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  At first, it looked like yet another battle of the animation behemoths: DreamWorks's gangsta comedy Shark Tale versus Disney/Pixar's superhero comedy The Incredibles. One boasts a big-star line-up and a hip hop soundtrack; the other is the first Pixar movie directed by an outsider, Brad Bird (one of the key creators of The Simpsons). DreamWorks had selected 5 November for Shark Tale 's launch, but backed off after Disney chose the same weekend for The Incredibles .

 Now DreamWorks's decision to go for an early October release looks like a blessing in disguise. The studio has expertly deployed its star power to build global awareness. The company rode Will Smith, Angelina Jolie and Jack Black through the harbour on the back of a fake shark at Cannes. Last month, it flew Robert De Niro, Smith and Jolie to Venice. More significantly DreamWorks attached the Shark Tale trailer to Shrek 2, which has earned $436.5 million at the North American box office.

 Luckily, Shark Tale opens a month ahead of The Incredibles. Expectations are already running high, because the animation outfit run by John Lasseter can seemingly do no wrong. They are currently five for five: Toy Story 1 and 2, A Bug's Life, Monsters Inc. and Finding Nemo were all worldwide blockbusters.

 The Incredibles doesn't share the same look as the other Pixar movies - and it looks way cool. This The Simpsons meets James Bond story features Pixar's first human protagonists. There's Bob Pair alias Mr Incredible (Craig T Nelson), a retired superhero in glasses who can barely squeeze into his old red supersuit. His wife, Elastigirl (Holly Hunter), still uses her special skills to keep order at the family dinner table.

 Together, they return to action for a remote island assignment, along with their old colleague Frozone (Samuel L Jackson). Disney marketers are so high on The Incredibles that they've decided not to settle for the animation category in their Oscar campaign. They're going for Best Picture. 'This groundbreaking achievement in film-making,' declares Disney spokesman Dennis Rice, 'just happens to be animated.'

 The wordsmith of Oz

In Hollywood, it's rare for a $100 million studio movie starring Tom Cruise to generate rave reviews for the screenplay, much less carry a solo writing credit. Thanks to Collateral, a moody LA character study about a sociopathic hitman and the passive taxi driver he hires to take him to his targets, 33-year-old Australian Stuart Beattie has morphed from up-and-comer to A-lister overnight. Beattie's next project, Derailed , starts filming this autumn in London with Clive Owen and Jennifer Aniston. Shakur Kapur's Rwanda drama 100 Days of Darkness is next, starring Djimon Hounsou, followed by Warner Independent's Truce, about British soldiers in the trenches in the First World War. Writing from nine to five in the Hollywood home he shares with his wife and two small boys, Beattie is now busily adapting the fantasy bestseller Artemis Fowl for Miramax, Tom Clancy's Without Remorse for Paramount, and the Steve Niles vampire comic 30 Days of Night for Spider-Man director Sam Raimi.

 One night in 1991, after hitting it off with the cab driver on the way home from Sydney airport, Beattie recalls thinking: 'I could be a homicidal maniac. You never get in a car with a stranger, never pick up a hitcher, but a cab driver defies those rules. Taxis are mini-islands floating around the city with two people in a confined space. It was rife for drama.'

 Two of Beattie's early scripts were made into films in Australia, the family flick Joey and the romantic comedy Kick. 'I couldn't learn over there,' he says. 'There was only one film school in the whole country.' Beattie took the Collateral script to Oregon State University, then moved to Los Angeles in 1992, supporting himself by day at Taco Bell as he studied screenwriting by night at UCLA Extension.

 After he won UCLA's Diane Thomas Screenwriting Award, Beattie signed with a Hollywood literary agent. First he tried to sell Quest for the Caribbean , his idea for reviving the pirate genre. ' Cutthroat Island and Pirates hadn't done well, so everyone thought pirate movies didn't work,' Beattie says. 'My philosophy is: good movies are in, bad movies are out.' But Disney went with another writer. Beattie was waiting tables at the Stage Deli when he ran into producer Julie Richardson. She liked his Collateral idea. First, they developed the script for HBO, which passed. Then Dreamworks bought Collateral in 1999. After three years of rewrites and running through a gamut of directors and stars, Beattie thought: 'They're never going to make it.'

 The script was good enough to inspire Disney to bring him back to write Pirates of the Caribbean ; his draft brought in the mighty Jerry Bruckheimer, who hired Shrek 's Terry Rosso & Ted Elliott. 'The middle writer always gets screwed,' says Beattie, who shared a story credit. When Michael Mann took over Collateral , he brought in his star on The Insider , Russell Crowe. And when Crowe dropped out over scheduling problems, Cruise came in.

 As soon as Beattie's movie had names like Mann and Cruise attached to it, his career took off. 'People want you to write their stuff, to get Cruise and Mann again,' he says. Producer Lorenzo Di Bonaventura sent Beattie the 2003 potboiler Derailed, and liked his Hitchcockian take on it. Finally, Beattie had the freedom to work on something no one was asking him to write: 100 Days of Darkness , a drama about the Rwanda genocide. After hearing Bill Clinton's 1998 speech apologising for not trying to halt the killing, 'I was unable to forget about it,' he says. 'It happened 10 years ago; history is doomed to repeat itself if we forget it.' These stories all have one thing in common, he says: 'They're about who you are in the world, and who you want to be.'

 Story of my life story

Poor Kevin Spacey. The voraciously talented Oscar-winner, currently taking a panning in London, finally raises the money to make his labour of love, the Bobby Darin biopic, Beyond the Sea. He sings, he dances, he acts, he produces and directs this ambitious homage. The movie grabs kudos at September's Toronto International Film Festival. But the film that gets the monster boost as the Oscar-bound biopic to watch is Taylor Hackford's Ray . This movie is a more mainstream, bigger-budget feature starring Jamie Foxx (above, who costars with Tom Cruise in Collateral ) as the recently departed gospel/ r'n'b star. And Foxx doesn't even sing his own songs. They're by Ray Charles. Damn.

Well, I do declare

Veteran TV producer Charles Segars knows a good story idea when he hears one. Five years ago, he was doing research at the National Archive in Washington, DC when he overheard an 8th grader who was peering at the framed Declaration of Independence. 'It's disappearing ink; I can't read it,' he complained. Sure enough, the document had baked in the sun in Abraham Lincoln's office for years before an enlightened Civil War soldier suggested closing the curtains. Scientists are now debating how to protect it. Over the years, Segars learned, many Presidents had different plans for guarding the country's precious documents. Segars pitched an idea to a friend at Disney for a modern-day Raiders of the Lost Ark involving a hunt for hidden national treasure. Soon, the movie was in development with director Jon Turtletaub. National Treasure which opens in the US on 24 November, is a Disney action adventure starring Nicolas Cage (above) as an historian who decides to steal the Declaration of Independence in order to find a map to hidden treasure on the back. Inevitably, Sean Bean is the heavy who's trying to steal it first. 

Printable version |  Send it to a friend | Save story 

