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Introduction

Of all the crafts associated with the filmmaking process, screenwriting may very well be the most unique—and also the most misunderstood.

The screenwriter is the first person charged with shaping the vision of the final film, the person whose inspiration provides a guiding light for all the artists and technicians who will later add their own individual talents to the project. But when you think of Hollywood films—which often go through several screenwriters, some of whom never receive a screen credit for their work—there’s a sense that what writers do is rather disposable. Add to that the public misconceptions (“Writers just write the stuff that the actors say, right?”) and the clichéd assumptions (“Anyone can be a writer”), and you can see why screenwriters suffer from an image problem. Just about every creative contributor to a film is regarded as an expert in his or her field—the actor, the composer, the costume designer, the cinematographer—but, sadly, the writer can sometimes be viewed as merely a dime-a-dozen figure. They have the one film job where people are most often fired and replaced. And although screenwriters provide the blueprint for a movie, they are not considered the film’s “author:” That honor is bestowed upon the director.

This is the screenwriter’s harsh reality, and yet you can easily find dozens of how-to books offering tips on breaking into the business with a high-concept spec script. There are plenty of explanations for this, including the fact that aspiring writers look at the generally mediocre movies put out by studios and assume they can do better. But another reason is that so many still regard cinema as the greatest and most universal art form, and they long to share their stories with the vast audience it affords. It’s really no different than the sentiment shared by seasoned, professional screenwriters: Despite the many obstacles to making a great film, they have a burning desire to reveal part of themselves to the world at large.

FilmCraft: Screenwriting seeks to honor those who have taken on that challenge and succeeded. The 15 writers assembled in this book are the best at what they do, but as I hope will become clear from thumbing through these pages, they don’t all write the same kinds of films. From the Hollywood blockbuster to the American indie to the international arena, these writers are the people responsible for some of our most indelible cinematic memories of the last 50 years—and most audience members don’t recognize their names, let alone know anything about them. FilmCraft: Screenwriting aims to give these creators their much-deserved moment in the sun.

For those unacquainted with the FilmCraft series, this volume follows a familiar, engaging template: Each chapter is devoted to one writer, letting him or her speak directly to the reader about his or her upbringing, creative philosophy, and career. The FilmCraft series takes pains to minimize the presence of the interviewer, thereby allowing the interviewee’s personality to leap off the page. If you are looking for how to structure a dynamic three-act script that will make millions, this book will be a disappointment. If, however, you want inspiration and perspective on the writing life, these pages may prove indispensable. And even if you have no interest in writing, but simply harbor a curiosity about how movies arrive on the screen, you will find much that quenches your thirst here.

In addition, this book upends the notion that the film industry is relegated simply to Hollywood—or even to English-speakers. That’s why I’m particularly proud of the geographic sweep of these interview subjects. Writers from South Korea, France, Mexico, and Denmark all participated, each providing their own interpretations of what our global cinema means in the early decades of the 21st century. In the American studio system, movies may begin with a screenplay, but decisions made by the producers and executives can soon dilute the quality of the written word, and often commercial considerations are permitted to override artistry. Speaking with writers from around the world, it is striking—if not outright embarrassing—to see how much less of an influence such considerations have elsewhere. No wonder that when you want to see a truly poetic, stimulating piece of cinema, your chances are much better if you opt for a film made outside of Hollywood.

But at the same time, another strength of this book is that it refuses to accept the trite notion that all Hollywood product is automatically substandard. Some of FilmCraft: Screenwriting’s best interviews are with writers working in the trenches on big studio projects, and it’s incredibly revealing to hear how they approach their work. Mark Bomback, who wrote Live Free or Die Hard (2007) and Unstoppable (2010), explains his early fascination with wanting to write big Hollywood movies: “A part of me was drawn to that struggle to create something of value in the face of all the obstacles inherent in making a studio picture.” As for John August, the writer of Big Fish (2003) and Go (1999), navigating Hollywood means understanding that you can get your heart broken once passion-projects lose momentum and land in what’s referred to in the business as “development hell”—an unhappy limbo where the script has little hope of getting produced. But, according to August, there’s also a bright side: “… the good thing is that, unlike a lot of other jobs in the film industry, you can always pick up your pen and write something new any time.” If anything, these and other writers’ comments about studio filmmaking should help increase your respect for the talent, persistence, and patience that are the hallmarks of any good Hollywood screenwriter.

What also emerges in these interviews is the endless work that goes into crafting a superb script. The beauty of the screenplay is in its constant evolution. Before a foot of film is shot, a script has gone through many iterations—subplots abandoned, supporting characters developed, themes strengthened and more deeply explored. “The script is always the dream of the film,” Jean-Claude Carrière, the co-writer of such films as The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie (1972) and Belle de Jour (1967), told me. Further to this theme of constant evolution, the experienced screenwriter recognizes that his or her vocation is not something one can ever fully “master.” Even though Carrière is now in his 80s, he acknowledges he still has room to grow. “All the great filmmakers from all over the world have developed the language of cinema,” he says. “They have refined it—sometimes they have perverted it—but our main task is not only to know the language we are going to use, but also to try to make it better, if possible.” It’s a humbling, but also empowering statement, and it’s echoed by other writers in this book who praise their colleagues’ contributions to the art of screenwriting. Toward that end, I’ve also included five “legacy” chapters that celebrate the influential work of legendary writers—everyone from Ben Hecht to Woody Allen to Ingmar Bergman.

While screenwriters may often feel like second-class citizens in the filmmaking community, it was intriguing to hear from my subjects about the sometimes tricky collaboration that goes on between writer and director. Most thought-provoking in this regard was Guillermo Arriaga, who for a time worked side-by-side with director Alejandro González Iñárritu on Amores Perros (2000), 21 Grams (2003), and Babel (2006). A strong opponent of the auteur theory, Arriaga believes that everyone involved in the process contributes to a film’s success or failure. And if writers feel that they’re being taken advantage of, Arriaga has some advice. “I’ve found there are many ways to protect your work,” he says. “Everything is negotiable. You can say in your contract, ‘No one can change a line’—then it’s in your contract. I learned something from the very beginning: People buy what you sell … I was very clear from when I was 15: ‘This is my work, you respect it. You don’t want to respect it, I will not do it.’” Screenwriters who are just starting out in their career may feel that they can’t possibly adopt Arriaga’s bold stance, but I think that, after reading his chapter, you’ll understand that this self-assurance was forged at an early age and has helped make him one of our most distinctive and uncompromising modern-day scenarists.

Perhaps it will be encouraging to readers who want to be writers themselves to know that many of my interview subjects had to take roundabout ways to their ultimate profession. Some were film editors. Some had dreams of becoming athletes. Others grew up in families where art was hardly prized. But what connects many of these individuals is that the wonder of the big screen drew them at an early age. Even now when some of these writers occasionally work in other disciplines—such as the novel or in the theater—screenwriting remains a central focus of their lives. Additionally, a handful of these chapters feature writers who are also directors, and I think it’s worthwhile to read their comments about how these different aspects of the filmmaking process inform, rather than conflict with, one another.

On a personal note, I was impressed by many of my subjects’ willingness to talk candidly about particular projects that ended up being unsuccessful ventures. Take David Hare, a decorated playwright and screenwriter on The Hours (2002), and The Reader (2008), who tasted disappointment when his extensive work on a film version of Jonathan Franzen’s celebrated 2001 novel The Corrections fell by the wayside after the producers decided to go in another direction. (“A part of me died when I lost all that work,” he confided in me.) If all films are an act of faith, then the screenwriter is among the first in the process to be a true believer, bravely expending immense amounts of creative energy and time to works that may never see the light of day or, perhaps even worse, will eventually only become mediocre movies. Robin Swicord, who adapted Little Women (1994) and Memoirs of a Geisha (2005), discusses that frustration in her chapter: “I really wish that the great experience that I had writing [the adaptation of] Practical Magic had been the audience’s experience watching the movie,” she confesses. As for her advice on how to cope with the creative misfires, she responds, “You don’t look at the [films] that make you unhappy—you just keep moving.”

But among these tales of disappointment and lessons learned are also stories of when the fates aligned and acclaimed films came together. Anders Thomas Jensen sheds light on the inspiration behind the Oscar-winning ensemble drama In a Better World (2010), while Billy Ray discusses his breakthrough during the writing of Shattered Glass (2003) in which he figured out how to make a compelling film about disgraced journalist Stephen Glass. Additionally, there are discussions about working methods, including writers who sing the praises of going somewhere incredibly boring and remote to write a first draft. And then there are the stories of the hours of fruitless toiling that eventually led to the right idea or the right approach. If nothing else, FilmCraft: Screenwriting will disabuse you of the belief that writers sit in an ivory tower waiting for the muse to strike. More often, writers just keep writing—waiting, hoping, and praying that something good will emerge.

Happily, I didn’t have to wait too long for something good to emerge from the mouths of my interview subjects. I’d like to thank them all sincerely for their time and for their willingness to share a little of their creative and personal lives with me while working on this book. Just as I wanted to make these people come to life on the page through their words, they became three-dimensional figures during our talks, sometimes having to juggle the demands of family and other responsibilities while finding time to speak with me. Even when writers aren’t writing, they’re thinking about writing, and so getting a chance to eavesdrop on their worlds was a constant delight for which I’ll be forever grateful. Likewise, I’d like to thank the writers’ agents, producers, and publicists, who helped make these interviews happen. In their own special category are the assistants to these individuals, often serving as tireless, patient point people. This book could not have happened without you, and I offer my appreciation for your kindness and diligence.

The FilmCraft series has been expertly shepherded by Mike Goodridge, whom I’ve had the pleasure of working with since 2005 as my editor at Screen International. He is an endless supply of good cheer and biting asides, and I thank him for entrusting the screenwriting edition of this series to me. Thanks also to Tara Gallagher and the other great folks at Ilex Photo who have published such beautiful books.

I could not have made it through life without the generous encouragement of my parents, Bob and Debbie. Like several of the writers in this book, I come from a family without any artists in it, but my parents have always supported my dreams, which has resulted in a road that hasn’t always been straight, but has remained richly rewarding. My wonderful sister Lisa and her family are never far from my thoughts, although I don’t Skype with them nearly enough.

Which brings me, finally, to Susan, my wife and fellow dreamer. Life is constant change, but you, my angel, have always been there.




Tim Grierson
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Cyrano de Bergerac (1990)




Hossein Amini
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“The things that I’m drawn to aren’t commercial. I don’t particularly like happy endings, and I like people who are ambiguous and have contradictions and vulnerabilities—I like my heroes being slightly fucked-up.”
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Drive (2011)



Born in Iran and currently residing in London, Hossein Amini initially thought that he wanted to be a writer-director after helming a few shorts while at Oxford. But once he started making a living as a writer on other people’s projects, he discovered that he enjoyed focusing on screenwriting. His career began with television movies, The Dying of the Light (1992) and Deep Secrets (1996), but even then Amini knew that his interest was in features. A chance encounter with director Michael Winterbottom at the BAFTA awards in the mid-1990s led to their collaboration on the feature Jude (1996), an adaptation of Thomas Hardy’s novel Jude the Obscure that starred Christopher Eccleston and Kate Winslet. Amini’s next adaptation was The Wings of the Dove (1997), based on Henry James’ novel—the film went on to receive four Academy Award nominations, including Best Adapted Screenplay. Soon after, Amini signed an exclusive overall deal with Miramax Films, working on the independent company’s diverse projects like Gangs of New York (2002) (for which he didn’t receive a credit) and The Four Feathers (2002). After his Miramax deal ended, he was approached by Universal Pictures to work on an adaptation of a book by crime author James Sallis about an enigmatic getaway driver. The project, Drive (2011), was eventually independently financed and directed by Nicolas Winding Refn, receiving rave reviews in competition at Cannes. Though Amini has primarily written for indie and art-house films, he has recently been involved with some major studio projects, including Snow White and the Huntsman (2012) and 47 Ronin (2013). Currently, he’s directing The Two Faces of January, his adaptation of the Patricia Highsmith novel, which stars Viggo Mortensen and Kirsten Dunst.



INTERVIEW
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Hossein Amini

“So much writing talent is lost because people can’t afford to stick around doing it for long enough.”

“I love trying to find the simplest way to say something with the maximum impact on the person who’s listening to it.”

“There’s a struggle with integrity that I definitely feel as a writer, and I think every writer in Hollywood would probably say the same thing.”

“ So many writers stop at an early age because they’re not given encouragement. I was lucky to have parents who were willing to support me for a few years after school until I finally got work. Most Iranian parents want their children to be lawyers, doctors, architects, or engineers—filmmaking is the last thing you’d want your kids to do, because there’s no money in it. But luckily, my parents were very supportive—I wouldn’t have been able to do it otherwise. So much writing talent is lost because people can’t afford to stick around doing it for long enough. I had friends that I started out writing with who eventually had to get a proper job—they became estate agents and this and that—and they were just as good, if not better, than I was. I was lucky enough to be able to do it for longer than they were.

When I was a child growing up in Iran, Bruce Lee movies were my earliest film obsession. My dad was a bit of a film buff, so we had one of those small projector screens, and for my birthday we’d get a Bruce Lee movie. In Iran, there were a lot of outdoor movie theaters—not drive-ins, but just various clubs or whatever that would show movies outside because the weather was usually so hot. But my interest in movies increased when we moved when I was 11, after the Revolution. My parents were separated, so I’d go and stay with my dad in Paris. He didn’t know what to do with my brother and I, so he’d take us to movies—he put us in a two o’clock showing, a four o’clock showing, and a six o’clock showing all along the Champs-Élysées. Initially, it was the Hollywood action movies that hooked me, but later I went to Oxford, and there were these two fantastic cinemas that showed older movies. I’d sneak off and see two movies a day sometimes. They’d have a Fellini week or a Tarkovsky week—all on the big screen. In Paris, I remember seeing Kiss Me Deadly (1955)—to see a black-and-white film noir on the big screen was just such a mind-blowing experience. Those are the things that made me fall in love with film, and that hasn’t gone away.

I grew up watching European and American movies rather than British television, which is the traditional thing here in London. So when I started out writing TV movies, that was a problem I had: I was always thinking big-screen. I worked on this docudrama, The Dying of the Light, which was about an aid worker in Africa, but it had very little dialogue and it was set on this enormous canvas. I arranged it like a movie, but I didn’t realize I was working with a TV budget—I was dreaming of David Lean and trying to write to that scale.

While I was working in TV, I met Michael Winterbottom, and he mentioned he wanted to do a film of Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure. He asked me, “Is that something you’re interested in? Do you know the book?” And I lied and said I did know the book, which I hadn’t read at the time. I very quickly went and read it as soon as I could—luckily, it was a book I loved, but honestly, I would’ve done anything in film. I was excited about working in TV, but the chance to work in film was just a dream.

Michael was pretty vague about how he wanted to approach the adaptation—he knew he wanted to concentrate on the modern aspects of the story. But for me with Jude—and I think it’s true of all adaptations—you have to have a love affair with the book. You feel like you’re the first person to have read this book and this is how you want to tell your friends about it. Also, I tend to fall in love with one character initially. With Jude, it was obviously the Jude character. I was attracted to the idea of how life defeats you, which is a theme I’ve subsequently always been interested in. I’m intrigued by people who start off with noble intentions, but then life somehow conspires to turn them into something other than what they wanted to be. The Hollywood version of Jude is “He’s this guy who comes from nowhere and rises to the top.” But what I loved about this book was that it was the guy who comes from nowhere, has these beautiful dreams and ambitions, but eventually life drags him down. I find something very noble about defeat—which is probably not great for Hollywood blockbusters, but goes back to the Greek myths, the ones where the characters rebel against the Gods, but ultimately fail. Something about their failure is so heroic and so human.

In movies, what’s always really interested me are the reaction shots and what the person is thinking. Again, it’s that big-screen experience of seeing someone’s face in a close-up with all that emotion. I want to keep the dialogue as real and conversational as possible—as opposed to using heightened dialogue, where it really is about what people are saying. The favorite scenes that I’ve written have all tended to be the ones where the dialogue is setting up the best reaction from the actor. I love trying to find the simplest way to say something with the maximum impact on the person who’s listening to it. Quite often, the dialogue is almost like background noise, and what’s really important is setting up the silent emotions on the faces of the characters.

What tends to happen is a production company has a book, and your agent says, “They’re thinking of you for this. Read it, and then go pitch them.” With The Wings of the Dove, I got to the end of the book, and I had no idea how to do it. But then I got to the very last scene, which is the breakup scene, and then it was really easy to go backwards and create a story out of that. I’d always been a film noir buff, so it all clicked into place. My pitch was that this was film noir—the only difference is that they don’t literally kill each other; they just break the other girl’s heart and kill her that way. Period movies back then were defined by Merchant Ivory—and in a very unfair way to Merchant Ivory, because a lot of their films are classics. But at the time, Merchant Ivory had almost become the cliché, so we were all going, “How do we subvert Merchant Ivory?” And by thinking of The Wings of the Dove in terms of film noir, it became a really exciting new way to do a period drama.

After the success of The Wings of the Dove, I didn’t get overconfident, but I think I was naïve about the business. I’d grown up on Hollywood movies, and I wanted to get to America very quickly and do those movies. But when your early films are relatively well-received, it’s a dangerous thing—it doesn’t go to your head, but you want to say yes to everything and everyone. You spend so long not getting anything made, and then suddenly you’re getting offered all this stuff. Part of me wishes I’d spent the next seven or eight years trying to make films like Jude or The Wings of the Dove, because I think I would have gotten a lot more made, and I would have probably had a lot more control. But those are mistakes you make—people can be very persuasive when they want you to do something, and the money can be very persuasive, too.

When Jude went to Cannes, I had to pay for my own flight and stay with my wife in this really, really cheap hotel, which was still very expensive because it was Cannes. But while I was there, I got introduced to Harvey Weinstein. Literally two days later, he flew me out on Concorde to meet him in New York to discuss doing stuff for Miramax. His idea was, “Come and work for me.” I ended up doing it a couple of years later after The Wings of the Dove—it was an overall deal where I’d be writing stuff for Miramax exclusively. It was great in some ways, not great in others. They were making wonderful films, but what I didn’t realize is that, as a writer, it’s better to be freelance because then you have access to lots of places to take your ideas. The problem was I was slightly at the mercy of what Miramax wanted me to do and what they were interested in. I ended up doing stuff that I wasn’t particularly suited to.

Pretty quickly after I signed up with Miramax, there was an opportunity to work on Gangs of New York—that was the carrot. I thought, “If my career at Miramax is working with people like Martin Scorsese, why not?” I did one draft with Scorsese in New York before it got green-lit, and then I came in and did about three or four weeks’ work in Rome just before they started shooting. It wasn’t enough to get a credit, but it was an amazing experience. Unfortunately, I was rewriting The Four Feathers at the same time. Gangs of New York was the one I really wanted to be writing, and The Four Feathers was the one I was struggling with. But being the Miramax rewrite guy meant sometimes not necessarily working on the ones you wanted to work on, but instead the ones that they needed work on. It was an odd time: At one stage, I was flying between Rome for Gangs of New York and Morocco for The Four Feathers. The Four Feathers was very troubled from a very early stage—I felt caught between a director who had one vision and a studio who had a different vision. So I had this experience of going from the set of Gangs of New York—where everyone was really happy and there was real excitement—to this very troubled production where people were arguing the whole time.

I loved the way Drive was received in the sense of the reviews and the awards, but I think everyone else was disappointed with the US box office—it became about the fact that it didn’t make the money that everyone was expecting. But I’m really proud of the film. With Drive, I was going back to Jude and The Wings of the Dove where I felt, “This is what I really want to write, and this is who I am, and this is what I should be writing.” I’d done some big rewrites of things that haven’t got made or were made badly—movies where I think back and wonder, “Did I feel passionately enough about it to do it?” There’s a struggle with integrity that I definitely feel as a writer, and I think every writer in Hollywood would probably say the same thing. Sometimes the movies you’re drawn to and the ones that pay you the best are very, very different. With Drive, I was reclaiming some of that integrity. Before Drive, I’d never been offered one of those types of films—this dark, Western-type contemporary film noir. It was what I would have done if I had been offered them at the time of The Wings of the Dove—I just wasn’t being offered those movies. But Drive was certainly where my cinematic passions lay, much more than in period films.

The moment I read James Sallis’ book Drive, I was absolutely desperate to do it. Le Samouraï (1967) had been a huge influence on me, as had Shane (1953). I loved those “man with no name” Westerns—the idea of the silent hero. And I just loved that whole LA mood. I had gone back and forth from LA a lot for various studio assignments, but I don’t drive. But you’re more fascinated by LA if you don’t drive—when you’re on the street, you’re so aware of the fact that you’re the only person walking. I’ve always loved LA as a city, and I read a couple of books about the city’s downtown history, which I thought was just amazing. And Chinatown (1974) was a movie I’d always loved—there is something magnetic about LA as a film city. So as I didn’t drive, the studio got someone to drive me around everywhere, and it was fantastic just going into all these places. I got this big map of LA, and I constantly thought about having the characters going from one place to another—I was always looking at maps trying to figure out getaways.

For a few years now, I’ve been putting together a film version of Patricia Highsmith’s The Two Faces of January, which I’m going to direct. The character of Chester that Viggo Mortensen plays is a con man—everyone looks up to him and loves him. But gradually through the course of the movie, that’s stripped away, and he ends up completely defeated. A movie like that, you have to do it on a smaller budget. It’s like Drive or The Wings of the Dove—in a sense, they’re not commercial movies. The things that I’m drawn to aren’t commercial. I don’t particularly like happy endings, and I like people who are ambiguous and have contradictions and vulnerabilities—I like my heroes being slightly fucked-up. The period when I was growing up watching films, the blockbusters were The French Connection (1971), or The Godfather (1972), or Chinatown. I mean, Chinatown has the down-est ending. But those were the blockbusters, and those were the movies that were making lots and lots of money. And the problem is because I grew up on those movies, those are the big Hollywood movies that I’d love to make.

I think Snow White and the Huntsman made more money in its opening weekend than anything I’ve ever done put together. It’s an interesting conundrum. As writers, we’re desperate for everyone to love and go see what we write. But then I think, “Well, maybe I’m just not a very commercial writer.” I mean, I’m intensely proud of Jude, and nobody went and saw that. So, sometimes I think, “Well, I can’t have both—you can’t get good reviews and get good box office.” There are so few films that achieve both.”
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Jude (1996), directed by Michael Winterbottom
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Helena Bonham Carter as Kate Croy in The Wings of the Dove (1997)
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Snow White and the Huntsman (2012) starred Australian actor Chris Hemsworth as the Huntsman





JUDE

Although Hossein Amini loved Thomas Hardy’s novel Jude the Obscure, he knew he would need to trim down the story. “If we’d been really faithful to the book,” he says, “it would’ve probably been four or five hours, minimum.” Because Jude was his first adaptation, Amini needed to come up with a technique for tackling the book. “In terms of approaching an adaptation, I did what I have done ever since, which is to read the book and break it down into every scene that is in the book—every concrete scene. Then I put them all on cards (see here) and fill in scenes (see here) where I feel there’s something missing. With Jude, it was quite easy because Hardy had lots of scenes, so you’re taking out ones that make it too long and figuring out how to make the film flow.” Asked if he’s ever gone back to reread a book he’s adapted after the film is completed just to see how different it changed from the source material, Amini replies, “I don’t think I’ve ever gone back and done that. I mean, I read them so closely when I’m working on the script—I read them three, four, sometimes five times before I’ve finished the first two drafts. I’m really living with that book—I’m reading it every time I get on the bus or the Underground. Once the film’s done, I don’t go back.”
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Kate Winslet as Sue Bridehead and Christopher Eccleston as Jude Fawley
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Amini’s notecard detailing the opening scenes
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And the finished script page showing the same scenes





AMINI ON HEAT

Amini cites Heat (1995) as one of his favorite movies. “It has that theme that Drive has—these people who are trying to break out and be something else, but their background closes in on them and conspires against them,” Amini says. “I constantly want to find a way to write a scene like the one where Al Pacino and Robert De Niro finally meet in Heat. That scene encapsulates so much of what I love about heroes and villains—there’s no black and white.” Amini appreciates writer-director Michael Mann’s ability to keep the scene spare, but still very compelling. “There’s a casualness in the way those two characters are talking. It seems undramatic, which is what I love about it—it becomes so much more emotional and powerful because of it. They’re just talking over coffee, and then they suddenly digress and talk about recurring dreams they’ve each had. It’s a perfect scene because it’s the one time they talk in the whole movie—they’re antagonists, but they find this shared bond. It’s almost like a love scene.”

[image: images]



Amini’s favorite scene

Asked to name a particular favorite scene of his, Amini picks a moment shortly before the death of Millie (Alison Elliott) in The Wings of the Dove. “I loved writing that scene where Merton”—played by Linus Roache—“goes to her and she forgives him,” says Amini (see here). Because the scene didn’t exist in the original Henry James novel, Amini had to invent it. “But because his characters are so well-drawn, the dialogue just flowed really easily and the emotions flowed really easily. He’s given you so much ammunition and so much energy to go and write those scenes.” The scene was refined over a few drafts, but Amini says its essence was always there from the beginning. “The key was actually the line about the box of biscuits—there was something about the way that they weren’t talking directly about what was going on. It was an easy scene to write because there was so much subtext happening—the scene begins so emotionally charged that they could talk about literally anything. Those are the scenes that I love—if you’ve set it up right, they could talk about the weather and it can be the most moving thing in the world. I’m more interested in what’s not said rather than what is said. If the one thing they don’t talk about is what the scene’s about, then those scenes work really well. You can’t do it all the time, but when you can, it’s just a joy to write because there isn’t the pressure of dialogue explaining anything or telling the story—you’re just finding the emotions.”
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A painful ending

When Amini was wrestling with how to adapt The Wings of the Dove, he latched onto the idea of ending the script with a sex scene that leads to the breakup of the scheming Kate (Helena Bonham Carter) and her lover Merton (Linus Roache) (see here). “In the book, it’s not a sex scene,” Amini says. “Henry James had this breakup scene, but my thought was that through the course of the movie, these two characters have destroyed their love by being careless about it and taking it for granted. By the end, it’s become so corrupted that they break up.” Amini based the ending of Kate and Merton’s relationship partly on a breakup he’d experienced as a teenager, which he refers to “as that last desperate attempt to keep it alive—the awfulness of that feeling.” But he was also inspired by Barbara Stanwyck’s performance as the doomed femme fatale in Double Indemnity (1944). “I saw Kate as a femme fatale,” Amini says. “There is a vulnerability to those types of characters—they wreak havoc, but destroy themselves in the process.”
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Writing an action scene

One of Drive’s signature set pieces is its opening action sequence, an almost real-time heist that introduces the audience to the Driver’s (Ryan Gosling) skill as a getaway man. “It was the one sequence that probably changed the least,” says Amini. “It was there from the first draft, right to the finished thing. We had such specific research going into it. I spoke to the head of security at Universal, and he told me, ‘There’s no way you can get away from a helicopter in Los Angeles.’ And I said, ‘What if the Driver goes under a roof?’ So, we devised the whole thing around that idea.” Amini’s scripted sequence contained almost no dialogue (see here). “That was one of the first really big action sequences that I’d ever written,” he recalls. As far as how the sequence played out on film in comparison to his script, Amini says, “It’s maybe slightly longer on the page, but all the beats are there. But what made it special in the movie was Cliff Martinez’s music and the angles that director Nicolas Winding Refn was shooting inside the car on Ryan’s face. That’s what a great director will do: The same sequence could have been shot by another director, written exactly as it was, and it wouldn’t have worked nearly as well.”

[image: images]

[image: images]

[image: images]

[image: images]



SNOW WHITE AND THE HUNSTMAN

Hossein Amini occasionally does rewrite work on big studio projects, such as Snow White and the Huntsman. “Universal approached me really late in the process,” recalls Amini. “I worked on it for a little more than two months, but I don’t know if there was enough time to be fully invested in it. I was doing what I could—character work, really. The shape of the film was there already, so it was one of those that feels like a job. It was one of those situations you get into as a writer where the studio is happy with something that you’ve done before and they need work on something else, and it’s good money and you already have a relationship with them.” As a studio rewriter, Amini notices he’s often brought in for a specific reason. “They look at you as the guy who has done some artier-type things and that you’re good with characters. I think the idea is to bring you on to reassure the actors and work with them on developing their part. I really enjoyed doing Snow White and the Huntsman, but honestly, it was such a rush in terms of needing to get the budget down and getting the page count down. I mean, they’d already started storyboarding it in places. At that point, the actors are already cast, and the director knows the scenes he wants. There’s really not time to play around creatively—it’s a race against time.”
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Guillermo Arriaga
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“I learned something from the very beginning: People buy what you sell. You shouldn’t think, ‘Oh, they’re gonna shoot my script! Oh my, yes, oh, I’m so happy!’ I was very clear from when I was 15: ‘This is my work, you respect it. You don’t want to respect it, I will not do it.’”
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Babel (2006)



When screenwriter, novelist, and director Guillermo Arriaga was 10 years old, he practiced giving acceptance speeches with a Coke bottle. The reason, he explained to his parents, was because he was convinced he would win an Oscar, a Nobel Prize, or an award at the Cannes Film Festival. He’s already achieved one of those goals—he was honored at Cannes with Best Screenplay for The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada (2005), which also won Best Actor for director Tommy Lee Jones—and he’s been nominated for the Academy Award for Best Original Screenplay for Babel (2006). Born in Mexico City, Arriaga is at the forefront of Mexican artists who have brought his country’s cinema to the attention of worldwide audiences in the 21st century. With director Alejandro González Iñárritu, he wrote the screenplays for Amores Perros (2000), 21 Grams (2003), and Babel, films that were praised for their unflinching view of humanity’s darkness while at the same time offering hope in the form of community and individual compassion. Arriaga directed his first feature in 2008: The Burning Plain—which starred Charlize Theron, Kim Basinger, and Jennifer Lawrence—and continued his passion for
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