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Context of the organisation

ScriptNet is media training organisation that has been working in Ghana since 1999. In 2001 we approached the Sri Lanka Television Training Institute and the British Council to launch a project in Sri Lanka to find new voices for tv and film.

The REEL PEACE project grew out of an existing creative media training project undertaken in southern Sri Lanka. This project was financed by the Commonwealth Media Development Fund working with the Sri Lanka Television Training Institute. This report puts the REEL PEACE project in the context of the overall activities undertaken in Sri Lanka from February 2002 to date. It therefore includes the training activities undertaken in Colombo and Kandy before the REEL PEACE project was initiated. 

The project team saw a unique opportunity when the ceasefire agreement was signed in Sri Lanka in February 2002 to expand the geographical remit of the project to embrace new voices from the north of the island who had previously been isolated from media training and exposure because of the long-running civil war.

When the REEL PEACE project was designed it was to complement the work already done in Colombo and Kandy and provide a means by which media practitioners in the north and south of Sri Lanka could collaborate and find a common forum for expression concerning the war and the peace process. The end product was envisaged as the production of four films with an exhibition programme touring the island and the forging of long-lasting creative partnerships between north and south which would bring the media closer together. For the peace process to last, opportunities for building communication and understanding between communities is key and film and the visual media is one means of achieving this in an immediate and engaging way.

 For this to be possible, ScriptNet was reliant on the continuing peace process, access to the Jaffna peninsula and support from both the Sri Lankan government for the project and the LTTE in the Vanni. Both groups were supportive of the project from the outset and despite some stalling in the peace talks, and a recent change in government, the ceasefire held throughout the period and access to the north was possible. In fact for the productions themselves, the level of collaboration was extraordinary with Sinhalese crew, directors and artists working deep in the LTTE controlled territories, a first for the media industry.

For this, our project coordinator, Kasinthar Gnanadas was key, liaising constantly with both the relevant ministries in Colombo and the LTTE and TRO. We were worried at one point that this level of support from the LTTE for filming in the Vanni would be stopped when a script from one of the participants from the  LTTE film unit was not accepted for creative reasons. But the support continued and two of the scripts were produced in Jaffna, and three in the Vanni.

A further contextual factor was that the time spent developing the stories meant that the productions in the second half of 2003 reflected the issues and concerns of people in the previous year. This has shifted considerably. For the Tamil group, this was the first opportunity they had had since the war started to make their case heard and tell their stories from the perspective of the lives or ordinary citizens. The stories therefore reflect the hardships of the life during the war and immediately after. Most participants are now keen to make films which are less message heavy and more complex and are desperate for another ScriptNet  opportunity to do this . At the same time, the Sinhalese filmmakers were fascinated by stories of the north and wanted to explore this. The result of this was that of the six films produced, five tell Tamil stories and one is based on the massacre of Tamil inmates at the Bindunewewa camp.

In the selection process we had to make sure that participants were not using this as an opportunity for propaganda. The end product films are truthful, but the overall balance is swayed towards the Tamil story because the Sinhalese writers wanted to investigate the Tamil story and of course, so did the Tamil writers.

What we didn’t expect to such an extent was the level of support for the project from eminent Sinhalese filmmakers in Colombo who were keen to work with their less experienced Tamil counterparts. This was incredibly rewarding and should ensure the impact of the project continues beyond the specific time frame. 

Two important developments have occurred during the project timeframe and ScriptNet is in part responsible for these. The first is the creation of a fledgling Tamil Film Council established by participants on the ScriptNet course to develop further training opportunities and provide a focus for film related activities. Secondly, in February 2002 a group called Sinhalese Tamil Art Circle (SINTAC) was constituted. Relationships built up through the ScriptNet project now have a perfect forum for continuing skills exchange and collaboration. For this there is a real sense of gratitude to ScriptNet, particularly in the north. The REEL PEACE project provided not only an arena for developing skills of new filmmakers, but a forum within which they could work with more experienced filmmakers from the south and work towards a film industry that is ultimately national in identity (and hopefully international in appeal).

Finally, the way that the project was devised had a big impact on the outcome. We started the work in Sri Lanka working simply on any stories from Colombo and Kandy. Many stories that were developed didn’t focus on the war or its impact. When we developed the REEL PEACE project as an addition to this first phase, we could only select a few stories from the Sinhalese group that fitted the remit. In the north we were able to start the process with the REEL PEACE focus in mind for the writers. This was unfortunate as we had only four scripts that fitted the REEL PEACE mandate from the Sinhalese side (one of which was by a Tamil based at that time in Colombo).

Internal Organisation

The structure of ScriptNet as an organisation is as follows:

4 Trustees

1 Managing Director

1 Project Director for Sri Lanka

1 Project Coordinator, Sri Lanka

1 Project Coordinator, Ghana

I Accountant

None of these positions are full time posts. When the REEL PEACE project was designed we had hoped to find an additional £30,000. When this wasn’t forthcoming we continued with the project at a reduced level (as outlined in our interim reports). This had a particular impact on the organisational structure. The UK management worked on a voluntary basis between specific periods of workshops to coordinate and plan the workshops. Management fees were only paid for the workshops themselves. In this way we were able to deliver the project on the reduced level of funding.

We had hoped to be able to fund a full time project coordinator and project manager. In the end we had a structure like this:

ScriptNet Managing Director: Ian Masters (PT)

ScriptNet Project Director: Catherine Stedman (PT)

ScriptNet Coordinator: Kasinthar Gnanadas (PT)

Project Assistants as recruited by the Coordinator.

None of these posts was paid full time. During the scriptwriting training period Catherine Stedman took charge of the REEL PEACE management, reporting to the Managing Director in the UK. The day to day management of the workshops, selection and translation was coordinated by Gnanadas. At the end of every workshop reports were filed back to the UK with tutors reports and the project directors report. Evaluation forms from the participants also fed back into the monitoring process.

Financially, as much of the core costs (flights, fees and per diems, insurance etc)  for the project were paid for from the UK and a budget allocated for the remaining costs was presented as an accountable advance to the project director which was accounted for at the end of each stage.

For the directing and producing workshop, there was no UK management and Gnanadas coordinated the entire workshop and accounted for the advance in a similar way.

During the production stage of the project, the production grants were transferred to the British Council in Colombo. On approval of the budgets for the selected films, the two Sinhalese films were contracted to produce the script and money was released to them at 10% for pre-production, 80% for production and 10% as a completion bond on receipt of final cut and expenditure. The Tamil films worked much more closely together (including one film from the Colombo Group written by a Tamil). Equipment was hired centrally and the shooting coordinated across all the films. The British Council again acted as our local agents for the disbursement of funds to the Tamil film productions.

The selection process for the films was split between the Tamil and Sinhalese groups. The Managing Director oversaw the selection process in Colombo for the Sinhalese groups: the writer, director and producer for the four selected scripts made a presentation to the Selection Panel and a representative from the British Council and ScriptNet Managing Director. Contracts with the successful filmmakers were signed with the production company overseeing the productions.

For the Tamil films, the ScriptNet Project Director, Managing Director and Directing and Production Tutor selected the films for production after the directing and producing workshop. After the workshop, the rainy season prevented the films going into production until December. The Project Director  signed the contracts on behalf of ScriptNet with the relevant Tamil production companies and authorised the release of the production grants. Full accounts for the productions were submitted in March.

It was necessary because of the financial constraints to work on a more fragmented basis with a number of visits by the Project Director or Managing Director rather than to have an overall full time Project Director in Country.

ScriptNet reported to it’s trustees at key points in the REEL PEACE project and regular email or face-to-face meetings between the Project Coordinator, Project Director and Managing Director provided the main decision making forum.

Profiles of Local Team

	
	Kasinthar Gnanadas

Project Co-ordinator, Jaffna

Gnanadas lived and studied in Point Pedro at Hartley College until the pressure of the civil war in Sri Lanka made his parents decide to evacuate their home and leave for Chennai, India where he completed his further education.

In Chennai, the vortex for Tamil cinema on the subcontinent, Gnanadas had the opportunity to interact with the movers and shakers of the film industry there.  He worked with a TV production company, which made programmes for a tamil tv channel which telecasts from Paris.

In 1998 he returned to Colombo and worked in advertising and tv production companies.  While he was looking hard to find opportunities to get his own films and tv dramas off the ground he got the chance to participate in the ScriptNet Colombo workshops, 2002.  Here his script Father and Son was selected for the final five.




	
	S.Pathmanathan 

Translator, ScriptNet 

English lecturer and, later, Principal of Palaly Teachers’ Training College. Having retired from service ‘Sopa’ ( as he is popularly known) now devotes his time to post – time teaching and translation work. Has published three collections of poetry which include ‘African Poetry’ ( in translation) which won awards from both the Sri Lankan Arts Council and North- East Provincial Council.

Sopa’s translations of Tamil creative writing have appeared in Journal of South Asian Literature, (1987), Penguin New Writing in Sri Lanka ( 1992) Lutesong and hamert , Toronto ( 2001) and A Lankan Mosaic, Colombo ( 2002)



	
	Thairiyanathan Jusmin Oyalood (Kannan)

Project Assistant, Jaffna

Kannan, 25 is currently specialising in marketing at the University of Jaffna.  He comes from a family of 7; 3 brothersand a sister.  It is a theatrical family and all members have been involved in drama.  The family are active members of the centre for performing arts. Kannan loves film and his mission is peace through art and cinema. Since taking part in the ScriptNet project, Kannan was approached by YATV and now works as a young producer in Colombo for Young Asia Television.



	
	Rajeevan Balasingham

Team Assistant

 

I am 19 and come from Kokuvil. I went to Attiyar Hindu College, Neervely. I was displaced and spent six months in the Vanni, the LTTE hinterland where I trained with the freedom fighters.  Back home, in 2001, I joined the Extra Mural Studies Unit of Jaffna University as an office aide.



Selection Panel, Jaffna

	Mrs. Kokila Mahendran 

Born in Tellippalai, Sri Lanka, in 1950, Kohiladevi was interested in literature, drama and allied fields since her school days. She writes in Tamil. Although the fate is the short story, She has tried her hand at the novel, drama and translations. Two of her collections of short stories won her the Sri Lankan Arts council awards. Supposed to be one of the outstanding women Tamil writers in Sri Lanka, she is at present working as the Deputy Zonal Director of Education Valikamam. Jaffna.



	Mr. Sachithanandasivam

The contribution of Mr. Sachithanandasivam , popularly known as ‘Gnanarathan’ to the local Tamil film world  is extra ordinary. Born in  Udupiddy, Jaffna in 1940. He was interested in the fields of short story, novel and painting during his early days. The interest later shifted towards film making and Gnanarathan has made two feature films, 8 short films and more than 15 documentaries to his credit. Worked as a Draughtsman in the Survey Dep’t during his early period, he now dedicates his full time to the development of the field of the local Tamil film.



	Mr.M.Shanmugalingam

Popularly known as Kulanthai Shanmugalingam he is the considered most important playwright in Sri Lankan Tamil circles. His contribution to local Tamil drama is substantial. Apart from his own drama scripts, ‘ Kulanthai’ has translated many popular plays into Tamil. He is the director and one of the founders of the ‘School of Drama’ , Jaffna. At present, a visiting lecturer at the University of Jaffna, ‘Kulanthai’ was conferred an honorary Doctorate by the Eastern University, Sri Lanka in2002.



	Mr.A.Rajagopal 

One of the important creative writers in the contemporary Sri Lankan Tamil literary scene.  Born in 1943 he  had his education at Jaffna Hindu College and graduated from the University of Peradeniya. Started writing fiction since his student days. Rajagopal, (pen name: Chempiyan Selvan) was interested in drama too. He wrote the film script for the local Tamil film ‘ Vadai Kaatru’ produced in the 70’s. He authored more than 10 books including short story selections and novels. At present he is working as the Divisional Director of Education, Jaffna. 




Selection Panel, Colombo

Mr Prasanna Vithanage

Director/Writer of new wave Sri Lanka cinema.  Filmography:  Walls Within, Death on a Full Moon Day, 2000 (Prizewinner, Venice Biennale).  Currently in pre-production on next feature.

Mrs Sumithra Peires

Director.  

Tissa Abeysekara

Director/ Writer/Producer. Former Director of the Film Commission. Filmography: The Treasure.

Robert Cruz

Critic/Producer.  Representative of the Asian Film Centre, Sri Lanka.  Currently setting up own Production House.

David Kavaloor Rajadurai.

Tamil Critic and Broadcaster/ Director/Writer.  Working at the Sri Lanka Rupavahini Corporation.  

MD Mahindapala,

Head of Training SLMTI/ Cinematographer.  Filmography:  Death on a Full Moon Day, 2000.

Financial Situation

The financial summary outlined below includes funding for the Colombo and Kandy training, the precursor to the REEL PEACE project.

	REEL PEACE PROJECT INCOME AND EXPENDITURE SUMMARY

	
	
	INCOME
	EXPENDITURE

	
	
	
	

	CMDF
	Training workshops
	32,692.58
	

	British Council
	Training and Exhibition
	8,374.82
	

	UNESCO
	Production
	4,870.28
	

	HIVOS
	Production, training, exhibition and management        
	15,857.91
	

	TOTAL
	
	61,795.59
	

	Of which
	REEL PEACE
	49,129.07
	

	
	
	
	

	Expenditure
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Management Fees
	
	6,403.88

	Trainers Fees
	
	
	6,517.49

	Accommodation & Subsistence
	
	7,089.73

	Health & Insurance
	
	
	3346.80

	Resources
	
	
	777.37

	Stock & Consumables
	
	272.63

	Advertising & Promotion
	
	1,160.06

	Equipment and Venue Hire
	
	1513.22

	Postage
	
	
	77.91

	Telecoms
	
	
	1,523.57

	Flights
	
	
	6,717.20

	Travel
	
	
	3,264.34

	Production
	
	
	13,723.43

	Exhibition
	
	
	2,892.39

	Stationery / Printing
	
	872.76

	Translation / Interpreting
	
	1,043.06

	Sundries
	
	
	70.98

	Hospitality
	
	
	1,162.05

	
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	
	
	58,428.87

	BALANCE as at April 13th 2004
	
	3366.72

	
	
	
	

	Estimate of Remaining Payments outstanding
	

	Accountancy Fees
	
	1200

	Project Management Fees
	
	2000

	Exhibition Costs
	Postage
	
	300

	
	Events - UK Screening
	
	1500

	
	
	
	

	TOTAL
	
	
	5000


Between April 2003 and October 2003 we were waiting for the release of funds to run a directing and producing workshop. Unfortunately due to some internal restructuring within the Commonwealth Media Development Fund, the delay was unavoidable. However, we were adamant that directing and producing training was vital for the Tamil filmmakers to be able to successfully produce the scripts developed earlier. The directing workshop was supposed to take place in June as the Sinhalese productions got underway. This was not possible. The directing workshop was pushed back to October as soon as the funds were available. This had a further knock-on effect in that it was not possible to shoot until December because of the rainy season in Jaffna. This funding delay was the main reason for the stretching of the project timeline.

ACTIVITIES

Summary

	Workshop Title
	Venue
	Dates
	Workshop leader
	Numbers

	Applications received


	121

	Scriptwriting Round I: Colombo & Kandy


	British Council

Sri Lanka Television Training Institute 


	February 2002
	Paulette Randall
	23 - Colombo

17 - Kandy

	Scriptwriting Round II

Colombo


	SLTTI
	March 2002
	John Foster

Judy Holland

Prasanna Vithanage


	23

	Scriptwriting Round III

Colombo


	British Council
	April 2002
	Noella Smith

Tissa Abeysekera
	13

	Applications received


	130

	Scriptwriting Round I

Jaffna


	University of Jaffna, Extra Mural Studies Unit
	December 2002
	Judy  Holland
	27

	Scriptwriting Round II


	University of Jaffna
	February 2003
	Noella Smith
	15

	Scriptwriting Round III


	University of Jaffna
	March 2003
	John Foster
	10

	Collaborative Workshop (Tamil participants hosted in Colombo)


	British Council
	March 2003
	John Foster
	20

	

	Directing Workshop


	City Hall, Jaffna
	October 2003
	Noella Smith
	12

With an audition for 90 actors, plus technicians and crew.

	Producing workshop


	City Hall, Jaffna
	October 2003
	Iranthi Abeysinghe
	6


Production:

3 films from Colombo Group: 

1. Darkness at Dawn

2. Hide and Seek

3. Under Pressure

3 films from Jaffna Group: 

1. Barrier

2. The Slipper

3. Nose-Cup

A fourth film was produced as part of the Tamil productions, After the War (previous title Harri). This film focussed on the desire of little boy to find out what had happened to his father. His mother had told him that he was in Colombo but he finds out that he was taken by the Sri Lankan army. This film was never part of the production process but was made anyway. However, in consultation with a number of Tamil and Sinhalese stakeholders, this film was withdrawn from the exhibition circuit as it was considered too controversial and confrontational.

Tamil Productions

Following the directors’ and producers’ workshop in Jaffna three films were selected to go for the production. Including one Tamil film from Colombo four films were funded by Scriptnet for production in the north.

As the first step all the directors went for the cast selection. Although there are no professional screen actors or actresses, the directors’ workshop helped to identify the potential artists. Some of the artists had already been found in workshop itself during the casting session. To find the rest of the actors especially the child artists, the directors approached some community centers, theatre groups, schools etc. The actors were selected by doing small casting sessions and auditions and the scripts were then explained to them. Some additional training was provided to the child actors.

Next was the location search. Two of the directors decided to shoot their films in Jaffna which is under Sri Lankan government control.  And the other two directors decided to shoot their films in the Vanni which is under LTTE control. This was because they wanted to shoot some scenes that would be difficult to do in government controlled areas. It was a very difficult procedure to get permission from the LTTE to shoot, particularly in places so close to LTTE headquarters like Mullaiteevu. But the LTTE provided the permission and the demonstration and check point scenes were able to filmed.

Shooting equipments like lights, dolly, track, etc, were ordered from a company in Colombo. Film Location Services are the  the best company in Sri Lanka for supplying shooting equipment and were already involved in the production and REEL PEACE project through their sister company, Axis Productions that was producing Hide and Seek. To be cost effective camera and sound equipments were hired from LTTE film unit.

Shooting was scheduled for 15 days commencing from 15th of December. The first to shoot was The Barrier. This was to shoot  in Mallavi which is remote village in Vanni.

From Colombo a unit of eight Sinhalese light technicians and one make up artist arrived in Killinochchi on 14th Dec. Unfortunately the generator was not allowed to pass the Sri Lankan army check to Vanni. It took two days to clear the generator from the check point. In LTTE checkpoint we had to spend one day to give all the details of the Sinhalese technicians and the make up artist.

After passing all these barriers we were able to start the shooting on 16th evening. 

Mallavi is a remote village where even electricity is not available after 9pm. No coverage for the mobile phones – the only communication was through a tiny communication centre. There  were no hostels or hotels. The whole unit stayed in a house and slept on the mat and in the vehicles.

At first it was thrilling to Sinhalese technicians who never had been in such a Tamil area before. During the shooting time a lot LTTE female and male cadres were around us. 

After passing one day Sinhalese and all the LTTE cadres became very close friends and they were joking with and talking despite the language barrier. They were very surprised when they came to know each others human side. This is the real impact of the REEL PEACE project in Sri Lanka. Also because of the conditions, the crew, cast and production team became firm friends and we hope that the friendships will last for a long time.

As it was the first shoot the work didn’t move as we planned and scheduled. We learnt a lot of practical problems at that time. The well experienced Sinhalese technicians were very helpful in finding solutions to the unexpected  problems the production teams encountered. They didn’t just work as the hired technicians but as the trainers for us.

It took five days for us to finish the shooting of the first film.

After that we moved to Mullaiteevu to shoot The Slipper. It is a costal, high security area in Vanni. We had to get special permission to bring nine Sinhalese (Film Location Services crew) into that area.

After finishing the Vanni shooting we came to Jaffna to shoot Nose Cup and Under Pressure. Here, as the compensation to difficulties in Vanni, the whole unit was given good facilities in accommodation, food, refreshment etc.

 “The whole shooting came to the end on 30th.  The Sinhalese technicians departed from Jaffna on 31st with tears in the eyes of both of us.” 

Skills Exchange

As part of the objective of integrating the Tamil and Sinhalese media we made some funds available for collaboration on the productions. For the two Sinhalese productions, Darkness at Dawn and Hide and Seek, Tamil technicians and directors were invited on set to learn from their counterparts. Moreover, the director of Darkness at Dawn which was shot in the Vanni was very reliant on K. Kowthaman (director of The Slipper) to make all the necessary arrangements for a Sinhalese director to film in the LTTE controlled territories. This relationship has grown and the two are now working on developing a feature film together. 

The producers workshop was conducted by an eminent female Sinhalese Producer, Iranthi Abeysinghe in Jaffna. This proved to be an inspired choice by our coordinator, Gnanadas, as the relationships that developed through the workshop and with the Sinhalese filmmakers through this were the spur for the creation of SINTAC (Sinhala Tamil Arts Circle).

During the productions of the Tamil films, crew from Colombo’s Film Location Services (the largest facilities house in Sri Lanka) worked in the heart of the Vanni sharing skills and experiences across the language and cultural barrier. The impact that this had on the Sinhalese crew was enormous as they had never been exposed to the life inside of the Vanni. Meanwhile the skills and experience shared in the productions has created some firm friendships and working relationships which I am convinced will last well beyond the timeframe of the project.

When the films were exhibited in Jaffna, we coordinated this with the full screening of a ten part Sinhalese teledrama that had been directed by one of the ScriptNet Selection Panel, Asoka Handagama. Over the weekend there was a full festival of the teledrama on Saturday and the REEL PEACE films on Sunday. We brought up a number of eminent Sinhalese directors, actors and technicians. Dharmasiri Bandaranayake, a director and the head of SINTAC, and Asoka Handagama presented a small awards ceremony for the REEL PEACE films. The level of collaboration and the desire to see a united national  Sri Lankan film industry surprised me and proved to be a very emotional part of the project. In this area, the project surpassed all of our expectations in terms of bringing Sinhalese and Tamil writers, directors and producers together.

Exhibitions to date

Reel Peace exhibition programme was planned to be held in two phases. The first phase was planned with the aim of maximizing publicity for the project. So the films were shown in well known places to cover an intellectual crowd, Sinhala and Tamil film makers, Artists and  media people who could help directly or indirectly to take the films to ordinary Sinhala and Tamil people of the country.

The second phase is a long term process which will take the films to the general public all over the country.

The first phase started with a screening of the films in Vavunia on March 11th.  Vavunia is a small town where all community lives together. Its located in a border between Sinhalese and Tamils’ territory.  The exhibition was organized the students and the lecturers of Vavunia Technical College. Ian Masters from ScriptNet participated as the special guest in this exhibition. More two hundred people watched the films. Professors from Vavunia University and eminent writers gave speeches in that event. 

“This is the first time we have seen our stories in films with such an aesthetic value and creativity”

Head of the Vavunia Campus –University of Jaffna

On 11th in Point Pedro. It was organized by Point Pedro Co Operative Society.

The venue was a mini cinema theatre. Here around two hundred people watched the films. Popular cinema critics gave their comments on each film. Questionnaires were issued to the audiences. 

“All these films bring back the hard life we lived in the past twenty years in front of our eyes. Atleast after watching these films all should understand how the war was worse and why we need the permanent peace.”

Thenian-Novelist

On 14th we screened the films in the University of Jaffna with the help of ScriptNet’s host organization,  the Extra Mural Studies Unit. All seven hundred seats of the Kailasapathi Auditorium were full for the screening. Twelve Sinhalese well known film makers and artists were specially invited for this event. All the media in Jaffna were there to watch the Reel Peace films which we hope to herald a new era for the Tamil film industry in Jaffna. 

“I’m excited to watch these films and the hard work of these youngsters.  All these stories are the way of telling the stories are genuine. I’m willing to give my support and guidance to these young creative people to make more films in future.”

Vasantha Obeyasekara

Sinhala Fiilm Director.

A number of foreigners from various NGOs and the SLMM also attended the event. Most of the people asked for the CD or VHS copy of the films. Nearly three hundred people have given their addresses in the questionnaire for the CD or VHS distribution. We hope that the rampant piracy can here work in our favour as the films are copied and distributed throughout the country. 

On 15th March the films were shown in  Colombo at the British Council. This was the official premiere of the films in the South. All the Scriptnet writers and directors participated in this event.

On 17th the films were shown in the Russian Centre, an event organized by the Sinhala Tamil Art Circle SINTAC. Most audiences were Sinhalese including media people, writers, filmmakers, and representatives from organisations which fight for peace and ethnic integrity etc.

“So far the films came from North were as the propagandas for their struggle. But these are films which, although they have a strong message, are  purely art oriented and these are against the war and stand for humanity.”

Darmasri Bandaranayake.

Film Director 

This exhibition helped a lot to take a lot of contacts to show the films in South. And a good opportunity to Sinhalese and Tamil creative people to meet and discuss with each other.

On 25 in Colombo Tamil Sangam organized by Tamil sangam. A lot of people from Tamil media came. It also helped a lot to take the films to other places of the country.

The films were also shown on the 28th March in the troubled Eastern part of Sri Lanka at Trincomalee. The plan to show the films at the Eastern University in Batticloa were put on hold until the situation has stabilised. But in Trincomalee an exhibition was organised by Father Damian, the coordinator for a peace organisation that works closely with war widows and the psychological impact of the war. Nearly 300 people attended the event, many of whom had experienced first hand the particular horrors of the long war. It was therefore a very emotional screening and a useful counterpart to the screenings to the elite, media and opinion makers in both North and South. These were ordinary people from a lower class background who were personally victims of the war. 

With that exhibition in Trincomalee, the screenings of the REEL PEACE films were stopped as the election canvassing was increasing in intensity. ScriptNet is now in the second phase of the exhibition programme. We are showing the films in the rural areas in the nights.

	Place and Venue
	Date
	Organiser
	Numbers

	Vavuniya
	11/03/04
	Vavuniya Technical College
	200

	Point Pedro
	12/03/04
	Point Pedro Cooperative Society
	200

	Jaffna
	14/03/04
	Gala Premiere of the films organised by the University and SINTAC in collaboration with Take This Road a teledrama
	800

	Colombo
	15/03/04
	British Council
	75

	Colombo
	18/03/04
	Russian Cultural Centre
	80

	Colombo
	27/03/04
	Tamil Sangam Centre
	50

	Trincomalee
	28/03/04
	Father Damian
	300


The exhibition programme was stopped during the election period, but we hope that it will continue to other towns and rural areas. Subtitles for the films are available in English, Tamil and Sinhalese depending on the exhibition target audience. Darkness at Dawn which uses a central image of a boy turning bullet shells into flutes to demonstrate the new harmony has a separate version which includes a caution about picking up unexploded ordinance after consultation with a mine awareness group. 

Email from project Coordinator in Jaffna, Gnanadas, 19/04/04

Thank you for your emails and details of ongoing works

there in UK.

As you think I'm again in a rush here. Last week I as

in Vanni-Mullaiteevu, showing our films. Kouthaman [Director of The Slipper]

wanted to show the films in Vanni.

Here we are asked to show the films in various places.

Now I'm targeting rural areas. We have already started

showing night shows in rural areas. It's not a big

expensive. Just taking the projector and showing the

films in a ground in villages. It works well.

For some of the time here the situation was little bit

tension because of the election, new government and

the operation against Karuna. Now it's not bad. So,

people are interested in showing the films.

As the feedback of Tamil Sangam exhibition, a full

page article has come in a Tamil national news paper-

in colour pictures. It has given a big popularity for

the reel peace films. Now more people want to see our

films. I'm waiting for Iranthi's call to exhibit in south.

Still the situation/mood in south is not sure.

I didn't get any response from MTV. I'm going to

Colombo this Week. By the time I'll talk about this.

We produced an audience questionnaire for the exhibition programme and this will feedback into the monitoring process. The questionnaires are being collected, collated and translated.

The films will also be a featured part of a touring rural programme organised by SINTAC (Sinhalese Tamil Arts Circle). We had hoped that MTV or Rupavahini would telecast the films as part of their public service remit, but they are not prepared to do this for free. We are working with them to find local sponsors that can pay for the airtime. We have learnt an important lesson from this which is to involve the broadcasters right from the beginning and open up the training for their own staff so as increase their involvement and investment in the project from the outset. This will make telecasting end products easier. Young Asia TV which has a regular slot on Rupavahini will be telecasting sections of the films with some contextualising documentary footage of the writers and directors from Jaffna.

The films will also be telecast on the Tamil Television Network in France. We will continue to submit the films to international festivals over the forthcoming months as festival submission deadlines come around. To date the films have been submitted to:

· New Zealand Film Festival

· International Film Festival in Portugal

· Commonwealth Film Festival in UK

· Asian Institute for Broadcasting Development in Malaysia

· Norwegian Film Institute

· Imagine Asia Film Festival

The Toronto Film Festival doesn’t accept international short films but we are working with the organisers to present a special screening for the large Sri Lankan diasporan population in Canada. Exhibitions are also planned in Switzerland, Holland, Norway, France, Spain, UK, US, Singapore, India and South Africa. One of the ScriptNet Selection Panel has moved to Australia and will be screening the films to the Tamil community and general public in Australia.

In the UK we will have a premier of the films at the Royal Commonwealth Society in May/June. The Community Channel (cable channel) have also expressed interest in screening the films and we have submitted the films to Television Trust for the Environment for international distribution. The films are also being made available for all Commonwealth Broadcasters through the Commonwealth Broadcast Association. 75 copies of the films on DVD are being presented to UNESCO for distribution through their own network. The films are also being screened as part of a conference on the theme of Crossing Borders in Denver, presented by Noella Smith, our scriptwriting and directing tutor in April.

Volunteer Projects:

Over the course of the REEL PEACE project we were assisted by a number of volunteers who also used the opportunity to develop their own projects. In summary these were:

· Feature Film treatment development: Sam Lavender, a development producer for UK based film production company worked with five scriptwriters to develop feature film treatments. The first of these has now been produced.

· Documentary on Bindunuwewa Rehabilitation camp. Ralph Perring a masters student at Goldsmiths College in the UK worked with the team on the workshop coordination and used the opportunity to develop his masters documentary dissertation on Delon Weerasinghe, writer and director of Hide and Seek, focussing on the issues surrounding the massacre and need to address these issues if the peace process is to be successful

· Photography Exhibition: Will West worked throughout the Colombo training programme before going to Jaffna where he worked with women to develop photographs of the community in jaffna for an exhibition that he mounted in Bristol in the UK.

Scriptwriting Training

Background

Sri Lankan media and films are divided primarily by language.  The majority of films and tv is made in Singhalese (Sirisa TV, Sri Lanka Rupavahini Corporation).  There are also English and Tamil speaking TV channels and press.

The recent change of government in Sri Lanka has interrupted the work of the Film Commission, previously directed by Mr Tissa Abeysekara who resigned after the general election.  The commission was funding a project for new Sri Lankan first time film makers.  Out of 15 films commissioned (all by male directors) only 5 were completed and the rest abandoned in various stages of production.

Sri Lanka has a small but fine history of film making with it’s veteran and more recent practitioners - Lester James Peries (The Treasure) and Prasanna Vithanage (Death on a full moon Day) earning international acclaim and awards.  

Screenwriters and Directors in Sri Lanka are constantly battling to fight off the stranglehold of populist Hindi films from India while wishing to produce their own indigenous, commercially viable productions.  ScriptNet’s remit of encouraging local voices and stories to emerge through film and the media was well received.

Colombo and Kandy, Rounds I, II and III

ScriptNet, Sri Lanka was launched on February 13th 2002 at the British Council in Colombo when ScriptNet announced the selected entries to Round 1 of the ScriptNet screenwriting training programme.  This was the first project ScriptNet had run in Sri Lanka.

Over 100 entries were received for the project, in all three local languages (Sinhala, Tamil, English) and from all over Sri Lanka. They were submitted by a wide variety of participants, from first time writers, some as young as 16 years old, to veteran writers of stage and screen. Twenty successful entries were invited to attend the workshop in Colombo and a further 20 in Kandy.  

The selection panel was made up from eminent local judges, all film-makers in their own right: Prasanna Vithanage, Sumithra Peries, Robert Cruz (Asian Film Centre), M.D Mahindapala (SLMTI) and Kavaloor Rajadurai, Tissa Abeysekera.

Over the next two months Sri Lankan screenwriters got the opportunity to turn their dream tv or film script into a reality with the free training workshops run at the Sri Lankan Media Training Institute and The British Council.

The workshop programme began on Monday the 18th February at the British Council. The first round was led by Ms.Paulette Randall, a British Producer/Script Editor with over twenty five years experience in the business.  Ms. Randall worked with writers in Colombo and Kandy combining a workshop programme devised to explore the wealth of stories the writers wanted to write, individual tutorials on the outlines they had submitted and screenings of successful short dramas.

On the 28th February the Kandy and Colombo groups were brought together at the SLMTI in Colombo for a morning session with Prasanna Vithanage a guest speaker from the local industry.  The writers then had two weeks to submit the first draft of their short dramas in order to qualify for the second round of workshops. A similar judging process was conducted between rounds 1 and 2 to select 20 writers from the original 40 who would be invited to the second round of training.  It was decided, for logistical reasons, to hold the entire second round in Colombo and to offer successful Kandy participants travel bursaries to come to Colombo.

Round Two was led by John Foster, BA Screenwriting Tutor from Bournemouth University and Judy Holland, MA Screenwriting Tutor, Goldsmiths, London.  We divided the participants by language with one Singhalese speaking group being accompanied by the interpreter and the other group functioning only in English.

Round Two was devised to take the writers from first to second draft of their short dramas.  It was an opportunity for many of the writers to learn international standard formatting and some technical foundations.  For others it was an exercise in group writing, script editing and development.  There were also film screenings of both feature and short dramas.

The guest speaker for Round Two was Tissa Abeysekara, a long established Sri Lankan screenwriter, director and producer.  At the end of the course the participants were again invited to submit second drafts for consideration for entry into the third and final round, which was funded by the British Council and led by Noella Smith, BAFTA jurist and protégé of the great polish director Milos Forman.  

This ‘masterclass’ was for only ten selected writers and largely worked on script editing and trouble shooting one another’s scripts towards a final draft.  From the initial 120 writers who entered the course at round one only twelve writers were selected for the masterclass after three rounds of workshops:  these were:

Prasanna Jakakody, Athula Pathirana, Rajeev Ananda, Ananda Abeynayake, Faith Ratnayake, Achala Heman Rodrigo, Kasinathar Gnandas, TMH Tennakoon, Satyajit Maitipe, Fathima Rizuan, Delon Weerasinghe

On Friday 19th April at the British Council, the ScriptNet screenwriting programme drew to its finale, after five days of intensive script development and technical tuition.  The twelve participants now have two months to go away and perfect their scripts before submission for the final stage of the ScriptNet programme. 

Some of Sri Lanka’s most talented, new and established screenwriters have been put through their paces since January with this competitive training programme.  The final scripts to emerge from the programme will now go on to be developed over the internet with a view to producing short Sri Lankan dramas for international exhibition in 2002/3.

The short-drama screenplays on which these talented writers are working are all original and quintessentially Sri Lankan.  Many reveal aspects of Sri Lankan culture and life rarely seen on the screen before.  Each script runs at under 15 minutes.
Publicity and promotion

The ScriptNet screenwriting training programme was devised to appeal to both established writers working in the Sri Lankan industry and new talent emerging from both outstations and the main cities.

Our promotion of the programme was very widespread.  We submitted press releases in the appropriate languages to all of the national newspapers - Singhalese, Tamil and English.  We advertised with cards on national television in English and Sinhala and were interviewed on the Day time programme broadcast on Sri Lanka Rupavahini Corporation. 

We cut together a radio promo advertising for submissions which was aired twice daily on Yes FM - the English speaking station - for a fortnight. 
Language and translations

The ScriptNet Screenwriting programme was open to all-comers, as such we had to accommodate all three local languages in both the written and spoken form.  Submissions were accepted in Tamil and Sinhala as well as English and then translated into English for the benefit of the tutors by our translators MR Ranjith Senaratne and Mr Edwin Ariyadasa. About 50% of entries were in Sinhala.

During the courses there was a low level of English comprehension amongst approximately 75% of the Sinhalese participants so a Sinhala-English interpretor (Mr Ranjith Senaratne) was provided for every session including individual tutorials. Tamil speakers tended to also speak good English or Sinhala.

The low level of English usage was unexpected and the engagement of translators and interpreters was not adequately covered in our original budget, but was, however a necessary expenditure.

Feedback from Participants:

Here are some of the comments taken from the assessment sheets completed by participants at the end of each round of the ScriptNet Programme:

“The need to translate slowed the pace considerably, but exposure to sinhala and English, as well as varied ages and experiences of course participants was enlightening and enjoyable.”

Faith J. Ratnayake.

“The training has equipped me to make short films and tv dramas for the international Tamil market with the help of Tamil financiers abroad.  These workshops should also be conducted in the North and Eastern part of Sri Lanka.”

Kasinathar Ginanadas.

“The rationale of organizing the programme is a constructive one. This will help to develop the commonwealth understanding, this objective is clear.  Our screen drama will benefit in the long run.  Thanks very much for organizing this programme”

N.B Kulasekara.

“The programme could have benefited from more screenings of ScriptNet productions and the analysis of produced scripts.”

Dinushker Wattegama.

“The different standards of the participants hindered the process.  Professionals and new comers should be separated at the outset and the tutors briefed about the individual calibre and experience of each participant.”

Satyajit Maitipe.

Evaluation

The ScriptNet Screenwriting Training Programme in Sri Lanka, 2002 was the first project ScriptNet has run outside of Ghana, where it has been working since 1999.

As our first operation in Asia Sri Lanka was the perfect place to start.  A small but progressive country with a high level of literacy and interest in media and culture.  The overall reception to ScriptNet in Sri Lanka was overwhelmingly positive and welcoming.

The course was consistently well attended and the progress in skills learnt very encouraging.  The was an obvious improvement in the quality of the scripts between every draft.

Future projects would indeed benefit from a longer time frame, allowing for re-writing and assessment periods.  The make-up of the participants was a mixture of professionals and non-professionals.  With the difficulties this brought there also came benefits - the more experienced writers were, in general, very encouraging to the new writers.  Future workshops however will probably follow the Ghana model and specialize (ie: sitcom writing, adaptation for screen, etc) this would necessitate smaller, invited groups anyway.

The under-representation of Women and Tamil writers in the workshops was disappointing.  Efforts to answer the problem by additional advertising and positive discrimination were unsuccessful.  In the future we will directly target womens’ groups, colleges and Tamil populations (eg: Jaffna) to ensure full representation.

By starting from a wide, inclusive base for the initial project not only does ScriptNet encourage the involvement of a wider talent base but also builds up it’s own reputation.

Although we did our best to surmount language problems with the employment of translators and interpreters the lack of a communal language - even amongst participants - was problematic and did put a burden on our time and resources.  Additional funds and time will, in the future, need to be allotted to counteract this problem.

Overall, the Sri Lankan 2002 project was a great success.  Participants, tutors and hosts all gained a lot out from the experience.  We had a lot of positive feedback and have already been in discussion with the Ministry for Mass Communication, the SLMTI and the British Council for future plans for more training initiatives later in the year.

The scripts produced through the workshops are of an exceedingly high quality and will make excellent, attention grabbing short dramas should there be production money found to make them.  Their breadth of subject matter and originality will be an excellent vehicle to show case Sri Lanka and it’s tv industry to the rest of the world.

REEL PEACE Project 

Background

Having learnt a lot of lessons from conducting the scriptwriting course in Colombo and Kandy and with the opportunity presented by the ceasefire to reach writers from the north of the island, ScriptNet were keen to expand the net and run a similar course in the north of the island. This presented us with two major obstacles:

· Firstly, we would need to fund additional funds

· Secondly we would have to wait for the writing process to be concluded in the north before a joint production venture could transform the stories from page to screen and this would take some of the impetus out of the project in the south.

However, it was clear to us that this was a priority and we created a project called REEL PEACE to reach the writers in the north and bring them together with their counterparts in the south. The only Tamil finalist from the Colombo Group, Kasinthar Gnanadas was keen to spearhead the project in the North.

The key to the REEL PEACE project was to put the scriptwriting training in a production framework so that the scripts could be realised on screen. Secondly, it was to bring the creativity of Sinhalese and Tamil filmmakers together to collaborate and so strengthen the film industry. There is a distinct gap between Sinhalese film production and Tamil films from India. What we wanted to foster was a film industry that was national rather than ethnic in identity and international in appeal.

The REEL PEACE project was a response to this.

Scriptwriting Training in Jaffna, Rounds I, II and III

Following confirmation of funding from the CMDF we advertised for applications in all the Tamil press – both regional in the North Eastern province and Jaffna peninsula and nationally.  This investment ensured some 170 applicants from all over the region – including the outstations and Vanni. 

We had already secured the help and participation of The University of Jaffna, Extra Mural Studies Unit (led by Prof. Sivachandran), The Ministry of Mass Communication and the Ministry for the Rehabilitation of the Vanni.  

No media training had been available in Jaffna for some 25 years and the ScriptNet scheme was viewed with some bewilderment at first but quickly gained local understanding and support.  The increased support of the University Vice-Chancellor and use of their buildings and facilities such as  their guest house for Round 2 reflect this.

We ran the workshops in city hall, situated in the heart of the city away from the campus itself.  This was very convenient to us for transport, shops and lunch and supper venues.  It was also convenient to the participants.  The university supplied us with audio visual equipment, white board etc.

Mr Gnandas had done a marvellous job organising folders for all participants and we had a small army of helpers ensuring photocopying, refreshments and all other logistics were delivered on time.

The content of the workshops was very well received by the eager students.  These came from a wide range of backgrounds – some jobbing film makers (LTTE film unit), many writers in other mediums, actors, teachers etc.  30 writers were selected but a few didn’t turn up for reasons unknown. This is quite a good rate of drop-out.  7 of the 28 participants were female which was a better percentage than in Colombo, however their interaction with their male counterparts was less and we had to forcibly split them into the 3 groups.

The division of the 28 writers into 3 groups was successful and I enjoyed leading the afternoon viewing workshops as Judy Holland taught the groups one by one in more detail.

We were very glad of being given a van for our disposal during the week.  We all drove up to Jaffna on the A9 in this vehicle and used it throughout the week.  This was a bonus sponsorship donated by the Ministry for Mass Communication.  Our budget would have been stretched to pay for this vehicle otherwise. For speed and efficiency we flew back to Colombo at a reduced rate.

Positive Points

· Having a team of paid helpers was worth the cost as it meant that everything ran smoothly and on time, allowing the tutors to teach and the students to learn efficiently.  This is the first time we’ve operated with a paid team and it made a huge difference.  We had 5 key personnel:

· Project Director

· Project co-ordinator, Jaffna.

· Project assistant, Jaffna

· 2 University hands, (runners)

The Project Co-ordinator, Mr Gnanadas, was absolutely brilliant – hard working and conscientious and made all the difference.

· The money spent on PR and advertising space previous to the workshops was money well spent – and again a first for Scriptnet.  The paid adverts ensured we reached a very large section of a community which has a high newspaper readership with literacy at 96%.

Negative Points

· The situation in Jaffna is highly politicised and we tried to maintain our political independence – for instance guarding against possible LTTE bias in selection process.  However it is important to see the Jaffna workshop as a regional decision not as a workshop for Tamils.  There are very few Singhalese or burghers in Jaffna (bar the army) but by not advertising in the English and Singhalese press we may have excluded possible candidates from these ethnic groups.  Greater sensitivity to this should be shown in the future.

· Guest Speakers.  Due to the cost and logistics of getting guest speakers up to Jaffna we have not continued the trend established in the Colombo workshops last year.  However I hope to find the budget to amend this if not in round 2 then round 3.

There are a number of respected Sri Lankan Tamil filmmakers but as noted above there seems to be no significant screen drama culture on the Jaffna peninsula at this time. The advent of the ScriptNet course revealed a widespread interest in making up for lost time and selection was deemed to be a big honour.  To add to its cache the ScriptNet round 1 course was held in the building that is going to be refurbished as the new media centre next year.  None of the participants knew what to expect on day 1 but by the end of day 5 all seemed quite satisfied with what it had turned out to be.  

In general, therefore, the round 1 course has started laying the foundations for a new screenplay-based screen industry to develop there.  In the longer term, as Sri Lanka continues to open up and democratize, the Tamils should have growing opportunities to put their screen stories to a wider audience and this course (with the two to follow) should start to prepare local writers to make the best use of the medium.

A key part of the workshops was the development of a resource centre that could be accessed by the ScriptNet participants between workshops and after the course was finished. This resource centre was housed at the Extra Mural Studies Unit of the University of Jaffna. By the end of Round I it included:

- Screenwriting Updated by Linda Aronson

- Feature film videos:  Duel, Hell in the Pacific, Citizen Kane, Casablanca, Run Lola Run

- Short films:  Approximately 70 on about 8 tapes (titles on request)

- Chapter on who does what in a film crew from Directing by Michael Rabiger

- Info on the creation of The War Is Over

- Outline of short Is It the Design on the Wrapper

- Full English language screenplays for short films (all on the tapes) The War Is Over, Syrup, The Missing Finger, Is it the Design on the Wrapper, Electric Frank 

Building on the winning formula of Jaffna Round 1, we had a good foundation on which to achieve a successful Round 2.

We had 24 out of 27 submissions and the 15 selected scripts were quickly translated, typed and emailed to Noella Smith in London, the tutor, so that Noella would have had a chance to read at least 4 before her arrival in Sri Lanka.

The workshop was again held in City Hall – walking distance from our residence.  Nell was fed English typed translations throughout the week thanks to our brilliant Jaffna support team – Kannan, Gnanadas, Mr Rajeevan and Mr Sabeshan. 

The course was a great success and Nell was evidently able to establish an atmosphere or trust and creativity in the students.  The students were able to intermingle and become their own, and each others critics – a must for a self sufficient screenwriting community.

The Jaffna students were well ahead of their Colombo counterparts in round two because of the thoroughness and calibre or Judy Hollands groundwork – this was lacking in the 2002 programme.  Perhaps a ‘middle way’ – a mixture of the two approaches (jamboree meets intensive foundation course) within the time constraints – is the answer.

One session was led by Kesavarajan, one of the participants who has just completed his first feature film about the sea tigers, funded by the LTTE.  He introduced the film and held a Q&A afterwards.  This was of great interest. 

We were joined in the second week by Mr Don Watson, a journalist for the British Council News Magazine, who flew over from London to cover ScriptNet’s work.  We all did our best to co-operate with Mr Watson’s requests.  This led to a two page spread on the REEL PEACE project in the British Council magazine.

Catherine Stedman was also interviewed (at great length) by the national and regional Tamil newspaper Vithayan for their Sunday edition.  The project in general has attracted a lot of press attention and many local people had heard of ScriptNet.  It would be good to build on this press interest in the Sri Lankan and UK English press.

As a refinement to the ScriptNet format we also introduced at Round 2 the writing of feature length treatments. Sam Lavender, Development Producer, worked with writers on their feature film ideas to refine and develop the story structure before the script was written. While short films are good to promotion, exhibition and advocacy purposes, if a sustainable industry is to develop, commercially viable feature films need to be developed and this was a good starting point. 

We opened this ‘treatment’ opportunity to all 15 writers – not just the 8 to be selected for round 3.  This addresses another short falling of the ScriptNet course – keen and talented students are often lost between rounds 2 and 3 because of the pressures of numbers.  In Jaffna we have opened the course up to unselected participants by holding daily screenings, the treatment opportunity and other encouragement.

Positive Points

The Scriptnet Sri Lanka budget has been much liberated this year by not having to bear the burden of two resource persons from the UK.  This has meant more money in the kitty for course costs and more money for local employees – much better. 

Negative Points

· We again had a political clash in one of the group sessions.  ScriptNet has to maintain its independence and non-political status at all costs.  Jaffna is a town in which dissent has to be whispered.

Round III Scriptwriting Workshop, Jaffna

The final ‘masterclass’ round of the Jaffna workshops was a big success with all the participants rewriting their scripts, receiving a personal tutorial and seminars on advanced screenwriting skills.

The workshop was scheduled only four weeks after round two.  This was due to the pressure of spending funds before the end of the financial year.  As a result a lot of strain was put on our translators and administrative staff in Jaffna to turn the entries around quickly for the judges to read and select. We had decided to translate all the Tamil scripts into English after the calibre of local judges in round 2 was questioned by the participants.

The knock on effect of this tight schedule was that the judges were also put under great pressure to read and feedback on the drafts.  Both Judy Holland (tutor, R1) and Noella Smith (tutor, R2) did this with great dedication for which we were all grateful. 

Although we had only intended to select 8 participants for the masterclass in Jaffna (this was to keep numbers proportionately representative in comparison with Colombo and kandy in which only 12 writers were selected for the masterclass), we found the decision so close and the commitment of the writers so great that we upped the numbers to 11.  It was felt, whether 8 or 11 participants makes little difference to the group dynamics for the tutor and a great difference to the writers here who have so few opportunities.

Scriptnet veteran, Mr John foster, Bournemouth University joined us in Sri Lanka to lead the masterclass.  All three course leaders had led workshops in the 2002 programme.  This prior experience of Sri Lanka was a great advantage when dealing with life in Jaffna and expectations of the students and the language barriers.

Mr Foster had obviously digested the participants’ evaluation and local co-ordinators report from round 2 and had devised a programme responding to this:  with handouts and exegesis of films.

The four day course was not long enough and should have been five days, particularly in view of the additional 3 participants.  The last day was rather swallowed up by a trip to the Fine Arts department for a musical performance, initiated by the students.  Mr Foster was very dedicated however and held an additional morning’s seminar for the Jaffna participants in Colombo the following week to complete the work he’d intended.

The advanced course material was at times difficult for the participants to fully glean.  A set of accompanying notes as a hand out would have been well received.  

Overall a successful end to a successful course.  The Jaffna participants have never failed in their diligence, application and commitment – the same applies to the jaffna scriptnet team.  All should be congratulated on a very fruitful, important set of workshops.

Collaborative scriptwriting for TV Workshop

We had not originally planned to bring the Jaffna and Colombo writers together for a joint workshop but it seemed a great idea and a fitting finish to the screenwriting component of the Reel Peace programme. 

The British Council were very supportive of this idea from the start and gave us some emergency funding on top of our initial grant in order to help us do it.

It had always been a worry how this idea would work:  how the different ethnic groups would get on, how they would communicate in different languages, how we could encourage them to work in groups, what the content of this course should be.

John Foster was very efficient in devising a course very quickly to accommodate the needs of this difficult challenge and we decided to work on tv series was best for group/collaborative writing. It also seemed a good idea to get the participants thinking about a united Sri Lanka and what that might mean for a new tv series in terms of language and representative characters from all the social spectrums:  Singhalese, Tamil and Muslim.

The Jaffna participants left Jaffna in a hired mini bus after Round 3.  Gnanadas had secured sponsorship from Udayan – a tamil newspaper – for their acocmdation, each participant was given a 1000R living expenses and Kannan was employed as their Welfare Officer. Gnanadas had also secured two complimentary air tickets from Expo Aviations and we were able to fly Mr Sopa, the interpretor down on his own.

A ‘fun day’ get together was planned for the 23rd.  All participants – Colombo and jaffna – were invited to meet at the British Council gates at 3pm.  We hired an extra mini bus and had a very good ice-breaking afternoon in Kotte.  It became immediately apparent that there was going to be no problem integrating the two parties into working groups.

That evening, those who hadn’t seen it, were taken to the Regal cinema to see Asoka Handagama’s film; Flying with One Wing.  This was specifically because Asoka had promised to come and talk to the group about the film as part of the workshop.

John led the workshop with a mixture of lectures and group work.  We allowed the students to form their own groups and we have five groups – three of which were mixed language by choice, two were single language – one tamil , one sinhala.

We re-employed both our usual interpreters Mr Sopa and Mr Ranjith.  Although Mr Ranjith’s translating was not as good as Sopa’s after initial frustrations we were able to iron out the problems.  We may consider changing our Singhalese translator in future.  However Mr Ranjith is a joy to work with and has the advantage of being familiar and trusted by all.

Luckily the BC had a good library of British series’ which John could use, the in-promptu nature of the workshop had meant he didn’t have his usual teaching clips with him.

The workshop went very well and writing bonds were formed during the course – one writer/producer from Colombo requested a jaffna writer present him with a treatment for his series idea and two female writers are now collaborating on a series in Tamil and Sinhala.

The BC hosted a very enjoyable press reception/tea party for us on the last day and we got some reasonable press interest including ; the Daily News, the Sunday Times, the daily Mirror , Sirisa TV and tamil papers.

All felt that this series for a united Sri Lanka and collaborative idea could be built up into a further set of workshops – perhaps with direct interest from local broadcasters and producers.

Directing Training

Background

At the end of the scriptwriting training we had produced ten scripts from the north and ten from the south. In keeping with the theme of REEL PEACE we wanted to focus on scripts that in some way reflected on the war, the lives of ordinary people living under the terrible circumstances of this war and the possibilities for peace and reconciliation.

From this longlist of scripts we selected a four from Colombo and six from Jaffna. With production grants available for four films we wanted to select the best scripts for production. However, in the north, where there had been no media training for the past 25 years, we felt that it was vitally important that some directing and production training be incorporated into the project so that the scripts could be realised effectively on screen. The talent and ability of the southern filmmakers was already very strong and without the resources to do directing training in both places we decided to focus the training on the north.

We applied for funding from the Commonwealth Media Development Fund to run a directing and producing course in Jaffna. However, the funding wasn’t released until September 2003 which delayed the overall project by a period of four months.

Directing workshop

The workshop was designed not only to provide training in the directing and producing but also as a means of selecting the best projects for production. Noella Smith from the UK who had also led the scriptwriting workshops in Colombo and Jaffna was to lead the directing workshop while a Sinhalese producer, Iranthi Abeysinghe was to lead the producing workshop. The first week was a general workshop and auditioning process with the second week being more focussed on the selected projects.

All the scriptwriters whose scripts have been short listed for the production were informed two weeks before the workshop and they were asked to confirm their director and the producer two days before the workshop. 

Advertisements were given in three major regional newspapers. Although the main aim of the advertisement was to call the actors / actresses (children & adults) for the casting session, it also gave good publicity and awareness for the REEL PEACE project. 

All the scriptwriters, directors, producers and actors / actresses were called on Saturday to confirm their participation. On the morning of 6th October a small inauguration ceremony was arranged by the ScriptNet local team. Prof. Shanmugadas  (Head of Tamil Dept. Jaffna University) and his wife Prof. Manonmani Shanmugadas gave a special Speech in the ceremony. All the scriptwriters, directors, producers, some actors / actresses, some critics, some University Students participated in the ceremony. Noella Smith and Iranthy briefly explained what they were going teach in the workshop. 

Scriptwriters of The Slipper, Pulsating Moments and the Journey came forward to direct their own scripts. Scriptwriters of Harri and Nose Cup appointed separate directors for their script. 

In This World  was shown to the workshop participants in the first day to demonstrate what can be achieved with a small crew and limited equipment. The aim of the workshop was to show what could be achieved with the equipment, resources and finances available for the REEL PEACE project. Moreover the main characters are young children. It was very useful for the next day casting session in which most of the artists were children.

On the second day the focus of the workshop was on casting and auditioning and the producers and directors worked together on this. The casting session was an entirely new experience to the directors and the artists.  In the morning child artists came for the casting. 40 children participated. Each child was given a number and photographed with the digital camera. In the afternoon casting of adult artists started. As done in the children’s casting each artist was a given number and photographed. In totally 60 artists came forward. Through the number female artists was very low compared to the male artists, this is the first time such number of women came forward themselves for such a job. 

After all the artists were photographed they were called one by one into the audition room. Where all the directors and Noella Smith spent nearly 10 mins with each artist. Though scriptnet directors needed only a few artists for their short films the casting was very useful to identity that we have a pool of actors / actress for the Jaffna film industry in future. 

On the third day the directors and Noella Smith worked in the main hall with those actors and  actresses who were selected on the previous day.  Noella Smith let the directors to work on their own shooting different types of shots and performances with the help of artists and camera technician. By identifying their strengths and weaknesses she was able to practically demonstrate a number of skills for directing. 

On the fourth day Noella covered different types of shorts and angles, again through practical examples working the artists and camera technicians.

On the final day of the first week all the directors producers and many of the artists went to visit potential locations: two outdoor locations and four indoor locations.  On each location, Nell and Iranthi spent enough time to analyze and explain the suitability, advantages and disadvantages of the locations. 

After returning from the locations. a particular scene  from Witness was screened to analyse and discuss  the types and numbers of shots and angles used.

Second Week

From Monday to Wednesday shooting. Most of the shooting started in morning 7 O’clock.

Two shootings per day. One in the morning. One in the evening.  Each shooting was useful to study different type of lessons. One was night shooting.  One was shot in a moving vehicle.

Directors and producers learnt a lot both theoretically and practically during these shooting exercises which will be a valuable lesson for the productions selected. Editing was done on Tuesday morning and Thursday evening. Only five films were able to be edited. Despite the tight schedules three additional films were screened to participants for discussion: Humming Birds Tree, ET, Through the Olive Trees. 

Key to the process was to look over the edited sequences and work with the directors on demonstrating what worked and what needed revision. 

Producing Workshop

The 5 day production workshop was held in Jafffna from the 5th October to the 10th October for the selected 6 scripts, and the following were covered under the production workshop.
 
·        Fundamentals in production
·        The role of the Producer and responsibilities
·        The role of the Production Manager
·        Shot breakdowns
·        Scheduling
·        Planning
·        Co-ordination
·        Budgeting

Iranthi Abeysinghe, producer for Asoka Handagama in Colombo worked with each producer at individual level, just to confirm that they understood each step and proceeded accordingly. Some producers were very competent and they were very sharp and very focused, whilst few needed more training and to gain more self confidence.


After the first three days of planning and producers were asked to go out on the fourth day and were asked to select a location to shoot the selected sequence from each production. Most of them returned by afternoon after having found their location.

On the 5th Day the directors of the selected 6 films, together with tutors were taken to the locations.  Three locations found by the respective producers were extraordinary and extremely successful. After the fifth day the producers worked more closely with their directors on the shooting exercises for the directing workshop and made preparations for the productions.

At the end of the directing and producing workshop Noella Smith and Iranthi Abeyasinghe as well as the Project Coordinator, made their recommendations as to which projects should be selected to receive the production grants. The films selected were:

· The Slipper

· A Tiny Bit of a Journey (later changed to Barrier)

· Nose-Cup

ScriptNet Photographs







REEL PEACE exhibition: banners in Point Pedro, Trincomalee, Vavuniya, Jaffna and Colombo advertised the screenings of the films, discussions and ceremonies. Over 800 people filled the University Hall in Jaffna to see the films. The exhibition programme will continue after the elections.

At the British Council screening, the Director talks to Gnanadas, the ScriptNet Project Coordinator in Sri Lanka and the writer and director of Under Pressure. Sharmini Boyle from YATV has agreed to screen some of the films and some contextualising footage. 

Kowthaman, director of The Slipper, talks with his Sinhalese counterpart, Ananda Abeynayake, director of Darkness at Dawn. Darkness at Dawn was filmed in Killinochi and Ananda was reliant on Kothaman’s knowledge and contacts in the north, forging a creative relationship which they hope to continue with their next projects.


FUTURE PROJECTS in SRI LANKA

REEL PEACE PHASE II

This project builds on a two year programme of training in Sri  Lanka conducted by ScriptNet with support from HIVOS, UNESCO, British Council and the Commonwealth Media Development Fund between February 2002 to April 2004.

During Phase I, ScriptNet worked with Tamil and Sinhalese writers, directors and producers to develop six short films that portrayed the real human dramas that the civil war, and the emergent peace process have created.  These films were then toured in Sri Lanka and submitted to international festivals.

The project provided a platform for new voices, training and a forum for skill-sharing and relationship building between filmmakers in the north and the south. At the end of this project two significant developments occurred: the formation of the Tamil Film Council and the formation of the Sinhala Tamil Arts Circle.

Phase II of the project REEL PEACE will continue the work developed in Phase I with more commercial projects that can continue the training and also develop projects that will have a commercial value to feed into the film industry in the north and south of Sri Lanka. It aims to do this by:

· Continuing the short film new voices development process in a project called COMPASS SRI LANKA

· Working to develop commercial feature film scripts

· Providing the infrastructure for apprenticeship schemes for filmmakers and technicians from the north to work with their Sinhalese counterparts

· Develop and produce a ten part teledrama

· Dramatised Documentaries

The project aims to develop new voices from marginalised communities particularly in the north, south and east of the island, and provide continuing support for those who have come through the ScriptNet REEL PEACE phase I course.

The main focus of the programme will be to integrate Tamil and Sinhalese creativity and build the capacity of the new organisations that have been set up. We aim to do this by operating through these local organisations to offer training to members and so build up the reputation for the organisations within Sri Lanka. 

COMPASS SRI LANKA

This continues most directly from the REEL PEACE Phase I project. Working closely with a broadcaster (MTV) we would aim to air a season of new  voices short films from the north, south, east, west and central Sri Lanka. 

This would take the form of a workshop in each region to develop 10 treatments from each region. Successive re-writes would be developed through a mentor scheme using the network at SINTAC. A final masterclass workshop would bring 2 successful scripts and their writers from each region together. Small production grants of 1500 GBP would be provided to each of the two scripts from each region. Production and directing mentors would work with the new talent, building relationships for future collaborations as well as providing the necessary skill-sharing to develop quality short film products.

The end ten films would be telecast on MTV on a weekly basis for ten weeks.

Duration:


18 months


Total Cost: Approx

30,000 (including 5000 for Airtime which could be sponsored)

FEATURE FILM SCRIPT DEVELOPMENT

This would work with 20 treatments selected from submissions and develop them through a series of training courses to 5 feature length scripts ready to present to the National Film Corporation for local financing.

Again the training would be provided by a mixture of workshops from international trainers and a network of mentors and readers working through SINTAC. The idea is to make SINTAC a reputable membership organisation that serves its members and builds up the film industry for a united Sri Lanka.

Duration:


12 months

Total Cost: Approx

10,000

APPRENTICESHIP SCHEME

Many Tamil directors, producers and technicians are self-taught. The aim of the apprenticeship scheme is to provide grants from Tamil teams to work alongside Sinhalese film productions to learn from the practise of professional filmmakers in the south without adding any additional costs to the producers of these films.

The aim would be to have 12 participants working on each film – some during pre-production, some on set and others in post-production. We would aim to provide apprentices to three productions in the first year. Again this would be organised through SINTAC.

Duration:


18 months

Total Cost: Approx

10,000

10-PART TELEDRAMA

This builds on the very successful collaborative workshop run at the end of the ScriptNet Round III course in Jaffna. The aim of the teledrama is not only to provide a commercially viable production that can be sold to sponsors to generate income for the long-term sustainability of the project, but also to provide a training forum on  a project that contributes to the peace process.

The teledrama would work with two writers from the east, two from the north and two from the south to develop a script focussing on the experiences of a family re-locating from a refugee camp to an area in the Vanni recently cleared of mines. The aim is to create a pilot series that we hope can continue. With this in mind, the production costs will be based on local production costs for teledramas so that future series can find local sponsorship. Each team of writers will take on a particular family or storyline fusing the issues from the three areas into one teledrama that has at its heart the notion of building a new community for a new united Sri Lanka. For the first series we would provide significant training for scriptwriters, rotating the workshops from the north, east and south. The aim is to develop a ten part series of 50 min dramas and develop the production infrastructure to work with a mixed team of writers, creatives and technicians.

Duration:


18 months

Total Cost: Approx

45,000

DRAMATISED DOCUMENTARIES

The DramaDoc is a vehicle for interactive community filmmaking, employed to dramatise and evoke the experience of a community, expressing the traumas of the past, complexities of the present and the hopes and fears of the future. It is an ideal form to involve the Sri Lankan community to collaborate and find a community voice in the period of conflict resolution. The process begins with collaborative scriptwriting involving testimonials from local people.

The ScriptNet course would involve a week of workshops, screenings and community debates to involve the community in three locations. Dramadoc ideas would be developed and collaborative scriptwriting initiated. A second week would involve workshops on acting directing and production management. The third and fourth week would launch two short productions developed in the workshops culminating in the shooting and editing of short drama docs using ScriptNet cameras and editing facilities. These would form the pilots for full production of one dramadoc from each region.

Duration:


18 months

Total Cost:


32,000

STAFFING COSTS

Duration


18 months

Staff approx:


20,000

Project Director

Project Accountant

Administrative Assistant

Regional Coordinators

Administration approx:

7,500



TOTAL COSTS approx:
154,500

Funds applied for: 

CMDF

Drama Docs


9870.00

CMDF

Teledrama Development
14080.00

CMDF

Teledrama Production Training
11330.00

TOTAL





35280.00

APPENDIX - EVALUATIONS AND REPORTS
Colombo and Kandy, ScriptNet Rounds I, II and III

Paulette Randall - Round 1 tutor

“I had no idea what to expect of the place or the people.  The first thing I discovered on day one, was that I had to go right back to basics.  Just to make sure we were all singing from the same hymn sheet, we started with “What Is A Story?”, “What Makes A TV drama a tv drama rather than a Radio or Theatre  Piece?”

The breakdown for the workshops in both Colombo and Kandy were three days of workshop, followed by two days of tutorials, with half an hour for each participant.  I had planned that over the first 3 days we would have written a one minute film with one character; a two minute film with two characters; a three minute film with three characters; a three minute film with no dialogue, etc.  This would also include watching some of the ScriptNet films shot in Ghana and also, some of the shot films I had produced for Crucial Films.  We would also look at, discuss, argue about characters and how you find and develop them; structure, content, etc. anything to do with the writing of a short film.  My aim was to inspire, share ideas, develop wonderful stories and to have a real cultural exchange.

Week One - Colombo

The first hurdle we had to overcome was communication.  I don’t speak any Sinhala or Tamil.  Most of the participants understood English but couldn’t necessarily speak it very well and some had no English at all.  Thankfully, ScriptNet had employed a translator/interpreter.  Sadly, he wasn’t there for the first day!  Actually, this turned out to be quite a good thing as it forced a lot of the participants to really get involved and help me and each other get over our language barrier.

At the end of the three days, even though most of what I had planned went out the window, we still managed to achieve quite a lot.  More importantly, they had a better understanding of what a short film actually consisted of and that maybe a Sri Lankan version of “Ben Hur” or “War and Peace” was not best served as a short film!  Also that their individual films did not and indeed, should not be what they thought we wanted to see but be the stories they wanted to tell.

Week Two - Kandy

A similar start to Colombo, i.e. communication hurdle and new interpreter!  This time the group was smaller and included 3 Tamil writers that added an interesting flavour to the group.  The majority felt this was a good thing but a few of the Sinhalese felt that maybe the Tamils should have had their own workshop.  In fact, one of the Tamil writers felt the same but obviously coming from a different perspective.   Also, this group contained three 16 year old school girls.  On day two, I discovered that the adults were censoring themselves because of the young girls present in the group.  We discussed this as a group and decided that the girls were going to have to become “adults”.  The girls loved this.

Tutorials: Colombo and Kandy

I decided that I really wanted to do a one to one tutorial with each participant.  These were four very full days but absolutely worth it.  I’d like to think that they made a difference to the kind of film ideas that were submitted to round two.  Most of the ideas were simplified and more suited for a short film format.  The tutorials also gave the writers the opportunity to ask or discuss anything that they wanted and sometimes felt that they couldn’t say in the “classroom” arena - e.g. race and culture: what difference does it make being Tamil or Sinhalese?  What is it like being black and English?  Discovering where our lives or experiences crossed, showing sex in films - all sorts of things that may or may not be included in their short films.

The Sri Lankans love of words is fantastic, so one of the challenges was to develop as great a love of “pictures” too!  More importantly, was the opportunity to exchange ideas, methods and cultures with a group of people determined to write films that will touch anyone, anywhere in the world.

John Foster 

Round 2 tutor

I found this a stimulating and exciting two weeks.  It compared well with my ScriptNet experience in Ghana, where I was also involved in Round Two, in that case five weeks.  The Sri Lankan students were more advanced, with ideas more appropriate to short films, and made greater progress in script development within a shorter timeframe.  It was also good to have a colleague to work with: I much enjoyed my association with Judy Holland and I feel we worked well together, complimenting one another and adopting creatively diverse approaches.  I learnt a great deal from Judy, from the students and the experience in general.

Judy wished to gain experience working with a translator, so I worked primarily with the English-speaking group of about eight students, although I did some work with Judy’s group for a day-and-a-half in the second week, as she did with mine.  The age of the English-speaking students ranged over several decades, from the twenties to the fifties.  There were three women in this group, contrasting with none in Judy’s (larger) group.  The range of creative ability was quite wide in my group.  A few were functioning from quite a low base, while others demonstrated flair and originality.  The main problem was to get the students to think visually and to get their creative juices flowing.  Freewriting - sometimes called automatic writing - is a technique I use in teaching and writing and here proved invaluable to students who took to it immediately.  

I structured the seminars so that we first considered visual writing and montage, moved onto interior monologue with its close association with montage, then into characterisation and finally dialogue.  Of course, all these elements are intimately related, but it helps to separate them out and consider them separately.  Students therefore move gradually towards characterisation and dialogue, notoriously the two most difficult creative areas, having gained confidence in learning to write imagistically, then combining this with voice montage, a process which includes consideration of characterisation and dialogue, so there is some groundwork done before we touch on the problem areas.  Students wrote short exercises during seminars, and were given overnight assignments not directly related to their screenplays.  This was to give them practice in specific skills, such as writing scene directions and lateral dialogue.  We worked with George Orwell’s short piece ‘A Hanging’ as an exercise in translating abstract ideas into concrete visual images.  Students also engaged in observational research at locations of their own choice in Colombo, and wrote résumés of their findings.

Between seminars one-to-one tutorials were conducted with every student on their individual script projects, advice given and tasks set.  Each student was asked to re-write the first six pages of his/her script.  Then there were follow-up tutorials on the final day of the Round.

I was greatly surprised at how quickly the work improved.  Many of the scripts were originally too complicated, plotty, dialogue-bound and structurally cumbersome.  Within a few sessions students had got the hang of writing in pictures and organising their material in more present-tense filmic terms.  There were some major transformations and I was most impressed by some of the new work.  One very stodgy old fashioned script was virtually unrecognisable in its rewritten form.  Not all students managed to turn their scripts around so completely, but the majority made major changes - not only to the content, but also to the style and tone, and most particularly the way they wrote.  They began to answer their creative impulses and wrote more naturally and freely.

I was also impressed by the enthusiasm of the students.  There was great commitment and a determination to learn and to advance their projects.  To illustrate points, I showed some shorts written and directed by production undergraduates at Bournemouth University and relevant clips from some feature films (Bonnie and Clyde, High Noon, Mrs Dalloway, Hiroshima Mon Amour).  We also screened in full Rai’s Pather Panchali.  

I would say that most students demonstrated considerable promise.  Only one student I felt was seriously struggling, and even that student made reasonable progress.  Another student I felt to be talented but for reasons of personal pressure was unable to make the progress with his work achieved by other students.  A postgraduate student from Goldsmith’s College was filming a documentary about the workshops, but this didn’t seriously hinder or distract, the student melding well into the activities.

Sessions were held over the nine days.  Our work in this time consisted of seminars, tutorials and screenings.  In addition, there was a guest speaker and a session where actors read a selection of scripts; this was recorded on video and played back later in a seminar discussion.  Although we increased our contact hours, I felt we needed a further week to bring all the students up to speed.  As it was, I had to be content to review only six pages of rewritten script from each student and to advise them of further development on this rather inadequate basis.  More time was needed.

The groups were divided along the lines of English and non-English speakers, an unfortunate but necessary demarcation.  It emerged that a number of students in the non-English speaking group were experienced screenwriters, some with impressive Sri Lankan credits and track records.  I was somewhat concerned that this risked disadvantaging other students who were clearly beginners at the start of their writing careers.  The ethos of ScriptNet has been a learning curve for people relatively new to writing.  It concerned me that experienced writers were participating apparently in the hope of getting their scripts shot on film, although this had never been promised by ScriptNet.  It might be worthwhile reviewing the selection procedures to include only those tyros who really need the help of ScriptNet workshops, not seasoned professionals.

I felt that perhaps more should be achieved in Round One, which would have the effect of enabling greater progress in Round Two.  The basics of script layout and script language would be better taught in Round One, where students could be taken through a range of script exercises as a way of evolving ideas and first drafts.  As it was, the simple mechanics of script layout had to be taught in Round Two - one script was presented in the old fashioned split-page documentary format!  I feel that Round Two should support students through a complete second draft rather than the partial rewrite that proved possible.  An intensive programme of screenings might also feature in Round One, although it seemed more difficult to establish regular screenings here than it had been in Ghana.

Another worry was the timeframe between Rounds and the short time that inexperienced writers have to re-draft and submit new versions of their scripts.  Some students have major surgery to do on their scripts.  Perhaps the scheduling should allow longer for the rewriting process - at present the fast turnaround again favours the experienced writer rather than the beginner trying to become conversant with the difficult form of the short screenplay and even the day-to-day rigours of writing.  

The difficulties of getting work produced in Sri Lanka was discussed in one seminar discussion and, as in Ghana, I encouraged the students to form their own screenwriting group.  This they plan to do, utilising many of the exercises we worked with in seminars, especially the freewriting sessions.  They also plan to hold regular discussions and screenings, and to develop strategies of mutual support.  Meanwhile, we are hoping to create a network of contacts between UK screenwriting students and the Sri Lankan ScriptNet students.  This was a successful experiment with the Ghanaian students, where UK screenwriting students acted as email script editors during the development of projects.  Again, this needs space to be properly nurtured.  Two Sri Lankan students are now in touch with students on the Bournemouth University screenwriting degree.

Overall, I feel very positively about the Sri Lankan experience, which was excellently organised and supported by Catherine Stedman and her colleagues.  This included the work of an excellent local translator, who enabled sessions with the non-English speaking group to occur smoothly and in good humour.  I’m certain that the nurturing of new talent will be of immense benefit to Sri Lankan film and television, although there needs to be more projects like this to fully realise the potential.

Judy Holland: 

Round 2 tutor

1. Assessment of the participants

Participants fell into two groups, 1. Sinhalese-language writers and 2. English-language writers.  Group 1 were on the whole  professional script writers or writer-directors (8 or 9 out of the 11) with tv drama, theatre, radio and film scripting and/or production experience.  A couple in that group were absolute beginners or novices and one was a short story writer.  Only a couple had written what we would consider 'proper' film scripts.  All were male.  Group 2 were on the whole people who'd written prose or poetry or theatre plays but not tv or film scripts and wanted to operate in English.  They were a mix of backgrounds, mainly Tamil and Burgher, and all three women in this round were in this group.  Three members of group 1 could have operated in English but wanted the perceived professional context of group 1.  

Group 1's rough drafts weren't that impressive given their backgrounds, but they all blamed the short deadline.  The main problems were story size (too big/too small for 10 minutes) and style (over/under writing). They seemed to learn very quickly from reading and giving constructive feedback on the rough drafts of the other group members.  In the one instance where a participant wrote a whole new draft in time for it to be translated again before our tutorial, it was obvious that an enormous amount had been taken on board.

I would expect most of this group to produce much improved first drafts.

2.  Work I did

- reviewed the basics of screenplay writing (via various exercises) and of the short film form (via screenings)

- gave them a checklist of these to use when reading each other's rough drafts. 

- discussed each script in the group as constructively as possible over two days+.

- followed up with one to one tutorials to go over the revision plan and new opening I'd asked them to write. 

They were also assigned a daily writing exercise.


3.  Use to industry

- improving rewriting skills
- introduction of peer editing workshop methods
- improving use of visual language and page length
- improving vocabulary of constructive criticism

4.  The project

- excellent at basic arrangements, including travel, fees, accommodation, teaching facilities and translation of participants' scripts

- under-resourced on the translation side re handouts and on the typing side 

- if run again suggest longer deadlines between each round and extra days for the group operating through an interpreter in round 2 to allow for rewrites to be translated.

Additional Comments:

I agree with John that the two of us working with our groups in the  same venue was both beneficial to the process and highly enjoyable. We have different approaches but compatible philosophies and the situation made comparing notes easy and stimulating.

I also share his concern that the selection process and the short deadlines for round 2 favoured the more experienced writers.

Is ScriptNet for those who've never written scripts or for those who've never written film scripts?  Or is it open to all?  After reading John's report, I realised I wasn't clear about this. Certainly in my group it was the writer with film experience who was the most critical of the level of the course.   I think he did come on it because he believed it would lead to a chance to have a screenplay shot on film.

Based on this experience I wouldn't in future exclude writers with professional credits in other forms of drama or fiction but I would exclude writers with film credits.

Round III Tutor’s Report: 

Noella Smith

I was very fortunate to run a masterclass with twelve Sri Lankan  screenwriting students who had come through to the third stage of the project.

The course was held at the British Council who provided class rooms and video facilities, and the organisation ran very smoothly.  Five of the twelve students were not English speakers and so Sriptnet supplied a translator who provided written translations in both English and Singala, and verbal translations of the daily discussions.   This worked very satisfactorily.

On the first day I showed the group a selection of short films, good and bad, and we ran a mock film market where they had to choose which films they would like to show in their imaginary cinemas.  The purpose was to emphasise that because film making is an expensive process films have to have commercial potential in relation to the cost of production. I wanted the students to start thinking about their audience, and to try to understand what makes a film work and what makes it fail.   We also had a starting point where all the students had seen the same set of films that we could refer to during the 

rest of the week.

For the next four days we 'workshopped' the twelve sripts in the group.   Each script was cast, and read aloud, and translated scene by scene.    I had not seen any of the scripts before hand, and had to respond to them 'cold' in the workshop which had both advantages and disadvantages.   A cold public reading was certainly an 'acid test'  to see if the script  communicated its story idea, had a comprehensible structure, believable characters, dead areas, missing scenes,  etc.     Occasionally because of translation difficulties and cultural  differences  I missed certain nuances of storytelling, but this was probably no bad thing because the students were able to realise that their audience did not always share their assumptions about the meaning of their work. Group workshopping is a valuable way for the students to see how their script 'lands' on an audience and it also helps them hone their critical script editing skills. Because the scripts were all so varied and presented very different problems to solve it gave me the opportunity to offer a wide range of practical screenwriting advice. 

The students had obviously learned a great deal from the previous tutors and their scripts were generally of a high standard.  The story ideas were all strong (rather short on humour), they were thinking visually and had also paid a lot of attention to sound as well as pictures.   They were familiar with three act structure.   I know they had already been taught about screenplay form and layout but this lesson always seems hard for students to put into practise!  (I hope that by now the students are in no doubt about how to lay out a screenplay - no excuses, I gave them a template and again explained the reasons it is done this way. )  

The theme of my masterclass was "How to turn the film you want to make into a film the audience wants to watch ".   I showed them how a director would approach turning their screenplay into a watchable film.     Structure first. I showed them how to identify and solve problems of structure by asking themselves a set of basic questions.  I also demonstrated the usefulness of putting scenes on cards which some of them knew about, and some didn't.    I encouraged them to identify and trust their gut reactions to the  scripts - some of them had an over intellectual approach to their work which came in the way of screen communication.     Some of them were still telling the audience, rather than showing.  We were able to talk about common mistakes, easy to identify and correct, such as a central character who has no one to relate to,  soggy middle sections where nothing changes etc.  I showed them what they needed to do to solve these problems.

Some of the students were still tempted to use poetic or literary devices to get across key ideas.    I was very tough on them about this - it's a hard and crucial discipline which can only be relaxed when fully understood.     Quite a number of the scripts were missing the crucial scene, ever was it thus.. which reminded me of Sandy McKendricks definition of the crucial scene as the scene that the writer refuses to write - this is a universal writers problem - they know the script so well that they assume too much.   This can only be identified through other people's feedback so we dealt a bit with how to use feedback.

To round off the course I showed them an Iranian film The White Balloon dir: Abbas Kurostami.     This wonderful, low budget, film is a great lesson in how to tell a story about something really tiny and culturally specific, and in doing to so say something about the whole world.   I got the impression that this film went down very well.

It was a very intensive five days, two hours on each script, three or four scripts a day, and there was no time for one to one tutorials which I think some of the students were hoping for.     Perhaps next time it might be a good idea to build in a couple of writing days after the 1st week - the students would take on board the feedback and rewrite, and the tutor could have time to digest and reconsider the scripts.    He or she could then to run a 'surgery' for a couple of days to help with specific problems.   Might work, might be too much.   What do other people think?      

All in all I found the course well organised and supported and the students very positive.   Scriptnet is obviously a 'good thing' and I hope very much that we have managed to pass on some universal screenwriting skills which will be of practical use to the very talented Sri Lankan writers on the course.   Through the course I hope that these specifially Sri Lankan stories have a better chance of being communicated to a world audience.  

Finally I would like to say that I was very well looked after by Cath Stedman and found the whole experience hugely enjoyable.   I learned as much if not more from the students than they did from me.    I am eager to do it again.

Mr Mahindapala, Head of Training, Sri Lanka Media Training Institute.

We are extremely happy to have collaborated with ScriptNet for the two workshops which were conducted at SLTTI from 18 - 21 March and 18 - 28 March 2002. I hope we could further extend our cooperation in the future with similar activities. 

The resource persons were very good, knowledgeable and also cooperative with participants and please convey our gratitude to all of them. 

We are also grateful to you for presenting some valuable books and tapes to our library. However I still feel we could make improvements on certain matters in future when we collaborate in conducting such courses. 

i.
We still do now know why you shifted the 3rd Stage of the course to the British Council. And also I do not really understand the roles of some members of your staff in this training course because they were doing different activities and their work did not contribute much towards the course. We really don't mind this but would prefer if we were briefed about it early.

ii.
The time given for reading scripts were very little and also we could have deleted the names of the writers from the scripts when they were given for selection.

iii.
If the criteria for selection is only 'creativity', the other things such as gender and race factors of the writers should not be taken into account.

iv.
The participants think there was some kind of bias towards the people who wrote in English, which I also think is true, to some extent.

Response to Mr Mahindapala’s report

Many thanks for your summary of the Scriptnet 2001/2 screenwriting programme.  We all enjoyed working with the SLMTI and hope to continue to do so in the future.  We found the staff all helpful and supportive and our aims seemed most compatible.

As you know we have applied for funding to run further workshops in Sri Lanka in the next financial year.  We hope to hear of the success of these applications within the next month or so.  We hope to collaborate with the SLMTI on courses for Directing and Producing as well as our outreach, screenwriting programme in Jaffna.

I would like to take this opportunity to answer some of the points raised in your letter:

1. The third stage of the course was transferred to the British Council because they directly funded Round Three and were keen to be further associated by physically hosting the course.  Rounds One and Two were funded by the Commonwealth Media Development Fund.  We always try to keep our funders happy, as you can imagine.  On a practical level, I also understood there was a problem with SLMTI classroom availability in the week of the workshop and so a change of venue was desirable for all parties. 

2. Apologies for not being clearer about the jobs of each Scriptnet staff member.  All of us are volunteers and had different, but related projects to complete.  We much appreciated having a communal base at the SLMTI and will in future make sure that a full summary of personnel and their jobs is made available for approval at the onset of the programme.

3. We agree that the time frame for the programme as a whole was far too tight and in future we would allow at least a month between each round to make the lives of selectors, writers, translators and resource staff much easier and produce the best quality of work possible.  As this was the first such programme Scriptnet has run in Sri Lanka we were bound to experience some teething problems.

4. The removal of candidate names from the scripts is a very good idea.

5. The criteria for selection was not ‘creativity’ alone.  As a TRAINING rather than a PRODUCTION programme we had to take a lot of factors into account with the selection of participants.  Obvious forerunners were selected by local judges, including yourself, for their skill and creativity and potential.  Other places on the course were more ambiguous and many factors had to be taken into account.  Given that Scriptnet is funded by public money from the UK we are, of course, aware that to receive repeat funding we have to fulfil certain criteria to the best of our ability ie: equal opportunities of gender, race and language.  Saying this a lot of care was taken to ensure that the selection process was fair.  Again, time pressures rendered a more thorough process impossible but improvements will be made in the future.

6. I disagree that there was any bias towards participants who wrote in the English language.  Scriptnet spent a lot of money and energy at every stage translating entries to allow all writers to be fairly judged and participate.  The final masterclass reflected the opinions of the Sinhalese judges and those reading scripts in English and Tamil.  We had more Sinhalese selectors than any other language group.  It was unfortunate how certain participants – who were not selected for the final masterclass – were ready to throw accusations at selectors, fellow participants and resource staff alike.

I hope these points help illuminate our position.

Looking forward to seeing you all again later in the year and continuing our work – with improvements – in collaboration.

Catherine Stedman

Project Director

Reports from Participants

Delon Weerasinghe – ScriptNet Finalist

When I first heard of Scriptnet and what they did, I wondered why someone felt a need to help develop the TV or Film industry in a third world country. I mean there must be other things third world countries need more than a film industry. But having worked with Scriptnet over the period of three workshops spanning the course of about a month, I have begun to understand and respect what they’re trying to achieve. 

There’s been a lot of talk about the “New Colonization” on third world countries imposed by cheap entertainment streaming out of the West. In Sri Lanka for instance, importing a used print of a Hollywood blockbuster or even a cheap x-rated movie is much more lucrative for cinema halls than screening (and paying for) even low-budget local films. TV is even worse – why bother paying for local content when so much cheap programming is available from the US or India? As a result, local audiences are more likely to end up watching a subtitled show based in New York or Chennai, rather than something that is more relevant to them. 

So is there a way to bring audiences back to local films? A tough question, since even Hollywood “B” movies these days have budgets running into millions of dollars (enough to sustain the local industry for several years). Without the budget, the audience grabbing “thrills and spills” becomes impossible to compete with. So that leaves only one (difficult) option – good storytelling.      

In Sri Lanka the art of storytelling for the screen has fallen by default to novelists and directors frustrated in their search for material. So the people doing the job quite often have limited idea of writing for the visual medium, or lack the craft to tell a good story. 

Enter Scriptnet. By teaching the craft of screenwriting to people interested in writing specifically for the medium, it hopes to create a body of new scripts of a high standard. Having read some of the brilliant work that has come out of some of my colleagues in the workshops, I would venture a guess that this has been achieved. 

Full marks should go to an excellent faculty that has over the period of a month, have made screenwriters out of us. No mean achievement, given that some of us have never written for the screen before. It can’t be an easy task coming into a totally foreign culture and guiding so many vastly different scripts through their range of problems. But they seemed quite equal to the task. Though many of the examples and material used in training were Western, the principles taught were universal. The western examples aren’t really a criticism, as it highlights a rather ironic twist in the whole picture – western films are probably our most common point of reference with our audience.

If I was to level a criticism at the way the Scripnet workshops were organized, it would have to be in terms of time. The gaps between the first and second rounds and the second and third rounds of workshops were insufficient. Hardly enough time to mature a creative piece. Other than that I felt that the workshop organizers were very much in tune with the needs of the writers. 

So in the end I guess what I want to say is thanks to everyone who helped make Scriptnet possible. I believe that I have personally gained a lot and even if my career as a screenwriter doesn’t take off from here, I can honestly say that I enjoyed the experience. The highest compliment I can pay is to say that I can now introduce myself as “Delon Weerasinghe, Screenwriter” and not blush. 

Dr. Faith Hema Ratnayake

The programme made me rethink writing styles, with positive advice and guidance on:

· structure - plot for film, applicable to other writing;

· time-frame, time and space and sequences;

· tightening up of central story point(s) for clarity and revealing;

· story flow;

· enabled me to re-focus on my writing style - less pedantic, more punchy, tightening up of dialogue and true-to-character dialogue.

Lecturers:

· very helpful, flexible and open approach;

· need to translate slowed things down, but gave more exposure to English centred writers and improved my Sinhala vocabulary!

· follow-up contact was welcomed.

Overall, enabled me to critically examine my writing style, introduced me to a completely new form.  Exposure to different writing styles of other participants.

Would have appreciated:  

· initial training I felt should have given more exposure to writing techniques; 

· more guidance on what kind of script, script layout etc in first session;

· Some hands-on experience with camera, lighting, techniques of producing films;

· more advance notice of course dates.

Thank you for organising and running the course, which I hope will be repeated in other centres in Sri Lanka.  

TUTOR’S REPORT

Judy Holland

ScriptNet Round One, an introductory screenwriting course, ran for 5 days, 16-20 December 2002.  The venue was the small former ‘city hall’ building now used by Jaffna University’s Department of Extra Mural Studies, which is hosting the ScriptNet project. 

Participants

Thanks to good local advertising there were approximately 130 applicants for the maximum 30 places, many of them from outlying villages and towns.  The local selection panel chose 30 and 27 attended, 20 men, 7 women, all Tamil speaking.

I don’t have the facts before me but my sense was that a handful were in their late teens/early 20s and another handful were between 45 and 60.  The rest seemed to be mid-20s to early 30s.  Around 5 were from the LTTE’s video unit in the Vanni and had experience on the writing and/or production side of screen dramas, all of it self taught.  At least the same number came with reputations as ‘up and coming’ prose, poetry or theatre writers.  Six or 8 understood English but only two or three were comfortable speaking it. Most if not all of the participants seemed to have lived on the Jaffna peninsula throughout the war, which for some of them meant their entire lives. The immediate environment is badly devastated and visitors from the outside world have only been able to drive through the checkpoints  or fly up by commercial airline since the spring.  Until then NGOs and other visitors had to travel to the coast and make the journey by boat.  

The Tamil co-ordinator Mr Gnanadas told us during the planning stage that there had been no media training courses in Jaffna for at least 25 years.  The hunger this suggested was born out in the event.  The participants were incredibly keen – all of them were at the venue on time every day, assignments completed, eager for the next instalment.  Various people such as the Director of Extra Mural Studies, Prof Sivachandran, and the LTTE’s cameraman found excuses to sit in.  Not surprisingly, few of them had much screen literacy.

Like the ScriptNet Colombo group I worked with 9 months ago, the Jaffna writers did seem to share a common familiarity with short prose fiction.  Remembering the prosiness of the Colombo writing, I pointed out the differences whenever possible.  In addition much Sri Lankan short prose fiction seems to have a slice of life/poetic observational quality so I also stressed the elements of full ‘stories’, especially dramatic ones.

The course

Given how cut off this community has been, the ideal situation would have been to offer them a few terms of screen studies before starting the writing course. The aim: to create a shared pool of examples and vocabulary.

Given 5 days, I opted to try to create a tiny pool at the same time as taking them through the process of developing their short screenplays from idea to rough draft.

My aim on the writing side was to get them to clarify the idea they’d come in with, find a new one if necessary, and develop it over the 5 days.  They started with 1 sentence story summaries (which I called the premise), then did character profiles, a 1-page chronological story summary and a step outline.  On the last day they had a go putting scenes together into a rough draft.  They were assigned to write stream of consciousness/free associational ‘morning pages’ every day until the start of round II and wrote them in class 3 of the 5 days.

Three short screenplay examples had been sent ahead and translated into Tamil for use on arrival.  These were:  The War is Over (in full) and the opening pages of Syrup and the Missing Finger.  

Day 1 (post the opening speeches) 

The focus of the first day was on generating and judging ideas and formulating story premises from them.  We discussed the creative process and how to work with it to generate ideas (with exercises) and defined terms, especially story.  Then they tried writing 1 sentence premises.  They watched several 10 min British films with no dialogue (Home Away From Home, Gaia, Closed Circuit) and discussed what makes a good short.  They read one script before seeing the (7 min) Italian film The War is Over. Their assignment was to write the 1 sentence premise for their short film.

Days 2, 3 and 4

The morning sessions involved a mix of lecture, screenings, discussion and exercises.   The topics were 

- Day 2 character and conflict, including script extract of short film Syrup (12 min) and screening

- Day 3 action/structure, including screenings of (10 min) Short Walk (where protagonist dies) and (10 min) A Nice Arrangement (unsatisfactorily sprawling slice of life about British Hindu wedding).

- Day 4 plot/scene, including script extract and screening of (10 min) The Missing Finger, v/o monologue extracts from Citizen Kane and Is it the Design on the Wrapper (6 min) and montage from short film Electric Frank (10 min). 

Before lunch on days 2-4 they had 45 min-1 hour ‘research’ assignments (profiles, location, dialogue).

In the afternoons a third of the group came with me and the translator for workshops, where they were encouraged to make constructive ‘peer editing’ comments on each other’s 1-sentence premises.  The other two thirds saw feature films with Catherine Stedman and a volunteer translator and discussed how issues from the morning applied to the feature length example.

The films were:  

Day 2, Duel

Day 3, The Terrorist

Day 4  Hell in the Pacific. 

Overnight they had to complete profiles (day 2), write chronological story summaries (3) and write a step/plot outline (4).

Day 5 had to start and end early to allow time for closing speeches, the certificate presentation ceremony and security clearance en route to and at the airport. We began with a 90 discussion about layout and style, referring to the 3 translated examples (and the short films that had been made from them).  Then I saw them one by one to discuss their revised one sentence premises while the rest of them wrote their rough drafts from beginning to end.  

I had big hopes for what we’d cover in the 3 workshops and 27 tutorials but there was just about time to discuss their draft and revised 1 sentence summaries. The first time around many of them were slices of life or incidents rather than dramatic stories.  Interestingly, because their normal context was the war, many had only vague personal conflicts for their characters.  The revisions checked at the tutorials showed good general improvement. 

Unfortunately I’d have needed another week to hear their daily assignments and give feedback.  I had to make do with advising them to hold their own workshops to discuss these other pieces.

My sessions ran until about 4.30 and at 5 the local co-ordinating team showed a film each evening, open to the public.  Attendance was modest, probably because the films were mainly in English, but audiences were keen.

Resources left with Professor Sivachandran’s Department of Extra Mural Studies include:

- Screenwriting Updated by Linda Aronson

- Feature film videos:  Duel, Hell in the Pacific, Citizen Kane, Casablanca, Run Lola Run

- Short films:  Approximately 70 on about 8 tapes (titles on request)

- Chapter on who does what in a film crew from Directing by Michael Rabiger

- Info on the creation of The War Is Over

- Outline of short Is It the Design on the Wrapper

- Full English language screenplays for short films (all on the tapes) The War Is Over, Syrup, The Missing Finger, Is it the Design on the Wrapper, Electric Frank 

Usefulness of the course to local industry

There are a number of respected Sri Lankan Tamil filmmakers but as noted above there seems to be no significant screen drama culture on the Jaffna peninsula at this time. The advent of the ScriptNet course revealed a widespread interest in making up for lost time and selection was deemed to be a big honour.  To add to its cache the ScriptNet round 1 course was held in the building that is going to be refurbished as the new media centre next year.  None of the participants knew what to expect on day 1 but by the end of day 5 all seemed quite satisfied with what it had turned out to be.  

In general, therefore, the round 1 course has started laying the foundations for a new screenplay-based screen industry to develop there.  In the longer term, as Sri Lanka continues to open up and democratize, the Tamils should have growing opportunities to put their screen stories to a wider audience and this course (with the two to follow) should start to prepare local writers to make the best use of the medium.

More particularly, the LTTE has production facilities in the Vanni, apparently funded by expatriate Tamil Tiger supporters.  Although they have made both shorts and features there, we were advised that this body of work has the weaknesses you’d expect from a group of self taught amateurs working in a vacuum. 

The participants from this LTTE group are the ones with the most immediate incentive to improve their work.  In recognition of this they wrote to ScriptNet at the end of round 1 asking for the introductory level course to be run again in the Vanni for another 50 people.  As ScriptNet doesn’t have the funds to do this I’m hoping to arrange it via Goldsmiths.  

The Project

I was impressed with Catherine Stedman’s organisation of ScriptNet Colombo last spring, but her management of the Jaffna project topped even that. I didn’t have to worry about any of the administrative details – everything had been thought of, everything was in place. 

All the members of Catherine’s team in Jaffna were dedicated and hardworking, in particular 

-
local Tamil co-ordinator Mr Gnanadas, who spent 6 months doing on the ground preparatory work and kept all the wheels oiled day to day; 

-
the Director of Extra Mural Studies at Jaffna University, Professor Sivachandran, who hosted the course and made sure we met everyone we needed to meet; and 

-
the translator, Mr Sopa, who writes fiction and has translated for a visiting Manchester University drama tutor.  

In a small city where there is still very little in the way of accommodation and restaurants, and no night life, we were provided with the best there was and taken care of with enormous consideration for our welfare.  

All in all this was an inspiring experience and I feel honoured to have taken part.  I will look forward to reading at least some of the scripts in due course, and – of course - to seeing the short films that result.

LOCAL COORDINATORS REPORT

Mr Kasinthar Gnanadas

The screenwriting workshops conducted by ScriptNet in Jaffna is a great service to the Jaffna people who have never before had such an opportunity. 

Through all Tamil newspapers, radio and national TV writers from all the districts were asked to submit a story. Out of 170 submissions, 30 stories were selected and winners were informed through the newspapers and mail post. 27 writers have registered their names. 

The tutor and the ScriptNet staff who came two days earlier to Jaffna were very flexible with the limited facilities we have in Jaffna. They were introduced to the local ScriptNet team and the translator on the day before the workshop. They studied the situation and made a good rapport with the local team.

In the workshop tutor was very friendly and clear and precise in her explanation and instructions, and used the time very efficiently.  If the Individual discussion sessions with each participants were done twice each participant would have benefited much more.

Though the course contents were made clear before the start of the course of the course by the tutor, it would have been better if it was given as handouts.

Most of the participants expect more handouts and tutorials. As this has been a traditional way of teaching in Jaffna, participants would understand tutorials better than listening to oral lectures.

Though the tutor has made an optimum usage of time, the period of course is generally considered as insufficient, to introduce visual writing to Jaffna people who have little knowledge on this area.

As the knowledge they had earlier is almost nill most of the participants were very keen to catch as many points they could, in the sense of something is better than nothing, and they are happy also. It cannot be said that all the participants understood all the contents by given by the tutor.

It would have been better if all the contents, which were covered in the course, were recapped on the last day.

The shorts films shown by the tutor were excellent, and were appreciated by the participants. The Films selected by the tutor to show in the workshop were excellent and have been selected very intelligently. Participants think it is valuable. More screening and discussions would be appreciated.     

Project director and the tutor were very keen in getting feedback directly from the participants each and everyday. This approach gave more confidence to the participants and they were self-motivated.

On the last day of the workshop participants were given Certificate of Jaffna University signed by the Vice chancellor, the coordinator of extra mural studies unit and ScriptNet project director. This will be extremely worthwhile to the participants for their future careers. It would be appreciated if ScriptNet could give it’s own certificate to the participants in future.

Conclusion:

Round I workshop in Jaffna is very successful within an insufficient period of course. It is considered as a major turning point in Tamil film making in Sri Lanka. The participants are very keen in working with ScriptNet in a long term in filmmaking. 

TUTOR’S REPORT

Noella Smith

This is an outline account of what I found to be a most exhilarating and worthwhile teaching experience. From my point of view the second round of the ScriptNet screenwriting course was extremely well organized and very exciting to teach.

I had fifteen students who had been selected according to the quality of the scripts they submitted after Round 1. Judy Holland had obviously prepared them well in Round 1 and nearly all the script ideas had potential to be developed into second draft screenplays.

After the first day of introductions and recapping on the basics of storytelling I devided the group into two  – the chatty ones and the quieter ones.    This turned out to work very well because the quieter students were forced to participate in the workshops.

I was very pleased to receive the translated scripts in advance and was able to read them carefully before the workshops. This was an improvement on the Colombo master class.

In the workshops I dedicated 90 minutes to each script. The students read it aloud – and the writer had to listen to the reading. I then invited comments from the group.   Mr. Sopa translated extremely well and the discussions flowed without translation impediment.

I guided the group to help the writer find the story within the script, and showed them different ways to bring the story to the surface -  sometimes it was buried rather deep.    I focused a lot on how to find and develop visual images that help to develop the story in a cinematic way. The scripts all had different problems which gave me an opportunity to cover  many aspects of screenwriting.

While Group A were workshopping, Group B had to adapting a short story into a screenplay – and vice versa. Judy Holland had had The Story of an Hour by Kate Chopin translated into Tamil, but she had not had the time to use it in Round 1.    In Round 2 we were able to put it to good use.   The short story posed  many screenwriting problems particularly to do with putting onto the screen inner thoughts of the central character. Each group spent a day on this project. Mr. Gnanadas chaired the sessions which were very noisy and creative, I’m glad to say.

On  day four we compared the two adaptations, and I was delighted that one of the female students had disagreed with her group and had written an adaptation of her own.   The three scripts stimulated much creative discussion and argument, all the while illuminating the craft of screenwriting. A very successful practical project.

Day five was a non teaching day, and I was glad to get ahead with reading scripts. It was a well scheduled break.

Days six and seven were workshopping days, with the other group doing fieldwork – going out into the town to find new inspiration and to come back with  fresh ideas, which they then discussed with their group. The students enjoyed this.

Day eight I concentrated on longer film ideas. As an exercise I did a stop start analysis of Peter Wier’s film Witness showing how the story had been constructed, and how it had been told visually. This was a particularly popular session.

Finally we talked about the future, and about how to write treatments for longer film ideas.

At the end of every teaching day I showed the students a full length feature film.    Since so many of the students scripts were set in the context of war I showed them how these issues had been tackled by film makers from other countries.    We watched the Czech film The Shop on the High Street, two Iranian films Blackboards, The White Balloon.   We also watched two Tamil films set in the war, -  one Winds Along the Coast was made by one of the students Mr. Kasavarajan.     I showed them a film of mine Careless Talk – set in WWII.   On an Indian theme we watched Monsoon Wedding and Salaam Bombay by Mira Nair.   And we watched Peter Wier’s film Witness as example of a good commercial story well told in a strongly visual way.    I took other films but did not have time to show them – Kes, Full Monty, Billy Elliott, Shawshank Redemption, Central Station, the Last Resort.    These I left with the ScriptNet resource centre.

The sound reproduction of the video equipment was not very clear and I quickly learned that films with subtitles were more easily understood by the students than English speaking films with no sub titles, (with the exception of Witness which is light on dialogue)

None of this would have been possible without Cath Stedman and ScriptNet and Mr. Gnanadas and his excellent team    Also the excellent translator Mr. Sopa. Thanks too to the Extra Mural dept of the University of Jaffna who provided the teaching space, which was very suitable.

I write this having read the students second drafts.  I feel very gratified that so many of them have made exciting progress.   Good luck to them all.

LOCAL COORDINATOR’S REPORT

Mr Kasinthar Gnanadas

The round  II workshop in Jaffna was very successful and we were able to watch a high improvement  in the work style of local ScriptNet team. Through the experience they had got from the round I they have a better perception and worked cooperatively with the project director Catherine Stedman and the tutor Noella Smith. No tension. No confusion.

The participants who have participated in round I were asked to submit a screenplay for a 15 minutes short film. Deadline given was 20th February. Out 27 participants who have participated in Round I, 24 participants have submitted their scripts. Most of scripts came by post. ( to Extra Mural Studies Unit of Jaffna University).

The participants were selected on the basis of total marks given by the Judges to the each criteria of each script. 15 scripts were selected, and the names of winners were announced through all the Tamil press media on 29 and 30th. 

As like Round I the tutor and the Project Director came two days earlier to Jaffna. This time Project Director has become very familiar with small Jaffna town.

On the very first day, the way the tutor asked participants to introduce themselves and the reasons why they came to screenwriting could be appreciated. This brought the participants very closer to the tutor and it helped the participants to participate very confidently all the days in workshop.

The way tutor divided the participants into two groups – one is much talkative and other is less or non talkative – is a brilliant idea. Especially those who were in non- talkative group were  very happy about it. This classification automatically pushed all the participants to talk somehow. The tutor has spent enough time in discussing and developing each script. She was really interested in moulding and shaping each script.

The explanation of each sequence and scene of WITNESS  given by the tutor was very useful. The same type of explanation for more films would be appreciated. Most of the participants like this type of teaching. Short films screened this time are not enough. Only one has been shown. AN OCCURENCE IN OWL’S BRIDGE.  And of course more handouts would be appreciated. 

The decision taken by the project director to discuss Kesawarajan’s films funded by LTTE is really good idea. This has proved that ScriptNet is not biased at all and it doesn’t  have any political intention. Kesawarajan took it as recognition for him. This gave self motivation to other participants also.

The project director cooperated very well for a long interview to a local daily. The information’s she gave in the interview will not only raise ScriptNet’s image among Tamils but also it’s a strong recognition to our participants in long term.

The visit of Mr. Don Watson, the editor of British council News magazine is an addition boost to our participants. They were happy to be interviewed by Don Webster. This is an extra service ScriptNet served to Jaffna people to communicate worldwide.

Totally ScriptNet’s Round II workshop in Jaffna is very successful and made the participants to say “double Aha”     

Directing and Performance

Noella Smith

On my previous visit to Jaffna I had spotted that whilst the Jaffna film makers were good writers and technically able their films were let down by disappointing performances.  This was in part because they did not have a tradition of screen acting or directing.

In the first week of this directing workshop I concentrated on practical exercises to do with performance – how to cast non professionals, how screen acting differs from stage acting, how to help an actor achieve a convincing screen performance, how to direct children. 

Day 1

A half day introduction to the course as a whole – for directors and producers and other interested parties.    Scenes from the six selected scripts were chosen for the following weeks practical exercises.    I emphasized that directors were first and foremost STORYTELLERS, who used actors, camera sound design etc to tell their story.     I emphasized the directors responsibility for performance.


I closed the first day with a screening of IN THIS WORLD a feature film about the illegal journey of two Afghan refugees from the refugee camp in Pakistan to London.    This was shot on DV camera with non professional actors, directed by Michael Winterbottom.    I wanted the students to be encouraged that their minimal resources and lack of experienced actors should not be an impediment to their making good quality films.      

Day 2 

Open casting exercise for producers and directors.   There are hardly any experienced screen actors in Jaffna, but there is a lot of non professional interest.    The session was advertised the previous week – fourty children came for the morning audition, seventy adults came in the afternoon.   Everyone who turned up had their photo taken and contact details noted.    This is the beginning of a casting directory of possible actors based around Jaffna, and will provide a valuable resource for programme makers there.    The catalogue will be kept by Mr. Gnanadas for future reference.     

Directors were taught various techniques for spotting screen actors from the large number of people who turned up.     They learned how to work quickly, what to look for, etc.   Working at this speed they learned to quickly spot who COULDN’T act, and who had potential.    At the end of the sessions directors made a short list of possible actors suitable for their  production exercises.    These actors were invited back the following day for more thorough casting and screen acting exercises.

Day 3.     

This was a practical screen performance workshop for directors and actors.      Exercises were recorded on DV and actors and directors watched these recordings on playback.    The major lesson for them all was ‘less is more’ – that the camera reveals and magnifies very small emotional changes and that actors do not need to demonstrate emotions.       This workshop was very exciting and revealed some extremely talented actors, some of whom had never acted before.

At the end of this day directors were supposed to make their final casting decisions for the following weeks production exercises but were too exhausted!   The decision was postponed until the following morning.    

On this day producers learned about schedules, budgets and forward planning from Aranthi the producing tutor.   (see her report)

Day 4. 

Directors and Actors learned about the technical side of film making, and took part in various performance and technical exercises.   Subjects covered: The camera - dramatic effect of different types of shots, where to put the camera and why.    Shooting procedures.   Actors and directors were taught about ‘blocking’ the scene from beginning to end before shooting begins – (a lesson directors were curiously resistant to.)   Directors learned the roles of cameraperson, sound recordist, art director, first assistant director, and runner.   Through practical exercises they rotated roles, and by the end of the day every director had had a try at everything.    (Because of time pressure the role of the continuity person was only briefly touched upon.)  

Finally directors were shown how to do ‘directors homework’ ie how to plan the shots for a scene which will tell the story in the best way, and were given a scripted scene from Witness (which had been translated into Tamil) to plan overnight. 

In the meantime  Producers looked for possible locations for the practical exercises.

Day 5.     

Locations and technical recces.    What to look for and how to get the best from a location.       Producers and directors visited a variety of locations in preparation for the shooting exercises and learned to adapt their ideas to make maximum use of the locations potential from a visual and storytelling point of view.    Directors rotated roles as on the previous day and learned how to assess a location from different departments points of view.

At the end of the day a production meeting was held, a shooting schedule drafted, and potential problems identified.

Finally the students watched the scene from the film Witness and compared the final product to the way they had planned it. Interestingly the scene in the film differed in important ways from the script and this was a valuable lesson for directors to keep their minds open at all times to better ways of telling the story. Also, new directors tend to put the camera in the wrong place and plan too many shots and I wanted students to see how economical Peter Weir, the director of Witness, had been with his choice of camera set ups, shots and cutting.

Days 5 & 6 WEEKEND – directors and producers made final arrangements for the next week’s production exercise. 

WEEK 2 - PRODUCTION EXERCISES

As in the previous week all directing students rotated roles.   This is a crucial part of the exercise where they learn the demands on the other members of the team.     

Day 7     am  Pulsating Moments.    

Interior/exterior no dialogue/high emotion sequence between a frightened old woman and a ‘good’ soldier.    Useful exercise in storytelling without dialogue. 

Pm.    Harri 

 An emotional scene between a young child and his mother.    Useful exercise in working with a child.

Day 8   

 AM    editing of Pulsating Moments, plus screening of ET – The Extra Terrestrial by Steven Spielberg - a film noted for its child performances, simplicity and storytelling.   A good teaching vehicle well received.

Pm  The Nosecup.     Originally planned as an interior scene it was rewritten as an exterior to take advantage of the interesting visual location.    This scene was about a child is doing something secret whilst his mother is busy.      A useful exercise in directing a child and also where to put the camera.

Day 9.


am   The journey.     A scene on a Thatti van, with central character and ten extras.    A useful practical exercise in filming landscape, managing extras, shooting on a moving vehicle etc.     

Pm
Tiny bit of the journey.    A night interior dramatic dialogue scene between husband, wife and child.     Good exercise in lighting as well as performance and the problems of night shooting.

Day 10.    

am  The Slipper.    Day exterior scene of two children walking and talking.     A useful exercise in directing children, coverage, and shooting for editing versus developing shots.

Pm editing Harri + The Journey.   Screening of THROUGH THE OLIVE TREES a film drama by Abbas Kiorostami about the making of a film in the Iranian countryside.      Very well received.

Day 11.   

The Final round up.    I had underestimated how long students would take to edit their scenes.   As a consequence students were still  editing Tiny bit of the journey, The Slipper and Nosecup on Friday morning.    Time ran out and Nosecup was not edited before my departure, though the rushes were shown.       However we did screen the edited versions of five of the six production exercises and many lessons were there to be learned by all.

Overall I was very impressed with the standard of work the students had achieved in such a short time.    They were a hugely rewarding group of students who worked well as a team, improvised their way out of technical challenges, got more and more efficient and confident and learned from each other as the exercises went on.    During the shooting of the production exercises I deliberately interfered very little, letting the directors make and learn from their own mistakes.     Common mistakes were that some students had no good dramatic reason for placing the camera where they did, some shot scenes with too many shots, and edited with too many cuts.   Some of the cuts did not work, and jumped. Etc.    I was bothered that I ran out of time without exploring in detail why cuts jump and I will fax them a page on this.

My only real source of frustration was that despite my efforts a couple of students continued to be reluctant to block the scenes in their entirety before shooting began, and resisted giving the actors a chance to build a convincing performance from beginning to end - preferring to do scenes short bit by short bit.      I suspect this is due to old habits dying hard – habits developed in isolation by self taught directors who have had to learn their craft without guidance.    I think this is the single most important reason for disappointing performances and I do hope the Scriptnet workshop has helped these directors break this habit and learn a different way of building a scene.    

On an administrative point, Gnanadas is to be congratulated for setting up this directing course at such short notice.     The course ran very smoothly and according to plan.   The venue was very suitable and facilities were always in place when needed.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1.   Slipper.   Written and directed by Kowthaman.

This is an obvious choice for many reasons.   Excellent script dealing with the land mines issue.  Good director.    Good producer.   Good casting.  Budget?  Achievable production.   Positive message –  Life Goes on.    Very suitable for a REEL PEACE project.

2.
The Nosecup.    Written by S. Ragavan, directed by A.R. Charles 

Excellent script.   Novice director who seems to have learned quickly.   Good casting.   Didn’t get to know the producer, Aranthi to report.    Budget?   Achievable production.     Message?     Originally this was not selected as a candidate for production because is doesn’t deal directly with issues raised by the war.     I’ve changed my mind about this.    It is a metaphor.

Nosecup is a refreshing and original attempt to look at the world of post war Jaffna through the eyes of a child and on the way gives us an insight into the priorities and problems facing the people.    One of the topical issues in the North is that antique dealers are stripping it of its antique heritage.    If the director were to shoot the exteriors against a back drop of bomb damaged buildings – if the house itself had a damaged roof, that would say all that is necessary about the context of the story.    Director needs support of  writer and they should continue to work closely together.

I recommend this as a suitable project for REELPEACE.    

3. Tiny Bit of a Journey.    Written by Albert Paulus   directed by N. Rameshwaran.  

Script needs some editing and could do with another draft.     Good director and producer.   Casting worked well, though search continues.    Budget?   More challenging and potentially expensive production than the others because of night shooting, largish cast and variety of locations - but I have confidence in the team.     My main concern is the message of the script which dwells on the terrible injustices of the blockade.     The people of Northern Sri Lanka have been through a traumatic time and there is much to be bitter about but in this period of fragile peace when people are being positive and courageous I wonder if this is the right moment to be stirring up old angers.    

The team are very able and worth encouraging – Recommended but with reservations.

4
Pulsating Moments written and directed by N. Kesavaraj       Interesting script based on a true story of an old woman stranded in the mass evacuation, and a ‘good’ soldier.   Very ambitious – more a feature in scale than a short film.    Confident experienced director who has already directed two feature films, but a disappointing production exercise – performances fell short of their potential and shots did not cut together well.    Producer?    Aranthi to report.     Budget?     My feeling is that this is by far the most expensive of the productions to mount, with 300 extras mentioned, army tanks, army uniforms, guns, explosions etc.  These things are only available in the Vanni.   Who will provide them? how much will they cost?         

Not recommended for REELPEACE 

5.
Harri  written by Jamuna Rani directed by Jeyaranjinee.    Interesting story of a child whose father disappeared during the war, and the impact this disappearance has on his life and his future.     Novice director who learned a lot from the course but had difficulty establishing a rapport with child actors.   I felt the director’s talents were probably more as a producer than a director – though the edited production exercise was a triumph of determination over adversity.   Producer?   Aranthi to report.    Budget?  Achieveable. Message?      Powerful meassage which leaves one thinking about the politicization of the next generation and the cycle of violence 

Not recommended for REELPEACE at this stage 

6.
The Journey written and directed by S. Amarathaas

Road movie about the difficulty of travel in northern Sri Lanka.     Novice director who is a photographer and is interested in shots but storytelling and directing performance does not come naturally to him.   Producer?   Aranthi to report.     Budget – achieveable – the logistics of shooting in a Thatti van with lots of extras turned out to be reasonably easy.   The director got lots of footage and a wide variety of shots but still needs to prove his skills as a storyteller. 

Not recommended for REELPEACE

Exhibition of the REEL PEACE films at the University of Jaffna





Albert Paulus introduces his film, Barrier, at the exhibition in Vavuniya. Asoka Handagama, a distinguished Sinhalese filmmaker from Colombo presents prizes to the participants from Jaffna at the gala premiere on the 15th March.





The ScriptNet Workshops in Jaffna were a part of larger project REEL PEACE which, through training, assisted productions, and a targeted exhibition programme, aims to give audiences a clearer and more accessible idea of the real human dramas that the civil war, and the emergent peace process have created.  





Regal Cinema in Jaffna


Hindu messenger angel


Hindu priest in Jaffna 


Round I Workshops in Jaffna














Participants from Jaffna meet with their Colombo counterparts in the next stage of the REEL PEACE project. This was a trip to Parliament Square in Colombo.





ScriptNet participants and Tutor, Noella Smith pose for a photo opportunity for the British Council magazine outside the destroyed Regal cinema in Jaffna.





Mr Kasinthar Gnanadas, the ScriptNet local coordinator at the workshop in Jaffna.














Prabha, a workshop participant from Jaffna.





Presentation of certificates in Jaffna at the end of the ScriptNet workshops.





Judy Holland takes a class in Jaffna





Sue Maingay, Director of the British Council in Sri Lanka, addresses press, broadcasters and participants at the ScriptNet launch.





ScriptNet likes to involve local expertise where possible, inviting guest speakers to address participants on the ScriptNet courses. The emphasis is on skill-sharing between countries rather than preaching a “western” way.





Judy Holland, John Foster and Catherine Stedman with the Round II groups at the end of the workshop.





At the end of each round, participants were invited to submit drafts of their scripts. A selection panel then chose the winning entries for each round. We started with 120 writers and ended with a dozen.





Noella Smith leads the Round III masterclass in the British Council. 





All the workshops were held either at the British Council or at the Sri Lanka Television (Media) Training Institute.





Read-thoughs of the scripts during Round II in Sri Lanka enabled the writers to see their scripts brought to life, an invaluable part of the writing process. ScriptNet Volunteers, Will and Ralph recorded the read throughs so that the writers could watch them back and discuss them with their tutors. 





Ralph (right) also went on to shoot a documentary about one of the writers as part of his MA in Documentary Direction at Goldsmiths, while Will (left) has planned a photographic exhibition with women photographers from the North of Sri Lanka








PAGE  
6

