EAST OF EDEN project THE SHINIG WORLD

MEDIA  REPORT

We have entered the East of Eden 2005 workshop as a team including writer Pavel Jech, producer Karla Stojakova and myself.   At the beginning, there was a synopsis for a feature film based on a short novel by a Russian author Alexander Grin that I was writing and re writing in course of three years. I was desperately looking for a screenwriter who would take over and write or co-write the script. Pavel Jech did like the material and suggested that East of Eden might probvide a prefect framework for the creative process. Karla Stojakova was also inspired by the story and agreed to jump onboard. Pavel re-wrote the synopsis, dramatizing the situations and riding the story of unnecessary characters and scenes.  With this synopsis, we came to the first part the workshop in Estonia.    

Being a bit beyond the student’s age, I entered the process with caution and unease.  What stroke me first was the openness and relaxed atmosphere of the workshop, which however came together with a very punctual, structured and often demanding lead of Anette Funch Thomassen, the NbNW/EofE Director.  The schedule was rather intense but also structured in such a way that  participants could fully focus on the process .  The Shining World  was the only team were producer, director and writer were three different people. Therefore we could fully use the whole range of sessions both on individual and team basis. 

Immediately I found the main tutors Sven Baldvinson  and Tom Abrams excellently prepared for their teaching job, which as far as I remembered from my students days was not to be taken for granted even at the film schools with some renome. The other thing that I found useful was that the projects were divided into groups where the scripts were discussed in between the participants. Considering the fact that filmmakers usually tend to be extremely secretive about their projects, this provided an excellent insight in what is going through other people’s minds, what are their visions and aspirations.  For me this was the first opportunity to get familiar with recent trends in local film communities in the countries which geographically and historically belong to one world but as far as their film industries , they are worlds apart. Typically there are just a few co-productions in the former Soviet Block and very little interest form the moviegoers to see films from  other countries. 

In the first screenings and analysis sessions, we had a chance to explore the value of local versus universal and how both the aspects are played out on the international film market. The fact that a strong human story anchored in a specific culture can bear a universal message and can become an international success has been demonstrated on numerous occasions.   At the same time it has been pointed out by many guest tutors how difficult it is to market films from this region. Why is it so and how this could be improved is a valuable thinking material which extends far beyond the timeframe of this workshop.

The deep insight into the maze of financing films in Europe was invaluable. Lars Herman’s case study of his – at that time – work in progress “Johnny was” (not sure about the right title, just copied this from the schedule) started opening my eyes as far as what I will have to go through  before I even can start dreaming about funding my film. The necessity of a director participating actively in the production/fundrising process was underlined and made clear in a very graphic way.

The Method, stemming from the teaching of Frank Daniel was introduced and as much as I am resistant to keep to structure in my life, I had to admit and appreciate many times during the whole workshop that this structure works. At the end of the first week we successfully tore apart our first synopsis and left with two page step by step treatment which we thought worked. 

The second week in Hungary was instrumental in bringing the pieces back together. We met again with our main tutors as well as the advisors on the topics of production, sales and distribution, namely Margatte Nicoll and Jonathan Davis who helped me and my team to determine what kind of film we have in mind, for what type of audiences and markets. I would describe these meetings and discussion as encouraging but also very realistic. 

By the end of the third week we had the basic questions and answers down and we were ready for the first draft of the script. 

The final week in Tabor, Czech Republic I would describe as my best learning experience ever. Not as student at FAMU years ago, not during my gig as a techer at the School of Visual Arts in NY, I had a feeling that film teaching process can work this well. We had an opportunity to  select parts of the (very rough) first draft and spend two days working with actors on individual dialogues and scenes.  As a former documentary filmmaker and commercial director of many years I never had such an intense experience with directing actors. With  Irish director Paddy Breathnach and USC directing teacher Tom Abrams behind my back I sweated a lot trying to bring the scenes to live. The cast was excellent, well prepared and above all, asking very relevant questions helping us to figure the flaws of the story and particular scenes.  I only whish that many films already in distribution could go through such a process saving the audiences a lot of bore and frustration.

At the end we discovered that we quite do not have the first draft, but we know better how to start over again. 

I strongly believe that the EofE structure, with the pitching opportunity at the Berlin Film Festival as the final goal, is excellent. The pitching being the bridge between the workshop and the real world. I wish our work will soon be reflected on screens around Europe and the World. Thanks to the tutors and organizers. Best luck to all the participants.

Michael Baumbruck
Prague 12/22/05

