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Abdract

Therdative lack of success for British filmsin the market place is often dted as bang
rooted in the lack of qudity screenplays. As the primary drategic body for fimin
Britain, the UK FIm Coundl subsribes to this broal andysis and has identified
training as oneof the key srategies for ovarcoming this weakness. In this pger, |
guestion this assumption and examine to what extent the decision mekers, and the
processes of decision meking, hemselves are a problem in the development of talent
and quaity British films.
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Article

When the Film Counal was created with a view to conlidate publc intervention in
British dnema, it immediately decided that Ounderesouraed cript development
[resulted] intoo many poor qality films being madeO
(ukfilmcourcil.org.ukaboutustowardgenvironment) and tha this required Ghe
creation of Pecific training progranmes for writers and busness executivesO
(ukfilmcourcil.org.ukaboutustowardsgactionplan). In nmeking this a core policy
platform, the Film Coundal were, effectively, blaming the screenwriting tlent poolin
a diverse dynamic county of 60million people for notbeing up b scratch. On what
basis are they making this judganent and what is the role of the gatekeepers of the
film establishment in this Sate of affairs?

It is, pehaps worth noingtha thecharman of the Flm Coundl, Alan Parker, isone

of asteady gream of British talent tha has over the years Odft the courtryO ¢ meke
ther best work. In tisirony lies a, pehaps, uniqudy British probkem which is aso
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reflected in ather parts of the British aulture and econamy”. While there may be
complex historical, cultural, sociological and poitical reasonsfor this seeming
contradiction, | would suggest that at the heart of it lies a conflict beween theruling
establishment, with its conservative, centralising and Utimately paernalistic
tendendes, and the mgjority popukce, traditiondly disenfranchised and margindised
and ondescended to bythis establishment. While we can acknowledge the
burgeoning of the bourgeoisiein the last half century, freedoms foughtfor and won,
and wealth and dhaice enhanced, the centralised and paterndistic daminance of our
ingitutionsremindsustha the uncerlying schism is pehgps ill with us

Thereislittle doubtthat the British econamy has gonethrough anodenising
tranformation ove the past 20 years which has seen it become the 4™ largest
econony (and nd withouta lot of pain), fudled to alarge extent by anall and
medium szed enterprises innovding, algpting and aopting o the kills base within
the county. Can one equdly confidently, talk of atrandormation of the British
movie indusgry, itOgractices and the ouicomes of these practices? When onetalks of
an indugry where career pahsare largely determined by vaiousforms of ngotism,
where funding for &Elentis predomnantly on aproject by progct basis, where the vast
majority of people work on acasud freelance basis, where funding modds and
processes favour Oda-makersCD can onereally talk of amodern, diverse indugria
structure that dlows for diversetalent to find its place?

While | agree with the Film CourcilOdinetha there is a dearth of quaity British
filmsin dnemas, | would contend tha the primary problem with the lack of quality
screenplays Bindeed filmsBis notso much to do with thelack of adeguate talent or
inadequéaely trained talent, buta prodem inherent within the establishment of the
film indugry. To successfully tackle this problem andto achieve true diversity,
imagination and innovaion, we mug look at the eyes of the beholders who meke
decisons Who ae these people? What dothey see? And why do tey vaue what
they value? And on vha basis do they dgermine what the audience wants, needs or
deserves?

In the new digital climate, there is achance tha ingitutionssuch as the Film Counadl,
and its satellite agendes, may become irrelevant in the years to come. Rolert
BressonOsberved back in the 1970stha Gte future of Cinematography béongsto a
group of youngalitaries who will spend ther last cent onmaking filmsin orcer to
stay clear of thematerial routines of thetradeO (Brsson, R., Notes On

! When | walk around aBritish dty and look & the buildingsbuit since the Second
World War, | would be tempted to think tha Britain failed to produe any innovetive
or imaginative architects this sde of tha landmark in world history. If | wereto
confinemy eye to pubic buldingsor publcly funded buldings my assessment
would beeven bleaker. However, making a Smilar observation of dties like
Washington DC, New York, Tokyo, Hong Kong, Raris and Belin notony would |
see a highe level of commitment to innowation andimagination in buidingsbuilt
during asmilar peiod, butl would also not tha some of the greatest of these
examples were in fact designad by British architects. | am not suggesting tha British
architects do their best work aroad, buttha a home the commissioning pracess for
work itself encourages mediocrity and gifles expression and innovation.
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Cinematogrgphy, Urizen, New York, 1977). Wth the advent of digital moving image
produdion and dsseminaion techndogy,thisis dready aredlity. Interestingy, pats
of the developing world may be giving some pointers as to the consequence of the
arrival of this technology and its effect onestablished practice. In Ghana, for example,
the film indugry was domnated bythe publicly funded GhanaFlm Indugry
Corpordion, which was not only responsble for produdion, on fim only, butalso for
distribution across the whole county. They produed avery small nunber of
Ghanaian movies for distribution in mainly city cinemas and then imported US
movies for exhibition. In 1987, &liku Buari, an entrepreneur, imported Betacam
equipment and decided to make his own movie on video and dstributeit througha
series of videoteques (mainly bars and dubswith aTV and video gayer) and through
direct video sales. Distributing s work in this way, hewas able to reach rurd
audiences, as well asthos in the cities. His video movie, Aaya-Lolo (We Are onthe
Move), became agreat hit and e made alot of money. This was the beginning of a
shift of the entire indugry there. Now the GFIC no longe exists and there is avery
lively commercially sugainable indugry, usng prelominantly digital and video
technology, and baed on ndigenousproduction and dories. Thisis produd tha is
much more popuar than Hollywood and European produ¢ andthereisa
commercidly viable indugry employing a subdantial number of people that, by the
early 1990s made in excess of 100 feture movies ayear in a poor @unty with a
popuktion ofjus unde 20 mllion (Bawange, D., Televison Training Centre News,
SFB, Berlin, 3/1994.

One might argue tha the technical and aesthetic sandads of this new generation of
produd does not reach those achieved bythe GFIC, govened, asit was, by the great
and the good of he Ghanaan film establishment, butclearly the creative talent and
the audience have other vdues tha take precedent. Congquently Ghanaan audiences
are getting 1o see movies refl ecting ther interests and @ncerns, andit has been the
creative talent itself that has been best equipped to gauge wha thos needsand
conaerns are. Istherealesson © belearned from this?

To atempt to measure the relative strength of smething a ephemeral as art is, of
course, fraughtwith prodems, jud asto use entirely fiscal measures to ascertain the
relative hedlth of an arts driven sector is misleading. Unlike our American and French
counterpats, whose cinematic traditionshave created aseady sream of master
cinematic gory-tellers, in Britain our undestanding of he srengths of the cinematic
form has, to asgnificant extent, been hdd back by these rongliterary and theatrical
traditions It is often the case that where there isacall for afirm grip on
screenwriting, there is ardiance on witers whose backgroundsare rooted in literature
or theatre, the assumption keing that the skills required for writing a screenplay are
best built from literary and theatrical experience. While it could be argued tha British
television was srengthened by having these roofts, this cannotbe said for British
cinema. We only have to look at the ingradients that have gore, and continue to go,
into, paticularly, commercial British dnematic produd to see how deep these roas
are tha have shgped howwe make films: from theetrically trained actorsand their
theatrical actingmethods to literary and theatrical sources of content, right throughto

2| also conduded two workshopsin Ghana (2000 ad 2001) viere | had an
opporunity to talk with quite a few Ghanaian filmmakers aboutthis subject.
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how thesatrically ingpired dranaturgical approaches domnate wha the establishment
consders to begood énema (though, prhaps British audiences are notso sure?).

Whilethere, of course, are exceptions usually working on he fringes of established
culture, mos commercia British produt seems to fal into categories characterised
by ecific sereotypical views of Britain and British life: the heitage film, usudly
sourced from literature or theetre, or the gritty dass film perpetuating oudaed views
of class and theclass struggle, for which, of course, Britain is famous While class
still is afeature of British life, its configurationsand forms have changed
consderably. Nevertheless, there is an ob®ssion with heitage and a Satic view of
class tha permeates a disproportonate amountof British dnematic produd,
perpetuating aclichZd view of contemporary British life that may well go down well
with some audiences abroad, butperhapsdoesnOguite ring true with British
audiences any more. Much of this may beunmonscious butneverthdess can bevery
damagingto atemptsto olicit origind creative material that grows organically
through ndividuals rooted in ther communities. It isironic to noe tha while many
UK screenwriters might best realise ther talents by writing ripts abou subjects tha
are dear to them and which may emerge from their lives in the UK, and thereby
develop agenuine relationship with the UK audience, the Film Counal has identified
UK screenwritersO OEdck of undestanding of he tastes of audiences in the US and
continental Europeles akey problem, which they seek to address with arangeof
training initiatives (ukfilmcoundl.org.ukBboutdinitiatives).

Undeastanding howa play works or howanovd works and then beng aleto use
wordsas the main condut for expression, requires quite different ways of thinking
and quie different skills to that of a screenwriter. The dramaturgical structures that
undepin the play, andthe daminant role of dialoguein that progess, ae often alien to
the cinema screen. We have developed a tendency, for example, for the primary
information and confiict to bedeveloped through dranatic conflict and dalogue in
which thevisud and aural aspects, notto speak of such thingsas rhythmand pae, are
reduced to paraphrasing or aigmenting the dramatic stuaion which remainsthe core.
A proliferation of gript conaultants, script editorsand devel opment executives who
often seem to rdy heavily on te teachings of such script gurusas Robet McKee”,
hdp reinforce formulaic and mediocre approaches to subject and fam. Coul it be
tha when we talk aboutdeveloping sreenwriting talent, we arein fact inadvertently
reinforangthe very traditionsthat have hdd back the development of the form in this
county?

Add o this the confuson ketween commercial valueand aulturd vaue. It does
sometimes seem that to use the word OaQin British film produdion drcles is a dirty
word. While we may becaughtsomewhere in themiddle between French @rtO rovies
and Hollywood, with apaticularly keen eye on the Hollywood nodel, let usnot
forget that athough hemogulsin Hollywood will unashamedly say they are there to
make money, there is dso asizable fringe in Hollywood who would notbe ashamed
to say tha they are making at and that it forms a critical pat of the American cultura

% UK/US co-produdionsaccounted for 132% of UK box office in 2003, vhile UK
and UK co-produdions(other than US) accounted for only 2.5% of LK box office
receipts. (www.ukfilmcoundl.org.ukBbouugstatistics.)

* See for example Story (Methuen, London 1999).
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identity, let done, indgoendent American film. The difference hereis tha when we
talk abou the Film Coundl, for example, we are talking effectively aboutpulic
money bang ued to hdp create a sugainable film indugry, with asmall amount
siphonel off to cater for @ultura O produion.

This kind of dstinction ketween indugry and aulture is afalse onethat can beof little
hep in the development of screen talent. For example, the nation that innovdion
bdongsto aulturd prodictionand notto the commercial sector is notony misleading
but counter prodictive. All cinematic product, commercially intended or nd, is based
on aulture, on deams, on imagination and creativity. Creativity is, by its very nature,
innovdive. Thecommercial success of afilm dggendson many other more potent
factorsthan whether a scriptis OgoodO réxtiveO o Ginaginative®. By fordng
creative talent to fit into predefined notons categories and pro@sses set from within
an inditution, we see the baginningsof the killing of aeative impulses tha inevitably
leadsto repetition and mediocrity. We also e tendencies, rather like farmers
responding o thelatest funding nodels from Europe of trying © second-guess wha
Oorporae pdicyO or Omporae tastesO ee. We are seeing whé this has doneto
farming and farmers® and there may be a suggestion tha decision mekers encourage
certain fashionswhich thos applying forfunding mnsioudy, or unonsioudy,
respond b.

Mog people recognise - The Film Courtil, too, in theory, at least
(ukfilmcourcil.org.ukaboutudactionplan) - tha for a healthy film culture, and
indugry, there mug becredtive diversity. | am reminded of acartoon n which a
group of fve midde-aged men in dak suits and dak ties, har brused back and
sporting handlebar mougaches, look at another man gtting on s own & the other
end of hetable, aso wearing adark suit and dak tie and dso with his har combed
back and gorting a handebar mougache. Says oneof the group of fveto the
individud: Grrankly, Harry, we like the look of youEQ Thereis no doubtthat faced
with making decisions we dl do tis. To centralise decision making when evaluating
qudity orinnovdion is disastrousfor diversity. No matter how many schemes one
develops howmany conaultants onehires to assess the Stuation, or howmany token
gestures are made towards oneDs/iew of wha conditutes diverse communities, it will
always ultimately reflect the image of the decision mekers. By centralising the pubic
intervention into the film indugry by which asmall group of @ople prescribe wha a
nation of nearly 60 million peple need, we are effectively drastically redudng any
chance of true diversity; notjud in terms of wha audiences are exposd to, bu dsoin
terms of what creative prodict is encouraged and developed.

Asindicated, it is generally accepted that diversity isacrucal element of any hedlthy
film indugry, and paticularly ore in which the culturd value of the prodict is
promnent. However, there seems to be confuson a&outwha diversity is. Ethnic
diversity, for example, is only onepart of diversity. To achieve a representative mix
of ethnic minoritiesin front of and bénind the camera only for the vaues of wha is

> Such as advertising $end, Sreen penetration, sar appeal, reviews and o on.

® Formerly butter mountinsand the like, latterly land usge changing © uch things
as golf courses. A friend of mne who works for the European Canmission one told
me that she can see any changes to the Agricultural Policy when sheflies across
Europepurdy from the changng wloursof thefieldsbdow her.
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produed to mirror the vaues of the establishment is not diversity and only goes as
deep asthe skin. Also, to continually view ethnic minorities as honogenousunits is
condescending and does not refl ect the fact that within any community there are
diverse perspectives, right down to the individud level, and even ove-lapping across
communities. Diversity mug ultimately mean diversity of vaues, paspectives,
priorities and dtitudes. The paradox isthat it isthrough sich dversity tha common
ground & found béween people and peples and the creative person generating
culturd produd is an important pat of thedefining of our &er-changing aultures.
Tho= individuals, and groupsof individuals, mug belistened to and their distinctive
and diverse paspectives and gpraoaches to form encouraged.

However, if we look & theevidence of what endsup on our ereens it is quite clear
tha the limitationson vdues Bdecreed from abovebthat our aeativetalent is
suppogd to adhae to are very narow indeed. Thisis paticularly evident in any work
of fiction. Those who dhare and can adapt to thos vaues Dno netter what the colour
of their skin or éhnic background- will succeed. Diversity can ultimately be
uncomfortable for the establishment and may throw thingsat them tha they dorOtike
or find had to accept or that is notconsdered to beof quelity, or of rdevance to an
audience. A good eample of thisis tha, given theextent tha religionand irituality
playsin thelives of many communities and individuds, it is surprising notto se
more work that refl ects this. Were we to examinethe vaues of those who nmeke
decisonsaboutwha gets made, perhapswe would find alatent antipathy to iritual
and rdigiousperspectives on subject matter, in contrast to acomfort around
psychological and sco-econamic perspectives.

It is notthe suggestion hee tha screenwriters do notneed to improve their creative
and aaft Kkills, butthat a sgnificant barrier to theimprovament of dversity and
qudity in British dnematic prodict lies a the door of hose who meke thejudgenents
and desisonsabou what is developed and made. If, indeed, thisis the case, wha can
be doneto remedy the Stuation?

Given the historical context of British dnema, and the ingitutional structures
emerging from tha, we need to re.examine the proasses of interventionin the
indudry and the power sructures that gowern this intervention. Thecreation ofa
focused HIm Coundl may make sense to many people who aguethat a angle
powerful ingitution may have moreclout. If theideaisto beable to intervene in the
commercia sector to sscure agreater success for commercia produd, nationally and
internationdly, then it could be argued tha public money is bang wasted, in that
commercia produd, by its very nature, oughtto beable to functionin acommercial
environment and if it canQtit cannotbe deemed to be commercial. If themarket place
istoo «kewed and needsintervention, then the Film Courtil istoo snall to make an
effective intervention. Any intervention sould behgppening & government level
through, for @ample, tax andinvestment legidation and the GATT neydtiations but
there seems little chance of efective govenment actionto this end.

If, on the other hand, he Film Coundl intendsto foger a healthy culturd indugries
sector with British dnema, it will nead to decentralise its powers and desision meking
proaesses. The efforts to intervenein exhibition ae, broally, right, butto achieve this
from a centralised postion will only reaffirm existing fault lines, paticularly when
consdering diversity, creativity and innowation. Centralised inditutionshave a

The Eyes of the Beholder Page 6



tendency to drengthen their own bureaucracy, shy avay from risk taking and
reinforce existing values, even if they cloak thar activities within aliberal agenda
And there will always beagendas, which may befar removed from the creative
perspectives out there in the communities of the naion. The systems created wil|
favour those who esk the same @anguayed ad knowhowto play the right Ogael.
Thisis no way to create a vibrant, diverse and indusve pool of British screenwriting
and aedtive talent. Evidence from many aher naiond cinemas suggest that there is
no drect conflict between the creative talent creating work emanaing outof ther
experiences within ther communities and primarily addressing these a those
communities within the UK, and asuccessful international presence as well’.

Theissue of training dso present a chdlenge Training is normelly assodated with
teaching peple to carry outtasks accordng 0 existing plactice. Given that this
indugry dependson aedtive oupu, thereis an inhaent conflict with the notion of
training, rticularly if creative diversity is oneof the ams onehopes to achieve.
While it may be posibleto train screenwriters and oter creative talent to fit an
existing pdtern of creation, very much appaent in television, the outcomeislikely to
generate more of the same produd and urderminethe very liberation and murage
required to break therules and emerge with fresh goproaches and dverse solutions

What is perhaps needed morethan anything dse is eduation. Education keing the
opposte of training, & it hdpsthe learner to question existing pratice, developa
freer and nore independet mindtha is capable of off-loading peconceptionsand
habits. To encourage tha kind of free mind, may inde=d, threaten, and sould indeed
threaten, the established view of qudity, aeativity andinnovdion.

To develop and aeate a hedlthy British film sector and, in paticular, to encourage
courageousscreenwriting talent that will underpin this sector, we need to ask some
tough quetionsaboutthos who ae making judgaments. It is hard for omeone in
power to rdinquish power, or even to ddegae it, butal beauty isin theeyes of the
beholder andif we feel that there is a prodem with wha we are making, pehagpswe
should fist look & who is doing the looking bdore rushing into condusonsabou the
inadequecies of the screenwritingtalent that is available. In an agewheebfindly B
the movingimage is movinginto amore democratic phase, largey as a conequence
of developmentsin technology, perhgpsthe notion of afew ill thinkingthey are
arbiters of taste and quality from a central postion, usng publc money to play a
paerndistic role, is outdated and posibly counter produdive. HasnOthe history of
the arts and siences shown usthat amog all innowvators emerged from outside
centralised inditutiond frameworks and were oftenignored, if not rgected, by te
very people who daimed to bethe arbiters of qudity and taste.

" The French, for example, have an aggressive film policy based on hone grown
talent making grong ailturd produd aimed primarily at the home market, yet their
presence at the UK box office is Sronge, at 2.8%, han that of wholly UK financed
films. (ukfilmcounal.org.ukBboutudstatistics/statsyrb03.)
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