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fAde inletters

no Age limits

Well, here I sit stark fucking naked at 
three in the morning getting all nos-
talgic just because I read these pieces 
in Written By and couldn’t control 
myself. What was it Bette Davis said, 
“Getting old ain’t for sissies.” Okay, so 
here I am, 81 years old and living at the 
Motion Picture & Television retirement 
home in Woodland Hills and still hav-
ing these fucking dreams of trying to 
sell some shit to teenagers. Anyway, I re-
member a young kid coming to me and 

wanting me to read some stuff he’d written. I was pretty blown away at 
the time, even a bit jealous it was so good. He was working at Variety. I 
couldn’t really help him (I was working on three shows at the same time, 
had a wife and five kids to support as a fucking writer. What a joke, but 
I was doing it), but I encouraged him to keep writing, and he went on 
to become one of the best in the business. His name was Alvin Sargent. 
He was a prince of a guy and even called me a couple of years later to tell 
me how much he liked an episode of The Outer Limits I had done called 
“The Man Who Was Never Born.” I was gratified but getting more jealous 
because he was beginning to write features and I was stuck in TV. (What 
a bitch of a business that so corrupts the soul.) Few years later, young kid 
named Larry Brody comes pitching ideas to my wife, Nancy, and I as we 
are producing together by now for some other crappy series but making 
a pretty good living. He was a talented young guy, and I wondered what 
happened to him, then just read that he had gotten old and was trying to 
deal with THE END of his career. Think it was William Faulkner who 
said, “You go out to Hollywood and one day you turn around and you’re 
65.” Yeah, he knew. And Larry Brody said we old shits don’t fade out, we 
just DISSOLVE TO: whatever. And me? Well, I wrote a memoir called 
Slow Fade to Autumn, which will be published next month, a book of po-
etry and the lyrics and book for a fucking stage musical. I’ll be a 100 years 
old and on my death bed and telling my writer son that I’ve got this idea 
for a fucking series…well, you get the idea.

Anthony LAwrence

For years, I prayed that I would some day be as witty as Larry Gelbart. 
Even if I couldn’t hope to catch up, it would have been enough if age 
and circumstance had conspired to slow him down. As proven by the 
recent issue, that was doomed to failure, as was my earlier mission in 
life; namely, waiting for Cary Grant to lose his looks. 

Burt PreLutsky

E-mail letters to writtenby@wga.org, or fax them to (323) 
782-4802. Letters related to Written By articles will be 
published, space permitting. Letters may be edited for clarity 
and length, and the editor will select representative content. 
Opinions expressed in letters to the editor are not necssarily 
those of the WGAW.

WGAW members:  Please check the WGAW Calendar for instructions on how to RSVP.

•  COL•COA CLASSICS SERIES at 2pm

•  AFTER 10, a late show series at 10:30pm

•  FOCUS ON A FRENCH FILMMAKER: 
 FLORENT SIRI on Thursday

THE HAPPY HOUR TALKS 
in association with     

Daily industry panels before the screenings followed 
by a complimentary wine and cheese tasting. 

FREE WITH SAME DAY FILM TICKET

ADDITIONAL TICKET AND PROGRAM INFORMATION AT:

FREE 
FOR WGAW 
MEMBERS

A week showcasing the vitality and diversity of French cinema, including these new films:

The popular panel series HAPPY HOUR TALKS (in association with                   ) presents topics of interest to industry 
professionals.  Each panel is followed by a complimentary wine and cheese reception. Free admission with same-day film ticket.

The popular panel series HAPPY HOUR TALKS (in association 
with VARIETY) presents topics of interest to industry 
professionals.  Each panel is followed by a complimentary 
wine and cheese reception.  Free admission with same-day 
ticket.
WGAW members:  Please check the WGAW Cal-
endar for instructions on how to RSVP.  Additional 
ticket and program information at: www.colcoa.org.
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Larry Gelbart at the Pinnacle
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less
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IN PLAIN SIGHT - MARSHALL: “YOU KNOW, AYN RAND’S CENTRAL 
THESIS POSITED SELFLESSNESS AS ANTITHETICAL TO GOOD.” 
MARY: “A HUNDRED BUCKS SAYS YOU DIE A LONELY OLD MAN.” 
BURN NOTICE - MICHAEL: “IT’S HARD TO TRUST SOMEONE WHO’S 
TRIED TO KILL ME... WHAT, FOUR TIMES?” VICTOR: “FOUR? C’MON, 
YOU’RE COUNTING EARLIER, WITH THE CHAIR?”  MONK - NATALIE: 
“SHE SEEMS NICE. HOW BAD COULD HER HUSBAND BE?” MONK: “IT 
DOESN’T ALWAYS WORK LIKE THAT. EVA BRAUN TOOK IN STRAY 
PUPPIES.”  PSYCH - SHAWN: “MY LICENSE TO KILL WAS REVOKED. 
PROBLEMS AT THE KAZAKHSTAN BORDER. I COULD GIVE YOU THE 
DETAILS, BUT THEN I’D HAVE TO KILL YOU, WHICH I CAN’T, BECAUSE 
MY LICENSE TO KILL WAS REVOKED.”  THE STARTER WIFE - MOLLY 
KAGAN: “I DIDN’T GET THE BOOTY CALL GENE. I’M A NICE JEWISH 
GIRL FROM DETROIT AND IF I’M CALLING FOR AN APPOINTMENT, 
IT’S TO HAVE MY TEETH CLEANED OR MY CAR TUNED.” LAW & 
ORDER: CRIMINAL INTENT - NICHOLS: “YOU KNOW WHAT THEY SAY, 
THE MIND IS A RELEVANCE MAKING MACHINE.” WHEELER: “JUST 
SOUNDS LIKE ADULT A.D.D. TO ME.” NICHOLS: “REALLY? (POINTING 
DOWN THE HALL, EXCITED) LOOK! A BIRD!”  LAW & ORDER: CRIMINAL 
INTENT - GOREN: “I WASN’T AWARE THAT THERE’S SCRIPTURE 
THAT ENDORSES SUICIDE.” PAUL: “INTERPRETATION COMES ONLY 
THROUGH ABSOLUTE FAITH.” GOREN: “SUCH ASSURANCE. I’D THINK 
EVEN ABRAHAM HAD HIS MOMENTS OF DOUBT.” PAUL: “HE RAISED 
THE KNIFE OVER HIS SON AS GOD COMMANDED.” GOREN: “BUT 
SEEING HIS AGONY, GOD STOPPED HIM. YOU USED A HAMMER, A 
KNIFE, A BOMB, A GUN AND NOTHING STOPPED YOU.”

THE WRITERS BEHIND THE CHARACTERS WHO HAVE MADE US #1

F O R  YO U R  E M M Y  C O N S I D E R AT I O N®
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Transformers: Revenge of 
the Fallen—the best of times. 

Transformers: Revenge of the Fall-
en—the worst of times.

This is a tale of two writing teams. 
Correction: one team; and one writer 
who must work like a team. 

Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci 
are in an island paradise suite of of-
fices on Disney’s Burbank lot, being 
interviewed for Written By by Da-
mon Lindelof, executive producer of Lost [co-created by Jeffrey Lieber 
and J.J. Abrams & Damon Lindelof ]. All three, seated in the Lost 
writers’ room, are working under WGA coverage, with full health and 
pension and residuals, including for mobisodes. They relax, entertain-
ing you, lucky reader, with tales of Kurtzman & Orci’s writing of last 
month’s box-office phenom Star Trek and this month’s blockbuster 
Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen.

That’s impressive productivity, but our other one-man team, Mi-
cah Wright, will witness his five premieres, all literally released on the 
same day that Transformers 2 opens. Wright’s scripts, too, are titled 
Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen. Believe it or not, his should earn 
more money in a month than the Kurtzman-Orci feature will make in 
a year. Yet none of his work is covered by the WGA’s Minimum Basic 
Agreement.

Why? Because Wright’s scripts are for videogames and, despite his 
requests that the games’ publishing company credit 14.5 percent of his 
fees toward his WGA Health & Pension funds, the company declined.

The unenlightened might argue that these are just interactive kids’ 
games. Allow Wright, chair of the WGA Videogame Writers Caucus 
(VWC), to refute such arguments: “On the average game, you might 
write 300 film script pages of cutscene sequences and thousands of 
barks.” Got that? No? Let’s define our terms. A “cutscene” is not what it 
sounds like: It’s the filmed, non-interactive sequences. “There’s a virtual 
set filled with virtual actors,” explains Wright, “and the scenes play out in 
front of you just like a movie and you have no control over them.”

Next up, the “barks document”: phrases characters might say during 
interactive play, depending on the player’s selection. “Barks can be ut-
terly random,” Wright says, “or tied to specific activities.” Simple? For 
Transformers 2, he wrote about 3,600 “barks” for 40 characters. In total, 
Wright composed approximately 6,000 lines of dialogue in six weeks. As 
he says, “a Herculean effort.” It appears that the ever-sophisticated game-
playing audience requires increasingly complex narratives. 

“Games is now a gigantic business,” concludes Wright. “It out-
earned DVD and Blu-Ray sales put together last year. It passed theatri-
cal distribution several years before that. We need to be organizing and 
informing our fellow members that they should call the Guild when-
ever approached about game work. This is essential to breaking down 
the anti-union paranoia that grips the games business so tightly.”

So, troops, when you get that offer about writing some game, who 
you gonna call? Until then, Wright warns that “if I were a games pub-
lisher working my employees 80 hours/week and paying as little as 
they do, I’d be paranoid about losing that sweet deal also.”

—Richard Stayton, Editor
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“The first time I met John was in 1963 at the Thalburg Build-
ing. He was furious at the WGA for something. I said to him, 
‘Then you’ve got to get involved.’ ”

—Christopher Knopf, former WGAW president

T he first time I met John A. Furia Jr. was, if not before 
I fell off the turnip truck, then before I bounced off 
the pavement after falling off the turnip truck. I had 

been doing research interviewing cops for an Emmy-winning 
show, Police Story, and I was passed to him without knowing 
him, or him knowing me, for a series about John O’Hara 
because I knew a lot about John O’Hara.

He was, as his wife, Mary Furia, has said, “A man with a 
big brain as well as a creative brain.” He had a cool nature. He 
was intelligent, analytical, and controlled. He never lost that 
cool or his temper, even when David Gerber, the executive 
producer of a short-lived show called Gibbsville, sorely tested 
it. John and David were a pair—a remarkable man who never 
raised his voice and a remarkable man who seldom lowered 
his. Talk about warring sensibilities. There were lessons to 
learn. John Furia’s English was precise, carefully held, and 
spoken with great declension. David Gerber’s was a Vesuvian 
gobbledygook that had its own bewildering brilliance. 

The second and third and many more times I spent with 
John Furia were because of Father Ellwood “Bud” Kieser, a 
Paulist priest, and the founder and head of the Humanitas 
Prize, of which John was a founding director. Father Kieser, 
6’6 or 7, German stock, was literally and figuratively deaf. He 
believed—often for great good and almost as often as a testa-
ment to downright stubbornness—that God was on his side, 
sitting on his shoulder if not closer. 

To paraphrase Tolstoy: All relationships with Father Kieser 

were alike and each was unique in its own way. We all said, 
“No” to him and he ignored it because “No” (however ex-
clamation pointed!) just wasn’t part of this man’s vocabulary, 
and yet John and Bud forged a bond and a friendship and 
were remarkably close for 30 some years, until Bud’s death 
in 2000.

“Anything could happen, and there could be explosions of 
emotions all around him, and John was the same. He had 
this gentlemanly manner. He never lost his temper, never got 
emotional, but if he had his position—if he believed in what 
writers were asking and deserved—he had his position. He 
had a spine of steel.”

—Del Reisman, former WGAW president

Chris Knopf told the young John Furia to get involved. Well, 
he did. Within a decade of their meeting, John became presi-
dent of the Writers Guild and subsequently either headed or 
served the committee that negotiated with the AMPTP as 
often as any other writer before or since.

He brought a remarkable quality into negotiations as well 
as that cool manner. He understood contracts. He had an 
ability to see beyond the hot points. What might be negotia-
ble and what just wasn’t. He could unsnarl the consequences 
that lay in the hidden intricacies of the small print. The pos-
sible land mines. 

Most important, he believed in writers and writing.
“The screenplay and the teleplay,” he wrote, “are the new 

literary forms for the 21st century. They are among the most 
influential creative writing of our day, shaping the moral, so-
cial, and political dialogue of our society.

“Writers come in all sizes, colors, shapes, ethnic back-

Written by John Sacret Young 

TRIBUTE

John Furia Jr.  
1929–2009

Goodbye, 
John
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grounds, and genders,” he wrote. 
“Writers enjoy the privilege of be-
ing the conscience of the world. 
They create the myths by which 
the joyous, the heroic, the ugly, the 
mundane which mark our days will 
be remembered and given to our 
children. Writers are the storytell-
ers, the artisans of the treasures of 
hope and truth and beauty, which 
men, women, and children have 
dreamed of forever, and still longingly pursue through the 
shadowy caves of time.”

“His devotion, sometimes in the spotlight, but far more often 
not, is legendary and unparalleled in Guild history.”

—David Rintels, former WGAW president

John’s life, work, and love dovetailed in service. He forged 
an astonishing integrity of accomplishment. He navigated 
some difficult shoals, weathering a welter of challenging 
personalities along the way. However surrounded by chaos 
or contention, John maintained a civility and a grace in a 
business that is not always civil or 
graceful. 

That service extended far be-
yond the fragments I was honored 
enough to witness—to the Writers 
Guild, the Writers Guild Founda-
tion, the Humanitas Prize, to being 
a professor and the founding chair-
man of the University of Southern 
California’s School of Cinema-
Television Writing Division, to the 
University of the Andes in Chile, 

where he taught classes, got scripts 
donated to be gathered into their 
first and only such library. Without 
him it wouldn’t be.

It is now named the John A. Fu-
ria Jr. Library.

One of the last times I saw John, 
he was hurting. A hip had been re-
placed. The pain was harrowing. It 
affected him physically and even 
mentally. He was unlike himself yet 

without complaint. I worried and wished, not for the first 
time, nor the last, that I had learned better some of the les-
sons this teacher carried.

We said we would meet again soon, and we did. We didn’t 
mention the previous encounter. He was back. Himself. That 
cool together nature.

“John was more than an eminence grise; he was pure emi-
nence.”

—Patric Verrone, President WGAW

The extraordinary and consistent way all these past presidents 
of the Guild quoted here have writ-
ten about him is who John Furia 
was, and the way John Furia was, 
and, sharing their great gratitude, it 
is the way I will remember him.

In his unique, big-brained, and 
generous way, John was a Don 
Quixote. Our Don Quixote. With 
his deeply thoughtful, disciplined 
lance he took on and knocked akil-
ter—and for the better—some very 
big windmills. 

10  •  W G A W  W r i t t e n  B y   j u n e / j u l y  2 0 0 9

Mary and John Furia with Amy Holden Jones and Tom Schulman 
at the opening of the Shavelson-Webb Library in 2005.

i met John 40 years ago when I was first elected to the 
Writers Guild Board of Directors. John became president 

shortly afterward and, although he never made me aware of 
it, I must have been a challenge to him. I was young and 
green and not without strong opinions, only a few of which 
might have had some slight validity. John put up with me 
and, when I followed him as president, gave me that most 
rare and generous gift—never offering advice unless I asked 
for it. Fortunately, over the years I learned to turn to John, 
not occasionally but all the time, at first about the Guild, 
then about stories and scripts, and then to my great joy about 
anything at all. What I wouldn’t give today for just one more 
phone call with John, one more lunch or dinner, even—Lord 

save me—one more all-day or all-night committee meeting 
at the Guild . . . with John.

While John was president of the Guild, there was an oc-
casion when he was criticized by a number of members for 
an action that—I thought then and think now—they did 
not fully understand, and their criticism was unfair to John. 
Although it must have been hurtful, John bore it in silence. 
He did not defend himself, did not tell the members what 
they had not understood, though it would have been simple 
enough to do. I asked him why, and this is what he said: “You 
do the best you can, and you sleep well at night.”

John always did the best he could.
Sleep well, John. 

And Goodnight
Written by David Rintels
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R ight about now, in the majestic and dignified pageant 
we call the television production year, we’re smack in 
the middle of preproduction. 

It works like this: In late May, the networks order new shows, 
and renew old shows, for the fall season. The first weeks of June 
everyone scrambles for a job on the new shows and to replace 
people who have left returning shows. It’s a cutthroat, undigni-
fied, and ultimately ugly process—no more cutthroat, ugly, and 
undignified as anything else that goes on in Hollywood, of course, 
but it’s compressed into two furious weeks, so it just seems worse. 

But by now, everyone who is going to get a job has gotten 
one, and everyone who isn’t, hasn’t. The people who aren’t work-
ing have an easier time of it: All they have to do is hang around 

coffee shops, revising 
enemies lists, com-
plaining, bitterly 
criticizing all of the 
shows that, until very 
recently, they were 
desperate to work on, 
and asking themselves 
the question that un-
employed writers have 
been asking them-
selves for centuries: 
Am I not working 
because I’m not really 
all that good, or all 
that funny, or all that 
talented, and no one 
has the courage to tell 
me because I respond 
to even the mildest 
criticism with rage 
and tears and hysterics 
and why would they 
tell me anyway, I’m 
too old to do anything 
else and it’s too late to 
switch careers and I’ve 
got too much of my 
self wrapped up in this 
business and I don’t 
seem to realize that 
year after year, eking 
out a living scram-
bling for jobs is a sign 
that this is never really 
going to happen for 
me? Or, should I fire 
my agent?

The working writers have a tougher job. They have to go into 
a room and work productively and happily with other writers. 

Our first staff job, back in the Lincoln administration, was 
on a long-running hit comedy. I was 24. My partner and I were 
staff writers—the lowest rung on the staff, slightly south of the 
senior production assistant, actually—and we sort of sat there 
for a couple of weeks in terrified silence, smiling robotically and 
laughing on cue. But for some reason, a couple of writers four 
or five rungs above us—senior members of the writing staff—
decided to hate us. And I mean, hate us. Hate hate—it was baf-
fling. I mean, I understand despising the writers just below you 
on the chart; I understand trying to undermine the group just 
above you on the chart; I even get trying to set the two groups 
against each other—look, the reason most writers in town go 
around miserably torturing themselves by thinking everyone 
hates them, they’re about to be fired, and they can’t really write 
very well is because everyone does hates them, they are about to 
be fired, and they can’t really write very well. But it never made 
any sense to me—and it still doesn’t make any sense—why you’d 
focus all of that useful career-building viciousness on guys way, 
way down the ladder. A few years ago, I recommended a team of 
young, talented writers for a job on the show. I didn’t know the 
showrunner that well, but I knew the young guys pretty well, 
and I was sure they’d do a good job. 

“I’m not sure about them,” the showrunner told me on 
the phone after their interview. “I like the shorter one okay, 
but the big one likes himself.” 

“What?” 
“He likes himself. He’s . . . confident.” 
“Confident? Really? I just thought he was tall.” 
“I don’t know. It’s a staff job, right? We’re all sitting in a 

room together working, pitching jokes, fixing stories. Do I 
really want to spend 10 hours a day working with a tall guy 
who’s confident and likes himself?” 

“Well, they write good drafts. And I think the tall guy was 
a pretty fat kid growing up. And his mom is a constant prob-
lem to him, if that makes it any better. You could spend all of 
preproduction teasing him about that and that might make 
him less . . . adjusted.” 

“Yeah. Yeah. That might work. Look, I don’t care, you under-
stand. These guys will be four or five rungs below me. But it might 
be good for the guys one step up to know about the fat stuff and 
the mother thing. I mean, we’ve all gotta work together, right?” 

“You want the team to work as a team,” I said. 
So he decided to hire the guys. I called them immediately. 
“I’ve got good news and bad news,” I said. “The good news 

is, you’ve got a job on staff next season.” 
They were ecstatic. 
“What’s the bad news?” they asked. 
“Stay tuned,” I said. 

From Martini Shot, Rob Long’s continuing radio series, on KCRW FM.

Martini Shot by Rob long

The Big One Likes Himself

“Spoilers give fans the answers 
they want, the resolution they 
crave. As an avid fan of movies 
and TV myself, I completely 
understand the desire to find 
out behind-the-scenes details 
in a nanosecond. Which, given 
technology, is often how long it 
takes—to the frustration of the 
storytellers. Efforts to gather this 
intel and the attempts to plug 
leaks create an ongoing battle 
between filmmakers and the very 
fans they are dying to entertain 
and impress. But the real damage 
isn’t so much that the secret 
gets out. It’s that the experience 
is destroyed. The illusion is 
diminished. ... It’s telling that the 
very term itself—spoiler—has 
become synonymous with ‘cool 
info you can get before the other 
guy.’ What no one remembers is 
that it literally means ‘to damage 
irreparably; to ruin.’ Spoilers 
make no bones about destroying 
the intended experience—and 
somehow that has become, for 
many, the preferred choice.

In some cases, spoilers 
don’t just prevent the intended 
experience of something, they 
prevent the very existence of it.” 

—J.J. Abrams, 
from “Warning: Spoilers Ahead!!!,” 
Wired, May 2009O

V
E

R
H

E
A

R
D



j u n e / j u l y  2 0 0 9   W G A W  W r i t t e n  B y  • 13 

Width 8.625 in x Height 11.125 in

Width 8.375 in x Height 10.875 in

Width 7.375 in x Height 9.875 in

100%

USA_Emmy_WrittenBy_mech05 4OF6

83-19 116th Street, #5G, New York, NY 11418
T: (646) 269-6462  evelyn@blisternyc.com

FILE

SIZE

COLORS

Trim: 

Safety: 

Scale: 

Bleed: 

APPROVALS ART COPY PROD CLIENT

GREEN C56 M00 Y100 K27  YELLOW C10 Y75   Grey 

K70

409178usa_A_r2   CYMK
USA_Emmy_WrittenBy_mech07.indd

FYC EMMY ‘09®

OUTSTANDING WRITING
FOR A COMEDY SERIES

usanetwork.com/emmys

STEVE FRANKS
WRITER/EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

SALADIN K. PATTERSON
WRITER/CO-EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

KELL CAHOON
WRITER/CONSULTING PRODUCER

ANDY BERMAN
WRITER/SUPERVISING PRODUCER

ANUPAM NIGAM
WRITER/CO-PRODUCER

TIM MELTREGER
WRITER/STORY EDITOR

JAMES RODAY
ACTOR/WRITER



14 • W G A W  W r i t t e n  B y   j u n e / j u l y  2 0 0 9

Width 8.625 in x Height 11.125 in

Width 8.375 in x Height 10.875 in

Width 7.375 in x Height 9.875 in

100%

GOLD C20 M30 Y100 K6 Grey K70

USA_Emmy_WrittenBy_mech05 6OF6

83-19 116th Street, #5G, New York, NY 11418
T: (646) 269-6462  evelyn@blisternyc.com

FILE

SIZE

COLORS

Trim: 

Safety: 

Scale: 

Bleed: 

APPROVALS ART COPY PROD CLIENT

409204usa_A_r1   CYMK
USA_Emmy_WrittenBy_mech07.indd

WALON GREEN
WRITER/EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

ED ZUCKERMAN
WRITER/EXECUTIVE PRODUCER 

WARREN LEIGHT
WRITER/EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

MICHAEL CHERNUCHIN
WRITER/CO-EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

TIMOTHY J. LEA
WRITER/CO-EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

ANDREW LIPSITZ
WRITER/CO-EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

JULIE MARTIN
WRITER/CO-EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

DIANA SON
WRITER/CO-EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

CHARLIE RUBIN
WRITER/SUPERVISING PRODUCER

ANTOINETTE STELLA
WRITER/SUPERVISING PRODUCER

ERIC OVERMYER
WRITER/CONSULTING PRODUCER

SIOBHAN O’CONNOR
WRITER/CONSULTING PRODUCER

PAMELA WECHSLER
WRITER/EXECUTIVE STORY EDITOR

JEROME HAIRSTON
WRITER/EXECUTIVE STORY EDITOR

JACQUELYN REINGOLD
STAFF WRITER

PETER BLAUNER
STAFF WRITER

KATE RORICK
STAFF WRITER 

FYC EMMY ‘09®

OUTSTANDING WRITING
FOR A DRAMA SERIES

usanetwork.com/emmys

ight a market 
for 3D-driven 

screenplays be 
burgeoning in 
Hollywood? “There is a 
ton of genuine interest 
[in] scripts written for 3D 
films now,” says Zane 
Smith, co-writer of My 
Bloody Valentine 3D, the 
remake that grossed 
$24.1 million in its opening in January. 

With Disney Pixar’s animated 3D 
feature Up opening Cannes Film Festival 
and television manufacturers at the 2009 
Consumer Electronics Show touting “no 
glasses required” 3D home theaters, Smith 
is not alone in his assertion. Even Jeffrey 
Katzenberg announced that DreamWorks 
will produce all future films in stereoscopic 

3D. “Studios and production 
execs are fascinated by it and 
most want to be in the 3D 
biz,” says Smith, cautioning 
that a number of projects slap 
on a 3D label hoping to raise 
the project profile.

Todd Farmer, Smith’s co-
writer on My Bloody Valentine 
3D, emphasizes that scripts 

written for 3D should maintain their focus 
on story and characters. “The only change 
with 3D is in the POV of the action,” says 
Farmer. “Some of the action should fly at 
the audience. That’s part of the fun. Don’t 
be afraid to write it. You want the gimmick. 
Amadeus in 3D would make an amazingly 
voyeuristic experience, [but] Matrix in 3D with 
bullets and swords flying at your face would 
likely be more fun.”—Melinda Foley

You do not need to be a WGAW 
member to use the Guild’s official 
script and screenplay registration 
service, the world’s number one 
intellectual property service. Since 
1927, the WGAW Registry has been 
the industry standard in the creation 
of legal evidence for the protection 
of writers and their work. When 
you register your script prior to 
submitting it to agents, managers, 
or producers, you document your 
authorship on a given date should 
there be unauthorized usage. Visit 
WGAWRegistry.org for fast, easy, 
and convenient registration.
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Tweens: Spanning ages 8 –14, 

these 21 million U.S. children are 

still largely influenced and guided 

by their parents but eager for 

independence and to be recognized 

as individuals. With an average 

$2,047 each for tweens to spend, 

retailers, brand marketers, food 

manufacturers, entertainment 

companies, and others are in 

hot pursuit. Even in these tough 

economic times, tweens wield $43 

billion in spending power annually 

and influence the spending of billions 

more on everything from cell phones 

to vacations to automobiles. 

source: tween spending and influence 
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The View From the Bridge: Memories 
of Star Trek and a Life in Hollywood 
By Nicholas Meyer (Viking): 

“Almost 20 years will have elapsed since the 

release of Star Trek VI. Much has happened 

since then—to the world, to Star Trek. And 

to me. In the ’90s movies themselves were 

undergoing a transition whose momentum 

was gathering steam. At first, competition from 

such venues as television was offset by the 

bonanza that was DVD, but as time passed, it 

became clear that the monopoly movies had 

once enjoyed with the general public was being 

steadily eroded by competing and insistent claims on attention, including hundred-

channel television, video games, and latterly, the Internet. Also, as big corporations 

swallowed up the studios and burdened them with their huge corporate debt, the 

choices about which movies to make became increasingly conservative, driven by 

market demographics rather than instinct or guts or passion or taste. ... Films must 

now fit into genres.”

Table Read 
b o o k s  f r o m  o u r  l i b r a r y

If you own passive backend profit participations in successful
Feature Films, Television Programming or Music projects and
want the benefit of receiving future income now, please call
us for a consultation.

We are a uniquely designed company that will purchase 
all, or a portion of, future revenue streams with values 
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or corporations that own these assets, 
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or contact:
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W
hen reading the script for July’s (500) Days 
of Summer, you are immediately struck by a 
pre-fade in note to the reader, informing us 

that it’s a work of fiction, bearing no resemblance to ac-
tual people—but with one slight (and slightly profane) 
caveat: a little teaser to help the script stand out from the 
pack, the kind that usually only shows up on the page of 
a screenplay-in-progress. 

Rarely do these types of page-bound jokes wind up 
onscreen.

However, that same disclaimer appears onscreen at the 
outset of the film, verbatim from the Scott Neustadter & 
Michael H. Weber script. This is the first sign that (500) 
Days will not be your typical romantic comedy. A fa-
miliar story of boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy wins 
girl ba—scratch that last part. Voiceover immediately in-
forms us that this is a boy-meets-girl story, just not a love 
story. Twentysomethings Tom (Joseph Gordon-Levitt) 
and Summer (Zooey Deschanel) bond over The Smiths, 
Los Angeles architecture, and the absurd elaborateness 
of IKEA displays. Somewhere along the way, things go 

awry for the young lovers. Their conflict is rooted in 
some personal experiences of Neustadter who—

Before we look forward, let’s go back. One of the 
film’s more notable traits is its lack of chronology and 
the way so much of the story is viewed through the prism 
of memory. So, just as Tom reexamines his relationship 
with Summer, let’s take a look at the history of this writ-
ing partnership.

Meeting Cute (not)
The two writers met in New York, when Neustadter (fresh 
out of Penn) was working in development at Tribeca 
Productions, the Manhattan-based company cofounded 
by Robert De Niro and Jane Rosenthal. At that time, it 
seemed to Neustadter a slightly wiser choice than screen-
writing. “I just never thought it was a practical way to 
make a living,” Neustadter admits. “I went into devel-
opment, so I could have a job and a paycheck and learn 
about writing by reading. When you work in develop-
ment, you learn that for the most part the stuff you read 
is not as terrific as you thought it was going to be. It gave 

Written by Matt Hoey

TAKe FIVe

The Boys of Summer
Michael H. Weber and Scott Neustadter  
explore the pain (and laughs) of heartbreak.



me the confidence to try it [screenwrit-
ing] more seriously.” 

At the same time, Weber was study-
ing film at Syracuse and looking for a 
summer internship. Neustadter gave 
him a gig. And they immediately hit 
it off. “We became friends right away,” 
Weber remembers. “We had a similar 
sensibility.” He agrees the experience 
was educational. “Having access to 
scripts, sitting in on meetings, seeing 
the lifecycle of a script from the devel-
opment and producing side was defi-
nitely valuable.”

It was at this point that the creative 
partnership began to take shape—due 
to a decided lack of interest in nicotine. 
Recalls Neustadter, “We wrote our first 
script on the roof of Tribeca. People 
took cigarette breaks. We didn’t smoke, 
but we’d go up to the roof and tell jokes 
and write them down.”

The end result, says Neustadter, “was 
a silly kind of comedy that no one will 
ever see or read. But it gave us the feel-
ing that if we put our heads together we 
could make something happen.”

But even though they were work-
ing together, they still could not always 
work together. Neustadter now lives 
in Santa Monica, California; Weber 
still in New York. “It’s much better 
this way,” says Neustadter. “The closer 
we are, the worse our stuff is. We’re far 
more productive when we just talk on 
the phone. Even in New York, I lived 
on the Upper West Side, and he lived 
on the Lower East Side. That was about 
far enough away.”

“I don’t think we ever got anything 
accomplished when we were in the 
same time zone,” Weber recalls. “This 
is for the best.”

After Neustadter moved west, the 
two became serious about screenwrit-
ing. Now that they had the intent and 
the practice, they just needed the proper 
subject matter—and inspiration. They 
needed Scott to get his heart broken.

Twice.
Recalls Neustadter, “(500) Days is 

based on two people. I needed to have 
met them both and have them crush 
my heart in the way they did to really 

figure out how we were going to write 
this thing. The first was Act One and 
the second was Act Three. So thank 
God for both of them.”

Adds Weber: “The first one didn’t do 
a thorough enough job. She left some 
room for the second one to really get 
creative.”

“Yeah,” Neustadter sighs. “Thank 
God for that.”

Are these girls aware of being en-
shrined in cinematic history? “I did give 
them the script when the movie started 
to happen,” Neustadter reveals. “I didn’t 
want them to go to the theater and, 
Why does that sound familiar? Because 
you said it! Both of them said fine. 

“Actually, one [girl] related to the 
Tom character, which was beyond in-
furiating.”

Shot in the Dark
But before (500) Days got going 
came a studio gig: The Pink Panther 
2 [screenplay by Neustadter & Weber 
and Steve Martin, story by Neustadter 
& Weber]. 

If you’ve read (500) Days, you’d be 
forgiven for scratching your head. They 
did the same thing. “Believe it or not,” 
Neustadter marvels, “the executive 
read (500), had us in for a meeting, 
and the only assignment they had was 
Pink Panther. He said, ‘I’m sure it’s not 
something you want to do.’ Our agents 
were like, ‘Come up with something! 
Try it! You’ve gotta go for it.’ So we just 
sort of said okay and threw something 
out there.”

The fact that their work actually 
ended up onscreen (and they received 
credit for it) is not lost on them. “We 
never realized how difficult it is to make 
a movie,” admits Neustadter. “A script 
is one thing, but to get a greenlight 
to make a movie is one of the hardest 
things. It’s always an achievement to 
have them roll cameras.”

In some ways, (500) Days is the 
complete antithesis of a franchise film. 
Not confined by studio mandates, the 
script takes the elements of the roman-
tic comedy genre, chops them up, and 
replays them in a manner at once famil-

iar and completely new. 
And the movie is an almost literal 

translation of the script. “One of the 
coolest things, why we feel so close to 
it, the film is almost exactly what we 
wrote in the first draft—the music, the 
out-of-sequence stuff, a lot of the cra-
zier ideas,” Neustadter says. 

“We wrote a movie that we wanted 
to see, that we weren’t seeing out there, 
and then they made that movie,” We-
ber adds, still surprised. “I don’t know 
if it’s ever going to be like that again.”

For two guys who wrote so elo-
quently about the pain of heartbreak, 
their dance card is now full. Last June, 
they were named to Variety’s list of “10 
Screenwriters to Watch,” and the piece 
revealed that they set up seven proj-
ects in 26 months. Neustadter calls it 
a “crazy run.” 

Having two produced credits and a 
slew of projects in development gives 
them an interesting vantage point, ca-
reer-wise. “Every time they buy some-
thing, the door opens just a little wider, 
so we were able to get a couple things 
going at a quick pace,” says Neustadter. 
“Now we’re trying different things and 
we’re taking some time to be selective 
about what we’re going to do next.”

“Things change over the years,” adds 
Weber. “Early on, it’s about getting 
work and proving you can deliver, but 

then your goals change. You don’t have 
to go after every job. We want to work 
on movies that excite us, that interest 
us. 

“It’s a good position to be in.” 

Matt Hoey is a freelance writer living in 
Michigan and a contributing editor to 
Written By.

j u n e / j u l y  2 0 0 9   W G A W  W r i t t e n  B y   •  19  

Joseph Gordon-Levitt and Zooey Deschanel in 
(500) Days of Summer.
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n September 10, 2001—the day before the 
world changed forever —air traffic controllers at 
the Santa Monica Airport radioed aircraft over-

head and instructed them to turn off their transpon-
ders. The controllers, lying on my behalf, explained 
that they were running equipment tests. I watched, 
amazed at how easy it was to fly an airplane in U.S. 

airspace and 
avoid radar detection. The planes were out there, do-
ing what they do, but try to find them on the radar 
screen and they were invisible.

For the next several days, I figured that knock on 
my door would be the FBI. I’m not an FAA inspec-
tor or an aerospace technician, so why had I been in 
that control tower? I was petrified and uneasily proud 
of my answer: I’m a screenwriter doing research for a 
pitch I sold to a major movie studio. But no G-men 
ever showed up. They were busy looking for persons 
of interest—not what anyone in this town would call a 
screenwriter (out there, doing what we do, invisible).

My pitch—an Air Force pilot forced to fly undetect-
ed throughout the country to prove his innocence in a 
murder rap—should probably have been grounded on 
September 12. But I scribbled out several dozen treat-
ments. And—ahem—“two” complete drafts. Then 
was mercifully relieved of my responsibility to write it. 

But before all that, I got that 
insider’s look at the control 
tower and to meet Air Force 
fighter pilots and catch a 
preview of the F-22 Raptor, 
and was even flipped upside 
down while backseating a 
vintage WWII P-51 Mus-
tang, strafing rabbits in dry 
riverbeds outside Hollister. 
All in the name of some 
kick-ass research. Being 
a screenwriter can some-
times rock.

It was my first major 
sale. It got me my Guild 
card. It got me insurance 
and paid for the repair of 
my left knee (the ortho-
pedic surgeon referred 
to my WGA insurance 
as “the platinum card”) 
and the birth of my first 
child. It justified my 
move to Los Angeles 
and gave me a sense of 
self-worth (way, way 

more than it should have).
Then it evaporated into the ether. A few other proj-

ects netted me as much revenue as the studios claimed 
to get from new media. And now, too soon from to-
day, my Guild membership will finally expire. I will 
no longer be a member of the writers’ union. 

But I will remain a writer.
Saddled with the responsibility of providing chil-

dren with things like the latest Baby Einstein DVD 
and food, I scurried back into the world of grown-
up day jobs. After being an Army paratrooper, sales-
man, and business operations guy, I discovered an-
other talent—supply chain optimization (which is 
about a tenth as exciting as it sounds). These days, I 

Written by Gary Marion

THe jOB
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find my mind wandering in meetings, 
even when I’m the one talking, which I 
think is a bad sign.

I used to get up at 6 a.m. and write, 
but when the kids came along and de-
manded that timeslot, I started getting 
up at five but wasn’t getting enough 
writing done. So for the past few years, 
I’ve been getting up at four. To write. 
Because I can’t not do it.

So while I’ll continue to type stories 
for me and my wife to read, I wanted to 
say goodbye. For now. And thank you. 
The Guild fought for (and won) nearly 
every paycheck a movie studio ever owed 
me—even when my representation was 
too hesitant to take them on. And al-
though it had been years since I received 
a check for writing, I slipped away from 
my day gig a few times to picket during 
the strike. Not nearly as many times as I 
should have. Not nearly as many times 
as the Guild deserved.

I’m thankful that I was born with 
the urge to write. Thankful that I’m 
not getting up at 4 a.m. to act alone 

at the kitchen table. As a writer, I’ve 
been able to exact vengeance upon the 
dry cleaner who lost 10 of my shirts, 
then refused to pay up (I put him in a 
script and gave him a small penis), and 
find outlets for life’s aggravations (the 

time I failed my own telephone ID test 
became a character’s frustration and no 
longer mine). Writing is joy. And by 
joy I mean the searing agony of walk-
ing barefoot across a 120-page bed of 
red-hot lava coals. Screaming in pain 
the whole way. Smelling your own flesh 
char. And making it to Fade Out.

I tried not writing for a while. And 
that’s when I discovered I can’t not 
write. With the full-time day gig and 
the kids, it’s harder to find time. I use 
the early wake-ups and business trips. 
Airport lounges, jet-lagged all-night-
ers, and conference rooms in far away 
countries—while those around me are 
working to optimize someone’s supply 
chain, I might be tweaking a line of 
dialogue.

So although I won’t be a member of 
your Guild any longer, I will still be a 
writer. Out there, doing what we do, 
invisible. (Unless you happen to be in 
my kitchen at 4 a.m. one day.) Because 
I can’t not do it.

Goodbye. See you soon.

We’ll steal your heart...

A film festival celebrating inspiring and dramatic donation and 
transplantation storylines in television and film. 

Free admission and lunch to WGA and DGA with ID.  
Must RSVP to attend. $8 admit. $8 Mexican buffet lunch. 

RSVP (213) 500-6511
More info: www.DonateLifeHollywood.org

10:30 AM to 5:30 PM screenings

1 PM Writer – Producer Panel 
“Make ‘Em Laugh – Make ‘Em Cry:  

How Organ Donation Storylines Cut Deep”

3:30 PM Transplant + Trauma Surgeon Panel
“Ripped from the Headlines: Surgeon Hastens Death for Organs?” 

DIRECTORS GUILD OF AMERICA     
JUNE 13 2009

Writing is joy. And by joy 

I mean the searing agony 

of walking barefoot across 

a 120-page bed of red-hot 

lava coals. Screaming 

in pain the whole way. 

Smelling your own flesh 

char. And making it.
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M y first venture in comedy was 
in the eighth-grade. Mrs. An-

derson, the teacher, had formulated a 
class newspaper. Frankie Borowsky was 
chosen as humor editor. Frankie was 
fat. In those days if you were fat, it was 
irrefutable proof that you were geneti-
cally funny. I, however, provided him 
with a joke for his oral presentation. I 
had stolen the joke from a vaudeville 
routine but was even then resource-

ful enough to use the names of actual 
classmates. It went like this:

Sam Rosen went to visit Shirley 
Frugotti. 

He entered the house and called out 
Shirley’s name.

“I’m upstairs,” she called back. “Taking 
a shower.”

“Well, slip on something and come 
down,” he called.

So she slipped on a bar of soap and 
came down.

It got a good laugh. Frankie stood 
glowing in the plaudits as I stood on 
the outskirts and watched. Mrs. An-
derson asked Frankie to stay at recess 
and then chastised him for telling an 
off-color joke. Frankie went out to the 
schoolyard, found me, and punched 
me out. I learned then the rule that 

stayed with me throughout my radio, 
television and feature picture career 
in comedy: When it works, you are 
anonymous; when it doesn’t work, 
you’re fired.

My first comedy script was hand-
ed back to me with the comment, 
“Not bad, but it needs punching up.” 
I brought it to a friend who had six 
months more experience as a writer 
than I did and asked him what punch-
ing up meant.

“It means,” he said, “that it needs to 
be funnier.”

“Did he think,” I asked incredu-
lously, “that I could have made it fun-
nier but didn’t?”

“It just means it needs more jokes.”
“How do you write a joke?”
“Weren’t you writing a play about 

the poor widow who was abandoned 
by her children and forced to live in an 
old people’s home?” 

“This is just until I get the rent paid. 
How do you write a joke?”

“Comedy writers have gag files. 
There’s a book called One Thousand 
Jokes and Toasts for All Occasions. It 
costs only $5 and might be of some 
help.”

I had only $5, so I had to borrow 
the sales tax from him. I bought the 
book and found two jokes I could 
use. They bought the script. I made 
$32 and change, clear profit. Come to 
think about it, I don’t think I ever paid 
him back the sales tax.      

 I like jokes. I like to tell and listen to 
jokes. But from that day to this, I never 
learned to write them. You might ask 
how I became a comedy writer when 
I couldn’t write jokes. I don’t know. I 
wrote about things that amused me 
and sometimes people laughed and 
that was it.

When I started as a writer, I dated 

only girls who could type. Then I met 
a girl who was not only an expert typist 
but, while she typed my scripts, would 
laugh at the dialogue. So I married 
her. Don’t get the wrong impression. 
I would have married her even if she 
couldn’t type. However, if she didn’t 
laugh at my dialogue… Well, I’ll have 
to get back to you on that.

the Comedy Lesson 
My answer to anyone who asks wheth-
er they should go into comedy writing 
is an unequivocal no. I would give the 
same answer to anyone who asks wheth-
er they should climb Mount Everest. If 
they have to ask, they shouldn’t leave 
camp. 

To write comedy requires a com-
bination of arrogance and humility in 
massive proportions. The need for ar-
rogance is obvious. To believe you can 
hold the attention of strangers—much 
less make them laugh—shows a self-
confidence beyond logic. Humility is 
essential to realize how easy it is to fail 
and, more important, to accept that 
people who answer quizzes in maga-
zines to find out if they’re good lovers 
will be the final, undisputed judges on 
whether you are bringing it off.

There is a theory that most jokes 
were first conceived by men in prison. 
(And conversely, another that many are 
made by people who should be there). 
Jokes, however, are almost always made 

Written by Sol Saks

TOOlS

Comedy keeps 
you young.

Did you ever wonder 

why the stripper 

was more titillating 

than the pure nude? 

It’s because the nude 

has no third act.

There is a theory that 
most jokes were first 
conceived by men in prison. 
(And conversely, that 
many are made by people 
who should be there.) 
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of, by, and for the oppressed.
Modern man walks a narrow path 

between boredom and hysteria. It’s the 
artist’s function to help him maintain 
his balance, the humorist’s to help for-
get his fear.

The three indispensable attributes 
of the comedy writer are motivation, 
courage, and a high tolerance to suf-
fering.

Television comedy was, with a few 
exceptions, a Never-Never Land per-
formed by characters who were usu-
ally slightly retarded but lovable. Sex 
was treated with a leer, religion and 
politics with hushed reference. The 
network middle executives were usu-
ally picked by the same standards you 
choose a watchdog—for loyalty and 
protection of the property. And, like 
well-trained watchdogs, they barked 
at anything that shows signs of life, 
urinated on anything stationary, and 
buried anything tasteful. However, 
if a real threat—like a self-appointed 
censor—appeared, they licked his 

hand and rolled over on their backs. 
They might agree with everything you 
say but would fight to the death your 
right to say it. 

Writing comedy is one of the few 
remaining cottage industries in this 
hi-tech world of ours. This makes the 
buyers of our wares insecure. They pre-
fer a product that is standardized and 
mass produced. They can’t get it but 
they don’t stop trying.

Joking Around
Let’s change the subject.

What makes a humorist? To begin 
with, he must be one who knows we 
are all kinds of fool, including himself, 
and is willing to admit it; one who 
has a compulsive preference for the 
short odds and uses humor to protect 
himself from the slings and arrows of 
outrageous fortune. One who has the 
un-self-consciousness of a child and 
uses the God-given right to make a 
spectacle of himself.

The top athlete, the successful ty-
coon, the heavyweight champion, the 
prima ballerina, all live with the fear 
of failure. They know it takes only one 
unseen right cross, one second slower 
in the race, one flat note, one false turn 
in the plot to send the adulatory crowd 
over to surround the new champion. 
We all need to know that to deal with 
our own insecurities. 

Most of my career in writing has 
been looking for a third act. There are 
no third acts in life. It’s all second acts. 
I sometimes think that the search for 
a third act has kept more Hollywood 
psychiatrists’ couches warm than dom-

ineering mothers and low self-esteem 
combined. It is the third act that sepa-
rates (forgive the sexism) the men from 
the boys. 

Freud said that hostility is the basis 
of all humor. So if you don’t like vio-
lence, if you don’t want to hurt any-
body’s feelings, if you can’t stand the 
sight of blood—you had better look 
for another line of work. (The clergy 
is one that comes to mind but, with 
the hellfire and damnation in the next 
world, and the competitive politics in 
this one, even that profession fails to 
qualify). Not for the writer of humor 
is a faint heart. Fear, yes, but hopefully 
in equal parts of daring.   

As a writer I found that man is an 
untiring pleasure-seeker. Those of us 
who have chosen to provide that plea-
sure as our vocations range all the way 
from the hooker to Beethoven. I’m not 
sure to which end the comedy writer is 
closest. I am confident, however, that 
the best and worst of us are, at differ-

ent times, close to both. 
To those of you who have read this 

far and are curious, I should tell you 
that I finally wrote the story about the 
elderly widow who was abandoned by 
her children and sent to live in an old 
people’s home. I sent it to a producer, 
and he called back to say he liked it but 
it needed punching up. 

“I was going to write 

you a short letter, 

but I don’t have the 

time, so I’m writing 

you a long one.”

Freud said that hostility is 

the basis of all humor. So if 

you don’t like violence, if you 

don’t want to hurt anybody’s 

feelings, if you can’t stand the 

sight of blood—you had better 

look for another line of work.

* Never collaborate 

with a writer going 

through a divorce. 

* Never collaborate 

with a writer about 

to get married. 

* Never collaborate 

with a writer with 

whom you are 

contemplating either. 

* Never collaborate 

with a writer who 

is undernourished 

or oversexed.



’ve always had this romantic notion: 
What if you could get into a business 
before all the rules were written?”
That question, framed by leading 

game-writer Larry Tuch, was one of many 
raised at “Getting Into the Game,” a day-
long series of panels hosted by the Writ-
ers Guild Foundation. But even now, at 

a time when 
many writers 
are seeking to 
reinvent them-
selves and seek 
new fortunes, 
its relevance 
is evergreen. 
Game writ-
ing—and what 
a 21st-century 
coinage that 
is—might best 
be defined as a 
newborn uni-

verse, exploding parallel to all we tradi-
tionally recognize as storytelling.

The essential task is the same. A 
character, or set of characters, aims for 
a goal and either achieves it or fails—
struggling against steeply ascending 
odds and obstacles but armed with 
unpredictable skills and strengths. The 
difference is nevertheless enormous: a 
short story, a novel, a play, or a movie 
exists in linear dramatic form. Once 
resolved, it stays resolved. Even its mys-
teries remain; if not fixed, at least in-
tact. The best stories haunt us forever, 
but reliably so. 

A game by contrast is multidimen-
sional and fluid—and not necessarily 
emotional. (The first decades of the 
form have been given over primarily to 
chase and escape, military combat, and 
to blasting zombies and asteroids.) But 
that is changing: “The next technologi-
cal innovation is not going to be tech-
nological. It’s going to be story,” says 
Micah Wright, writer (and frequent 

cowriter with Jay Lender) of more than 
20 games, among them Robocalypse 
and Looney Tunes: Back in Action. “It 
used to be enough to shoot zombies, 
but now it’s, Why  am I shooting zom-
bies? Story is the next platform.”

Politically focused (in the wake of 
9/11, he published a study of propa-
ganda, You Back the Attack and We’ll 
Bomb Who We Want, with introduc-
tions by Kurt Vonnegut and Howard 
Zinn), Wright chairs the WGA’s Vid-
eogame Writers Caucus and takes a sa-
tiric, historic view of where things now 
stand. “Look at the infancy of film,” 
he says, “where the train came at the 
camera, and the first people to see it 
ducked and screamed. Or where you 
had a couple kissing, and audiences 
were shocked. It’s not such a shock 
when you’ve been hit with it 
two times. You need stories. 
Up to now, the corporate at-
titude of game manufacturers 
has been like The Player [writ-
ten by Michael Tolkin], one 
of whose nightmare-moguls 
takes a front-page headline at 
random and declares: ‘Man 
Drowns in River—I could 
write a movie out of that.’” 

One game company ac-
tually invited Wright in for 
a meeting, only to tell him 
point-blank, “We don’t 
hire writers.” He laughs at 
the memory and his reply: 
“Thank God you tell me, now that I’ve 
driven all the way to Playa Vista through 
rush-hour traffic. You certainly need 
writers—I’ve played your games!”

Such Stuff As Games  
Are Made On
You’re standing in an open field, west 
of a white house, with a boarded front 
door. There’s a small mailbox here... 

These are the very first lines from the 

earliest of complex videogames, Zork I, 
from 1979. “Purely text, no graphics,” 
notes Dave Ellis.

Ellis, creator of Dead Head Fred 
and winner of the Writers Guild’s first 
Videogame Writer award, was recalling 
these babysteps in his keynote remarks 
to writers curious about the game me-
dium. “Story was originally everything, 
but then graphics came along.” 

In the early days of the medium, 
the need for strong visuals favored 
sports-like competition over narrative. 
The initial videogame, even predating 
Zork I, was Pong, that silver-devouring 
staple of 1970s cocktail lounges, whose 
three-word instructions were simply, 
avoid missing ball. Even with im-
proved graphics, admits Ellis, “Games 
don’t always need stories. Some games 

are action games: 
‘Girl captured by Gi-
ant Ape. He scales 
a tall building. You 
rescue girl.’ Or, ‘Res-
cue President Ronnie 
from Kidnapper-Nin-
jas.’ The issue back in 
the early days was stor-
age space. There was 
no room for story.” 
As an abiding conse-
quence of this, “Most 
game companies don’t 
employ writers,” says 
Ellis, “they develop in-
house. If they hire at 

all, it’s a freelance writer.”
Tim Langdell, the soft-spoken CEO 

of Edge Games and vice chair of the Vid-
eogame Writers Caucus, explains it this 
way: “In the ’80s, game writer meant 
coder, programmer. Games were at the 
arcade stage: You’d succeed at Level 1, 
then move on to Level 2. Now we have 
open-ended game playing, as in Grand 
Theft Auto. We give players the feeling 
they can go anywhere, do anything—

Written by F.X. Feeney

ALTSCREEN

Game-writing and reinventing story for fun and profit.
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but that must be an illusion.”
“Logic goes into the writing and into 

the design process as well,” says Debo-
rah Todd (101 Dalmations; Curious 
George). “You have to know both roles.”

Of the many top game-creators 
sharing the dais (brought together that 
day by Richie Solomon of the Writers 
Education Committee), it was impres-
sive how many drew upon skillsets 
other than writing to make their first 
successes in the field. Ellis began as a 
customer service representative at a 
Maryland software company before 
becoming a quality supervisor, a game 
tester, and then designer. Jon Paquette 
(Medal of Honor: Airborne) followed a 
similar path, starting out as a tester and 
intern at DreamWorks Interactive. Mi-
cah Wright and Jay Lender started out 
as animators, Larry Tuch as an Imagi-
neer (that Disney-originated noun) at 
Disney, before moving over to Para-
mount and through them such points 
east as the Pentagon.

Anne M. Toole, co-creator (with 
Sande Chen) of the acclaimed game 
The Witcher, began as a television 
writer who also happened to be, since a 
child, an avid game-player; Flint Dille 
(Nuclear Strike, Dragonstrike and au-
thor of The Ultimate Guide to Video 
Game Writing and Design) was a writ-
er and producer of TV shows. Lenny 
Brown was an HBO executive before 
switching to the game world, where he 
is the only executive currently taking 
pitches from writers. 

The exceptional careers of Carolyn 
Handler Miller, Tim Langdell, and Deb-
orah Todd (three prolific giants exclusive 
to the field of games who have many 
dozens of credits between them) would 
seem to have at least one quality in com-
mon: They are also talented educators. In 
addition to being the author of Digital 
Storytelling: A Creative Guide to Inter-
active Entertainment, much of Miller’s 
videogame work is directly educational 
in ambition; when he’s not in his roles of 
CEO or vice chair of the Writers Cau-
cus, Langdell has taught game classes at 
USC and National University; Todd has 
not only derived successful games from 

a score of movies (no mean feat, as many 
crossovers fail miserably), she is author 
of the book Game Design: From Blue 
Sky to Green Light.

Thinking and imagining, teaching, 
publishing, designing, and even pro-
ducing—but to rise in games purely 
in terms of words on paper? As Jay 
Lender put it: “The guy who designs 
the bushes is closer to a final say than 
my writing.”

Action Is Character,
So Are Spreadsheets
Technology has so exploded in sophis-
tication since 1980 that until recently 
games have been the products of an ad-
hoc collaboration between developers, 
graphic artists and programmers—that 
is, tech-savvy artisans who create worlds 
rather than narrative. “Writers” have 
tended to be hired as an afterthought, 
brought in to add plotpoints and inci-
dental dialogue as if such niceties were 
chopped olives and slices of pepperjack 
cheese to be tossed on after the footlong 
sandwich has mostly been built.

“My favorite job,” remembers 
Wright, “was where I got paid $6,000 
for writing 200 things you could say 
while you’re killing terrorists: ‘Say hello 
to your 72 virgins!’… They were literally 
in the studio recording when they called 
for me. I’ve had people at companies tell 

me, ‘The lady who answers our phone 
also writes our incidental dialogue.’”

Lender recalls that when he and 
Wright were hired for Looney Tunes: 
Back in Action, “We had to write 7,000 
lines—a little over a hundred lines for 
60 Warners’ cartoon characters in all, 
including Al Jolson, who was in a Loo-
neytoon in 1938. Each of the lines had 
to be funny, and they each had to be in 
character.” What’s more, the pair were 
directed to work from Excel spread-
sheets. “Bugs Bunny runs into wall,” re-

calls Wright. “Bugs Bunny hits someone 
on head, and on and on for 80 lines. 
You’d turn the page and there would 
be 80 identical prompts for Porky Pig.” 
Wright prefers to compose game scripts 
on Final Draft and now that he has 
clout, holds out for this or formats as 
traditional: “I’ve had a lot of publishers 
ask me, ‘Could you write it in Excel?’ 

continued on page 50

The Witcher
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o ahead. Admit it. When you flip through the channels 
and pass by that ratings juggernaut Hannah Montana 
on Disney cable, you think kid shows are like candy—

easy to make and easy to take—so why all the fuss? A casual 
survey of my writer friends led to the often repeated point that 
they could write such a show with their proverbial creative hand 
tied behind their currently unemployed back. Just let Miley sing 
and Billy Ray quote Hee Haw, add some cute kid’s kiss, and the 
thing is done. Repeat week by week for 30 weeks and collect a 
paycheck.

Then I found my 11-year-old son watching the show on a 
regular basis—and laughing. Big, boy, belly laughs during what 
I considered just another tweener thing—and a girl show at that. 
It intrigued me. So I started to pay attention and found myself 
laughing alongside him while using the show to introduce the 
slapstick of Lucille Ball, the music of Dolly Parton, and even 
great moments in African-American history (didn’t expect that 
one, did you?).

Obviously, there was more art than artifice. But how?

Written by

rosanne Welch
portraits by 
tom Keller

They write the words that make the whole world sing 
(clockwise from left): Steven Peterman, Michael Poryes, 

Douglas Lieblein, Heather Wordham, Steve Meyer, 
Maria Brown-Gallenberg, Jay J. Demopoulos, and Andrew Green.
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So I sat down with the writing staff and discovered the 
intricate problems they puzzle through on a daily basis. For 
example, executive producer Steve Peterman points out that, 
“the success of the show has put us under a greater micro-
scope, making approval of story ideas by the network even 
harder. And as the actors get older, it’s tougher to find 30 
stories a season for them.”

Peterman compares the daily writing experience to “peo-
ple crawling through a potato field begging to find one more 
potato.”

tricks of the tween tV trade
The cultural phenomenon now known as Hannah Mon-
tana came into the world in the same way bastard children 
do, according to Benjamin Franklin: half improvised and 
half compromised. As creator and executive producer Mi-
chael Poryes remembers, during his deal with the Disney 
Channel he was given the phrase “rock star with a secret” 
and sent off to the pilot mines. He created a show about 

an average American pop star and her family. What often 
happens in the business happened: Another couple of writ-
ers came in to do a rewrite on the script —Steve Peterman 
and Gary Dontzig. But what does not often happen is that 
the original writer and the rewriters got along. “We did a 
rewrite together and still got along,” marvels Poryes.

 Yet as soon as they began casting, the script they all en-
joyed writing required rewrites. “What happens when a 
cultural phenomenon like this comes along is that it’s a col-
laboration of so many things,” says Peterman. The pilot had 
not a hint of its now trademark “Sweet Nibblets” or “Dang 
Flabbit” until the producers cast Miley Cyrus as Hannah 
Montana/Miley Stewart, and her real-life father, Billy Ray 
Cyrus, as Hannah’s father, Robby Ray Stewart. It wasn’t 
just country-isms that the father-daughter team brought to 
the show. For budgetary reasons, they had always intended 
the Hannah character to come from a single-parent family. 
Casting made that single parent a single father, but the ma-
jority of such characters are traditionally portrayed as clue-
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less. “Michael and I were so sick of dumb sitcom dads,” says 
Peterman, “we made sure Robby became the one at the end 
of the day who could be the strong support Hannah needed 
to handle her double life.”

According to Poryes, the Hannah character was initially 
conceived as confident on stage but insecure offstage. This 
was structured to create vulnerability as well as comic fodder 
for stories. Poryes notes that casting changed that plan: “Mi-
ley was a spitfire onstage and offstage.” The writers soon real-
ized their creation wasn’t true enough for teens to believe—
and that would have been fatal. Peterman adds, “We saw that 
there was no way a girl could be strong enough to stand on 
stage in front of 15,000 people and carry a concert, but then 
turn into milquetoast at home.”

As these pieces fell into place, Dontzig decided to take time 
off and focus on property he’d purchased in New Mexico. 
Peterman joined Poryes to executive produce the series. “I have 
a kid, and he doesn’t,” Peterman explains, “and I was in a band 
in high school and still love rock, and he’s more a fan of classi-
cal and Broadway. So I thought a kid show would be fun.”

Another misconception in the world of Tween TV: the 
instant popularity coupled with the rules (written and un-
written) about what can be done by a girl on a Disney show. 

Peterman discovered “it’s a lot harder than I ever imagined.” 
Because: It’s gone global.

How big is Hannah Montana? That’s like asking how big 
were The Brady Bunch, The Monkees, or Happy Days (all 
childhood favorites of the Hannah Montana writing staff). 
The newest tween smash hit on the block is big enough to 
have an episode that earned the highest rating in the history 

of basic cable television (10.7 million total viewers), to have 
spawned a full-length feature film, and to have earned an 
Emmy nomination for Outstanding Children’s Program in 
2006.

Perhaps the most obvious “reveal” to the show’s impor-
tance was a recent set visit from Bob Iger, president and 
CEO of The Walt Disney Company. On the day my son and 
I came to interview the staff and find out how this brand 
of magic is made, Iger strolled in to observe and thank the 
show’s creators for their sizable contribution to the Disney 
bottom line. (Yes, my son the Hannah fan came with me, 
which he parlayed into major popularity on the playground 
the next day, but that’s another story.)

it’s the Climb
Between the rules of the network and the needs of an in-
tensely devoted audience, there is precious little wiggle room 
in which stories can be told. The writers of the show have 
come to view the network’s constraints in much the same way 
that pioneering screenwriters did during the black-and-white 
censorship era of the Hays Code.

“What doesn’t kill you makes you more creative,” insists 
co-executive producer Douglas Lieblein, who joined the staff 

at episode #1.  Because writers in town aren’t en-
couraged to spec tween shows, he had submitted 
a spec episode of That ’70s Show to prove his 
chops at writing teens, though neither its tone 
nor its subject matter came near what a Hannah 
episode requires. Because no one is ever advised 
to write specs of tweener shows, what’s an execu-
tive producer to do? 

Poryes read a load of submitted material, 
then went with his gut as to who might under-
stand the demands of writing Disney’s newest 
platform product.

“One of the challenges of a show like this is 
that you have to write clean, pure humor,” ex-
plains Poryes. Apparently, plopping your chil-
dren in front of a Disney Channel program is 
meant to be as safe as having Mary Poppins stop 
in to babysit for the day. (They’ve forgotten that 
the legendary nanny let her charges dance on 
rooftops and jump down chimneys). Consult-
ing producer Maria Brown-Gallenberg has been 
with the show since the first season: “We can’t 
even write in a character eating a hot dog with-
out writing in that the actors blow on them to 

cool them down.”
On the set during my visit, an issue arose over Hannah 

riding in the sidecar of a motorcycle being driven by Robby 
Ray. Production stopped as someone remembered that you 
can’t legally ride without a type of eye protection—sunglasses, 
goggles, something. A scramble through the costume collec-
tion produced various pairs of sunglasses, but the producers 
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Initially conceived as confident on stage but insecure offstage, Miley Cyrus’ Hannah handles her 

double life with support from father Robby, a non-traditional sitcom dad, played by father Billy Ray 

Cyrus and created by Michael Poryes & Steve Peterman (opposite page, from left).
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weren’t satisfied until the emergence of a gaudy set of goggles 
with sequins, which Peterman declared “legal—and funny.”

Rules and regulations don’t end at hotdogs and goggles. 
They include a limit on one of the staples of boy humor—the 
“F” word—though for the Disney Channel that letter doesn’t 
mean what you think it means. Here the “F” stands for farts. 
Writers are only allowed so many fart jokes per season (not 
per episode), and the staff of Hannah Montana has learned 
to hoard the precious F words, using them only when neces-
sary. Poryes laughs when he admits, “Sometimes I have to re-
mind Standards & Practices that I banked that fart and now’s 
the time to use it.”

Boy humor is clearly a high priority on the show.
Peterman says, “Sometimes, we’ve won arguments over 

keeping jokes in by being able to say, ‘Trust me, that’s a boy 
joke.’” This was more than proven when my own son heard a 
bug joke that harkened back to Apocalypse Now. He fell out 
of his guest director’s chair in one of the biggest belly laughs 
I’ve ever seen.

The show tries to appeal to the boy audience in other ways 
as well: by giving Miley a goofy, older, non-musical brother 
[played by Jason Earles] named Jackson and a best friend 
named Oliver [played by Mitchell Musso]. “Her relationship 
to Jackson grounds Miley,” says Poryes, “and Mitchell is the 
guy friend most girls would love to have. So both the charac-

ters appeal to girls and boys.” Although Jackson and Oliver 
existed in the pilot, Rico [played by Moises Arias] did not. 
As the other characters race through their teens, Rico is the 
new height-challenged tweener in the neighborhood, bring-
ing with him a giant crush on Miley/Hannah and making 
boys laugh—and tune in—all the more.

 
Breaking Stories
Because teens on the Disney Channel aren’t like teens on The 
Facts of Life or Eight Is Enough, and they certainly aren’t like 
the kids on 90210 (either version), there can be no “very 
special Hannahs” where a character acquires a deadly disease, 
is nearly raped on a walk home from school and must learn 
how to defend herself, or has sex for the first time. “Girls 
on the Disney Channel don’t even get their period,” sighs 
Poryes.

So where’s a writer to get material for creating 30 stories 
a year for three years running? The same place every other 
sitcom writer goes, the same place they went when writing 
for Cybil or Suddenly Susan or Murphy Brown. They go to 
their own lives and the lives of the children around them.  
For instance, recently Poryes bought his son a top-of-the-line, 
brand-spanking-new cell phone. Two months later, a newer 
model was on the market and his son had to have it. What’s 
a sitcom-writing dad to do? He patiently explained to his son 
that “there’s always going to be something newer out there 
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LILLY93

Omigosh, your dad’s having a bro-mance.
MILEY94

Worse.  He’s having a Jo-bro-mance.  I used to be the one he loved to write for.  Now, they’re all he thinks about.  Why aren’t I enough anymore?  Give me one good reason!

LILLY95

Well, they’re new and there’s three of them and they’re soooo cute!
MILEY96

I said one!  

LILLY97

(COVERING) Right.  And to think, you gave him the best fourteen years of your life.  Years you will never get back!

MILEY98

Exactly.  Well, I will not be thrown away like yesterday’s moo-shoo pork!
LILLY99

*
You had moo-shoo pork yesterday? LILLY HEADS FOR THE REFRIGERATOR.

*

 HANNAH MONTANA           "Me and Mr. Jonas..."          17.

 Shooting Draft                5/17/07                   1/3
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and if you try to keep up you’ll never 
be happy.” Ah ha! He went to the of-
fice and had Hannah Montana buy a 
sleek new ‘O’ phone mere weeks be-
fore the more stylish ‘Z’ phone came 
out. Miley feared her lack of the latest 
trend would sink her with the stylish 
set at the high school where she longs 
to gain acceptance.

Peterman says, “Because the stories 
have a real core to them, there are emo-
tions to go along with all that slapstick 
silliness.” Besides tackling rampant con-
sumerism with the cell phone episode, 
Miley/Hannah has dealt with the idea 
that her father’s written a song for her 
that she didn’t like, learned that appear-
ance doesn’t matter as much as what’s 
inside you, and that being famous is 
not enough to make you happy. This 
last lesson is important to the writing, 
one of the keys to a successful Hannah 
episode. “Her real friends are very de-
liberately not from the Hannah world,” 
Poryes emphasizes. “They are from the 
Miley world.” In other words, the con-
sequences of her double life don’t equal the tragedy of Dr. Je-
kyll and Mr. Hyde, but in all scripts Miley trumps Hannah.

While Poryes was developing the show, the surreality of re-
ality television exploded and nonprofessionals were suddenly 
finding brief, usually self-destructive fame by eating bugs and 
voting their competition off islands or into marriages. Poryes 
hoped to echo the subtext of Brad Paisley’s tongue-in-cheek 
country hit, “Bein’ a Celebrity”:

Someday, I’m gonna be famous
Do I have talent? Well, no.
These days you don’t really need it,
Thanks to reality shows…
Poryes wanted to demonstrate that, “Hannah is famous, 

but her real self—Miley Stewart—works hard and sacrifices 
for that fame.” The moral becomes that discipline and craft 
are the tools to true success. And the main character is “still 
a typical girl who gets hurt.” To that message, a forthcoming 
episode will be about Miley/Hannah dealing with failure and 
learning that if you fail but you learn something then you 
didn’t fail. “The stories must have something real at stake,” 
Poryes believes.

One of the rules Disney did lay down: All characters on the 
Disney Channel are color blind. “So some things are tricky 
in the Disney universe, but not that [of racial prejudice],” 
says Poryes. Hence the episode surrounding Miley/Hannah’s 
crush on Corbin Bleu (of High School Musical fame) and 
the introduction of Hannah’s African-American female body 
guard, Roxie Roker, hired to keep boys away from her in as 

many hilarious ways as possible. (Yes, the character’s name of 
Roxie Roker is that of the actress who played Helen Willis on 
The Jeffersons.) A whole episode revolved around Roxie want-
ing Robby Ray to pretend they were married to impress an old 
high school friend at an upcoming reunion. Not an eyebrow 
was raised by any character—or any writer—over the story. 
Another episode planned for airing during African-American 
History Month involved Jackson learning not to cheat on 
tests; his diligent studies led to a recitation of the Plessy v. Fer-
guson Supreme Court ruling of 1896. “With a Disney show, 
you’re writing for kids in all cultures,” says Poryes.

 
How to Script Hannah Montana
To write a Hannah Montana, first start with a very small 
staff. Leiblein reminds Peterman that he once defined the 
lonely writing experience as “working in a room full of tum-
bleweeds.” Peterman defends himself by saying that isolation 
was a way to illustrate to the network a need for more writers. 
Now there are only six writers, but that actually helps the 
style they’ve developed of writing—and producing—all the 
shows as a team.

How did this team writing start? “We all wrote one origi-
nal in the first season, and by the seventh episode we saw 
the benefit of group writing,” Peterman recalls. They had 
assigned a freelance script and given notes, but in the two 
weeks it took for the rewrite to come back—through no fault 
of the freelancer—the parameters of the show had changed 
so much it took the staff another week to rewrite the rewrite. 

Life in the writers’ room for Hannah Montana’s small staff means working on all the scripts as a group, 

distributing credits across the season for balance, and allowing “the room’s voice to become the show’s voice,” 

says Poryes. 
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From that point on, they worked on all the scripts as a group, 
distributing credits across the season for balance.

“One thing that’s good about a small room,” says Wordham, 
“staff writers can be quiet in a 13-writer room, but we all have 
to work all the time here.” At that point, Lieblein laughs and 
remembers another benefit: “The 
smaller room forced Heather to 
talk and that’s when we found out 
she was hysterical.”

Co-executive producer An-
drew Green came to the show in 
the middle of the first season. He 
believes, “We could all go out and 
write a script on our own, but it’s 
much more fun to do it together.” 
Why? Possibly because of what 
Poryes dubs the No Asshole Rule: 
“We’re dealing with kids here,” he 
says, “We want them to be happy, 
so we work hard to make this a 
good working environment.”

From what I observed, that en-
vironment extends to the cast and 
crew on the set where, cliché as it is 
to say, the producers have created a 
chatty, chummy place where dogs 
(Miley’s) and kids (mine) were wel-
come. Smart writers and producers 
are always concerned about their 
crew, but on the Hannah set that 
commitment goes both ways. “The 
grips and gaffers are invested in the 
show,” Peterman explains, “because, 
as one of them said in the first season, 
‘No one in my neighborhood ever 
cared about what I did in the business 
before, but now I’m a rock star too.’”

The team writing also makes the 
first table-read draft so close to the 
final shooting script that young ac-
tors can safely commit their lines to 
memory. Poryes says one of the tricks 
to writing these kinds of shows is “not 
to make the words so precious.” Yet, 
during my visit, the importance of one 
word came as Billy Ray went from eat-
ing “boiled eggs in a pickup truck” to “deviled eggs in a pickup 
truck” to “pickled eggs in a pickup truck.” Comic sensibilities 
were unanimous: pickled is by far the funnier word.

The writers work all week on the scripts but attend the 
table readings and shootings together to keep the stories in 
sync with the fast-growing and maturing cast and to be avail-
able for any last-minute story changes.

Team writing also allowed “the room’s voice to become 

the show’s voice,” according to Poryes, in combination with 
the real Miley Cyrus. He explains: “Miley’s is such a unique 
voice, but by spending all this time together [including on the 
set], we’re able to match her voice to our sensibilities.” And 
perhaps she’s learned to match her voice to their sensibilities. 

The group giggles at an impromptu 
joke that Miley told at a recent award 
show because it seemed exactly like 
something they would have written 
for her.

When asked how several near or over 
40somethings can properly present the 
voice of such a modern teen, Peterman 
answers, “The things you want in your 
life don’t change—the vocabulary to 
express those things changes.”

Leiblein adds, “We’re all kids at 
heart. We remember what it’s like to 
be 12.”

 
the Best of Both Worlds
Another reason stories can be harder 
to come by is the fact that, though 
both lead actors were experienced 
singers and dramatic actors (Billy 
Ray starred in DOC for the PAX 
network from 2001-2004, Miley 
guest-starred for two episodes), 
neither performer had ever trained 
on sitcoms. “So frankly you can’t 
fall back on the traditional tricks 
or formulas for sitcom writing,” 
Peterman realized early on.

Yet story editor Heather Word-
ham, who’s also been with the show 
since episode #1, feels the work is 
worth it partly because “Disney 
sitcoms introduce the three-cam-
era format to a whole new audi-
ence” who will hopefully grow up 
and fuel the resurgence of such 
shows on the primetime schedule. 
Brown-Gallenberg describes it as 
“keeping hard jokes alive because 
it’s good to laugh.”

Perhaps the greatest perk is the most human one. Leiblein 
tells the story of a Make-a-Wish child who came to the set to 
watch a taping, since a friend of his was the pediatrician who 
had performed her surgery. After the set visit, Leiblein recalls 
saying to his physician friend, “How can I feel good about 
what I do every day? You save lives; I write jokes.” But after 
witnessing the exquisite joy the young girl experienced while 
meeting her idols, the pediatrician replied, “In 10 years, that 
little girl will forget me, but she will remember her trip to the 
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Hannah Montana set all her life.”
The show’s popularity also allows for the casting of some true 

showbiz legends from the worlds of country music and comedy. 
The writers aren’t so jaded that they don’t enjoy meeting Dolly 
Parton as Aunt Dolly or Vicki Lawrence as Mamaw Ruthie Ray 
Stewart. The semi-regular category even includes Brooke Shields 
as Miley’s mother, who comes to her in a few dream sequences. 
Meanwhile, many a Hollywood parent has been cajoled into 
bringing their children to the show and then been invited to 
guest star—or asked for the opportunity on their own. Donny 
Osmond, Rob Reiner, and even Larry David are among those 
who’ve cavorted on camera with Miley Cyrus.

Although all the writers recognize that the 
film provides the show with even more ex-
posure, it also created issues they needed to 
solve. Hannah Montana: the Movie [writ-
ten by Daniel Berendsen] opened in the 
middle of the Hannah Montana television 
series’ third season, so decisions made by the 
screenwriter caused adjustments to be made 
to the television show mid-saddle (if you’ll 
excuse the countryism), though the writers 
of both projects did not work together.  Lie-
blein says of the movie, “We wrote up to it 
and now we have to write out of it.”

The staffs’ input on the film consisted 
of protecting the major relationships of the 
show—Billy and Miley, and Lily and Miley. 
They all feel the film stayed true to the spirit 
of the series, but still it caused problems in 
their everyday working lives. In the movie, 
Miley’s brother, Jackson (played by Jason 
Earles), decides to stay on in Tennessee to 
attend college. Because that big brother/

little sister relationship is key for much of the humor on the 
show, the staff writers had to find cause to bring Jackson back 
to California where, in the second half of the season, he attends 
Malibu Community College. Leiblen likens such work to do-
ing brainteaser puzzles. “You’re frustrated while doing it but 
happy to be done and pleased that you solved it.”

What happens post the movie—and post the third season—
remains to be seen. The cast will soon age out of their characters, 
and the writers will move on to other projects. But it’s more than 
likely, as Leiblein’s pediatrician friend said, that this generation of 
viewers will remember Hannah Montana into their old age.

Don’t believe me? When’s the last time you caught yourself 
humming the theme song to The Monkees? Or The Partridge 

Family? Or The Brady Bunch? It’s my 
guess this tween generation will be hum-
ming this show’s theme song, “Best of Both 
Worlds,” during many of the major mo-
ments in their lives.

That’s why—though the network and the 
audience still marvel at the growing popular-
ity of the show—the staff realized during 
episode five that they were on to something. 
That was before they had ever filmed in front 
of a live audience or saw a screaming batch of 
teen girls. Peterman sums up the juggernaut: 
“We wrote this show about a fictional rock 
star, and we’ve created a real one.” 

Rosanne Welch has written and produced for ABC 
NEWS/Nightline, Picket Fences, and Touched 
by an Angel. Her print credits include the Los 
Angeles Times, Working Mother Magazine, 
and the book, Three Ring Circus: How Real 
Couples Balance Marriage, Work, and Kids.
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Written by Paul broWnfield

What do they know and when did they 
know it?

Those questions hover over the char-
acters in any good thriller, but in the case of Dam-
ages, the genre-bending legal series on cable’s FX, 
such queries extend to the writers themselves.

Damages, whose second season ended April 
1, whisks the viewer through a haze of corporate 
collusion among Manhattan powerbrokers and 
fixers. But it’s more than that: What began as an 
unorthodox lawyer show has become, in these ec-

onomically distressed times, a surprisingly timely 
outlet for vicarious rage against the excesses of the 
powerful.

None are more deliciously Machiavellian than 
the show’s antihero, Patty Hewes (Glenn Close). 
With her flaxen hair, Prada suits, and appraising 
gaze, Hewes seems less a lawyer by trade than a 
Svengali toying with colleagues, buying off judg-
es, and coercing key witnesses (the actress has won 
both an Emmy and a Golden Globe for this role). 
That Patty is a plaintiff’s lawyer fighting for the 

Portraits by illona lieberman
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(From left) Todd A. Kessler, 
Daniel Zelman, and Glenn Kessler

little guy against corporate colluders is the neat paradox 
that gives Damages its edge. The rest unfolds as densely 
plotted, and entertainingly fantastical, white-collar con-
spiracy.

To unpack the process of writing Damages, then, is 
to return, over and over, to that issue of what the creators 
knew and when they knew it. Do they risk improvising 
all those plot twists on the fly, given how interconnected 
the deceptions are? Exactly when on the creative need-to-
know continuum did the Damages guys decide to bring 
back their besotted CEO Arthur Frobisher (Ted Danson), 

A trio finds ways  
to transform the writers’ 
room into a suspense thriller.
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last seen shot dead at the end of season one? Did they real-
ize all along that the tight expression on Patty’s face in that 
climactic scene of season two was not fear but pain, the result 
of her having been stabbed in an elevator by that cherubic 
stockbroker?

The short answer to all this is: Some things they know, 
some they leave to the process. The longer answer involves 
understanding the hectic and all-encompassing system that 
the Damages guys—creators Daniel Zelman and the brothers 
Glenn and Todd A. Kessler—have developed while making a 
thriller that will stretch into its 30th hour when season three 
begins January 2010.

Law & Disorder
“All of it gets built in post,” Glenn Kessler says. “Because of 
the time movements of the show, we have the luxury of mov-
ing pieces around, but it also becomes challenging because 
you can refigure significant pieces of the story after the fact. 
So it’s a very active, flexible process for us.”

“A lot of it actually comes from the genre, not from the 
process,” adds Zelman. “I don’t think anyone can write a 
show like ours and know everything. And if they do, it would 
be too prescribed. Unless your show is very formulaic, I don’t 

see how you plan a whole season and stick to that.”
It was midway through last season, for instance, that they 

decided Patty Hewes had in fact been stabbed on her way 
to the apartment of her young associate Ellen Parsons (Rose 
Byrne). Ellen, the show’s putative innocent, had spent season 
two working undercover for the feds to bring down her boss. 
When production began on the finale between Patty and Ellen, 
Byrne understood that she might be shooting her boss (which 
is what viewers inferred by Hewes’ pained face, as the scene 
kept replaying, with more and more back story each time).

Weeks into production, the writers arrived at a better 
idea—Patty was wincing because she’d been stabbed in the 
elevator minutes before by an unhinged commodities trader 
involved with the energy company Patty was suing. “We’ll ex-
plain that there are a few different ways this could play out,” 
Glenn Kessler said of the instructions they sometimes give 
the actors.

Regardless of where the plot goes, Todd Kessler says they 
reassure the cast: “It will be consistent with everything that 
has happened with your character up until that point.” In this 
way, you could call Damages a partially improvised thriller. 
Reshoots are unavoidable, but more often, Glenn Kessler 
says, they’ll play with narrative in the editing room.

Trust is the foundation for the writing triad. “To trust ourselves and to trust our actors,” explains Todd Kessler. “We know where we’re going, and we’re working with 
phenomenal actors,” including Glenn Close (left), Marcia Gay Harden (right), and Ted Danson (opposite page).
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This process has evolved 
from the show’s compressed 
production schedule. 
Damages had a remarkably 
quick turnaround in mak-
ing its debut on FX in July 
2007: The pilot was shot in 
February, edited in March, 
handed over to FX in April, 
and started filming as a se-
ries, with a 13-episode or-
der, in May.

The writers, it seems, have 
been running ever since.

“In the first season, we 
finished principal photog-
raphy 10 days before it 
aired,” Glenn Kessler re-
members. “So that’s all of 
post, all of editing, all of 
sound, all of it happened 
in 10 days.”

trust issues
Just before airing the sea-
son two finale, Zelman 
and the Kesslers (whose 
production shingle is 
dubbed KZK) sat down 
for an interview in Todd 
Kessler’s office at Steiner 
Studios, the vast movie 
and TV production facility 
at the Brooklyn Navy Yard 
where Damages shoots 
its interiors. Zelman, 41, 
who splits time between 
New York and L.A., has a 
son with his wife, actress 
Debra Messing, and would 
leave the following day for 
the West Coast. The broth-
ers Kessler live in Brooklyn 

(Glenn is 38, and Todd is 36) and were planning brief va-
cations before the marathon of constructing another season 
begins in June.

They talk without exhaustion, despite the fact that they 
pulled a 36-hour marathon shift to finish the second season 
finale, putting the 90-minute episode on a plane to Los An-
geles the morning before the interview.

On Damages, the word trust rarely takes its dictionary def-
inition. But in making the show, trust is the rule. They have 
been writing as a trio since coming together on a 2005 pilot 
for Fox called The Inside, but their associations go deeper 

than that: Zelman, 
from New York’s 
Westchester County, 
and the Kesslers, from 
the Detroit suburb 
of West Bloomfield, 
all went to Harvard. 
Their fathers are doc-
tors. Glenn Kessler 
and Zelman met in an 
improvisational com-
edy troupe and later 
were acting students 
together in the gradu-
ate drama program at 
the Tisch School of 
the Arts at NYU.

“I think—I 
know—Glenn and I 
are brothers,” Todd 
Kessler says. “And 
we’ve known Dan-
iel since college. The reason why we came together to work 
together is [that] we trust each other. And we haven’t had 
enough time to do the show that we really want to do. What 
I mean by that is: to have things more considered. We’re fin-
ishing the season finale the morning before it airs; there’s not 
even a day to say, ‘Oh, let’s look at that last song, or let’s look 
at the last thing again.’ There’s no time to consider in a way 
that would make us more comfortable…

“The nature of the process has led it to be just more in-
stinctive,” Todd continues. “To trust ourselves and to trust 
our actors and say, ‘We know where we’re going, and we’re 
working with phenomenal actors and very talented crew 
members, and we trust ourselves that we will get there, we 
will figure it out.’”

Down the hall in the writers’ room, with its unobstructed 
view across the East River of lower Manhattan, wall-to-wall 
grease boards were still scrawled with the loose ends of a sea-
son that attracted big-name actors William Hurt and Marcia 
Gay Harden. what’s in red folder? said one note. ending 
for pell—unscathed, read another. cuts herself? asked a 
note they had for the lawyer played by Harden.

For those who haven’t watched, Tivo’d, or NetFlix’d it, 
Damages has the wicked, dark-underbelly feel of a Michael 
Clayton or Marathon Man. At its heart is the relationship 
between Patty, the mercurial boss, and Ellen, the increasingly 
gimlet-eyed innocent: In somewhat Shakespearian fashion, 
they work to bring down the powerful while plotting to de-
stroy each other.

In season one, Patty tried to have Ellen killed after she 
came to know too much about Patty’s pursuit of the pen-
sion-stealing CEO Frobisher (Ted Danson), and season two 
turned on Ellen going undercover to work for the Feds while 
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Patty went up against an energy company whose malfeasance 
stretched all the way to Washington.

But on Damages, cases don’t go to trial, as on most legal 
shows; instead, they play out in the grittier milieus of lunch 
meetings, cell calls, and settlement conferences that end pre-
maturely. Each season of Damages unfolds in flashbacks and 
flash-forwards, the drama churning on multiple tracks. Sys-
tems are gamed and people get killed, and meanwhile some 
version of justice—Patty’s big case, invariably settled out of 
court, as so many are—is, presumably, served.

With all the plot twists, the show moves fast; a three-page 
scene is unusual, Glenn Kessler says. The story builds in the 
accumulation of brief exchanges (the show’s unsung hero 
might be Mark Baker, its line producer). But there is a spine: 
the world of high-stakes litigation, and the way each season’s 
case is a tipping point, testing Ellen’s resolve and what’s left 
of Patty’s ethics.

the Opening Pitch 
This was at the heart of the creators’ initial pitch to FX. They 
knew they wanted to do a show in which a case took an entire 
season to reach fruition, featuring a powerful female attor-
ney—a kind of surrogate, say, for David Boies, the high-pro-
file attorney who most famously represented Al Gore during 
the 2000 presidential election recount but who has also, in a 
varied career involving big entertainment and big business, 
litigated for American Express and New York Yankees owner 
George Steinbrenner.

Serialized shows were all the rage when Damages came 

to John Landgraf, president 
of FX, in late 2005. Yet, “It 
wasn’t in our mind to tell a 
serialized story,” Todd Kessler 
says. “The thriller element 
and time-jump element, the 
legal element—all of these 
things were put into the stew 
pot.”

Adds Zelman: “We had 
reached a point in our ca-
reers where we saw people 
who were comfortable with, 
capable of, and willing to be 
ruthless in a way that was 
foreign to us. And it was 
fascinating, this choice you 
sometimes have to make, 
which is: To get ahead or to 
get further, are you going to 
embrace a certain amount of 
ruthlessness, or are you going 
to be yourself and accept that 
maybe that will take you as 
far as you want to go, maybe 

not? That issue was a personal issue on some level.”
More so than Lost or 24 or The Sopranos, the writers 

took inspiration from Enron: The Smartest Guys in the 
Room, Alex Gibney’s Writers Guild Award–winning docu-
mentary (adapted from the book by Bethany McLean and 
Peter Elkind) about the massive fraud perpetrated by the 
Houston-based energy company led by Kenneth Lay and 
Jeffrey Skilling.

“In terms of the pitch,” Todd Kessler says of the trio’s ini-
tial meeting with FX, “based on my experiences—and Daniel 
was writing features for a while—this whole idea that you go 
in and in 15 minutes, like, here’s my idea, [and] they have 
seven 15-minute meetings—that’s just not who we are. So 
if you want to hear our idea, it’s gonna be an hour. Because 

The brothers Kessler and Zelman have been writing as a trio since 2005, when they scripted a pilot for Fox called The 
Inside. Their associations go deeper: Zelman and the Kesslers all attended Harvard, where Zelman (right) met Glenn (left) 
in an improvisational comedy troupe. “The reason why we came together to work together is [that] we trust each other,” 
says Todd (middle). 
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we’re bringing everything we have to this. 
Now, looking back at it, it’s consistent 
that the show is our entire life, for better 
or worse.”

Kessler laughs. The Damages writing 
staff now runs to seven people, apparently 
without the structure that casts one person 
as the uber showrunner. (The other staff 
writers are Mark Fish, Jeremy Donor, Adam 
Stein, and Zelman’s brother, Aaron.)

“When you write something and it gets 
run through two other filters, immediately, 
you can’t approach it as though this is what 
it needs to be,” Glenn Kessler says of the 
trio’s collaboration. “Nothing needs to be 
anything [final]. It keeps evolving. And 
one of the things that makes our collabora-
tion work is this idea that we keep trading 
up to the better idea.” Take, for example, 
the saga of the character known in the pi-
lot of Damages as “the bearded man.” He 
didn’t have a name because he only ap-
peared briefly. The first season of Damages 
used as its narrative refrain a scene of Ellen 
fleeing Patty’s townhouse in a torn, bloody dress, while back 
at her apartment, Ellen’s fiancé, David, remained, dead in the 
bathtub.

The writers knew that “by the end of season one we want-
ed to find out who killed David, and why Ellen was running 
through the streets bloody,” Glenn Kessler says. “Throughout 
the season we kept coming up with options. It seemed im-
portant to us to have twists and turns in terms of that story. 
But by the time we got to the 10th and 11th episodes—it’s  
revealed in the 12th episode—we realized that the most ob-
vious answer for who killed him was going to be the best 
answer—for us.” 

Which brings us back to the “bearded man.” As it turned 
out, he would not only emerge as the killer of Ellen’s fian-
cée but a cop working for Frobisher—a storyline that would 
sprawl into season two, giving actor David Costabile a juicy 
turn as a series regular. “We didn’t know that he was a cop 
from the moment he had one line in the pilot,” added Todd. 
“But everything that was leading up to it made it almost inev-
itable that by the end he would be revealed as a cop, and that 
would then lead into the second season, that he’s protected 
and he has other cops. [It’s about] the notion of corruption 
and how corruption sometimes is able to protect itself, be-
cause for that to come down a whole system has to fall.”

in tV We trust 
It was Todd Kessler who made the initial foray into TV writ-
ing. He had left Harvard to go into playwriting, having gotten 
to work with playwright David Rabe while in college. But Kes-
sler would take a detour from the stage.

“I just felt at the time when I gradu-
ated from college and was writing a lot 
of plays, that better than any play I was 
seeing or any movie I was seeing was 
that first season of NYPD Blue,” he says. 
“The acting was spectacular, the show 
was groundbreaking in its look, the writ-
ing was incredible, the character work, all 
of that. As in most television, except for 
the stuff on HBO, the obstacle is time.”

After a stint on the staff of NBC’s 
Providence, Kessler went on to work for 
two icons—Michael Mann, on the CBS 
series Robbery Homicide Division, and 
David Chase, for whom Kessler wrote on 
season three of HBO’s The Sopranos. Kes-
sler speaks highly of both, praising Mann’s 
visual sense and Chase’s commitment to 
writing from personal interest and belief.  
“From David, I really took away that you 
can write what you’re interested in and 
figure out a way to use your life and your 
interests as stories,” he says, “and don’t try 
to write for an audience.”

But when Kessler got the chance to co-run his own show, 
he also wanted to tweak the system under which he’d labored 
for years. 

“Television staffs are interesting,” Kessler says. “I’ve never 
been on a staff where I thought it functioned the way that I 
would want it to function. Oftentimes on drama staffs, you 
have three weeks to write your first draft of a script. And may-
be you’ve worked out the outline with the executive producer, 
so you have some sense of what they’re interested in… but 
at the end of that time you have a day where you’re up all 
night, and you turn in your script, and you’re nervous and 
it’s, ‘What did they think?’

“And to me it all just feels like bullshit,” he continues. “Be-
cause why am I in a process that is like a studio process? These 
are people that I’m collaborating with. When I turn in my 
script they should have read every word up until the last word 
that I wrote last night. Because the job of the writer on a 
television show is to make the executive producer’s life easier. 
Not to have it be that the executive producer gets the script, 
and is like, ‘Fuck, I now have to do a page-one rewrite and it’s 
not at all what I thought it was going to be.’” 

Because of their perpetual time crunch, he says later, “all of 
the writers have just come up with a process in the first two 
seasons [where] everyone is contributing to every episode.”

While Todd Kessler was getting started as a TV writer, 
Zelman and Glenn Kessler were pursuing acting careers and 
dabbling in screenwriting. The first TV idea Todd and Glenn 
sold was a show about the parole system in Queens, but the 
pilot was never shot. Later, they were hired to write a crime 
procedural called The Inside. Zelman, who had quit acting 
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(From left) Todd A. Kessler, Glenn Kessler, Daniel 
Zelman, and Uncle Ralph, a rescued schnoodle 

found on the streets of Brooklyn.
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to write screenplays full-time (his credits 
include 2004’s Anacondas: The Hunt for 
the Blood Orchid and last year’s Matthew 
McConaughey vehicle Fool’s Gold) joined 
them on the staff of The Inside, which had 
a short life on Fox in 2005. 

“It was a huge debacle,” Todd Kessler 
remembers. “We wrote the pilot, and it 
was filmed, and then the network decided 
they wanted something else, and the net-
work and studio couldn’t agree on what 
they wanted. One of these typical stories, 
except we had worked for 14 months.” 

The experience on The Inside embold-
ened them to succeed or fail without ca-
pitulation the next time out. That project 
became Damages. As a serialized story, it 
has the virtue of a star the caliber of Close 
and of being on a cable network just as 
interested in critical caché and branding 
as ratings. The viewing habits of many 
Damages fans reflect the need to binge 
on five episodes in a row; of the aver-
age 1.4 million viewers the show drew 
Wednesday nights at 10 last season, 39 
percent came to it on their DVRs.

What the creators couldn’t have 
known was how their show would echo real-life finan-
cial scandals like the Ponzi scheme of financier Bernard 
Madoff and the public flap over the executive bonuses 
handed out at the American Insurance Group while the 
company was getting federal bailout money. Behind 
these headlines are the sorts of personalities that intrigue 
the Damages guys. 

Start with the question, What is the psychology of a 
Madoff? and go from there. Is it narcissism? The behav-
ior of a sociopath? Is it the work of one man or a system 
of many accomplices, both explicit and complicit?  

“They seem to actually believe what they’re saying,” 
observes Glenn Kessler of the public enemies. He could 
have been talking about Patty Hewes or Arthur Fro-
bisher, or even the dirty federal agent Kessler himself 
played last season, instead of Madoff and Co. “So that 
at some point the path that they’ve chosen—even if 
there were missteps along the way that led them into 
huge, huge compromises of themselves and their val-
ues—they’re able to continue on that path. Because 
they know why they’re doing it now. And it makes 
sense to them now. It’s more complicated than just 
greed. Dramatically, it’s incredible fodder.” 

Paul Brownfield was a staff writer and television critic 
at the Los Angeles Times for 10 years. He lives in 
Brooklyn, NY, where he is working on a novel.

KZK Pilot   1.9.07   p. 44.
Lucia nods, lets herself out.  Ellen's left alone.INT. PATTY'S PENTHOUSE APARTMENT - LIVING ROOM Ellen enters.  The room is sleek and modern.  The view,

spectacular. 

ELLEN
(calling out)Ms. Hughes?

Ellen moves down a hallway.  She hears something, and enters --
INT. PATTY'S PENTHOUSE APARTMENT - BEDROOM Patty sits on her bed surrounded by paperwork, watching the

GEM SHOPPING NETWORK on T.V.  She doesn't see Ellen.
SALESWOMAN  (ON T.V.)...this one-of-a-kind Japanese AkoyaCultured Pearl surrounded by diamondbaguettes will not last...

Patty stares blankly at the T.V.  

ELLENMs. Hughes?

Patty abruptly turns, shuts off the T.V.  

PATTY HUGHESWhere the hell have you been?  Giveit.

Patty holds her hand out.  Ellen gives her the summary.  As

Patty leafs through it.

ELLENThere's an index on page 2, if youneed -- 

PATTY HUGHESI don't.

Patty tosses down the summary, picks up a file next to her

and starts signing documents.  

ELLENShould I go or do you --

PATTY HUGHESWait.

Ellen watches her sign papers.  After a moment, Patty looks

up --

KZK Pilot   1.9.07   p. 45.PATTY HUGHES (CONT'D)You're staring at me, Ellen.

ELLENNo, I...

She trails off, not knowing what to do.  Should she tell

Patty about Katie?

PATTY HUGHESWhat, Ellen.  Speak.  (beat)
You think I shouldn't have fired Tom?

ELLENNo... That's not for me to say. Patty continues with the paperwork.

PATTY HUGHESWhen I'm done here, I need you tobring these to Andrew.  I won't be in
the office tomorrow morning.  I havea meeting at my son's school.

ELLENOkay.
(tentative)Is... everything all right?

PATTY HUGHES(matter-of-fact)They're threatening to expel him.

ELLENOh.  I'm so sorry.

PATTY HUGHESDo yourself a favor, Ellen.  Don'thave kids. 

Patty keeps signing documents.  While Ellen waits for her to

finish --

PATTY HUGHES (CONT'D)I read an interview with a Nobel Prize
winner once.  Physics genius, married
six times.  He said don't have kids. 
They ruin your ambition, keep youfrom what you want in life.  He saidto have wives instead.  "You can leave
wives.  You can't leave your kids." 

ELLEN
(trying to play along)Thanks, I'll keep that in mind.  
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How Alex Kurtzman & 
Roberto Orci walk 

the tightrope of success.

Written by 

Damon LinDeLof
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he Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci writing team has arguably received more media attention in the past two 
months than the legendary team of I.A.L Diamond & Billy Wilder received during their decades-long working 
relationship. Perhaps that’s due to a new consciousness about the importance of script and story, but more likely 

such press coverage is motivated by their writing a pair of this summer’s blockbusters—Star Trek and Transformers: Revenge 
of the Fallen. The pair began collecting credits in 1999 with the TV series Hercules: The Legendary Journeys and Xena: War-
rior Princess. Their careers definitely received a boost when J.J. Abrams hired them on his series Alias. They broke into fea-
tures with Mission Impossible III. Their relationship with Abrams now includes the current series Fringe as well as Star 
Trek.

Written By asked Damon Lindelof, one of their producers for Star Trek and currently their co-writer on an original script 
(Cowboys and Aliens), to discuss the Kurtzman-Orci work process. Lindelof met the team in the writing room of Lost, where 
he’s an executive producer.

Damon Lindelof: Bob and Alex, you guys actually spent some time in this [ Lost writers’] room that we’re sitting in now.
Roberto Orci: Oh, indeed. This used to be the writers’ room for Alias, and this is where we first started working with J.J. 

[Abrams]. We had just finished Jack of All Trades, which was this weird interim show that came after Herc and Xena.

Damon Lindelof: Two weeks before I met J.J., [Alex and Bob] left Alias. So I actually was in Alex and Bob’s office writing the script for 
the Lost pilot. [People] would walk by and basically would say, “You’re not Bob and Alex!” and I’d say, “Who are Bob and Alex?” 
Ironically, I met you guys not through J.J., but through my wife, Heidi, who was an associate producer on The Island, which you 
were writing. She would refer to Bob and Alex, and I’d be like, “Oh, those are the guys whose office I’m squatting in.”
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Alex Kurtzman: We had heard similar stories about you be-
cause you were working on the Lost pilot. And I remember 
thinking, There’s no way they’re going to turn this into a series. 
It’s an island. They’re going to have a great pilot, and then 
they’re going to be completely screwed.

Damon Lindelof: What was the process [of writing Alias] like? 
You sat in this room, there was a big staff of writers, cell phones 
were ringing? Did you pitch, “Hey, we have an idea for what 
Sydney’s next mission is”? How did it kind of work?

Roberto Orci: On Alias, it was very much everyone gets 
together in a room and we were all trying to break stories 
together. But then it became that moment of, “Okay, who 
would like to volunteer to go for the first episode?” And Alex 
and I always jump head first into whatever it is. We always go 
wherever the fear takes us. That’s usually a good compass.

Alex Kurtzman: Because if you’re going to fail, just fail now 
and get it out of the way.

Damon Lindelof: You guys started out with Hercules and Xena. 
But you were among the first people hired on Alias. 

Roberto Orci: I think because Xena was a female action 
show, and we’d 
been co-executive 
producers on that, 
and Alias was 
about to become a 
heavy female-lead 
action show. That’s 
how we got our ré-
sumé in there. And 
then when we met 
J.J., at the Felicity 
office, we just hit 
it off as fans of all 
the same kinds of 
stuff.

Alex Kurtzman: 
To J.J.’s infinite 
credit, there was 
such a gap between 
syndicated TV and 
network TV, and 
we were syndi-
cated TV writers 
at the time, which 

just wasn’t taken very seriously. In trying to make that transi-
tion, there was a lot of rejection—“Not interested in those 
guys because they don’t do...”

Roberto Orci: “They do genre, syndicated TV.”
Alex Kurtzman: Which now, as you know better than any-

body, is what people watch. There was no distinction be-
tween high and low art for J.J. He just thought, You guys 
understand—you want to bring an A game to B genre, and 

that’s what I want to do 
too. He just was incred-
ibly un-snobby about the 
whole thing.

Damon Lindelof: Now, some 
seven years later, you’re ex-
ecutive producing Fringe.

Roberto Orci: It’s anoth-
er one of these cases of us 
saying, “Well, it’s impos-
sible for him to fulfill his 
commitment to televi-
sion by himself and direct 
the movie,” and we really 
wanted J.J. to direct [Star 
Trek], so we said, “Let’s 
create a show together, 
and that’ll fulfill your 
responsibility to Warner 
Bros. We’ll go produce 
the pilot while you’re 
directing the movie.” 
We were actually pitch-
ing, and he’s like, “Well, 
people are going to accuse 
me of ripping myself off 
on Lost.” And Alex said, 
“But we had nothing to 
do with Lost. We’ll tell 
’em we forced you to do 

[Fringe]. It’s fine, it’s going to be its own thing.”
Alex Kurtzman: But we have a great writing staff on Fringe. 

And they are the people in the trenches. Honestly, we’re hov-
ering at 30,000 feet, and they’re in the trenches, and we’re 
available to them when we need to be, and Bob’s been very 
involved lately.

Roberto Orci: We tell them: “Use us as much or as little as 
you want.” We don’t want to be the absentee landlords who 
come in on a Friday and say, “What are you...?” These are 
some of the same people who we worked with on Alias. We’re 
like Fleetwood Mac in all this. It’s very incestuous. We like to 
read biographies of bands and why they break up or why they 
stay together because it’s a very similar thinking process, and 
egos can get in the way or not.

Alex Kurtzman: Billy Wilder and I.A.L. Diamond were also 
totally fascinating. Unlike the two of us, they were not friends. 
They were legendary for having no relationship outside their 
office. But they would go to Beverly Hills every day to their 
office, and they would work from 9 to 5 very solidly on their 
scripts, and they never saw each other outside—literally. For 
lunch, they’d leave the office separately and come back at two. 
But it was fascinating to me. It’s the opposite for us.

Roberto Orci: But we study them anyway because there are 

Damon Lindelof

“You should never be 

married necessarily to 

your words, but to the 

spirit of your words. 

The minute you start 

to accept that there 

are more than one way 

to write a scene, the 

scene gets better and 

better and better. 

It’s not something 

to be scared of; 

it’s actually something 

to be embraced.”

—Alex KurtzmAn 
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still tips in that, and the idea of being 9 
to 5, we do that. We’re very disciplined. 
It’s not just, “Hey, we’re friends, let’s go 
surf and hang out.” We keep banker’s 
hours.

Alex Kurtzman: We were best man at 
each other’s weddings, and Bob’s god-
father to my son, so it’s very different. 
But I think why [Diamond & Wilder] 
were interesting to us is that they cov-
ered so many different genres, so we 
were fascinated by them as writers.

Roberto Orci: You can learn as much 
from differences as from similarities.

Team Work
Damon Lindelof: Your superpower [as a 
writing team] is collaboration. Our in-
dustry sees a vast migration of movie 
writers into the world of TV—“Oh, I 
should do a TV show”—and those people 
for the most part don’t find a lot of suc-
cess there, possibly because of the intense 
collaboration. There are very few writers 
who start in TV and then become suc-
cessful movie writers. So what I’m curi-
ous to talk to you guys a little bit about 
is collaboration—obviously, on the micro 
level, the collaboration because you’re in a 
writing partnership—but just in the vast 
sense. The question is, “How do you take 
a TV sensibility into the movie world?”

Alex Kurtzman: What is key, for us, is 
that we literally developed our voice 
together. We started writing over the 
phone, pre-Internet. Every line of dia-
logue was just a negotiation back and 
forth, and we ended up falling into a 
natural rhythm that way. So when it 
came time to involve other people in 
the process, it just was another way to 
collaborate. A lot of writers might take 
exception to this, but I do think there’s 
merit to it—which is that you should 
never be married necessarily to your 
words but to the spirit of your words. 
The minute you start to accept that 
there are more than one way to write 
a scene, the scene gets better and bet-
ter and better. It’s not something to be 
scared of; it’s actually something to be 
embraced. And weirdly, that’s what di-
rectors want, more than anything. They 
want to know that you have the ability 

to break something down and build it 
back up at a moment’s notice, and they 
actually want to know that you, as the 
writer, have the internal compass to say, 
“Yes, this is right,” “No, this is wrong.” 
And that, I think, is why we get along 
with the directors that we work with: 
We’re not fighting them on it; we’re 
hopefully trying to enable them to 
reach their vision but also staying true 
to what we think the script needs to be. 
And once they start to trust you and 
recognize they need you, then they’re 
scared to let you go.

Damon Lindelof: An interesting word you 
just mentioned is vision. In a lot of ways, 
especially as a screenwriter, you are hired 
to help someone else realize their vision. If 
you are a showrunner in the TV world, 
you are helping realize your own vision. 
Clearly, in the case of Alias, you guys had 
a pilot to watch, you understand the kind 
of show that J.J. [Abrams] wants. When 
you are out writing the script, what per-
centage of that script is Bob and Alex and 
what percentage of it is basically saying, 
“We’re trying to channel the voice of what 
it is that J.J. wants”?

Roberto Orci: It’s more, “What kind 
of a movie are we trying to make?” So 
for example, in the case of Transformers, 
it’s not, “Oh, let’s write something that 
Michael Bay would like,” necessarily. 
It’s, “What is a version of Transformers 
that we think is a good story, but also 
a successful paradigm? Who would be 
good for that?” “Michael Bay.” So he 
turned out to be what’s right for what 
we want out of the movie, not the oth-
er way around.

Bay vs. Spielberg
Damon Lindelof: Let’s talk about Trans-
formers for a minute. Obviously, there 
are two 800-pound gorillas in that equa-
tion: There’s Michael Bay, and there’s Ste-
ven Spielberg. And where is the intersect 
in those two spheres? Where is the space 
in between those sensibilities? Because 
it seems like, wow, if you’re writing a 
movie for Steven, it’s an entirely different 
animal than if you’re writing a movie for 
Michael. But obviously, Steven’s a huge 

Transformers:
revenge of The fallen
Written by Ehren Kruger & Roberto Orci & 
Alex Kurtzman
Based on Hasbro’s Transformers action figures

fringe
Created by J.J. Abrams & Alex Kurtzman & 
Roberto Orci

The same old sTory
Written by J.J. Abrams & Jeff Pinkner & 
Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman

Bound
Written by J.J. Abrams & Jeff Pinkner & Roberto 
Orci & Alex Kurtzman

sTar Trek
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman
Based upon Star Trek, created by Gene 
Roddenberry

Transformers
Screenplay by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman
Story by John Rogers and Roberto Orci & 
Alex Kurtzman
Based on Hasbro’s Transformers action figures

mission: impossiBle iii
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci & J.J. 
Abrams
Based on the television series created by Bruce 
Geller

The island
Screenplay by Caspian Tredwell-Owen and Alex 
Kurtzman & Roberto Orci
Story by Caspian Tredwell-Owen

The legend of Zorro
Screenplay by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman
Story by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman and Ted 
Elliott & Terry Rossio
Zorro was created by Johnston McCully and is a 
trademark and copyright of Zorro Productions, 
Inc. Used with permission.

The secreT service
Written by Alex Kurtzman-Counter & Roberto 
Orci
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fan of Michael, Michael’s a huge fan of Steven—but their mov-
ies have a very different tonal feel to them. How do you guys walk 
the tightrope between the two [directors]?

Roberto Orci: The space in between is us. I’d define the dif-
ferences in tone as, say, in the Transformers model, the boy 
and his car, we always joke that the shorthand to how we mix 
their two sensibilities is that from one point of view, the boy 
wants the car to get the girl, to have adulthood and sex.

Alex Kurtzman: And that’s the Michael Bay.
Roberto Orci: And Steven wants the car because he hopes 

it’s an alien. Here you have the car that’s both the alien and 
the gateway to the girl, and suddenly, not only is that just the 
right story, because we all wanted to get our license for those 

reasons, but it actually happens to 
be an exact mix of the sensibilities 
you describe in Bay and Spielberg.

Alex Kurtzman: Navigating per-
sonalities and relationships is part 
of the fun. We like the challenge 
of it, maybe specifically because 
there has been such a stigma that 
writers are sort of the weak people 
next to the director. We just don’t 
buy that; it shouldn’t be that way, 
there’s no reason it should be that 
way. Our experience with some 
of the biggest directors working 

today—who also have very definitive points of view—have 
been wildly collaborative with us. There’s never been a mo-
ment where they put their feet down and said, “We’re brush-
ing you aside ’cause you’re the writer.”

Damon Lindelof: To jump to Trek for a second, there were several 

processes in the development of the movie where we were trying to 
find the balance for how big of a part the villain should play, and I, 
for one, was incredibly impressed by the fact that you guys basically 
said, “We’re not entirely sure that this is the right way to go, but the 
only way to know is to actually write the pages, and then we’ll all 
read the pages, and then we can decide.” As opposed to the way that 
I approached it: “This is never going to work. Why do it? Like, it’s a 
waste of time. It’s a bad idea. It’s about the crew of the Enterprise. 
If we spend half the movie on developing the villain... You save The 
Joker for the second movie.”

Alex Kurtzman: But you were 100 percent right.
Roberto Orci: Because none of those things ended up in the 

movie. However, we had to go through the rigmarole of actu-
ally generating the pages.

Damon Lindelof: Is that frustrating? You can’t generate pages and 
phone it in. To your credit, those [test scenes] were great pages. You 
actually put a lot of time and energy into making them work.

Roberto Orci: We wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t something in-

Roberto Orci
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Megan Fox and Shia LaBeouf in Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen

With Star Trek, Kurtzman and Orci were sensitive to every screen iteration. “Every franchise comes with a different set of rules, different set of expectations,” says 
Kurtzman. “That was part of the beauty of it. We felt like we were one in a long line of writers who got to cradle this beautiful egg, and that was a privilege.”



AliAs 
succession
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman-
Counter

A Free Agent
Written by Alex Kurtzman-Counter & 
Roberto Orci

Double Agent
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman-
Counter

the AbDuction
Written by Alex Kurtzman-Counter & Roberto 
Orci

sAlvAtion
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman-
Counter

cipher
Written by Alex Kurtzman-Counter & Roberto 
Orci

MAsquerADe
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman

the coup
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci

color-blinD
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman

pArity
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci

JAck oF All trADes 
the Morning AFter
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman

rAging bully
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci

the FlounDering FAther
Written by Roberto Gaston Orci & Alex Kurtzman

XenA: WArrior princess
goD FeAring chilD
Teleplay by Roberto Gaston Orci & Alex 
Kurtzman
Story by Chris Manheim

sulated and minor like that. If we’re 
talking about a draft, an entire draft of 
something that we don’t understand or 
don’t see or whatever—we’re out. This 
is like, Let’s make the bad guy’s part big-
ger in a structure that we had already 
all agreed to, and it felt that it was go-
ing to be easy and containable to see if 
it worked or not. Even if it ended up 
being in there and we disagreed with it, 
it wouldn’t have destroyed the movie.

Alex Kurtzman: Another critical thing 
here is that we pick our projects based 
on our relationship with the people in-
volved in the movie. Once you do that 
and once you commit to that, you’re in 
that relationship and you’re trying on 
all different aspects of it, in the same 
way that you would in a marriage. You 
try and make it work.

Tentpoles & Popcorn
Damon Lindelof: In the feature world, you 
guys are certainly known as franchise 
writers, and that isn’t to say you only 
write franchise movies, but that your 
sensibilities are highly franchisable—
otherwise known as a popcorn movie. 
What is it that draws you to brands—
the idea that Trek, although a reboot 
is actually a sequel, and Transformers 
is an adaptation of a toy/comic book/
cartoon, and Zorro was a sequel. Obvi-
ously, there has got to be a strong part of 

you that says, “We want to create our 
own franchise,” but at the same time, I 
assume that the mechanism, the system, 
the town wants to say, “Hey, these things 
are already up and running.” You have 
to decide, “Do we want to take a crack 
at this?” How do you know what to say 
yes to from what to say no to?

Alex Kurtzman: Getting to live in what 
we felt as kids when we went to the mov-
ies is maybe the number-one criteria. 
But every franchise comes with a differ-
ent set of rules, different set of expecta-
tions. Trek, for example, I think we all 
share—certainly, I know you did—the 
idea that it’s something that moved on 
to a new set of writers’ every kind of it-
eration, and that was part of the legacy 
of it and that was part of the beauty of it. 
So we felt like we were one in a long line 
of writers who got to cradle this beauti-
ful egg, and that was a privilege.

Damon Lindelof: There are two of you, 
obviously. But your excitement level is 
never going to be 50/50. Does it start 
at 70/30, and then you have to get to 
50/50?

Alex Kurtzman: Yeah, for sure. In the 
case of Transformers, for example, we 
passed many times, and we were actu-
ally in agreement about that. Because 
when they asked us to do it, we were 
terrified by the fact that it was a toy, it 
was like a car that turned into a robot; 
what do you do?

Roberto Orci: And we knew we were 
going to take a hit among the talk-
backers and some of the elite, in terms 
of, “Oh my God, the hacks who are 
going to write a giant toy movie, with 
Michael Bay!” We knew we were going 
to have a big target on our backs.

Alex Kurtzman: It didn’t seem like 
there was a winner for the screenwriter 
in that model.

Roberto Orci: But ultimately we just 
do it because of the relationships in-
volved—literally, our deals at Dream-
Works, and Steven Spielberg person-
ally asked us to do it, and said, “I think 
this can be good.” We actually got to 
work on story with him, and he got us 
excited about the idea—it can be kind 

“Navigating personalities 

and relationships is 

part of the fun. We like 

the challenge of it, maybe 

specifically because there 

has been such a stigma 

that writers are the weak 

people next to the director. 

We just don’t buy that.” 

—Alex KurtzmAn
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of an Amblin movie, and it can be a Back to the 
Future, or one of those movies that made you 
say, “Wow!” at that key age where a movie just 
goes right into your soul.

Alex Kurtzman: We went into that meeting with 
Steven committed to saying no if we walked 
out without an answer to why we should do the 
movie. And when Steven said, “You should do it 
because it’s the story of a boy and his car,” there 
was an immediate emotional connect for us. We 
understood exactly what that meant. We knew 
that if you took the robots out of the movie, we 
could still write a $2 million indie about a boy 
who wants to get a girl through his car. Once we 
had that, we could own it personally.

tV vs. Cinema
Damon Lindelof: Let me ask you a question—be-
cause I think about this all the time. On a TV 
show, like Alias or Lost, you sit in a room such as 
the one we’re in right now, and you all sit around 
a table, and there are eight writers, and we talk 
about a story, and everybody has ideas, and we 
throw out dialogue; some ideas are good ideas and 
some ideas are bad ideas, and that’s the way that 
we write, the process. But ultimately, it’s all sort 

of funneling into the prism of whoever’s going to be 
writing that draft or whoever the showrunner is. 
In features, you guys are the exception to the rule. 
You will actually take a draft from the beginning 
to the end. But on most big movies, most franchise 
movies—pick ’em out of the hat, Terminator, Wol-
verine, or whatever—whoever the credited writer 
ends up being, there have been like eight or nine 
people who have taken a shot at that thing by the 
time it reaches the screen. For example, you guys 
have done work on scripts where you know you’re 
not going to be credited. You’re coming in at the 
11th hour, you’re doing a pass, you’re writing a 
scene, you’re enhancing exposition, you’re doing 
a joke pass—whatever it is, you know you’re not 
going to be credited, so credit isn’t a part of the 
issue. Why can’t they take six writers, stick ’em 
in a room together—Judd Apatow does this, 
apparently—and say, “Break this movie and 
write this movie,” and, “You guys are going to 
be the ones who actually put your names on 
the script”? We don’t have a problem with it in 
TV. Carlton [Lost co-showrunner Cuse] and I 
put our names on scripts all the time that have 
been broken by the room, and other writers 
put their names on scripts that have been 
Pages from Fringe pilot written by J. J. Abrams & 
Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci



Hercules: THe legendary 
Journeys 
We’ll alWays Have cyprus
Teleplay by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman
Story by Stephanie C. Meyer

For THose oF you JusT Joining us...
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci

resurrecTion
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman

FaiTH
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci

reunions
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci & 
Jerry Patrick Brown

TWiligHT
Written by Gene O’Neill & Noreen Tobin and 
Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci

porkules
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman

yes, virginia THere is a Hercules
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci

Medea culpa
Teleplay by Robert Bielak and Roberto Orci 
& Alex Kurtzman
Story by Robert Bielak

Men in pink
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman

Web oF desire 
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci

Full circle
Written by Alex Kurtzman and Roberto 
Gaston Orci

a daMe To die For
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci

...and Fancy Free
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman

aTlanTis
Written by Alex Kurtzman & Roberto Orci

a rock and a Hard place
Written by Roberto Orci & Alex Kurtzman

broken in the room by me. So we have 
no problem sharing the credit. Why in 
features is it so territorial? 

Alex Kurtzman: First of all, in features, 
each of those writers comes with a heavy 
price tag. So suddenly, what is more af-
fordable in television is less affordable in 
features because you have to pay the bill 
on, let’s say, three writers as 
opposed to one.

Damon Lindelof: If you ap-
proach it from a completely 
selfish viewpoint—and let’s 
be honest, we’re in Holly-
wood, and I think that’s the 
way that you have to look at 
it—the reason that I want 
to collaborate with you two 
and with J.J. is because you 
are going to make me look 
good. If you go into that equa-
tion saying, “I don’t need these guys, I can 
be fine on my own,” then that’s not the 
spirit. But I think because I’ve worked in 
television, I understand that the reason 
that Lost is loved and adored is not be-
cause I’m an awesome writer, but because 
I have an awesome writing staff. That’s 
the fundamental ideology that we bring 
to it.

Alex Kurtzman: More writers should 
be producers.

Roberto Orci: Like in TV. We didn’t 
know that wasn’t how it went. In TV, 
if you get up there high enough on the 
set, you’re producing the show, and 
you’re looking at budgets and you’re 
handling it, and we walked into mov-
ies acting like producers.

Alex Kurtzman: The studios were not 

used to it, because it is a different sensibil-
ity. You have to have a pretty steel spine, 
in a different kind of way. But you have 
to have a steel spine to give someone your 
script and have them judge it. It’s just a 
flipside of the same coin. The reason they 
keep recycling through eight different 
people is because studio executives are not 

writers. They don’t know 
how to fix the problem, 
so they’ll just throw more 
money at more writers. But 
if you’re a writer and you’re 
a producer, you’ll say, “No, 
no, I know exactly how to 
fix the problem. It’s going 
to be these things. Let’s stick 
with this writer and talk 
them through what needs 
to happen in a lot of detail, 
help them out as opposed 
to spending more money.”

Damon Lindelof: What Bob said earlier 
about putting a huge target on your 
back, there’s something very appeal-
ing about that. We’re smart enough to 
know that if you’re walking down like 
the Santa Monica Pier and some guy 
is setting up like five barrels and he’s got 
a unicycle, that you say, “All right, this 
thing could end very badly. Whatever 
this guy is about to do, it could be a di-
saster, so I’m going to stop and watch.” 
But when you walk by the guy who’s 
dressed like a robot and has a boom 
box, you keep going because you know 
what that show is. So I’d rather do the 
unicycle on the barrels.

Roberto Orci: Exactly. If you pull it 
off, it’s like, “Wow!” 

Alex Kurtzman
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No, I tell them, ‘Excel is 
a mathematical program. 
I’ll write it in Word, and if 
you like you can have one 
of your interns cut and 
paste it into Excel.’ After 
writing 20 videogames, I 
can say no.”

Even so, game com-
panies are so hooked on 
spreadsheets that the ac-
tors who serve as voiceover 
talent are often obliged to 
perform from them as 
well, which might explain why perfor-
mances in games often seemed disjointed 
to the point of robotic. Deborah Todd’s 
solution has been to provide the actors 
with a character bible: “Actors love that 
and can deliver a whole lot better.” Her 
view, voiced by Wright and Ellis as well, 
is that incidental dialogue for games “has 
to be organic to the particular game—
you can’t just keep a grab-bag of ready-

made lines handy.” 
As more and more 
movies cross over 
into games, and 
vice versa, specific 
characters become a 
vital, even energizing 
limitation. “On 101 
Dalmations,” says 
Todd, “I invented a 
backstory for Cru-
ella DeVille: what she 
looked like when little 
and how she got to be 
so twisted. That said, 

I didn’t add anything that wasn’t true to 
the material—I never made her nice.”

These are necessary considerations, 
because, as Richard Thompson points 
out, “Five bad Batman games in a row 
nearly killed the franchise—as a game.” 
Thompson, a lawyer who specializes in 
making deals between the game world 
and motion picture talent, drolly con-
fesses that he has “done a number of 

movies based on games, and more of 
them have been horrible than have been 
actually good. Whore that I am, I can 
admire the beauty of a deal.” That said, 
he actively encourages filmmakers and 
game designers to seek one another out 
and form partnerships early, to achieve 
the most durable and lucrative results.

As a cautionary example, Wright 
in turn points to the example of Max 
Payne, a best-selling videogame that 
tanked at the box office when it was 
transformed into a movie. “The game 
is film noir. The movie has demons, 
devils, and Valkyries. They walked away 
from the game and alienated their core 
audience. This is like buying the rights 
to Peter Benchley’s novel Jaws and say-
ing, ‘I’d like to make a movie about two 
people who fall in love on a beach.’” 
Wright stresses that this was as much the 
responsibility of the game’s owners as it 
was for the moviemakers doing the ad-
aptation: “Both parties were at fault, not 
paying attention.” He holds up Grand 
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Theft Auto as a positive example of a harmonic convergence. 
The game made $500 million in its first month of release. 
“There’s always an audience for a faithful translation, a faithful 
version of either a game or a movie.”

Anyone Can Play, and every Writer Should 
None of us needs to be a computer genius to see that these 
worlds are merging as never before. If you see a potential game 
in a story or screenplay you’re developing, how might you best 
exploit that, if only to protect your own interests? How does a 
proactive writer make the most of these opportunities?

“You have to know games,” says Dave Ellis. “Game com-
panies can smell a non-gamer a mile away.” (This is a point 
that game writers make again and again: Play games, and get 
to know game designers.) Remember, too, says Ellis, that “you 
are not in control of your work. You work with a team. Games 
are still isolated from other branches of the entertainment 
industry—an entity unto itself that does not welcome outsid-
ers. Verse yourself in the technical aspects: in game dialogues, 
prompts, mission objectives; even in clothes, accessories for 
characters. Game writers write that too. Nobody would try 
to write a script for a movie or television show if they had 
never seen a movie or a television show. You have to play every 
game you can lay your hands on. If you want to write stories 
for games, [then] play story-based games and learn how such 
stories work. Learn how your interaction as a player makes the 
game go on—makes the story change.”

Asked which 
games an aspriring 
writer might prof-
itably study, Micah 
Wright strongly rec-
ommends for prac-
tical reasons Nev-
erwinter Nights: 
“Buy that game. 
BioWare, the com-

pany that made it, have included—for free—
their branch-writing tool.” (Branches are the multiple choice–
options that make narrative so viable in games now.) “BioWare 
hires the most writers. They’re one of the biggest employers, so 
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you should be familiar with their tool.” 
The creators on various panels formed 
a consistent consensus around Dead 
Head Fred, Bioshock, Mass Effect, and 
Anne Toole’s The Witcher.

Toole, who took a storyboarding 
class to better fortify her visual imagi-
nation, stresses that you have to be pre-
pared for a long involvement: A quality 
game can take five years to devise. “You 
can’t just hand off what you’ve written 
and say, ‘Bye.’ It’s an ongoing conversa-
tion. You say, ‘Do this.’ They say, ‘No, 
we can’t.’ You insist, ‘Yes, you can.’ Then 
they ask, ‘Can we try this instead?’ And 
you say, ‘Genius.’ People in film and 
television already know this from expe-
rience—you have the original idea, but 
by the time it actually gets done, it’s 
gone through so many iterations, you 
almost wonder, ‘Is this my idea?’ That’s 
normal, and that’s good. I learned early 
on that you need to make something 
that really inspires everybody to want 
to build it—because they’ll be living 

with it for the next two, three years. 
They will want to have some fun with 
what they’re creating.”

This gestation period of three to 
five years is standard, and many judge 
this to be the reason so many movie-
to-game deals fail: a movie studio will 
plan a film’s release and give designers 
only nine months to come up with a 
game. “I wrote five different games 
for Transformers 2,” recalls Wright. 
“Michael Bay wouldn’t show me the 
script. I was forced to rely on the half-
remembered notes of execs who’d read 
the script.”

By positive contrast, says Jon Pa-
quette, “The filmmaking teams behind 
the Pirates of the Caribbean and X-
Men films worked closely with game 
designers every step of the way.” Pa-
quette, best known for the Medal of 
Honor series, advises aspiring game 
writers: “Know the tools. Be writers 
who know how to animate; be anima-
tors who know how to write.”

Suiting Up for the Supermarket
With one radical exception, game com-
panies do not invite writers in to pitch 
ideas—and that exception is executive 
Lenny Brown. “We’re looking for any-
thing good,” Brown says. “We’ll put it in 
production just because we think it’s great,  
because the world of it is compelling 
enough. It’s not a work for hire when you 
come to work for us—you’re driving it.”

How should you prepare your presen-
tation to Brown? Apart from knowing 
games and working up your idea with a 
seasoned designer, “Translate a seven-page 
treatment into an eight-slide deck on Pow-
erPoint.”

Brown’s open approach is so classical 
a model for success it’s astonishing he’s 
the only one in the marketplace put-
ting it into practice—but that is fur-
ther indication of how truly newborn 
this medium is. “When Lenny makes a 
kajillion dollars,” laughs Wright, “then 
everybody will imitate him.”

And how do you protect your intel-
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lectual property in the meantime? Get either a good agent or a 
tough lawyer. “To work with me,” says Thompson, “you need 
two things: 1) You have to have a deal; and 2) You’ve got to be 
able to make enough money to afford me, to pay me to work 
on your deal for you. I’m not there to shop you. I’m there to 
do your deal. Even in a small deal, I can make a useful con-
tribution.”

How much money is generally involved? As yet, the figures 
are fairly low—especially insofar as a single game script can 
run upwards of 450 pages, as opposed to the 90 pages screen-
writers are used to turning in. Says Wright: “Figure two-thirds 
the pay for four times the work.”

“Residuals?” Jay Lender smiles: “Never heard of those! Care 
to negotiate?”

“Historically, the game business is ‘anti-talent representa-
tive,’” says Thompson, one reason he doesn’t “shop” projects. 
“I’ve had situations where companies would not speak to me.”

This is where the Writers Guild comes in handy: “I’ve seen 
a lot of writers trying to negotiate their own deals,” says Eliza-
beth Flack, “but companies are willing to talk to me.” Flack, 
who for the past four years has been representing the interests of 
videogame writers at the WGA, says: “Where the Guild comes 
in is when the deal needs to be finalized between the writer and 
a company. Part of what we do is the benefits package. Every-
thing is negotiable for us, from the pension and health deals up 
to residuals and credit guarantees and separation of rights.”

“Do not negotiate your own deal,” warns Wright. He works 
through an agent but is active in the Videogame Writers Cau-
cus to help writers who don’t yet have that protection. “Com-
panies have told me, ‘I hate your agent.’ I tell them, ‘I hate 
him too. He asked you for how much money? That bastard!’” 
And he laughs. “The Guild gives you access to a number of 
weapons, including a slew of lawyers. The Videogame Writ-
ers Caucus is open to anyone writing videogames. If you’ve 
worked on even one, you can be an associate member of the 
WGA. If anybody here has written a videogame, join us.”

Brave new Worlds, time-Honored Goals
Thus prepared and thus protected, what are the impending 
possibilities?

Adam Sessler, editor of X-Play, raises the question of social 
relevance: “You’re writing these games three years before they 
come out, so what’s going to be relevant? Fallout 3 and Resis-
tance 2 both deal with a decimated America and will be com-
ing out at a time when the ‘decimation of America’ seems right 
there on the precipice. Now, that is coincidence—I don’t know 
if that’s lucky, but that is what it is.”

“I had opinions about Iraq,” says Jon Paquette. “I tried to 
work them into one project but was told no. It was a game 
about World War II,” he laughs. “They told me, ‘We need a 
heroic battlefield.’”

Anne Toole believes that the considerable period of develop-
ment, aiming as it must for a long shelf-life, is best served by 
metaphor. “In The Witcher, there’s no good or evil, only choices 
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and their consequences. That makes for 
gravitas. Moral choices? Yes, yet no pun-
ishment, only results of your decisions. 
You have a moment of pathos—you have 
changed the world, based on your choic-
es. If it had been about Iraq, it would’ve 
been dated by the time it came out.”

For Carolyn Handler Miller (Dark 
Sector  and Where in the World is Car-
men Sandiego?), games are by their very 
nature deeply educational. She began as a 
journalist and author of children’s books. 
She has done more than four-dozen in-
teractive projects in her career, most re-
cently a “virtual world” project “intended 
for girls in the Middle East.” That game 
needed careful research and planning: 
“What kind of environment would 
not offend or be too socially forward?” 
Miller decided on “Smart toys: minia-
ture characters that live in dollhouses, 
each of whom has a separate story, based 
on where they are in the dollhouse. The 
goal is to give a lot of power to the user—
these girls who are so underserved—and 
give them power over the story.” 

Give power to the user. Here we enter a 
true wilderness. As Mike D’Alonzo tells it, 
“There’s no Syd Field blueprint here, where 
you know by page 3 you have ‘an inciting 
incident.’ You’re not plotting a linear ride, 
but standing in the center of the activity, 
having to write all points at once.”

“Writing a movie, you know what the 
‘deliverable’ is,” says Flint Dille. “Film-
makers proceed on the assumption that 
there’s a perfect version waiting to be 
made, if they only develop it enough. 
Games are a journey: When we play, we 
know it’s a journey. We’re in a mosh pit.” 
Dille is actively engaged in what he and his 
colleagues have termed the outer concen-
tric ring of possibilities in the Brave New 
World of gaming: VARGs, or Virtual and 
Real World Games, using cell phones and 
their global tracking capabilities to “get 
players out of the house,” as Dille puts it. 
“Spy games, social and dating games that 
bring them to some place like Citywalk 
in L.A. and overlay a fiction on the real 
world.” In effect, inviting players to create 
their own stories in a grownup variant of 
hide and seek. “The challenge for the writ-
er becomes, ‘How do you get two people 

who don’t know each other to leave their 
houses, meet in a bar, have them exchange 
a secret message, and then get a third play-
er to photograph them?’”

Larry Tuch found his first footing 
as an Imagineer, creating an interactive 
theme park for Disney. When Para-
mount invited him to head their “Story 
Drive” project, his first assignment took 
him to the Pentagon, and their DM-
SO—Defense Modeling Simulation 
Office. “The U.S. government had all 
this great simulation technology; Holly-
wood knew about story. My task was to 
create a four-day, real-time Internation-
al Crisis Simulation—to make a more 
immersive experience, based on story. 
Three-act, full-scale military, vibrating 
floors under people’s feet. I structured it 
with cliffhangers, phony CNN broad-
casts; I wrote all the email that came in. 
The ‘aspirational arc’ involved the inva-
sion of one country by another: ‘Act I’ 
was open countryside, ‘Act II’ was urban 
terrain.” Talk about games of moral con-
sequence: “My job was to find the aspi-
rations and interactivity that will move 
players to key gateways—to create chal-
lenges that give you a chance to fail and 
see consequences.”

“Technology is the servant, but it’s 
not ‘about’ technology,” Tuch concludes. 
“When creating immersive environ-
ments, whether it’s for the Pentagon or 
museums or theme parks, the most im-
portant part of what I was doing was try-
ing to find a way to use story, and char-
acter, and the inherent power—which is 
millenia old—of how you find the right, 
telling detail, in whatever medium you’re 
working in. Games are not going to be 
a mature medium until they take people 
to that level of experience: Where you 
rise through an arc, and the aftermath re-
sounds with some type of meaning.” 

The WGA Videogame Writers Caucus 
(VWC) is dedicated to promoting the pro-
fessional and artistic interests of interactive 
writers by raising the writers’ status and 
influence within the gaming industry and 
expanding WGA coverage. For more in-
formation, call (323) 782-4511 or email 
videogames@wga.org
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stay on the treadmill for 30 minutes, so 
what could be so hard about this class?

�e instructor finally comes in and 
asks us to get into child pose. I can do 
that. I used to be a child. �en, the dog. 
Great. I have two at home. �en some 
other animal and then the swan. 

He asks us to bring light from heaven 
into our hearts, and I’m thinking about 
my Act II that sags. I’ll never figure it 
out. Shit. Why is Act II so damn hard? 
�at’s what’s killing me in the script I’m 
writing now. Breathe. Concentrate on 
the breath. Back to the dog. Relax. If I 
sell it, I can keep my medical insurance. 
Breathe. Oh, did I TiVo Big Love for 
a season pass or just the next episode? 
My wrists are hurting. My wrists? What 
is that???? Oh my god, that guy to my 
right looks just like RoboCop. Wow, 
it is RoboCop. Shit, he looks OLD! If 
that could happen to RoboCop, then 
what on Earth has happened to me? 
Don’t look in the mirror. But there are 
mirrors everywhere in this room. Keep 

your eyes closed. I better look up Robo-
Cop on IMDb and if he’s not older 
than I am, I’ll slit my wrists. Where’s 
my BlackBerry? I could do it right now 
and then I’d be serene. I could relax if I 
know RoboCop is older than I am. My 
wrists still hurt. Is there any data about 
wrist pain and serenity? I should have 
taken some Advil before this de-stress-
ing yoga class. Or a tiny bit of mor-
phine. �is wrist pain is stressing me 
out. Oh, look… there’s Matthew Perry. 
I really liked Studio 60 on the Sunset 
Strip. “Clear your mind. Focus on the 
breath,” says the teacher. Okay, so may-
be every character on the show talked 
like they were on The West Wing. Is 
that such a bad thing? I liked the show. 
A lot. Aaron Sorkin is so brilliant. His 
dialogue is always great, the stories were 
compelling and yeah, it was a little in-
side, but they shouldn’t have cancelled 
it. I dug it. And now I have to take it off 
the TiVo. Why can’t I write a show like 
that? I’m actually writing a pilot right 

now, but I’m not as good as Aaron Sor-
kin. Why can’t I be as good as he is? He’s 
a genius. So? Does everyone have to be a 
genius? Can’t you just be, I don’t know,  
really, really good? I’m halfway through 
it, but sometimes I find excuses not to 
write. Has that ever happened to you, 
Aaron? You probably sit down and just 
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OUTSTANDING.



F A D E  O U T

This month, timed to the opening weekend of Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen, Activision will release 
five unique videogames based on the film. (Behold the game box cover art below.) Here is what Micah 
Wright—the primary writer on Wii, PS2, Nintendo DS Autobots, and Nintendo DS Decepticons—says 
about his experience:

Although the Pension and Health of the writers of 
Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen were covered 
by the WGA’s Minimum Basic Agreement, the five 
videogames I wrote using the characters from 
the film were not. Those games could have been 
covered if only Activision had agreed to credit 
14.5 percent of my fees toward my WGA Health 
& Pension funds, but they refused. Currently, it’s 
optional for game companies to pay Guild P&H, 
and most have traditionally opted not to because 
of anti-union paranoia: They don’t want to set a 
precedent that might entangle them with the 
WGA. Changing this “optional” attitude toward 
covering the health care and retirement plans 
of game writers is one of the reasons the WGA’s 
Videogame Writers Caucus exists. Our aim is to 
someday cover all videogames in the same man-
datory fashion as all films—and to cover game 
writers in the same way as writers of other media. 
Luckily, a big change is happening now, one that 
gives all writers leverage with these companies. 
More often, these game companies are now hir-
ing top-tier WGA members to write their videog-
ames, which suddenly gives our union the oppor-
tunity to demand our rights to Guild P&H! If you 
are a WGA member and you’re approached to 
write a videogame, you should contact the WGA’s 
organizing department. We do cover videog-
ames! One A-list screenwriter demanding their 
P&H at Activision is all it would take to change 
their current position of “we’ll never do it,” to “we 
did it once, and it didn’t destroy our company, so 
sure, we’ll do it again.” If every A-list screenwriter 
refused to work for publishers such as Activision 
without Guild P&H, then that principled stand 
would make life much easier for the dozens of us 
game writers further down the food chain… and 
isn’t that the entire point of a collective-bargain-
ing Guild like ours?

Contact the WGAW Organizing Department at 
(323) 782-4511 to learn about videogame coverage.
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