На этой неделе на голливудских холмах собрались со всей страны ученые, представляющие разные дисциплины – ракетостроение, нанотехнологии и даже ветеринарию. Им предстоит найти решение одной из самых сложных проблем национальной безопасности. 

Их работу финансируют армия и ВВС, но это не проект "Манхэттен": 15 исследователей учатся писать и продавать сценарии. 

На гранты Пентагона, общая сумма которых составляет примерно 25 тыс. долларов, Американский институт кинематографии рассказывает успешным инженерам, физикам и химикам о том, как найти путь в мире, который может быть пустыннее самой пустынной лаборатории: о построении сюжета, захватывающих ходах и том круге ада, который принято называть развитием. 

И ни один голливудский курс нельзя назвать полным без хотя бы трех часов, посвященных предмету "агенты и менеджеры". 

Как можно укрепить национальную оборону с помощью сценариев – загадка для ума. Но представители Научного управления ВВС предлагают простой силлогизм. Все меньше и меньше студентов выбирают науку и инженерию. Вакуум заполняют иммигранты, а военным лабораториям и предприятиям нужны преимущественно американцы и люди, имеющие вид на жительство в США. Если наука и инженерия внезапно не станут популярными, грядет кризис, заявил Роберт Баркер, менеджер ВВС, утвердивший грант. Наилучшим способом заинтересовать молодежь наукой сочли создание фильмов и телешоу, где ученых показывают в выгодном свете. 

Обучение сценарному мастерству было идеей Мартина Гундерсена, профессора электроэнергетики из Университета Южной Калифорнии и технического консультанта Голливуда, чьим главным достижением было придание некоторого правдоподобия изображению лазеров в комедии "Настоящий гений" 1985 года. 

Недавно компания Sloan Foundation, которая присуждает награды за научную точность, попросила его просмотреть сценарии, большинство из которых он счел "удручающими". 

"Я подумал, почему ученые, которым приходится много писать для технических и специальных изданий, не могут заниматься творчеством?" – заявил Гундерсен. 

Он уже имел дело с Институтом кинематографии и быстро уговорил Баркера дать грант на программу, которая началась прошлым летом. В первый раз это был двухдневный семинар, но теперь курс продлен до пяти дней. ВВС ежегодно выделяет 100 тыс. долларов в течение трех лет. Армия в этом году добавила 50 тыс. долларов. 

Значительная часть этих денег пойдет на другие аналогичные усилия: Гундерсен открывает в Институте кинематографии мастерскую для старшеклассников, планирует заставить представителей индустрии развлечений проводить семинары на научных конференциях, а также устраивать семинары для сценаристов, объясняя им, как вступить в контакт с учеными, чтобы сценарий был точным с научной точки зрения. 

Но пока надежды Пентагона на фильмы, пропагандирующие науку, связаны с такими людьми, как Богдан Марку, инженер ракетостроительного подразделения Boeing, который вынашивает идею шпионского триллера, и Сэм Мандегарану, инженер-энергетик из Калифорнийского технологического института, который говорит, что хочет стать режиссером фильмов о науке для молодежи, потому что "взрослые – люди пропащие". 

На этой неделе они и их коллеги, выбранные из 50 претендентов, слушали Сида Флейда, автора многих популярных книг по сценарному мастерству. 

Они пытались примирить кинематографические грезы с научным методом и своей основной целью – научной точностью на экране. 

Они услышали профессиональную оценку своих сценарных идей. Фильм о катастрофе на Олимпийских играх, где спортсмены заражаются вирусом, который делает их умнее. (Проблема: главный герой – вирус.) 

За обедом участники семинара говорили о своих любимых изображениях науки и ученых (в числе фаворитов оказалось телешоу "Числа" и фильмы "Умник" и "Сильное впечатление"). 

Между тем Гундерсен предложил участнице прошлогоднего семинара Валери Уэйсс сюжет, который может принести успех. Сейчас биофизик Уэйсс пытается продать сценарий комедии, где героиня-биохимик пытается применить научные методы к охоте на мужчин. 

Она надеется, что ее профессия даст ей возможность привнести в картину личностные штрихи. 

Уэйсс считает, что в идее Гундерсена о том, что ученые могут стать хорошими сценаристами, есть рациональное зерно. 

"Это творческие люди, готовые рискнуть, – сказала она. – Они ищут неизвестное, ими движет слепая вера в то, что они найдут то, что ищут. Кинематография – это то же самое". 
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Pentagon's New Goal: Put Science Into Scripts

By DAVID M. HALBFINGER
LOS ANGELES, Aug. 3 - Tucked away in the Hollywood hills, an elite group of scientists from across the country and from a grab bag of disciplines - rocket science, nanotechnology, genetics, even veterinary medicine - has gathered this week to plot a solution to what officials call one of the nation's most vexing long-term national security problems.

Their work is being financed by the Air Force and the Army, but the Manhattan Project it ain't: the 15 scientists are being taught how to write and sell screenplays.

At a cost of roughly $25,000 in Pentagon research grants, the American Film Institute is cramming this eclectic group of midcareer researchers, engineers, chemists and physicists full of pointers on how to find their way in a world that can be a lot lonelier than the loneliest laboratory: the wilderness of story arcs, plot points, pitching and the special circle of hell better known as development.

And no primer on Hollywood would be complete without at least three hours on "Agents & Managers."

Exactly how the national defense could be bolstered by setting a few more people loose in Los Angeles with screenplays to peddle may be a bit of a brainteaser. But officials at the Air Force Office of Scientific Research spell out a straightforward syllogism:

Fewer and fewer students are pursuing science and engineering. While immigrants are taking up the slack in many areas, defense laboratories and industries generally require American citizenship or permanent residency. So a crisis is looming, unless careers in science and engineering suddenly become hugely popular, said Robert J. Barker, an Air Force program manager who approved the grant. And what better way to get a lot of young people interested in science than by producing movies and television shows that depict scientists in flattering ways?

Teaching screenwriting to scientists was the brainstorm of Martin Gundersen, a professor of electrical engineering at the University of Southern California and sometime Hollywood technical adviser, whose biggest brush with stardom was bringing a little verisimilitude to Val Kilmer's lasers in the 1985 comedy "Real Genius."
More recently, he was asked to review screenplays by the Sloan Foundation, which awards prizes for scientific accuracy, and found most to be "pretty dismal," as he put it. 

"My thought was, since scientists have to write so much, for technical journals and papers, why not consider them as a creative source?" Dr. Gundersen said.

He already had contacts at the American Film Institute, and he quickly persuaded Dr. Barker, who oversees several of his other grants, to endorse what began as a weekend seminar last summer and was expanded to five days this year. The Air Force is providing $100,000 annually for three years; the Army Research Office has added $50,000 this year.

Much of that money will pay for other like-minded efforts: Dr. Gundersen is also starting a workshop for high school students at the film institute, and he plans to get entertainment industry people to lead seminars at scientific conferences and to give seminars to up-and-coming screenwriters on how to reach out to scientists for help with accuracy.

For now, though, the hopes of the Pentagon for a science-friendly cinema seem to be riding on the shoulders of people like Bogdan Marcu, an engineer for Boeing's rocket propulsion division who is nursing an idea for a spy thriller, and Sam Mandegaran, a Ph.D. candidate in electrical engineering at the California Institute of Technology who says he wants to become a director of science-friendly movies for young people because "adults are a lost cause."

Around a table at the institute's campus, they and their colleagues, chosen from some 50 applicants, listened this week as Syd Field, author of some of the most popular how-to books on screenwriting, steeped them in the ABC's of three-act structure.

They wrestled with how to reconcile the cinematic suspension of disbelief with the scientific method and with their basic purpose of bringing accuracy to the screen.

And they got feedback for their own script ideas. A disaster movie set at the Olympics, where athletes get a virus that makes them smarter? (Problem: the main character was the virus.) A biopic on the inventor of the Ferris wheel, who died a sad and lonely alcoholic? ("Do I have to like the character?" asked its author, Jeffrey Hoch. Hardly - think "Raging Bull," he was told by Alex Singer, a veteran television director.)

Mr. Hoch was full of searching questions. "When I'm writing for a scientist, I write for my peers," he said. "Who are we writing for? The viewer? The director? The money people?"

"Tell your story for you," Mr. Field urged him. "Then, go back and rewrite it."

Dr. Gundersen chimed in: "It's different from writing for a science journal. That has to be right; you'd better not make a mistake, because people will beat the hell out of you. In a movie, I wouldn't want to say it doesn't have to be right, but it's different."

Added Mr. Singer: "They will not forgive you for being bored. They'll forgive you for anything else."

Later, over meatloaf, the workshop participants batted around their favorite depictions of science and scientists (the television show "Numbers" and the films "Starman" and "Deep Impact," among others) and what they considered the most odious ("The Day After Tomorrow," hands down).

And then there was one they could not agree on: "Falling Down," the 1993 film starring Michael Douglas as a downsized defense-industry engineer who has a violent breakdown in Los Angeles. "Why'd they have to make him look like that?" said Diandra Leslie-Pelecky, a physics professor at the University of Nebraska, of Mr. Douglas's crew cut, black-rimmed glasses and pocket protector. "He's a good-looking guy. None of my friends look like that."

But Mr. Marcu, who works at a defense-industry plant, begged to differ. "I hate to say it, but people inside those defense plants look like that," he said. "You should see the people at my company."

Where this week's efforts may lead is, at the very least, uphill: out of an estimated 75,000 scripts floating around Hollywood, only 500 or so films are made a year, Mr. Field warned the scientists. But while Dr. Gundersen and Dr. Barker conceded that the odds were stacked against any of their protégés, they are clearly holding out hope.

"I really believe we will be able to point to something that will emerge, maybe 5 or 10 years from now, and say, Gee, that name of that screenwriter is familiar, with a Ph.D. in electrical engineering or something," Dr. Barker said.

Dr. Gundersen, meanwhile, offered Valerie Weiss, a participant in the 2004 workshop, as a potential success story. A film buff at Harvard while she was getting her Ph.D. in biophysics, Ms. Weiss switched careers to film four years ago and is now trying to sell a comedy built around a Bridget Jones-like biochemist who applies the scientific method to her hunt for a mate.

She said she hoped her background would give her film the kind of personal touch that Nia Vardalos brought to "My Big Fat Greek Wedding" as a Greek-American. "To write a film that is going to have impact like that, it needs to be from somebody that has direct experience," she said.

Ms. Weiss said Dr. Gundersen's notion that scientists could make good screenwriters stood the test of reason.

"They're inherently creative, and willing to take more risks than other people," she said. "They're searching for the unknown, they're compensated very minimally, they're going on blind faith that what they're searching for is going to pay off. And filmmaking is exactly the same way."

