Q&A with Stephen Susco

It didn’t take long for Stephen Susco, screenwriter of “The Grudge,” to make it big in Hollywood. The young man from Bucks County, Pennsylvania—an area they call “the genius belt” (since it’s been home to the likes of George S. Kaufman, James Michener and Pearl Buck)—needed only to plant roots across the country and write a scant 24 screenplays before becoming what those who don’t know any better call “an overnight success.” 

Then again, Susco and those in his inner circle know better. They know it’s taken him nine years of heavy lifting, thickening skin and Los Angeles-style perseverance, to acquire his most recent credits: A hit movie that generated $70 million in ticket sales its first 10 days in the theaters—and almost $120 million globally to date. More respect than ever before in the Hollywood film community. And a chance to make other people’s Hollywood dreams come true as the prize in a contest sponsored by The Writers Room of Bucks County (www.writersroom.net)—a not-for-profit writers’ center in Susco’s hometown.
He recently spoke with Jill Sherer of The Writers Room about what it’s like to hit it on the big screen, how he survives rejection, and why he wants to mentor not one but three budding screenwriters through the sometimes joyous and often harsh landscape of Hollywood. 
How did you get your start in film?

Well, I started writing fiction when I was 11—science fiction, particularly. That and horror always fascinated me. I was also an actor in college, and had the chance to direct too. And I wrote a few screenplays in college—both adaptations. I was doing very well, getting a lot of recognition back then for my work. A career in film and writing, combining the two things I loved most, just seemed right for me.

Now that you’ve been at it a while, what is your writing process process like?

It’s hard to describe, really. It all begins with an idea, just like anything else. And then creating the proper environment for that seed to take hold, and sprout into something larger and alive.  I simply do all that I can to create that environment, which basically entails writing every single day.  Whether it’s scenes, character ideas, dialogue or just noodling around with words. As long as I write every day, I keep moving forward.  

Tell us about your first rejection?

Actually, the reality of rejection in Hollywood hit me when I got my first real gig in 1996. I was working with a writing partner on a screenplay, adapting a novel called “Bone in the Throat” by Tony Bourdain for New Line Cinema. My writing partner found out that we’d gotten hired for the deal, which was being packaged by Creative Artists Agency (CAA)—one of the biggest agencies in California. 

So we put on our best suits and went to our first meeting. We were nervous, but while we were waiting to see the agent on the project, we couldn’t believe where we were. It was crazy. We’d hit the big time.

Finally, they called us in. The agent closed the door behind us and said, “We’re not going to do anything for you. We don’t know who you are and we don’t care. We’re not going to rep you. We only care about the director and this book. So, if you’ve got a problem with that, there’s the door.”

It was a very harsh reality in that I had finally become a paid screenwriter, but still couldn’t get an agent. He treated us with such disdain.

I hope you’re not taking his calls these days.

(Laughs). Yeah, right? Well I haven’t spoken with that agent in awhile, but a lot of people treated me badly over the years. And now, many act like my best friends. I understand, though, that I’m just a business commodity. The relationships I have with a lot of these people are not personal. I recognize that they can treat me one way the first day and another way the next. I know not to believe everything I hear. That may be tough, but that’s the truth of this industry.

It just sounds so ugly. Has it always been this way?
The devil’s bargain started actually when Hollywood was first forming. Theaters worked with playwrights from New York City. They told them they could stay in New York and keep the copyright on their material. But they wouldn’t get a dime for it—unless the play got put up, then maybe they’d get $1,000 if it were a hit. 

Studios started asking playwrights to come to Hollywood for $750 a week. They wouldn’t own their work and they’d be like slaves, but they’d earn more than they could make as a playwright. 

In a way that mentality is still there. Screenwriters get paid well to work hard and write stories they don’t own, only to find them handed to someone else and rewritten. People who want to get into screenwriting often don’t see that. It just seems like an incredibly glamorous lifestyle and it ain’t. I think it’s important for people to understand that coming in.

How do you deal with it?
I embrace the fact that I have to hear “no” at least 100 times before I get to hear “yes.” And that’s okay. I know it’s just part of the job. 

So why do it?
Ah, where do I begin? I have a 12 foot commute to work. I get to write stories for a living. I get paid well to do something I love.  

How do you keep your sanity? 

It’s not always easy, but fortunately, I come from a very grounded upbringing. If my family wasn’t who they are, I don’t know if I’d be doing this at all, let alone dealing with it as well as I do. My support system has taught me how to follow a strong code for living a good life. 

Switching gears a bit, when would you say you had your big break?

It always makes me laugh when I hear that because getting your “big break” can be a misnomer in a town where people break and then never work again. The way I look at it is I’ve had several breaking moments. Getting my first gig in 1996 was a big break. I’ve had the chance to write for some incredible directors—Mike Nichols, Quentin Tarantino—which, at the time, was also a big break. But then, those movies never got made. 

Ironically enough, I feel like doing The Grudge was a big break. For the first time, I feel a lot more secure in terms of my longevity in this business. The Grudge is doing really well and nobody can take that away from me. It’s something that will always be there. Still, you have to celebrate every victory. 

When did The Grudge come into your life?

In early 2002, I met a producer named Roy Lee who, with his partner Doug Davison, was bringing the rights to remake Asian horror films to the States. He had THE RING in production. The day we met, he gave me the original JU-ON short films, the ones that were shot on video for Japanese television. I loved them. We brainstormed for a while, and he eventually attached me as the writer and director for the American remake.

We spent months fleshing out some ideas and pitched them to studios that summer. It was difficult to get someone to agree to a first-time feature director, so we put a hold on things until RING came out to see how it did. It went through the roof. Around the same time, Takashi Shimizu (the creator and director of JU-ON) and his producer sent us a new feature-film version of the original two films. We showed that around town, and director/producer Sam Raimi loved it. It was his idea to go back to Takashi and shoot the film in Japan. I negotiated staying on as the screenwriter, and we were off to the races.
How has your life changed with this movie’s success?

It’s changed my plans more than my life. It’s given me more leverage in terms of how I approach projects. I can say “no” more than in the past. Be more fearless when a script is going in a direction I don’t like. My quota in the industry is also going up and there’s more money coming in with residuals based on the movie’s profits. 

How about personally?
Not really. You know, my dad used to tell me that the goal in life is to be a rich man in a way that doesn’t involve money. I’ve recently gotten engaged, which has already given me all the wealth I could ask for right now. So more money isn’t going to dramatically change my lifestyle.
Wow, I hope your fiancé reads this. You just scored some major brownie points. 

Don’t worry. I’ll make sure she sees it. (Laughs.)
So, if you’re not necessarily looking for money, are you looking for fame, perhaps?
Personally, I don’t like the idea of being famous. I’m more comfortable behind the scenes. The only real recognition I need is to keep working. 
That said, I know other people who don’t like the fact that writers are at the bottom of food chain. I think that’s partly a function of the fact that this place wouldn’t function without screenplays. And I don’t think the powers-that-be like that. So if you play the politics right, you can get them to read your script. I can’t tell you how many new friends I’ve found since The Grudge has been successful.

How does that make you feel?
Ah, I ignore it. Been at this long enough to know it doesn’t really mean anything. Like the stock market, my stock is just inflated. I understand it has nothing to do with me. That I’m the same writer I’ve always been. 

So what’s next for you?

Early in my career, I read William Goldman’s “Adventures in the Screen Writing Trade” and I remember him saying that it’s not enough to be a screenwriter. I remember thinking he was crazy. It’s taken me a couple of years to learn that he was right. 

How do you mean?
Well, when you’re a screenwriter, you’re writing under orders from a studio. You still need another outlet—writing books, producing, or directing. There needs to be another outlet you can fully claim as your own. 

I’ve been keeping my eye on the prize, trying to make good money to pay for my kids’ college tuition, you know, that sort of thing. But once I have a couple of movies made, I plan to ease off the gas. Be more selective. Take some time to start the next thing, which, for me, is directing. Oh, and always giving back to the community that helped me get started.

Yes, let’s talk about that. You’ve offered to work with the Writers’ Room of Bucks County to mentor three writers through the screenwriting process. That’s sounds like a big commitment. Why make it?

Why not? The reality of my situation is I got really lucky with The Grudge. 

You’re being modest.

Well, yes and no. I mean, I know people who blow my writing out of the water and have never gotten hired. So there are a lot of factors involved in whether you have a success. Since my stock is high at the moment, I’d like to build on it by getting the word out to other people who want to be screenwriters, but don’t know how to get to the next level.

So you’ve agreed to mentor them.

Yes, three people for a year. 

What does that entail?

I’m going to work with them on one piece of material each, whether they just have an outline, a first draft or whatever, and then help them write and refine it so it meets the current needs of the industry. So it’s good enough to submit to agents. Then, I’m going to help them learn the business of the industry which, as I’ve mentioned earlier, can sometimes be more important in determining success than raw talent. 

This is dedication.

I know, but I really enjoy it. I have always enjoyed working with young high school students on what it takes to be a screenwriter. In fact, one kid I met when he was 17 has just turned 20 and is kind of starting to make things happen for himself. It’s very rewarding for me to watch.

Truth is I like the idea of taking somebody with very little exposure and understanding of the industry and mentoring them about the actual craft and reality of what it’s like to be in a class of screenwriters. After all, I wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing if I hadn’t met the right guy on the first day of film school.

So you want to be somebody else’s “right guy?”

Exactly.

Do you think it’s really who you know and not what you know?
Absolutely not.  Most of the successful writers I know are just like me — people who packed up and moved to Hollywood without any families or other connections to the biz. Knowing people is certainly important — but that’s something you work on when you get there.  You put yourself out into the mix, meet as many people as you can and make your own connections. Then again, that’s what this mentorship is all about.
What do you think your mentorship is worth in the real world?

You mean, financially?

Yes.

Gosh, I don’t know. I know people who charge $2,000 just to give somebody 15 pages of notes and 10 minutes on the telephone. So, I suspect my mentorship is quite a dowry. 

Why not help just one person?

I’m hoping by offering to mentor three people, more people will be encouraged to enter the contest. They’ll see better odds at winning and then, once they do, can interact with each other since I’m planning for it to be a very collaborative experience. 

Why do you want so many people to enter? Doesn’t that just make it more difficult to choose?
Oh, no. The more people who enter, the more funds I can help raise for the Writers Room, which is a fantastic organization that has meant—and still means—a lot to me. 

How so?

Well, we moved to Bucks County when I was 9. It’s an incredibly artistic community. And I got involved with the Writers Room when I was a teenager. I love what Foster Winans, the executive director and founder of the Writers Room, has done—and continues to do for the writing community. 

He has created a real network for people to talk about what they do, what they want to do and what they love doing, without feeling alone. Anybody who’s ever stared at a blank page knows that writing can be lonely and frustrating. The Writers Room has sort of taken the sting out of it by giving writers a place to go. 

So what type of “disciples” are you looking for?

People who are looking beyond the surface for answers. I’m looking for people who don’t have a brother in Hollywood, who are flexible and don’t believe they’ve evolved as far as they’re going to, creatively. If they don’t want constructive criticism or collaboration, than I don’t have anything to offer them. I mean, that’s part of what makes writing so interesting.

Now, I’m not saying I want people who are going to take my word as gospel all the time or refute everything I give them. I just want them to roll up their sleeves and embrace the experience, not just the outcome.

Oh, and I want people I’m not afraid to give my home phone number too. (Laughs.)
If you can tell potential applicants one thing about being a screenwriter and you as a mentor, what would it be?
I once spent four hours on an airplane trying to convince this woman that Tom Cruise didn’t just walk on a movie set and make up dialogue. 

Did you convince her?

No! (Laughs.) So, as a screenwriter, it’s very easy to get caught up in the negative—in how little recognition you think you may get. But then again, it’s all about how you look at it. I know people who are incredibly successful and miserable. I also know others who write only what they want, barely make a living and are thrilled. So it’s all relative.
I hope to help at least three people understand that knowing the lay of the land will determine success, no matter what that means to you as an individual. If you don’t understand what you’re getting into, it’s harder to break through. The only way I was able to create a working career was by meeting the right people to guide me through the realities of the business.
###

