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An article on the 1st Nissyros Workshop (July 2000)

Screenwriting lava flowing on Nisiros island
BY ANGELIKE CONTIS 

SOMETHING between Club Med, the UN and film school has been taking place on
the Dodecanese island of Nisiros over the past two weeks. 
While tourists visiting the island's volcano have shuffled onto and off of
the island, 25 screenwriters (most directors as well) from Greece, Europe
and Turkey have dug in for a professional screenwriting workshop, in which
their stories have been told and retold, torn apart and rebuilt, in a
group-oriented process. 
In the EU and Greek government-funded Mediterranean Film Institute
workshop, nine Greek directors (the roster includes Pericles Hoursoglou,
Christos Dimas, Eleni Alexandrakis, and Dimitris Koutsiabasakos) have been
busy preparing feature film scripts, along with their colleagues from
throughout the region, with the guidance of three dramaturgy professors
from Columbia University and one from the UK's National Film and Television
School. 
Columbia-trained George Kalogeropoulos began the program three years ago in
Kalamata, with a handful of Greek writer/directors, with the goal of
strengthening scripts from the Mediterranean/Balkan region. The three-year
old script development workshop has come into its own with this summer's
program. Internationalised and expanded, the workshop is being held on one
of the most pristine Greek islands. 


The raw materials of films 

If they were sculptors, the two dozen participants would have lugged on
shore statues at various stages of completion - some would be rocks, some
would have clear features. But being writers they arrived with treatments,
or descriptions of their stories, some ideas sharp, some obscure. 
The ideas were in different styles, the stories ranged from French-born
Florence Sinson Veremi's suspense story about a French woman who disappears
in Athens, to Spanish Jaime Marques Olarreaga's love story between
pickpockets to Christos Dimas' murder thriller. 
But many of the problems seemed to be shared, the same issues that
Aristotle worried about long ago: beginnings, middles, ends, clarity. Added
to this were cinematic issues like point of view. 
Help on these areas, came in the shape of feedback from Columbia professors
Lewis Cole, Nick Proferes and Milena Jelinek, and NFTS colleague Jan
Fleischer as well as constant discussion of the projects between the
writers, both during the classroom time (literally, in a quaint Nisiros
schoolhouse), and around the port. 
At the end of the first week, when I visited the workshops, the 25
screenwriters were at the crucial mid-point, wrapping up the pitching of
their stories, divided in two groups, receiving feedback from the group
(also including a dozen observers). The idea is that in the repetition of
the story, the shape of the story, and it's dramatic story will be
clarified. This week they have been divided in four groups, and are rolling
up their sleeves for more detailed studies of each script. 


Positive reaction 

Whether the class was debating the fine points of Spanish director David
Munoz Pantiga's story of two extraterrestrials who are integrated smoothly
into Madrid society, or whether or not a UK story should indeed literally
or figuratively be an incest tale, it was clear that a lot of ideas were
fermenting - that writers were discussing each other's germinating stories,
and following the analysis of film classics (from Hitchcock to Thelma and
Louise), with a deep commitment, and applying what they learned to their
own case. 
The consensus was that the workshop (the expenses for most of the writers
were covered) was not a waste of time, as all the screenwriters spoke
appreciatively of the opportunity for their stories to get some attention,
though they had by the mid-way point figured out which of the four
professors most meshed with their style. 
Director Eleni Alexandrakis, who is preparing her second feature film
(after the lyrical Drop in the Ocean), is in the early stages of her next
film. Being at an early stage in the script development process, she found
the workshop was useful in pointing out certain danger points in the
forming script from the start. 
She had not been expecting the structured "classroom" style of the teaching
(the professors actually use chalkboards and have an academic tone, "like
film school" in London), and found it a big change from her solitary work
in the past. But even though "presenting your work in front of all the
people and receive criticism is tough," she echoed the sentiments expressed
by all the other screenwriters, that it was useful to have both your ideas
scrutinised, and to learn from other writers' problems. 
After all, regardless of your experience and skill as a director, she
notes, a screenwriter is always at zero, when they start writing their
script. Alexandrakis' challenge during the workshop, she says, is to
balance the "solutions" offered, with her own creativity. "The rule is that
there is no rule in screenwriting," she pointed out. 
While most criticism was taken with a stiff upper lip, it's not always an
easy process. "We're like a bunch of wounded animals," Baris Pirhasan (who
himself teaches scriptwriting in Turkey with a different style) noted of
the group, as he and co-writer Gul Dirican prepared To the East, A Mulberry
Tree, a project about a young woman who goes to the countryside and finds
her body changing, as different people compete for her loyalty. 
Some writers - though they did not actually say so in as many words - are
sometimes not ready to change things. Some people come to the seminars,
notes professor Jan Fleischer, "wanting to hear that their idea is good." 
But it became clearer to the group that by hearing about each other's
stories, the solutions to their problems become clearer. Participation has
been high, notes Pirhasan as "everyone here understands that time spent on
other projects is not wasted, because you can see your problems in other
people's scripts. It's a dynamic process" 
"The process is very exciting as long as you don't have too many defences,"
notes Christos Dimas, who after winning short film prizes, is preparing two
feature film scripts. He described the seminar as "the best week in my
life." 
The statement makes sense if you could catch Dimas and fellow screenwriters
forming a community, discussing their work on the beach (like old
intellectuals in a 1930s photograph, I thought). 
Dimas came to the seminar with one of his script projects. He had a clear
sense of characters and a "pile of events", but not necessarily a clear
sense of connections. "The biggest problem was that it was all not clear
enough." 
While he left reluctantly, a week early, to promote the screening of his
films in Athens next Friday, Dimas glowed when speaking about the week.
Whereas on the festival circuit, a competitive atmosphere interferes with
meaningful discussion of colleagues' work, he notes this was not the case
at the workshop. Twenty-four hours a day, he was in the company " of
intelligent filmmakers, who were talking about cinema, but not in an empty
language, but in a focused way, about how we could help ourselves make
better screenplays." 
Writer Florence Sinson Veremi sounded like she was speaking of the island's
volcano, when she spoke of "violent destruction" taking place at first,
followed by a "very productive construction" of scripts after the first
week's critiques. The seminar has made her reduce the number of characters
in her story, and make her central hero more active. She's also decided to
limit the geography to one neighbourhood and has decided to include more
local colour. 
"The first draft is always open to change," says writer Feride Cicekoglu of
Turkey, who arrived with Cinema Boat, a script she's been preparing for
nearly a decade (the natural length of time, she points out, is certainly
over three years). 
A number of the writers pointed out that - with the increasing demands for
co-productions, and a wider international audience - feedback from creators
of different cultures was very useful. "It's good to have people from
different cultures," says Cicekoglu, because "if people from another
country don't understand, you have to explain." 
Instructor Lewis Cole points out that one part of this is that everyone
makes cultural assumptions in their writing - in the work he has carried
out with the Greek directors (he and Proferes have been at the seminars
since 1998), he's become aware that a pair of shoes and an angel may have
different symbolic meaning from country to country. 
Even in the workshop's idyllic setting, there are no quick fixes. While two
weeks are helpful, screenwriting clearly takes time, however. Workshop
observer Mariolina Venzia of Italy, like Cicekoglu, started working on her
script about a mother and daughter who fall for the same man about a decade
ago. 


The problems 

Like all good things, the workshops have their risks. Instructor Jan
Fleischer, who has worked at numerous such workshops throughout Europe,
notes that there is always the danger of becoming a "workshop addict". He
worries when he sees directors return again and again for help. 
They would be wiser, it seems, to strengthen their connection to the real
world and not the script struggle, he indicates. "They enjoy the company of
others suffering. They rely on someone else telling them what to do." 
This would not be a problem, he points out, if people straighten out the
simple points of why they are making films ("to be famous" is definitely
the wrong answer) and for whom they are making them. 
It's ridiculous to make films for the sake of making movies, Fleischer
says, because "after all, who needs more movies? We need more meaningful
stories." 


Greek scripts 
The Greek directors were unanimous in the opinion that in Greece - without
any script programs apart from the often inadequate Stavrakou School -
scripts are a problem, and that such a workshop has its place. Director
Penny Panagiotopoulos (who also teaches and is preparing for the shooting
of her Greek Film Centre-funded feature in autumn), says "that In Greece,
there isn't an adequate education about scripts and cinema. So it's very
useful." She arrived at the end of the first week as an observer, having
worked with Fleischer (like directors Hoursoglou and Pirhasan) in the past.

Fleischer shed some light on specifically "Greek" script problems. From his
experience, he's been impressed by Greek scripts' characters, but much less
by their loose, meandering structure. "Greek stories are like the sea, it
keeps lapping and there are little waves and it goes on forever. There is
no border, no shape." 
It's an ironic day, he notes, when American professors (or Greek-American
in Proferes' case) are teaching the recipe of Aristotle's Poetics' view on
Dramaturgy to Greeks, but it's a necessary one. At the end of the week, he
notes, some will have learned, others will fall into the same traps. 
In Columbia professor Lewis Cole's opinion - it wouldn't hurt Greek film to
have more of a sense of humour either. 


Waiting for the film crop 
At the end of the week, the writers will return home, but it will not be
the end. They will have a second meeting in November in Greece. Cole notes
that he expects that in this final week, as with the first workshop, in
Kalamata during 1998, the professors will have the pleasure of tracing the
projects' progress. 
The real test, however, of the expanded workshop's success, will be the
success of the films the Mediterranean Film Institute will influence -the
first of which should be coming out, in the next year or two. 
"If we have 10 films out of the 24 scripts, it will be nice," notes Cole of
the Nisiros workshop. 
The program was funded by the MEDIA II Programme of the European                                                               Union, and by ET1, the Ministry of the Aegean, the Municipality of
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