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Introduction

In June 2002, the Australian Film Commission and the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation through the Broadband Production Initiative (BPI), publicly ushered in
the era of ‘convergence’ between traditional and new media on digital broadband
platforms in Australia (http://www.abc.net.au/corp/pubs/media/s574441.htm). This
initiative was a laying down of the gauntlet to screen writers, producers and directors
to engage with a digital space that was rapidly opening up and being colonised by
web developers, IT practitioners, digital service companies, games developers and
the like, but which had been largely ignored by film and television industry
practitioners.

Nine years later and convergence is still the holy grail of screen policy, driven in
the main by Screen Australia and television broadcasters, yet few traditional media
practitioners are playing in the space. As a veteran producer of three convergent
productions, | can understand the reasons why many writers, producers and directors
might sit back and watch in bemusement the parade of broadband, new media,
multimedia, multi-platform, cross media, 360 degree and trans-media bandwagons
passing by. There are enormous challenges in this space, one that is constantly
having to re-invent itself as new platforms, new technology, new software, new
methodologies and new audience (user) expectations emerge so fast that
productions are often out of date by the time they are produced and delivered.
However, there are enormous creative and business opportunities as well, and for
this reason it should not be overlooked by producers of ‘heritage’ media.

Convergence is not for the faint hearted. Producing non-linear digital media is
profoundly different to producing linear screen works on every level you can think of:

Type of content and modes of storytelling
Engagement with audiences or users

Creative collaboration practices

Development and production methodologies

Finance and revenue models

Business models and marketing strategies
Motivations for entering and continuing in the industry
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As a producer of convergent cross-platform projects, you need to straddle the so-
called ‘digital divide’ — that is, be familiar producing in a non-linear on-line
environment as well as producing linear film and television programs. Few producers
are doing this at present and it is rapidly leading to the existence of parallel and
separate cultures between 'heritage' and 'new' media. This is not good in the long run
and will lead to missed opportunities for content development in a National
Broadband Network (NBN) enabled environment in the future.
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This paper is an attempt to distil the experience | have gained over the past
decade working with convergence — bringing film and television practitioners together
with digital media practitioners — in real and virtual production spaces to develop new
forms of on-line screen content. In particular, | am interested in interrogating how
authorship and creativity are impacted by the opportunities, demands and limitations
of the technology.
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Producing in a convergent environment

| stopped calling myself a film producer in 2004. An odd choice perhaps as | had
only just completed Japanese Story, which premiered in official selection at Cannes
Film Festival in 2003 and went on to win 26 awards internationally and hold its own at
the box office. However, my following project was the polar opposite of the big screen
experience and was conceived for the computer screen — a broadband interactive
graphic novel, The Life, Times and Travels of the Extraordinary William Bligh
(dir: Daryl Dellora, 2005, www.abc.net.au/bligh) for ABC On-Line as it was then
known.

Producing in a non-linear environment was not something | sought out. | am not a
‘digital native’ and not so much interested in IT as what the tools can offer for content
development. However, the opportunity arose in 2002 with the ABC and Australian
Film Commission’s Broadband Production Initiative, which aimed to bring film and
television makers together with digital media practitioners in the production of on-line
interactive documentary projects.

| have to admit that | was drawn in with reluctance to begin with because |
couldn't face having to grasp a whole new media format given producing for film and
television was already so demanding, but it resulted in an incredible learning curve
and opened up exciting storytelling and production possibilities.

Director, Daryl Dellora, had the idea for many years of wanting to challenge the
conventional mythmaking surrounding the largely misunderstood historical figure,
William Bligh. We teamed up with multimedia producer and co-director, Rob
Wellington, who came up with the idea of doing the documentary as an interactive
graphic novel. We felt that his was the best way to communicate an historical subject
like Bligh to a secondary school audience in a vibrant and entertaining manner and in
a visual language the students could relate to.

The site has a strong narrative component at its centre revolving around Bligh’s
life story told in ten chapters with a myriad of non-linear pathways stemming from this
including fact sheets, still images, filmed interviews, archival film, timelines, maps etc.
The fabulous design by digital artist Kiera Poelsma was achieved using Flash 9
software that was cutting edge at the time but redundant less than five years after
completion. This is one of the biggest limitations — that the technology is so rapidly
changing and going in and out of fashion at alarming speed.
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Translating filmmaking skills and knowledge into the digital arena

It quickly became apparent that Daryl and | were working with digital media
practitioners (designers, project managers, developers) who had completely different
skill sets, working methodologies, accounting practices and team structures. They did
not work with A-Z budgets, production schedules or scripts as blueprints for
production and the methodology was also non-linear — more like a series of iterative
cycles.

For instance, it was not possible, nor useful, to think in terms of pre-production,
production and post production stages following a script development period as one
would on traditional film and television projects. It is more like managing a series of
parallel story development and interface design stages with continuous feedback
loops. It was not until eighteen months after commencement of the project that we
could begin to see the 'rushes' and the project had to be almost completed to delivery
level before that was possible.

Likewise on a more recent project, Re-enchantment (dir: Sarah Gibson, 2011;
www.abc.net.au/re-enchantment), the development process was very long and
meant that it could be months or years before Sarah, as director, could see anything
closely resembling her initial scripts and visualisations. There is no such thing as
looking at rushes and a rough cut. By the time the ideas reach the developers it is
usually too late to make changes in design and content, but it is not until it reaches
the developer that you can see the ideas working in context. By the time Re-
enchantment was built, it was often too expensive to make many changes.
Everything hinged on successfully communicating the intended design and
functionality via the navigational architecture — an architectural blueprint for the site.
We were well into the project before we discovered that the digital media developers
never looked at the script.

We were instead working with wire frames, interfaces, databases and user
pathways which all needed to be built and tested, tested and tested again. User
testing takes place at a number of stages of project development, both formal
(questionnaire based, focus groups, site review by the host) and informal. Again, this
is not something that you would normally do in film or television production. The idea
of a focus group determining the writer's direction with the script or the director’s
shot-list is anathema. But in the world of interactive websites, it is commonplace and
perhaps essential to successful website design.

The fact that | am not a computer geek makes me the perfect user tester
because on both projects | asked all the basic questions during the interface design.
If it made sense to me, chances were it could work for anyone. It also meant at the
earlier stages of development | had no problems asking ‘What if?' as | was genuinely
curious about what the digital interactive medium could offer.

The fundamental producing skills of collaborating with and leading a creative

team to ensure the best way to communicate ideas to an audience were translatable.
My skills in project management and ensuring excellence in production values also
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held me in good stead. However, many skills were simply not directly translatable as
the environment is so profoundly altered when the storytelling is no longer linear and
the production pathways so different. For this reason, it is essential to have an
experienced digital media producer or project manager engaged on convergent
productions so that there is an effective ‘bridge’ for understanding and
communicating the different kinds of needs across the team.

Producing skills in budgeting, scheduling, team management all had to be
adapted. But the trade-off was significant when it came to realising the many new
opportunities that arise out of this non-linear approach. With Bligh, the most exciting
aspect of interactivity is that it fundamentally shifts the way history can be presented
on screen by allowing the user to experience factual subjects in a contested and
dynamic manner (rather than simply consume someone else's interpretation) and
thereby develop their own sense of historical 'truths', events and characters as a
result of accessing and evaluating primary source materials. This was delivered in
Bligh via a series of hyperlinks embedded into the narrative storytelling leading to
extensive source material, timelines, maps and a glossary. There is no limit to the
depth of the material other than the time logged on and your own level of curiosity.
This is a radical departure for the representation of history on screen.

We quickly discovered that in an interactive on-line environment, there exists a
profoundly changed relationship with the audience. People are active users not
passive consumers and the potential for inviting a two-way conversation through
forums, social networking, user-generated content and community building is
enormous.

Another great aspect of the Bligh project was being able to work collaboratively in
a virtual studio over the internet. Throughout the two-year production our team was
spread between Daylesford in rural Victoria, Lake Como in ltaly, Fitzroy and South
Melbourne and this was no barrier to the process. We would meet from time to time
in person as necessary and at key stages, celebrate our achievements together over
sushi and a glass of champagne. But mostly we worked remotely on-line and shared
files, a methodology | have repeated on all convergent productions since. The virtual
studio we established for Re-enchantment was augmented by a public blog written
by the writer/director Sarah Gibson during the development phase.

The biggest hurdle was letting go of traditional screen practice and the idea of
directing audience engagement through mise en scene or montage. There is no such
thing as a ‘beginning, middle and end’ and user attention span is such that most of
what you create may never be viewed: getting over the fact that it was not possible to
see rushes and then a rough cut and fine cut. That all scripting decisions had to be
made in conjunction with programming decisions and the ‘director’ was completely in
the hands of the digital media director or developer (software programmer) as to what
may or may not be realised within the digital parameters (software limitations,
available memory, basic downloads etc). This clearly has enormous implications for
the content creator or director and at times led to incredible frustration and a feeling
of being secondary to the demands of the technology.
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The idea of ‘authorship’ itself becomes problematic as audiences become
‘authors’ of their own experiences and the director’'s vision — mediated by the
developer as the site is built — is just part of the overall design experience delivered
to users. Even the title of ‘director’ is becoming increasingly redundant and replaced
with terms such as ‘experience designer’.

Re-enchantment

The second convergent project | produced was Re-enchantment, an immersive
journey into the hidden meanings of fairy tales. Re-enchantment is an interactive
documentary project exploring why fairy stories continue to enchant, entertain,
fascinate and horrify contemporary adult audiences. It can be experienced across
platforms including on-line, television and radio — ABC On-Line, ABC 1, ABC 2, ABC
Radio National.

It was again an example of convergence between filmmakers and digital
practitioners. Sarah Gibson had been thinking of making a documentary about fairy
tales for a number of years given the significance of their themes and symbols in
both her practice as a Jungian analyst and as a filmmaker. When she told me about
her idea, | asked if she had considered doing it as an interactive documentary. She
asked, ‘What's that?’ and we started exploring the possibilities. The talented
designer, Rose Draper, came from a film and television background and adapted her
3D and animation skills to a Flash environment in creating, along with digital designer
Keren Moran, an extraordinarily beautiful on-line, interactive enchanted forest.

It is a place where audiences not only discover the hidden world of fairy tales, but
are also invited to contribute their own re-imaginings and enter into discussion with a
community of people from around the world interested in doing the same. This is a
very exciting way to approach documentary - immersive, interactive, community
building. Audiences become a ‘participant’ rather than a ‘user’ or ‘viewer’. It allows for
multiple perspectives and the non-linear approach is perfect for a work about
interpretation.

Re-enchantment aims to appeal in particular to writers, performers, filmmakers
and artists who regularly work with the motifs and themes embedded in the stories. It
is designed to appeal to psychologists who work with the symbols and meanings of
those symbols. Finally, it is targeted to teachers and students in both secondary and
tertiary education courses such as literature, media studies, popular culture and
psychology.

The website, television series and radio programs were launched on the ABC
following the premiere at the Bigpond Adelaide Film Festival in early March 2011.
Viewed by more that 500,000 people, the series of 10 x 3 minute documentary
animations drove audiences to log onto the ABC website and explore further.
Understandably, the traffic to the website was heightened during the television and
radio broadcast window in March 2011 and then started to tail off. The biggest shock
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was to discover that the average time across the thousands of individual log-ins
totalled was around three minutes per userl We of course at first thought there was
an error in the calculations given it would take at least six hours to explore all of Re-
enchantment and we had extensive user feedback showing that users were spending
around 50-70 minutes in the site.

The figures supplied by the ABC and averaged across thousands of users were
accurate and account for those people who spend time exploring Re-enchantment as
well as those who scan the home page and move on within seconds. Again, this
presented another major learning curve in understanding the web analytics and how
it describes audience size and behaviour. As it turned out, the average was quite
respectable.

The most interesting discovery about audience behaviour was that our interaction
with users was not so much achieved by the website forum we built as by social
networking on our Facebook site (http://www.facebook.com/home.php#!/pages/Re-
enchantment/125219870872528). While Re-enchantment offers a Gallery for users
to upload their fairy tale themed artwork, many have opted to do this via Facebook, a
platform we could not have envisaged during the design period as it had yet to be
invented!

Unlike traditional media where the work can be launched and the filmmakers
generally move onto the next production, on-line work needs to be constantly
attended to, moderated in many cases and calls to action updated on a regular basis.
This represents an enormous servicing and marketing commitment on the part of the
producers and content creators. A site which is not actively managed and promoted
is a dormant site and languishes within the internet wilderness.

Financing

Budgeting and financing a digital media projects is very different to film and
television. If every new film is a start-up business, then every cross-platform work is
grappling with three or more start-up businesses at the same time. The starting point
for raising money for Re-enchantment was an electronic proof of concept — a kind of
digital animated storyboard. It's essentially a walk through the content, functionality,
space and navigation to see if the concept actually works. Sarah prepared an outline,
which led to a week of brainstorming between Sarah, Catherine Gleeson (who was
the initial digital media developer) and myself. The Australian Film Commission
funded the electronic proof of concept and Screen Australia subsequently became a
key player in the development of digital media works.

From there, Sarah started writing scripts for six fairy tale story spaces that, in
turn, were developed into maps — the navigational architecture of the site — and this
became the technical blueprint for the website design. We then had the tools to raise
the production finance.

Cross-platform financing fortunately opens up the possibility of multiple sources
of finance, some that might not be available to any one platform but apply across all.
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Re-enchantment was financed by a combination of investment from Screen Australia,
the ABC, Film Victoria, the Producer Offset together with in-kind support from the
University of Technology, Sydney (UTS) and the ABC.

The University of Technology, Sydney, was a significant partner. Sarah Gibson is
a senior media lecturer at the university and Re-enchantment became a research
project under the auspices of the Centre for Media Arts Innovation in the Faculty of
Humanities. In return, valuable studio space, servers, camera equipment, sound
facilities as well as production offices were provided. The great thing was that this in-
kind support was also eligible for the producer offset rebate, a very important factor in
the finance plan.

The benefit of the inclusion of the series of television interstitials was that the full
project then qualified for the Producer Offset rebate whereas websites generally do
not (because they have no duration and their distribution models often don’t comply
with the guidelines). This was the final piece of the jigsaw puzzle and Re-
enchantment became the first cross-platform project to apply for and receive support
under this scheme.

The downside of producing digital media is that there are not many viable on-line
financial models. There are still no adequately funded development models or
broadcaster licence fees available for websites, notwithstanding the crucial support
that Screen Australia and state agencies such as Film Victoria deliver. Despite the
agenda setting work of the public broadcasters, they simply do not have the financial
resources to support the work in a commercially viable sense unless it is produced in-
house.

Business models are also completely different between traditional media
producers and their digital media counterparts. In the latter, the relationship between
the content creator and developer is one of client and service company. It is often not
a collaborative process. The client is expected to provide a brief that the developer
will respond to with a scoping document that in turn becomes the project ‘bible’. Then
a Content Management System (CMS) is set up. This is a project database in which
every single decision around content and functionality is assigned a ticket, uploaded,
assigned to the relevant project team member and managed. Often the CMS will
become the preferred mode of contact instead of face-to-face meetings, email or
phone calls.

| am particularly interested in what happens to the creative process when the
systems methodology forces you to work with a CMS and lock off a brief and scoping
document very early in the process which you are required to stick to unless you are
prepared to incur major financial consequences. There is no such thing as, ‘We'll fix it
in the edit’. It would seem that the methodology of making digital content at times
mitigates against the creative process and the capacity to ask ‘What if?’ after a very
early stage of development.

The client (producer) needs to be very, very clear from the outset what is to be in

the scope as the service company will allocate resources — digital animators,
designers, developers — accordingly. However:
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1. they will expect remuneration at far higher rates than those in the film and
television industry ($150-300/hour).

2. they will not necessarily be motivated by or even interested in the content.

3. if it ain’t in scope then it ain’t in scope — and additional or revised work will not
be contemplated without renegotiation of additional time, money and
resources.

| understand where this highly structured and hierarchical systems approach is
coming from. The creative model is different in digital media. A non-linear project, by
definition, could go on forever. The iterative process with a recurring set of production
cycles, in which each one informs the next, can potentially lead to blowouts in
schedule and budget. Therefore cost and time limitations need to be imposed. It is
not surprising therefore, that many software design companies and digital media
producers tend to develop and produce projects “in-house” and working with the
established screen industry is not a big part of their business plans.

The flaws in this service company/client based process were keenly felt in the
2011 digital media production that | produced, Rekindling Venus: In Plain Sight,
conceived and directed by Lynette Wallworth (www.rekindlingvenus.com). Planned to
culminate with the next Transit of Venus in June 2012, Rekindling Venus is a colony
of artworks using digital platforms to connect us to the world's coral reefs and the
ecological urgency of climate change. A series of artwork posters trigger an
Augmented Reality experience delivered via mobile phone and an interactive
website.

Again we embarked upon a process of convergence, this time bringing together
an internationally recognised visual artist, a web developer (Pete Brundle) and
Augmented Reality (AR) designers and developers. The search was long and
protracted to find the right digital media developers who were prepared to work in a
collaborative model. It simply was not going to work to have a service company
respond to a brief from an artist and then deliver their interpretation of the artistic
intent. We needed to find a way of getting the ‘artist in the room’.

It was no coincidence that we ended up working with a research and
development department of a major university, HitLab at the University of Canterbury
in Christchurch, New Zealand. They work in a ‘laboratory’ style collaborative
environment and welcomed Lynette into the physical as well as virtual workplace
where she could work side by side with digital animators, designers and developers.
The work was successfully launched at the 2011 Bigpond Adelaide Film Festival.

Communication is the single most important factor in convergence and reaching
an understanding that there exists profoundly different languages between these two
cultures. Personally, | find the programming side fairly incomprehensible but | have a
great deal of respect for the innovation and creative excellence of Australian digital
media practitioners. In the words of a well-worn analogy, ‘| don’t need to know what
lies under the bonnet in order to be able to drive the car’. But | need good advice and
support to keep me on the road as | steer the project forwards.
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Most people still do not actually understand how cross-platform works. For
instance, Re-enchantment is primarily an interactive website but because of the
addition of the television series, it is often assumed that the website is an add-on
when, if anything, the reverse is true. In fact, the work is integrated and designed as
cross-platform from the ground up. That doesn’t stop publicists relegating all mention
of the website to a URL at the bottom of first drafts of press releases! The learning
curve has to be embraced at all levels for real convergence to take hold.

Cross-platform cannot be pigeonholed and easily categorised. For many it is
difficult to conceptualise working simultaneously across a whole series of platforms.
And a producer needs to face the reality that they will be overseeing multiple
productions simultaneously in completely different formats (e.g. television, on-line,
mobile), with each having different creative, financing and production needs. Add to
this the challenge of working with two different cultures in a convergent environment
and the challenge of marketing across multiple platforms, each with its own particular
style and audience. The necessity to reach that audience through new marketing and
publicity strategies, but that is another story.

So why do writers, directors and producers of traditional or ‘heritage’ media even
need to engage with convergent media? Because if they don’t, they will be left
behind. Audience expectations around content are changing and digital native
producers of software, Apps, games, on-line movies, YouTube clips, user generated
content are rapidly adjusting to the new platforms and commanding attention. The old
approach of ‘build it and they will come’ no longer holds up. The most savvy are in
conversation with their audience, their users, from the outset. Even the old
demarcations between content and medium are no longer relevant as the software
can often be more marketable than the content itself. Some are even making serious
money.

The fact is that high speed broadband is around the corner and screen producers
need to engage with it if our screen content is to remain competitive in the future.

| often find that nobody quite knows where to place me as a producer — am |
really serious about documentary, digital media or feature film? Not that it matters,
but it is why | started calling myself a screen producer because, like audiences, | am
comfortable moving across all screens. The choice of which screen will always be
driven by the best way to tell the story.

Based on a presentation delivered to OZDOX at the Australian Film, Television
and Radio School on 13 April 2011.
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