenplay I have ever read. I don’t know Susan Gauthier and I am certainly not an agent, but I made a copy of the script and whenever I meet some new development person I think might be interested, I slip it to them. No takers yet, but this screenplay is going to be made someday – at least if I have anything to say about it.

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

So, there you have it. Reading the vast amount of dreck that I do, it’s easy to get cynical, but these scripts have give me a great gift – reading them reminded me anew of the true power of really good writing. Furthermore, they have renewed and sustained my faith in the power of film and, for that, I am forever grateful. 

THE END
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