The Cat With the Golden Fleece: [image: image1.jpg]SAVE THE CAT!





Save the Cat! Goes to the Movies' Blake Snyder 
Creative Screenwriting Weekly
October 5, 2007
By Ari Eisner 

All Contents © Creative Screenwriting Magazine and Inside Information Group, Ltd.


In 2005, screenwriter Blake Snyder published what is considered by many to be a quintessential book on craft, Save the Cat! The Last Book on Screenwriting You'll Ever Need. The response was so overwhelming, the screenwriter/author was compelled to write a follow-up. 

Blake Snyder has enjoyed a career as a Hollywood screenwriter for 20 years. He's run seminars and workshops in New York, London, Chicago, and at the Screenwriting Expo in Los Angeles. CS Weekly sat down with Snyder to discuss the upcoming release of his follow up to Save the Cat!, Save the Cat! Goes to the Movies. 

How did you get into writing? 
I was raised in the business. My dad was a children's TV producer. He created a show called Roger Ramjet and another called Big Blue Marble. I got my SAG card at eight, doing voices for him. I saw my first script in his office, it was called Kingdom of the Spiders (which went on to star William Shatner), and I was just fascinated by its format. So, a screenplay was the first thing I ever attempted to write. I joined the Guild in '87 and have been doing it for over 20 years. I've written a lot of TV stuff, and I've written a bunch of spec screenplays that sold, and now I've written this second book, which I really love. 

Did you ever try to write anything other than screenplays? 
I've written some short stories, but I've discovered I really like writing non-fiction, like the Save the Cat books, which I think I'll continue to do. I've also been a newspaper editor and done a lot of journalism stuff, and I like writing non-fiction more than I thought I would. The experience I've had writing both these books has been the best writing experience of my life. I really found my own personal voice during the process. 

What inspired you to write a non-fiction book? 
This all kind of came about because of the internet. I joined an online group of screenwriters called "Screenplayers," and I started answering questions for people about scripts. I'd send them my beat sheet and say, this is what I use to write my screenplays. And they'd go [referring to Snyder's "movie moments"], "What's this?" and I'd say, "Well, everyone knows this, don't they? -- the 'save the cat' moment, for example -- and everyone went, 'huh?'" Writers would take the beat sheet with these terms my friends and I had come up with and they loved it. 

How would you say Save the Cat is different from all the other screenwriting books out there? 
So many people had read McKee and a number of screenplay books, but no one had ever said, "Do this at this section." But I've used my method and I've sold scripts with it, and people who've read the book have used it and they've sold scripts with it. I've also read a lot of screenplay books, and no one seemed to talk the way my buddies and I talked when we talked about movies. It was like "inside baseball," sort of slangy. And what I've wanted to get across from both books is that this is not magic. You may have a lot of respect for movies, but it's not so amazing that you can't do it. I think it sort of demystifies the process. For me, when I discovered structure and some of these pieces started to fall into place, it was like, "I can play, too." Suddenly it was accessible to me, a guy who was just a fan of movies. 


What about that experience and the response to Save the Cat led you to write Save the Cat! Goes to the Movies?? 
I put my e-mail address in the first book, and I got deluged with e-mail, which I love. I said, "Pitch me your logline." I get 10 to 20 e-mails a day. It's fabulous. I can learn a lot about a movie from the concept, and sometimes I can maybe steer people in one direction or another, depending on what the best part of that logline is. But somebody wrote me one day and asked about the "Golden Fleece," -- this genre type that I'd invented with my friends -- and they had some sort of cockeyed version of what I meant by Golden Fleece, and I thought, I really didn't explain it too well. I felt like I hadn't explained some of these genres well enough and hadn't dug deep into the rules and patterns of each enough. So, I set about to do that in this second book. 

And, in the course of writing the second book, I've seen so many movies and found so much stuff that I knew was there, but I hadn't really identified previously. Again, it all gets demystified. These patterns appear. And why do they appear? Because this is the story we need to hear. 

How did you research this book and go about picking the specific films for each chapter? 
I tried to pick the examples in each chapter that were the most typical of that genre. I just wanted to define, once and for all, what the rules of this are. And I found some really good stuff. "Golden Fleece" is like Jason and the Argonauts -- that's where the title comes from -- and the rules are: it's a road, a team, and a prize. We're gonna go on this journey, we're gonna collect a team, and we're gonna go and pursue this thing. And when we get to the end of it, it's not gonna be what we expected. Well, surprise, surprise, Bad News Bears and Oceans Eleven fall into that category. To me, that's sort of mind-blowing: that I'm gonna tell you that Bad News Bears and Oceans Eleven are the same movie. They're on a quest, they collect a team, it's how the team changes along the way, and what they get at the end is not what they expected. Oceans Eleven is not about the gold, it's about the girl. And Bad News Bears isn't about the little league trophy, it's about how they grow as friends. All these things have this in common, so by identifying that, if you're writing a heist movie, now I might send you off to go watch Bad News Bears. To me, that's a much better way to think about story than just watch heist movies. 

Does someone have to have read Save the Cat! to understand Goes to the Movies? 
Not really. Save the Cat! Goes to the Movies certainly serves as a companion piece to Save the Cat, but it also stands on its own as a reference guide. 

What's the main thing about writing in the Hollywood system that writers need to know? 
One of the things I wanted to amend between the first book and the second book was, I wanted to show that these story patterns appear not only in Hollywood movies, but in indies. In most of the chapters, I have at least one indie or low-budget movie. Because many times, these movies think they're being experimental, but they're really telling the same story that Hollywood tells. I think that's the biggest lesson for me in writing the book. The hurdles are the same -- what is your movie about? Why should I go? Is this story satisfying? I think that's the biggest lesson for writers -- figure out what the story is, tell it really well, and tell it in a fresh way. 

What did you learn about screenwriting from writing these two books? 
I spent the last two years working on this book, and I watched hundreds of movies, identifying these patterns. These are things I knew existed before, and I just got a chance to name them. But in each genre, I think there's "Ah-ha" stuff where you go, "Oh, that character appears in all these movies. And here's why…" I think the most fun I had and the most I discovered is that these patterns are repeating, they've been repeating for a long time. 


To me, the best part of all this is why do we tell these stories, what is the moral of this story that we need to hear? I have to say, after you watch and read so many movies, you start to see deeper reasons for why we do this. Whatever story we tell, it answers why do we get up in the morning, why do we do this? These stories reinforce our decision to choose to live. 

What's next for you? 
I want to do one more Save the Cat book, and title it Save the Cat! Strikes Back. This one will be about the success stories. Since I started doing these books, I started teaching classes, and we had a bunch of people come through and have used this method to fix or write their scripts, and then they've gone on to sell their scripts. 

Writer-director Ari Eisner recently sold a TV pilot to Warner Bros. He is co-creator of the trailer parodies Must Love Jaws, 10 Things I Hate About Commandments (which was featured on CNN and in TIME and Rolling Stone), and Glen and Gary and Glen and Ross (mature language). He has written for everything from CBS's Still Standing to Creative Screenwriting Magazine to, of course, CS Weekly.
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