Media Report: Pavel Jech’s participation in East of Eden Workshop 2005

Toward the end of 2004, director Michal Baumbruck approached me through a mutual friend, asking if I would be interested in working on a script based on a novella he had been developing for the better part of fifteen years.  While I was pleased to be considered for the project and intrigued by the story that he had introduced me to, I was also apprehensive about the impeding task.  First, the story has an elegant simplicity that seems deceptively easy to execute, but which in fact presents a great challenge for dramatic realization. Secondly, because of the story’s stylized period setting, reliance on special effects and, ambitions for English language realization – meaning an international, and perhaps, star-laden cast – I found the project quite daunting indeed.  While I was confident in my abilities and passion for the project, I also recognized that a development structure akin to a studio system at its best was necessary to ensure a screenplay worthy of the large international audiences that such a film would demand.

Almost immediately, I thought of East of Eden. Already, I was intimately familiar with the programs offered by North By Northwest.   In 2004, I participated as a script editor trainee for the Kids Program (now know as Wizard of Oz), and my only regret during this invigorating educational experience was that a project of my own was not being developed. East of Eden, which is only open to citizens of new member EU nations, is also unique among its European counterparts in the fact that the core creative team of the director, writer and producer, are all expected to participate in the development.  

This condition proved to be the first positive step in our project’s development.  The script did not have a producer attached and thus I introduced Michal to Karla Stojaková of Axman Productions, with whom I had collaborated on several occasions in the past.  Very quickly, we arrived at a means to work together, and submitted our application to East of Eden.  

Our first session, in March 2005, dealing primarily with a treatment of the project took place in a remote village in the Estonian forest. This isolation, far away from our regular duties in Prague, helped our team to mutually focus on our project, and to acquaint ourselves with our tutors and with the other participants.  Our two creative tutors, Sveinbjorn Baldvinsson for screenwriting and Tom Abrams for directing, provided a very thorough critique of our project. The script development methodology of East of Eden is based on a process originating with Frank Daniel, which is Socratic in nature and focused primarily on the creation of character-based stories. Both Sveinbjörn Baldvinsson and Tom Abrams are former students of Frank Daniel, and this combined with their extensive experience as both professionals and as skilled pedagogues helped us to probe our project much deeper and faster than we would have been able on our own.

This process of evaluation was augmented by the commentary of our fellow participants.  In total, six creative teams for six different nations attended East of Eden, and these six groups were split into two sections.  In addition to our “Czech team” our section included a team from Slovenia and from Lithuania. While these other participants were not yet schooled in the particular terminology of the Frank Daniel method employed by the course, they were significantly experienced and with their distinctive blend of skepticism, humor, and inspiration provided invaluable perspectives to our project.

These initial experiences of script consultation in which the critique was often firm and unrelenting, helped to strengthen the creative bond between the director and myself, and helped us more quickly and efficiently eliminate false trails, and to make critical story decisions. It was during this first meeting for instance that we decided with finality on our protagonist (which previously had been an issue of considerable debate), and to eliminate one of the major (but less dramatic) characters for the original story. The fact that our producer was present for the sessions also helped to ensure her creative and emotional involvement at a stage when most producers may not necessarily be present.

The course also included extensive schooling and mentorship for producers. While, I was not present for each of these sessions, I found my encounters with these various producers and executives quite beneficial. Their lessons in financing and co-production were informative, for instance. More interesting, however, were our informal discussions, that comprised an integral part of the program and that helped us gauge the viability of our project.

Our Estonian session ended with several assignments for the members of our team. My assignments included a sequence outline – which in the methodology of this program, meant determining five of the most critical story points in the exposition, development and resolution – and a step outline.

The step outline consists of a paragraph for every scene in the film.  Because of the plot nature of this assignment, this required several meetings between the director and myself. While collaborating on this assignment, we also worked together on certain aspects of the director’s homework.  Specific to the methodology of the program were simple but very difficult questions pertaining to the protagonist’s want and need. These direct questions prompted a considerable amount of discussion between the director and myself, and helped foster our attention to character development.

Having completed our homework in time for the next deadline – participating in the East of Eden program can also seem like a continual process of meeting deadlines – our team visited Szekesfehervar, Hungary in June.  Our story sessions with Sveinbjorn, Tom and the two other teams proved to be just as rigorous as in Estonia. Indeed, at moments it seemed that everything we had produced was again in question, and that nothing about our movie was certain. Whereas in Estonia, Michal and I alleviated our moments of doubt by addressing story issues while taking long walks in the forest, here we held our discussions while wading back and forth in the hotel’s small pool.  If nothing else, we were exercising our bodies to create the stamina needed to see this project to completion.

The director’s training of the session included an analysis of the film Blue, and an intensive scene analysis of the acting in the movie Silence of the Lambs.  For the producing sessions, we had further sessions on financing, and co-productions – which of course, were of great interest to everyone since none of the proposed projects can be realized without a co-production mechanism.  Indeed, because so many different producers were in attendance, it was often fascinating to learn of the many different strategies and combinations available for a project such as ours. Also, the producers presented a session on casting, though because every country seems to have a different mechanism and procedure, this session may not have been as pragmatic as the others.

As our team departed Hungary, we were in a similar position as when leaving Estonia – in apparent confusion about the story.  After about a week or two of ignoring the story problems inherent in our step-outline, I had no choice but to begin writing the actual script.  Indeed, in accordance with the methodology, the actual scriptwriting does not begin until after several other stages.  The idea is to then quickly and intensively write a first draft, which is what I did until the end of August.  By this point, my team felt fairly confident about the status of the screenplay, but we were by no means certain. 

In September, we traveled to Tábor, which despite its nearby location, was again in accordance with East of Eden tradition, in relative seclusion.  Again, we reviewed the screenplay with our two tutors, as well as with an additional tutor, the Irish director, Paddy Breathnach.  This time the other teams did not participate in evaluating our work, but the review was again intensive and thorough. Not surprisingly, several weaknesses in the story were again uncovered.  This time, however, we also had the opportunity to test out the script. Several scenes – some dramatic, and others apparently less consequential – were selected for a directing exercise. Two wonderful actors, Cristina Cole and Jeremy Legat, professional, well trained and experienced, were brought from the UK to enact the scenes on camera.  This experience proved to be invaluable.  The actors’ dedication to performing these scenes helped demonstrate their effectiveness. After months of labor on the script, witnessing the actors’ engagement to the project came as welcome reward.  Of course, many more months of labor are to follow, but the attention everyone gave to our script, from the screenwriters, to directors to actors and producers, helped ensure that our future work and energies will be much more efficiently directed. Indeed, this is perhaps the most important benefit of the East of Eden program: a supportive structure of development for writer, director and producer.

At the conclusion of the program, we sat for a private consultation with program director Anette Funch Thomassen who prepped us for the final stage of East of Eden – producer sessions at the Berlin Film Festival in 2006.  Based on all the support we have received and the enthusiastic responses of our consultants, each member of my team is looking forward to this final reunion of East of Eden, with the hopes of presenting a project that is ready for production.  Should we succeed at making this film, East of Eden will bear much of the responsibility, and, if not, we will remain grateful for the training and new friendships we have developed in this program.  Special thanks again to the Czech Media Desk for supporting this project and for making our participation possible.   

