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            For my boys, who remind me.

            And for Ana, who rescued me.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            I am enough of the artist to draw freely upon my imagination.

            Imagination is more important than knowledge. Knowledge is limited.

            Imagination encircles the world.

            —Albert Einstein1

         

         
            Footnotes

            1This was Einstein’s reply, in an interview published in the Saturday Evening Post in 1929, to the question: “Then you trust more to your imagination than to your knowledge?” A similar, widely seen quote attributed to Einstein—“Logic will get you from A to B. Imagination takes you everywhere.”—while snappier, is probably not his.
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            A Note to Readers

         

         You perhaps noticed a few pages back a footnote.

         I am aware that some readers find footnotes cumbersome and interruptive. I have no idea what percentage; no hard data on footnote participation appears to exist. But a textbook titled Stats: Modeling the World includes the following footnote on its opening pages: “This chapter might have been called ‘Introduction,’ but nobody reads the introduction, and we wanted you to read this. We feel safe admitting this here, in the footnote, because nobody reads footnotes either.”1 The writers of statistics textbooks should seem to know.

         To those of you who don’t appreciate footnotes—everyone, apparently—I apologize. I use them either to explain sourcing or provide additional context that I struggled to fit into the narrative. Entirely without innovation, honestly. Worse, several of them cite myself. Readers who have closely followed my magazine work will recognize some of the people others of you will be meeting for the first time. I didn’t want to pretend I’d forgotten the many creative men and women I’ve been lucky enough to meet over the course of my career or the lessons they taught me, but those self-referential footnotes, while necessary, are deeply weird to me. Please feel free to skip them. None is essential to read, unlike the text itself, every word of which is sacred.

         To those invisible few of you who do read footnotes: Thank you. They are a lot of work, and the people I cite deserve recognition for their labor. I use the Chicago style, because I like it best.

         Whether you choose to read the footnotes or ignore them, I hope all of you enjoy this little book and find someone between its covers who inspires you to make or do something beautiful.

         
            Footnotes

            1David E. Bock, Paul F. Velleman, and Richard D. De Veaux, Stats: Modeling the World (Boston: Addison-Wesley, 2004).

         

      
   


   
      
         
            ENTERTAINMENT

            There’s No Accounting for Taste.

         

         
            Not everything can be quantified, and it’s foolish to think so. How do you measure something as limitless as the human imagination? Unfortunately, that means there is no “right” way to do creative things, and no guarantee we’ll achieve what we want to achieve. You will receive no false promises here. But we can almost always improve our handiwork, and so our odds of success. That earned difference, the margin between where we are and where we can be, separates us from each other, and us from machines.

         

         It was 2009, and Ryan Kavanaugh had just announced his plans to burn Hollywood to the ground. We met in the garden at the Chateau Marmont, because even revolutionaries have to acknowledge the Establishment’s sometimes superior taste.1 Kavanaugh was in his mid-thirties but looked younger, or he dressed younger at least. He wore a skinny tie, dark jeans, and blue Converse sneakers. His ginger hair was spiked, and his eyes never stopped moving, on the lookout for the affection that had become inevitable for him. Less than a minute after we arrived, Baz Luhrmann, the colorful Australian director, emerged from the foliage and wrapped Kavanaugh in a long embrace.

         “That was Baz Luhrmann,” Kavanaugh said when we sat down, nodding at me to make the note. Earlier that day, the waiting room at Kavanaugh’s West Hollywood office had been graced by another, less flamboyant, director. Ron Howard wore a baseball cap and hiking boots, and he sat like a schoolboy, with his hands folded in his lap. A receptionist offered him a bottle of water. “I’m A-okay,” he said, exactly the way you might expect him to say it.

         Howard was waiting for Kavanaugh to finish yet another meeting, this one with an author whose book he wanted to make into a film. The deal was taking time to come together. The author had been making the Hollywood rounds, and he was telling Kavanaugh how many famous directors he had met. He wasn’t some starstruck, moony-eyed simpleton; he had a property that was in demand, and he wanted to be paid. Kavanaugh, an expert negotiator, smiled and shrugged. He had dated Kate Bosworth and was not shy that he had. “I know a few famous directors, too,” he told the author. One was waiting to see him at this very moment.

         Kavanaugh was the founder of Relativity Media, and famous directors were waiting for an audience with him, or jumping out of hedges to hug him, because he was sitting on a reported (and disputed) $2 billion in liquid assets. Much of it had been raised from Elliott Management, a venerable New York–based hedge fund that had billions more cooling behind its initial investment; the studio had other big-money backers from as far afield as China. Even by Hollywood standards, Relativity’s vault appeared bottomless, and Kavanaugh held the only key to its locks. He was suddenly very popular with people who needed money to make things, including more money.

         Kavanaugh was accustomed to being the center of attention in crowded rooms. In his actual youth, he had earned a swashbuckling reputation in investment circles. People who later sued him had to admit that he was an unbelievable salesman. He had then remade himself as a financial middleman in slates of movies made by established studios. Now his billions in venture capital had allowed him to put up his own shingle in an industry ripe for cataclysm. He promised his investors, of which there never seemed a shortage, that he was going to do something that no other studio head in a century of filmmaking had done: He would make only hits.

         Kavanaugh’s timing was flawless; his message could not have found more receptive ears. He had set up shop in those awful, worried months after the 2008 recession. The credit squeeze, investor flight, digital piracy, the dismantling of bizarre German tax shelters, and a bunch of really bad movies had seen the usual coffers go empty. The Weinsteins were told to cut back to ten films a year.2 New Line had vanished into the ether at Warner Bros., and Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer was on the verge of bankruptcy.

         The heart of the problem was that movies had become increasingly expensive to make, compounding the pre-existing concern that even successful studios missed nearly as often as they hit. “Nobody knows anything” is a Hollywood maxim, first asserted by William Goldman, the late screenwriter of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Goldman’s edict continued: “Not one person in the entire motion picture field knows for a certainty what’s going to work. Every time out it’s a guess—and, if you’re lucky, an educated one.”3 No one set out to produce Ishtar or Heaven’s Gate, but whether a movie became a hit, a flop, or most likely landed in the maw of the forgettable middle seemed to come down largely to chance. “Trying to understand how something is going to be received—you can never ever tell,” Darren Aronofsky, the director of The Wrestler and Black Swan, has said. “You can never ever tell how a film’s going to come out.”4 Now, with shooting budgets spiraling out of control, bombs had become more than a regrettable cost of a fickle business. They were big enough to destroy the studios that made them. And sooner or later, everyone made a bomb. Every Hollywood story was doomed to end badly.

         Except at Relativity. Ryan Kavanaugh boasted over lavish dinners and the thump of his private helicopter’s rotors that he had cracked the profitability code. Using analytics—the rational, quantitative decision-making systems that Michael Lewis had elevated with his game-changing book Moneyball in 2003—Kavanaugh would take passion and instinct out of the filmmaking equation. Mirroring baseball’s new appreciation for getting on base, he didn’t claim that he’d always hit home runs, but he’d make box-office singles and doubles routine. The strange sorcery of art and its making would soon seem as arcane as any other witchcraft. At Relativity, Big Data would reign supreme.

         When considering the merits of a particular script, Kavanaugh’s army of quants plugged countless variables into their mainframes, which hummed away in their air-conditioned chambers. Those boy-wonder statisticians then toyed with their Monte Carlo model, evaluating different actors in different roles in different movies released on different weekends, comparing each of their theoretical combinations against reams of historical box-office data—divining patterns of what had previously worked, where and when.5 The computer knew, for instance, that Natalie Portman drew reliably well in France, perhaps a holdover from her child-star turn in Léon: The Professional. It also knew that New Mexico offered generous film-tax credits and could stand in for Minnesota, the Middle East, and Mars. Cameras rolled only when the math made unassailable sense. And at Relativity, the math worked out surprisingly often. Kavanaugh’s name began appearing on dozens of movies each year.

         “I’m not in this for the art, you know,” he told me. “I don’t care about awards. I want to make money. I want to own a business.”

         He sometimes called films “widgets,” as though he were making electrical appliances rather than expressions of human emotion. He had helped make Paul Blart: Mall Cop, because Kevin James on a Segway killed in certain parts of the country. He had also helped produce one of my favorite movies, The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford. It is languid, gorgeous, and artful, and that night in the Chateau’s garden, I told Kavanaugh that I was having trouble with the contradiction. He rolled his shining eyes. He had expected to make money with both; he found it instructive that Paul Blart so dramatically outdrew Jesse James. “Do you know how many people saw The Assassination of Jesse James?” he asked. “You and seven other people. Paul Blart grossed nearly $200 million worldwide. I’ll take Paul Blart all day, every day.”

         After that hard-negotiating author had left Kavanaugh’s office earlier in the afternoon, he was accompanied to the door by Tucker Tooley, Relativity’s then–president of production. On their way to the elevator, the author saw Ron Howard stand up, next in line. He stopped and grabbed Tooley’s arm. “That was Ron Howard,” he said.

         Tooley agreed: Yes, that was Ron Howard.

         “He wasn’t lying,” the author said.

         Kavanaugh was not lying about Ron Howard’s presence in his lobby. Many of his other promises proved less true. In the years after our meeting, Kavanaugh helped make more than fifty movies, placing bet after supposedly hyper-educated bet. Far from singles and doubles, some of them were absolute disasters. The Warrior’s Way cost $42 million and brought in only $5.7 million domestically. Something called Machine Gun Preacher, starring Gerard Butler, earned precisely $538,690 in American box office against a $30 million budget.6 Many of the others lost money. (Some of them were good films; most were not.) In 2012, Relativity lost $85 million. In 2013, it lost $135 million. In 2014, another $118 million went out the door.7

         The losses weren’t solely because his Monte Carlo model didn’t work. In a tale as old as time, Kavanaugh also spent extravagant amounts on “non-production expenses,” such as private jets, a hangar at the Santa Monica Airport, and, for a brief period, a pet wolf. In 2010, when Elliott Management pulled out what remained of its investment, Kavanaugh had to engage in a relentless hustle to find enough money to keep afloat. He really was, in hindsight, an incredible salesman, but more and more of his financing came in the form of loans rather than investments. When those loans came due by the tens of millions in 2016, Kavanaugh finally couldn’t meet his fantastic debt obligations, and Relativity declared its first bankruptcy. Its reputation fatally wounded, Relativity filed for bankruptcy again in 2018, and Ryan Kavanaugh wasn’t being hugged by famous directors anymore.

         By 2021, Kavanaugh had reinvented himself for a third time, as the face of a digital-entertainment platform called Triller. He publicly blamed Relativity’s collapse on his panicky financiers, who pulled out their money before he could make good. “I tried to make Relativity work,” he said. “It was just too difficult. Everybody had their hand out.”8 But I’m confident that Relativity failed, ultimately, because it wasn’t very good at its core business: making profitable movies. (Or, as one subsequent lawsuit, later dismissed, memorably maintained, “Kavanaugh’s claimed penchant for picking successful movies was exposed as nothing more than an alchemist’s failed efforts to spin lead into gold.”9)

         The studio’s last quant-approved production was the ironically titled Masterminds. Relativity predicted that the film, based on the true story of a heist gone wrong, would earn $125 million in revenue; its delayed release fell nearly $100 million short of that promise.10 Analytics might have helped the small-market Oakland A’s become playoff contenders in Moneyball, but Kavanaugh couldn’t afford to make any more bets. Regular old Hollywood luck had won out.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Know your audience” is an adage older than “Nobody knows anything.” Forgive me, but I’ve made some assumptions about you. This book is designed to encourage you in the truest sense: I want it to put courage into you. That probably means it will be shelved in stores and libraries under “self-improvement.” That suggests that you, its readers, wish to do whatever you do better than you’re currently doing it, which makes me think, in turn, that you believe you are capable of improvement. Otherwise you wouldn’t try. If you’re running low on optimism—these are strange, breakneck times—then let me be hopeful on your behalf: I hope that you will find in these pages cause for a renewed faith. Yes, there are once-in-a-generation talents who come along and do something completely original. They become the leaders of movements and make other people feel like imposters. But for most of us, creativity isn’t an expression of genius, especially early in our work. Creativity is a virtue that we need to spark and nurture and practice.

         One of the great pleasures of my writing life has been talking to especially creative people about how they do what they do. (You’re about to meet my favorites of them.) Even reticent subjects tend to open up when they’re asked about process or craft. They are often particular people, and they love when someone else shares a whisper of their single-mindedness. It’s permission for their mania. Ask an expert carpenter about his favorite tool. You will receive a fascinating, intimate, occasionally meandering education in the relative merits of his beloved Pulaski.

         We also live in an age of direct access to formerly inaccessible people. Celebrities, too, are spending too much time online. If you want to know something about the finer points of their profession, ask on social media, and you’ll be surprised how often they’ll answer. The more you wade into the minutiae, the more likely the response, because obsessives find some of their deepest satisfaction in the weeds.

         Jason Isbell,11 a songwriter I admire, once wrote on Twitter that when choosing a new guitar or amplifier, he fiddles with the volume and tone knobs. He enjoys when an adjustment affects the sound of the instrument; the pitch or warmth produced by good ones will be altered by slight changes in the settings. I love music but am tone deaf, and I wondered whether someone like me might hear the same difference, or whether Jason’s ears are different from mine in some fundamental way. I asked him how he became a good listener, and he was generous enough to reply.

         “I think it’s like art criticism,” he wrote. “If you look really hard at a million paintings, you’ll know what makes a good one.”

         I liked that answer because it suggests that talent is learned, which is an optimistic position for any of us to hold: If we’re willing to put in the time, we have a degree of choice over our fates. We can do what we dream of doing. I don’t know how true that is, exactly. I don’t think I could be a great musician no matter how many hours I spent trying to become one, because I have a tin ear. The same goes for something like palate for a chef, or rhythm for a writer. It’s hard to imagine someone could launch a transcendent career in either of those professions from nothing, born out of some spiritual mud. Achievement has some preconditions.

         Still, I believe that passion counts for a lot when it comes to creative work, because I’ve watched passion perform miracles. I’ve seen what motivated people can make happen, especially when their motivations are internal, almost inexplicable, as though an accident of birth. Such people improve with practice, but they also improve because of their faith in themselves and whatever it is they find divine. Almost universally, the biggest hearts in a room make progress: Maybe they can’t leap from poor to great in their abilities, but they can lift themselves from poor to fair, fair to good, and good to great, because they care enough to be better than they were. Like you.

         I want to give you a seat next to some of our greatest creators in a host of fields, for you to feel the same emotions I’ve experienced watching them work. I want you to see the world the way they see it, and to see the value of their diverse perspectives. And I want to share their gifts with you—right now, at this moment—because too often lately we’ve diminished the value of human beings, the potential of ourselves and each other, by overestimating the value of machines. We’ve dismissed the voices of smart, devoted people—minimizing the value of their experience—and sought to replace their testimony with colder, more clinical language: data, numbers, code. I’ll repeat myself many times: Analytics have their place; artificial intelligence and algorithms have their place. They are useful when employed carefully and responsibly to help make certain decisions. Those numbers also bring joy to some people, but not to me, and not to that many of us, I don’t think. I turn to people for joy and its uniquely human antecedents, like inspiration and desire. I will never tire of hearing talented makers talking about their work. It’s like a medicine that might be prescribed to you when you’re feeling hopeless.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Artists don’t always like to think so, but their work is more often the product of slavish method than brilliant madness. Most popular songs follow something like the same structure: verse-chorus-verse-chorus-bridge-chorus-chorus. Most magic tricks have three parts: the pledge, the turn, and the prestige. Most paintings and photographs obey the Rule of Thirds or subscribe to the Golden Ratio. Most books have a traditional narrative arc, the way most movies have three acts. Most of our entertainments are, like bridges, feats of engineering: They succeed or fail based principally on how well they’re structured.

         In moviemaking, there are dueling foundational texts. One is Story by Robert McKee.12 He’s on the side—he called the side to arms, in fact—that believes most movies tell stories that have been told before, and there are certain industry specifications with which novice screenwriters must become fluent. McKee now holds workshops and seminars to teach his narrowly prescribed storytelling methods; more than 100,000 people have attended them around the world, including sixty future Academy Award winners.13 (Those are impressive figures in isolation, but they combine for a grim statistic: McKee’s seminar attendees have a 0.0006 percent chance of one day holding an Oscar.)

         Story is filled with lessons that read more like commandments, because they are written like them, in bold-faced type.

         
            For instance: The PROTAGONIST has a conscious desire.

         

         
            Or: TRUE CHARACTER is revealed in the choices a human being makes under pressure—the greater the pressure, the deeper the revelation, the truer the choice to the character’s essential nature.

         

         
            Or: A STORY must build to a final action beyond which the audience cannot imagine another.14

         

         
              

         

         McKee never presents his findings as suggestions, as wisdom that writers might wish to consider; his rules are musts. An exaggerated, bombastic version of him was played by Brian Cox in the excellent 2002 film Adaptation, written by Charlie Kaufman. Channeling the real Robert McKee, Cox roared and prowled across the conference-room stage like a big-tent preacher. But as much as Kaufman sought to lampoon McKee, he also acknowledged that many of his rules are hard to dispute. Unlike Ryan Kavanaugh’s exposed code breaking, McKee’s divinations hold some significant truth. Just about every Pixar movie follows his prescriptions, for instance, and Pixar movies are pretty great.

         In Adaptation, there is a character named Charlie Kaufman, a sweaty, perpetually hungry writer who’s struggling to adapt Susan Orlean’s The Orchid Thief into a movie. (It’s all very meta.) Charlie has a twin, Donald—in the movie, not in real life—who decides he’s also going to be a screenwriter. Donald attends a McKee seminar and breezily writes a cookie-cutter action film that sells quickly and for millions; Charlie suffers for his higher art, fighting to write much of anything. Desperate, he, too, searches out Cox’s McKee for guidance and receives more iron-willed advice: “Find an ending,” McKee counsels through the haze of his cigarette. “Don’t cheat. And don’t you dare bring in a deus ex machina.”

         Adaptation ends, of course, with an ironic deus ex machina in the form of a timely appearance by an alligator. It’s as though the real Charlie Kaufman wanted to thumb his nose at convention, which he has done his entire career. He writes weird, heart-swelling movies like Being John Malkovich and Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, none of which follow McKee’s principles. They abide by Charlie Kaufman’s beliefs. The results are beloved by some, including me, but they have found more critical than financial success. They hit certain people hard, but he’ll never reach the movie-going majority, and he hasn’t been able to make as many movies as he might like. Kaufman isn’t a very good commercial bet, and today’s Hollywood isn’t built to take such chances.

         “Plays are alive and movies are dead,” Kaufman once said. He expanded on his pessimistic thought in a later interview with the Writers Guild of America: “I love movies,” he said. “I’ve always loved movies. It’s been a big passion of mine my whole life. I just think that there’s a very kind of one-route way of making movies in this culture. And there seems to be this mindset that it has to be this one thing, and this is the structure of it, and this is what has to happen to the characters. I think that, like in anything, like in any art form, the world opens up when you take that away.”15

         Kaufman’s own work proves that breaking the rules can yield something beautiful—which returns us to William Goldman, whose Adventures in the Screen Trade provides the counterweight to Robert McKee’s Story. Goldman’s résumé is much more impressive than McKee’s in terms of the actual writing of films. In addition to Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, for which Goldman won the Academy Award in 1969, he won another for writing All the President’s Men in 1976. He also wrote Marathon Man and The Princess Bride, both based on his own novels. He did all of it while ignoring the demands of studio executives and the opinions of marketers. Butch Cassidy feels purposefully unsettling in its construction, a film built around two halves rather than the conventional three acts; All the President’s Men somehow makes two men talking on the phone and typing feel like a thriller.

         When Goldman died in 2018, Variety published a laudatory obituary. Its writer, Peter Debruge, confessed that The Princess Bride was his desert-island movie: the movie he would choose to keep at the expense of every other movie ever made. (“By writing scripts he believed in, rather than the flavor of the day, the late, great William Goldman left a legacy that will endure for decades.”16) Debruge also recalled that Goldman’s fight to realize Butch Cassidy was made easier when MGM gave more of its attention to Dirty Dingus Magee, starring Frank Sinatra. Do you remember Dirty Dingus Magee? You do not. But if you saw Butch Cassidy, you remember it. You remember the cliff jump and the shootout and the easy chemistry between Paul Newman and Robert Redford. Unless you happen to be Bolivian, that movie might be the first thing you think of when you think of Bolivia.

         Debruge is right, too, about The Princess Bride, which is flawless. Originally a bedtime story that Goldman told his daughters to lull them to sleep—not exactly what you want to hear in a movie pitch—the film employs the same narrative device. It’s a story told by a grandfather (Peter Falk) to his grandson (Fred Savage), who asks that he skip the boring parts. The result is magic: a beautiful, fun, suspenseful, lovely film. It’s a movie that any right-thinking person will defend to his or her death.17

         But The Princess Bride did not do very well at the box office, in part because it confused its own studio. The marketers did not know what it was. Sometimes it feels like a romance, and sometimes like an action movie; sometimes it reads like a comedy and other times like a drama. In a way, it’s the perfect desert-island movie because it contains fragments of every movie. Unfortunately, most people want to know what sort of movie they’re about to watch before they watch it, and The Princess Bride defies labels. Goldman refused to meet the expectations of our collective subconscious—the rules, McKee argues, to which all of us subscribe, however unwittingly. The joyous, unabashed originality that makes The Princess Bride great also made it hard to sell.

         Of course, art should sometimes make us uncomfortable. It should surprise us and confound us and delight us. But it’s not easy watching something that doesn’t do what we think it’s going to do, and not everyone wants to be challenged by their diversions. (Remember what Ryan Kavanaugh said to me about the total audience for The Assassination of Jesse James? “You and seven other people.” Man, that was dispiriting.)

         Take the 2014 movie Chef, written and directed by Jon Favreau. He’s also the lead. Chef is no Butch Cassidy, but its more limited ambitions make it more surprising in some ways. The movie’s structure is wholly conventional at first, setting us up for McKee’s sacrosanct three acts. Favreau is a chef at a popular Los Angeles restaurant who quits after a public humiliation at the hands of a food critic: the so-called “inciting incident,” and the end of act one. He goes to Miami to buy and refurbish a food truck with his best friend; he then embarks on a cross-country road trip back to Los Angeles with his friend and his son, whom he shares with his ex-wife. The trio of man-boys stop and make delicious food for people along the way, becoming closer with every mile and morsel.

         Now, in most movies with Chef’s aspirations, the second act would end with a terrible setback—just when we think everything is going to work out for all involved, calamity strikes. That’s the winning formula. Our hero’s subsequent reckoning with the fallout, in some triumphant and satisfying manner, will complete our emotional voyage. (The best endings are surprising in the moment but feel inevitable in the afterglow.) So around the time our heroes reached West Texas, I expected something very bad to happen.

         Don’t get me wrong. I did not want something bad to happen. I liked everybody in the movie. It made me really want them to succeed; if you’ve seen it, you’ll understand that it also made me really want a grilled-cheese sandwich. I was watching Chef during the COVID-19 pandemic, precisely because it seemed undemanding, and I felt zero desire to see something sad. I had real life for that. But I know what I know about screenwriting, and I knew disaster was coming.

         In one scene, Favreau’s friend, played with unfailing loyalty by John Leguizamo, is driving the truck at night. He looks sleepy; Favreau and his son have already zonked out in the back. Here comes the accident that ruins everything…But no, it’s just an excuse for everybody to wake up and bond over jock itch. Earlier in the film, Favreau had bought his son his first chef’s knife, which he wields a little too cavalierly. That’s it! Chekhov’s gun! The son is going to cut off his little fingers and…Huh. Actually, he’s going to be totally fine. Okay, wait. Favreau’s ex-wife is going to demand that her son return to her in Los Angeles immediately, leaving his father and their adventure behind—and whoops, wrong again. She’s the most accommodating ex-wife in the history of cinema.

         In fact, Favreau seems to be toying with his audience, giving us plenty of reasons for tension without any of the release. I got sweaty, waiting for the inevitable turn. That’s the discomforting thing about Chef: The turn never really comes. After Favreau quits his job, nothing bad happens to him or anyone else. Chef has two acts, not three. He quits his job, and then he rebuilds his life the way he prepares a meal, following a perfectly ascendant trajectory until everything ends with dessert.

         The credits rolled, and I sat on my couch stunned; I found the ending to Chef as surprising as the famous twists of The Crying Game or The Sixth Sense, or Butch Cassidy’s iconic freeze frame. Jon Favreau, intentionally or not, had used my entire movie-going existence against me, as though I’d been the victim of a long and elaborate con. Did I enjoy Chef? I did. Was I also unsettled by it? I was.

         Too often today, we’re implored to pick a side. It’s always one or the other. I will confess I have thought so: I was as black-or-white in my approach to life as an adult can be and still function. You’re either for art or you’re for commerce. You’re for anarchy or you’re for the law. You’re for analytics or you’re for gut instinct (or, worse, willful wrongheadedness). I’ve stopped thinking that’s true. I’d always thought I’d become more certain with age. Instead, I’ve become less. I’ve lived long enough to hear the counterargument to every argument. I see causes for allegiance in both sides of almost every debate, the way there are lessons to be learned from both the winners and losers of a fight. I have become a professional hedger. Welcome to my Kingdom of Doubt.

         How would I write commandments, were I trying to write like Robert McKee?

         
            FOLLOWING THE RULES too closely risks seeming  formulaic.

            BREAKING THE RULES, especially all of them, risks seeming  discordant.

         

         
            *  *  *

         

         There is a songwriter whose name you probably don’t know. You almost certainly have never heard his voice, although it is reputedly very good. It is virtually a guarantee, however, that you have heard some of his songs, and the odds are nearly as high that you have sung along to one of them, however embarrassed you might be to admit it.

         His professional name is Max Martin. (His real name is Karl Martin Sandberg.) He is, of course, Swedish. At the time of this writing, he is approaching fifty years old. He has straight hair, which he usually wears long enough to fall past his shoulders, and sometimes sports a thick beard. If you saw a picture of him and were told he’s a musician, you would guess he played heavy metal or experimental jazz. He is in fact an expert in pop, and most of his work has been performed by boy bands and young women, usually British or American. Paul McCartney is the songwriter with the most number one singles to his credit; John Lennon is second on the list; Max Martin is third and gaining. He is proof how often our entertainment echoes itself, because he has written so much of it, using the same principles. He is music’s version of Story.

         Martin began making his mark in the late 1990s, after he worked on The Bridge by Ace of Base, a wildly if briefly popular Swedish quartet whose infectious love songs drew comparisons to ABBA. He wrote all of the singles on 1999’s Millennium by the Backstreet Boys, including “I Want It That Way.” The Backstreet Boys decided against recording one of his proposed songs, so he gave it to Britney Spears instead: “…Baby One More Time” made her a star. He wrote “That’s the Way It Is” for Celine Dion; “Since U Been Gone” for Kelly Clarkson; “U + Ur Hand” for Pink. He co-wrote a slew of singles for Katy Perry, including “I Kissed a Girl,” her career-making debut. He helped write several of Taylor Swift’s singles—“We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together,” “Shake It Off,” and “Blank Space,” among others—and he either co-wrote or produced tracks for Ariana Grande, The Weeknd, Shakira, Jennifer Lopez, Ellie Goulding, Demi Lovato, Selena Gomez, Adele, Justin Timberlake, Ed Sheeran, Justin Bieber, and Lady Gaga.

         None of those artists or their songs might appeal to you, but it’s impossible to deny Martin’s influence on the last two decades of commercial music. His singles have sold hundreds of millions of copies. The New Yorker described him as “the Cyrano de Bergerac of today’s pop landscape, the poet hiding under the balcony of popular song.”18 The man can write a hook.

         Martin is also largely, purposefully anonymous. Music fans prefer to imagine that their favorite artists write their own songs, and most artists are happy to give that impression. He has shown up to collect Grammy Awards—he has won five and been nominated for twenty-two—but he has sat down for precisely one English-language profile, for TIME magazine in 2001, when he was ascendant but not yet omnipresent.19 (He was beardless at the time.) In that interview, he explained how Karl Martin Sandberg became Max Martin. It’s a particularly Scandinavian tale that included public music education, the innately Swedish sense of melody, and classical training in the French horn. It didn’t hurt that his older brother filled his childhood home with catchy glam metal. Max Martin heard it through his bedroom walls and fell in love.

         Next, Martin found a mentor in a perfectionist producer named Denniz PoP (not his given name, either; Dag Krister Volle died of cancer in 1998 at thirty-five), who apprenticed him during marathon recording sessions, starting with The Bridge. Martin learned the technical requirements of modern music making: how to mix, layer, and polish. He soon became one of those people who carried a Dictaphone around, because melody and chorus spilled out of him like breath.

         When Martin writes a song, he also records it, with his own elusive voice; prospective artists hear his version of it, and then he compels them to record exactly that version. (His demos are not publicly available, but John Seabrook, who wrote the New Yorker piece, heard a recording of Martin singing “… Baby One More Time.” Seabrook marveled: “The Swede sounded exactly like Spears.” It’s more true to say that Spears sounded exactly like the Swede. In effect, she’d covered him.) Denniz PoP was untrained and instinctual, but Martin’s work was always less like alchemy. He had what his many admirers called “pop sensibilities,” and from the beginning of his career, he subscribed to the shocking premise that it was better to appeal to a wide audience than a narrow one. (“Instead of making tracks for 5,000 people, why not make tracks for a million?” he once said.20) Really what he had discovered was a formula for writing earworms.

         Most of Martin’s songs could be described as ABBA with a groove and a slightly harder edge—a holdover from his brother’s obsession with KISS and, later, his own affection for American R & B. He produces something like that sound again and again, and people around the world find themselves yodeling along to it. His songs are so catchy most listeners don’t realize they are often parroting nonsense. Martin speaks English, but for him, lyrics aren’t words with meaning so much as additional opportunities to make pleasing sounds: “Melodic math,” he calls it. That’s why so many of his songs don’t make a lot of sense upon closer listening. He chooses words that sound like they fit even if they don’t. He never considered that a fifteen-year-old girl named Britney Spears singing, “Hit me baby, one more time,” might conjure uncomfortable images of domestic violence or BDSM. (Her label changed his title to “… Baby One More Time,” burying the “Hit me” part of it.) An otherwise admiring Seabrook notes that the verse and chorus of “I Want It That Way” cancel each other out.

         Over time, Martin has nurtured an army of apprentices. Most of them are Swedish, but not all. (The best known of Martin’s prodigies
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