Process work book Short film: Christopher Davies

In this module, this was the first time I have worked on a film project rather than on stage and it has been an interesting shift in roles.
To start the process we began by brainstorming ideas to develop a story. When brainstorming, we came up with two ideas that really stood out to us, from our other preliminary brainstorm. The first was about a character fighting his addiction and finding himself in a relationship that he then becomes addicted to. This was immediately of interest to the group as thoughts of an ambiguous ending hooked us. The other idea was a comedy about how some bacon got stolen from university accommodation which sets a full scale investigation rigorously interrogating each member of the flatmates until the culprit is found. This was seen as a good contrast to our other idea having lots of quick comical gags compared to the mysterious romance drama.
Developing both ideas was an easy and creative process that I greatly enjoyed. I believe a key part to making creative interesting work is having a good rapport between collaborators. A group effort is essential (Ädel, 2011)  and  I believe we achieved this as we were all working together as directors, actors and writers. . When developing our addiction idea (which I will name ‘Crossroads’ from this point on) we had the initial bones of a story with an arc of our main character and an interesting way of telling this story. We loved this idea of interpretation in the story and an idea was suggested to have a recurring shot that would progressively become clearer showing the progression of the film and how we get to this point. Our next step was fleshing out a world and other characters in the film. We started by playing with  simplistic angel and devil type characters (Daalmans, Hijmans and Wester, 2017) to play off our two main characters of Mia (romantic interest) and Jake (Addict). This was a good way to develop characters as it distilled what we wanted each character to do in the story as a whole and then allowed us to develop the character we were given on our own.
We also developed the idea for our “meaty crime thriller” (Telling Porkies). The idea quickly developed to get large in scale. We wanted it to be different and funny; but with an original high concept idea it kept getting bigger for it to make sense. We started by working on character as I felt strongly that if we got the right characters and strongly knew them then improvising script and comedy would come easily. From a hot seating exercise (Seham, 2023) my character seemed to have a gay relationship with the victim of the bacon thievery which seemed fun and comical to going to such lengths of a full scale investigation for a “friend”; playing that irony was something I looked into and thought we could use well.
In order to expand our ideas we took inspiration from other media. When looking at ‘Crossroads’ we were inspired by other media such as Taylor Swift’s music video ‘For all too well’ (Swift, 2022) and we wanted to encapsulate some elements of intensity, such as the music videos argument which was entirely improvised (Abdus, 2022). When looking at the character I will be playing for this film I was originally on the good side supporting the relationship but later when constructing arcs for Jake we wanted to get to where he had no where else to go between drugs or moving into his relationship. So we decided that my character (Declan) should also have feelings for Mia leading to a direct conflict for Jake, a conflict that could grow and build up until the climax of the film when all the problems are exposed.
When expanding on “Telling Porkies” as a whole we decided to lean heavily into the detective element of the film wanting to take inspiration from different detectives in media. The detective is a crime fanatic who loves the classic Sherlock Holmes (Conan, 2017) to the modern criminal minds . This allows each interview to get increasingly ridiculous and comical which then undercut  the seriousness of the interview with the minor theft of Bacon.
When choosing what film to progress with and make fully, it was a difficult decision as we liked both films and felt we would do both a justice. Personally, I preferred “Telling Porkies” for multiple reasons; firstly I had the detective role which gave me lots of character and stylistic choices to play with. Secondly,  we were going to use a Brechtian style (Unwin, 2014), a style I’m familiar with and wish to hone and thirdly, I believe working on a comedy makes a better less uncomfortable environment. Dealing with heavy topics often leads to a worse morale and I think in an environment none of us are familiar with, making jokes, creating a funny light atmosphere could, have been beneficial to creating a smooth work environment (Woodruff, 1997). However, the group voted for ’Crossroads’ and I have no problem with this, both ideas are strong and I was happy to work on either.’ Crossroads’ has a lot of interesting topics and as a more minor character, I looked forward to a more outward perspective, with the opportunity to give directorial opinions and suggest more creative choices.

Writing the script for our film was challenging. None of the group had much writer experience and we didn’t have any techniques for refining or structuring the script at all. So we decided to improvise and hot seat characters in the film to get an idea of what the character could then do in the story as a whole (Seham, 2023). We then went away and individually worked on scenes with our characters in. This used time efficiently and going back, refining problems in an open group discussion was an easy process. However, I think this led to blurred characterizations as a whole. By the end of the film we all had slightly different ideas of how Jake sounds and talks. This meant that in performance he became one of the weaker written characters. This was made more difficult as the actor was ill for the majority of the writing process. This led me down an interesting line of research about writing for actors (Jr Brown, 1981), saying how when writing for particular actors in mind they can create more effective performances. which was a problem as he was the main character. I believe this was consistent in other characters too, at later stages when improvising, blocking this was a challenge as we were thinking about lots of other elements like camera work, script, practicalities of the project. Characterization, therefore, became secondary. I do think there are great moments in the scripts which were due to such a nice open writing process within the group and really goes to show how good rapport and open-minded people can make progress simpler (Ädel, 2011). 

When expanding on characterization of Declan, the awkwardness of the character came naturally to a ‘nerdy’ character who had a crush on their best friend but I struggled with the argument scene. The character was never a fighter so when improvising this scene I struggled to come up with dialogue, actions or anything to de-escalate the fight leading to a very panicked performance. After this I decided to go back and look at devices like tempo, rhythm and physicality (Merlin, 2007) of the character to replot a journey (Lillie et al., 2022) for Declan throughout the film. This led me to more clearly understand what the character was going through. I portrayed that Declan always had these feelings for Mia ever since they were young but never acted on them, not wanting to ruin their friendship but when she starts going out with Jake he becomes, almost unwillingly, antagonistic and ‘standoffish’ towards them leading to a confused state during the argument. 
On film day I believe it went very well and I enjoyed the process. It went quickly and effectively but often I would be cautious and not be at full energy as there would only be one take and I personally didn’t want to delay filming so would be more reserved in my performance. This was a valid reaction to first time being on camera but felt more preparation could have been done to feel more natural when filming. Something I pushed hard for in the “Telling Porkies” film idea was strong characterization, to make a good story, but when we decided to make “Crossroads” I should have focused on the story as a whole over small character details which when filming 

To conclude I believe there is a dramatically different set of preparation needed between film and stage shows. I believe the nuances in different performances of the show on the night are what makes returning to the theatre interesting whereas with film it is essential to give a range of minor changes to your characters reaction through multiple takes while also keeping within continuity. This allows the editing process to become an entirely creative process weaving together strands of events that work in harmony. Achieving this requires dedication to character and being able to confidently make choices about them in a less immersive environment than the stage when in an alienating environment of a film set. The rapport of the group was a joy to work with and made an easy relaxed environment for a new way of working and I believe has made an interesting creative film that I’ll always look back on as an ideal filmmaking experience.
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