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Introduction: SLIDE 2

In 2024, the Innovate UK-funded Charismatic R&D project brought together a consortium consisting of
Oxford Al company Charisma and creative partners Channel 4 and Aardman Animation, with research
teams from University of the Arts London and Falmouth University’s Sound/Image Cinema Lab. Our
wider aim was to explore the opportunities presented by developing Al technologies to enhance and
supplement screen storytelling practice and apply this research in developing tools that could aid the
production of film and television, responding to specific requests from the creative partners. This
presentation is the first formal articulation of an article for the Journal of Screenwriting, and we’re
focusing on writing and writers in this paper.

A key objective of Charismatic was to identify innovation and practice led by creatives in the screen
industries themselves and develop tools to address this need. The ambition to create bespoke tools
for storytelling meeting creative demand in the UK is in contrast to the more commonly available tools
that use existing general-purpose Al models from the so-called magnificent seven of tech companies
and emergent start-ups, mainly from the US.

Our ambition was to serve as a lab that explored the space between Al technologies and creatives
within the screen industries across three areas, to (1) accelerate, improve and strengthen storytelling
skills through the tools created, including with non-specialist and diverse users, (2) bridge a perceived
gap between Al technologies and the creative industries through workshops and data collection, and
to (3) create new visual story forms across multiple media, through dynamic narrative design,
characters and audience interaction and participation.

Tech companies have stepped in offering solutions which promise efficiencies at all stages of the
creative process - from screenwriting and review to production, post-production through to distribution,
marketing and exhibition. These solutions typically make use of general-purpose tools that operate as
‘black boxes’ which neither reveal to the user how the material is being created, nor the data sets that
the created material has drawn upon. The promise to create efficiencies through role augmentation
and replacement in the creative sector is a strategy that has been described as selling Al ‘Snake Oil’.

In the high-risk stage of screen development, where chain of title and retention of intellectual property
is critical, this has created a great deal of anxiety among writers and producers and presents what
appears to be an existential threat to those who commission their labour, who operate in an equally
confusing regulatory environment. Right now, multiple legal cases are underway relating to copyright
and copyright-adjacent issues of the datasets and algorithmic models used in Al. In light of this,
screenwriters, commissioners, and producers are rightly demonstrating caution as to what the use of
these models means in terms of legal and regulatory compliance, and the use and retention of
intellectual property in what has been described as a creative ‘Wild West.

Initial Research of the Charismatic Consortium: SLIDE 3

SLIDE SLIDE 4

Charismatic had three work packages. In the first, with Charisma, the screenplay was used as a form
to test and develop tools that allowed for playful approaches to exploring dynamic narrative paths and
story forms within linear storytelling. In the second workstream, at Channel 4, the consortium worked
with staff across a range of roles and ran workshops with a focus group assembled by Fully Focused,
a production company that supports emergent flmmakers and underrepresented talent. This pathway
was intended to understand the concerns relating to the use of 4IR technologies within creative and
commissioner communities, and establishing use cases and tools to address this need driven by these
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stakeholders. In the third workstream, at UK-based studio Aardman Animation, the consortium was
tasked to review archive materials of an existing stop motion television series, including treatments,
iterations of screenplays, storyboards, and animatics, and consider where technology could be best
placed in the development process to address recognised challenges.

SLIDE 5

We’'ll focus today on the first two of these, and how at Falmouth we determined the effectiveness of
esisting Al tools and what could be brought to the design of new tools specifically relating to
screenwriting, while considering the potential ethical application of these technologies within the
screen industries. The more challenging parts of the process — and calling back to the Al quote at the
top of the presentation - were understanding the distinction between what screenwriters and
filmmakers aspire to do, rather than what tech companies understanding of that work, and the extent
to which this work can be codified in Al tools. In addition, our research identified the challenges
presented by the quite different vocabularies and practices that distinguish the work of screen
creatives from software engineers, and we’ll ariticulate next steps necessary to bridge this gap.

General-purpose Al tools draw from the labour of others, building data sets from shadow libraries or
through data scraping, mining existing material from the creative industries. Lisa Talia Moretti, who
was intrinsic to the project as a digital technologist and ethicist within the consortium, notes that
outputs generated by any Al product are powered by ‘recorded human activity and intervention’,
acknowledging that all existing Al models are born of datasets of previously created human-created
media, that are protected under existing regulatory frameworks.

Those developing these tools these companies report the act of creation to have no economic value,
other than servicing the training of the model (Sweney 2025, Weird 2025). As such the Charismatic
team was committed to facilitating the creation of bespoke tools to work with the in-house intellectual
properties with our partners, rather than using pre-existing data sets. We were also committed to
actively augmenting the workflows of creative professionals instead of replacing roles or speaking
entirely to efficiency. In advocating for enhance existing capabilities and intellectual property this
approach provided an ethical guardrail for the unique human qualities and artistic visions that imbue
creative work. By embracing a synergy — where ethical technology and creativity successfully
coalesce — the consortium built a foundation to argue for new artistic possibilities for the creative
partners, rather than becoming handicapped by engaging in work that regurgitated material harvested
from the labour of others.

SLIDE 6

Creativity by definition involves combining ideas, often in an abstract yet coherent way, and is driven
by curiosity and experimentation. Creative processes often have no pre-defined outcomes and remain
challenging to existing Al and machine learning technology. Within creative environments, the
importance of those developing and making use of 4IR technologies cannot be understated, as people
are better suited to think outside of the tool’s box/es and can ask the ‘what if questions that cannot be
addressed by machine learning systems. Al may have opened new modes and working practices of
media making, but we strongly argue that these tools are developed and operate with a continuing
expectancy that technology should be there to serve the creative.

SLIDE 7

An example pitched by the consortium to the creative partners early in the process was the potential to
supplement existing shows BBC documentary Inside Our Autistic Minds (2023). Across the two
episodes of the programme, participants work with a production team to create short films that
articulate their own experience of autism, which were then presented within the show in a screening to
their friends and family. In our proposed augmentation, we outlined how members of the audience
could potentially use a text to video tool to enter text prompts through an interface on the BBC’s online
platform iPlayer to articulate their own experience of autism. The proposed tool would then create a
short film bespoke to their own experiences that they too could choose to share with their friends and
family. This ability to activate a typically passive audience to be engage with an issues-led programme
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was attractive to broadcasters, both in terms of extending the impact and reach of any given show but
also in terms of retaining audiences on streaming platforms through empowerment and interaction.

SLIDE 8

What we quickly discovered was a great deal of concern within the partner organisations and focused
groups as to the potential negative impact of emergent technologies on the screen industries,
specifically as a threat to the existing roles of the companies’ constituent creatives. The project came
on the heels of strike action by the actor and writer unions that began in July 2023 and effectively
closed down US screen production to the following November. This added to a residual fear within the
screen industries in the UK further fuelled by speculative - often catastrophising - press reporting of
the impact on the creative industries of emergent technologies. Press articles conflated developments
in Al technology with a parallel global slowdown in production and global reduction in drama and
factual commissioning as a result of reductions in audiences and advertising spending, as viewers
have moved in large numbers from linear broadcasters to streaming platforms.

As our colleague at Falmouth Scott Barley observed, ‘The advent of Al becoming mainstream has
seen frenzied escalation. The integration of artificial intelligence into the creative sector presents a
complex paradigm shift for contemporary filmmakers, and all those within the industry, fundamentally
challenging traditional notions of authorship, authenticity, and artistic expression. (2025).

Charismatic Consortium: Research

The initial workshop at Channel 4 focused on working processes, rather than specific existing IP, with
the aim of the consortium gaining an understanding of the existing experience of the group’s use of Al,
gauging sentiment as to the current adoption of Al into their creative processes, and considering how
the group felt they would like to best use Al tools to augment their existing workflow. What became
evident over the workshop as being important to the participants was to have transparency within the
tools they were using, and we subsequently developed tools that could show the user’s input and
subsequent story processes in action, with the ability to easily modify and adjust creative content
without the need for sophisticated prompt engineering, in an interface that simplified and be
understanable by non tech but specialist users.

In the workshop, we used a paper exercise mirroring Al prompt engineering as a tool to aid and assist
in creative situations. The group used some proposed use cases as interventions to identify and
explore new story forms or routes by applying these to existing screen narratives in their use of
potential creative prompt structures. These included what the consortium had termed the ‘alterity
prompt’, a tool that could be applied to a screenplay to unearth diverse voices and themes to detect
and mitigate bias and prompt users towards more inclusive narratives. A second was termed the
‘antithetic tool’, which interprets a story plot and reverses it, adopting opposing values in its characters
or motivations. In screen story development, this can be as simple as a gender inversion of principal
characters or a change in motivating action but offers multiple layers of sophistication.. In the
workshop, we used synopses of existing films to test the impact of these ideas with participants
applying these ideas to existing narratives. As an example, one of the groups worked through the
process to devise an alternative to Jaws (Spielberg 1975), where the super subversion was to remove
the shark entirely, with the primal themes of the film redirected to the male characters and
engendering a Crucible-like paranoia where the fear of the violence of the shark replaced the physical
danger of the shark itself.

The workshops helped establish the consortium as a safe space for participants to explore ideas of
augmenting story development, and of prompt engineering as a catalyst for good practice to poke at
and explore narrative worlds and characters. For us, the workshop showed the challenges of codifying
abstract creative decision-making, determined by the very different workflows of writers and
producers, the complexity of identifying subtext and context in storytelling, and the potential challenge
of subsequently labeling existing scripts and stories, not just in terms of content but through story
structures and generic conventions in order to create a tool.
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Building on some of these ideas we worked initially with existing third-party tools as a testbed to
determine how we could implement some of the learning from the workshops — and the use cases
from our participants — through existing technology. A secondary takeaway from our workshops was
the dissonance experienced between slick technical demonstrations and showreels of existing tools by
tech companies and the often crude nature of the reality of making use of what is purported to be the
state of the art. As an example of the challenge faced when using general purpose rather than
bespoke Al datasets we ran multiple generations of feature-length genre screenplays: in genre,
including westerns. The outputs repeatedly returned results that reflected the film genre conventions
of the 1940s, loaded with misogyny and racism, rather than reflecting the more common revisionist or
representative stories of 2024. As more Westerns were made in the golden age of 1940s and 1950s
period, these films dominated the large language data sets, an example of which is referred to by
engineers as ‘The Pile’ - that the generative tools drew upon.

Following on from this, and testing tools that purport to assist story development, we ran examples of
these problematic scripts through commercially available Al script analysis tools which gave
fascinating results. With the backbone of some script analysis tools using the same dataset ensured
these tools broadly approved elements of the film as having potential as the characters and narratives
met these out-of-date conventions drawn from the very same datasets formed of the same 60000
deep script pool.

SLIDE 10

Using this information, together with screen story analysis from the Falmouth part of the consortium,
Charisma adapted the creative backend of a tool which staged the development of story across a
series of quadrants, each with a series of parameters visible and controllable by the user. These
allowed for the control of functions in the content itself, centered in genre, the structure of the story, a
film’s style (distinct from its genre), the reality of that world — whether absurd, fantastic, realistic or
factual — and parameters that could lengthen or shorten the story. This, together with character
parameters allowed users to adjust and control all elements of the story development, allowed users
to test out ideas with a visual and sonic output and plug into other tools to create video iteration which
we’re running on the screen now.

Rachael notes: ‘My own practice lives in that (often) stuck place; where | make mistakes, spill things
and get distracted. However, | also experience intense satisfaction and reward when things eventually
come together in a way | never could have imagined. | genuinely feel a spark of delight when sound
and image connect in a way | hadn’t intended or planned. This tuning into slower processes can form
a rich and fertile ground for creative ideas to grow. My fear is that this processual space becomes
diminished and shortened with the introduction of Al in creativity, obstructing a deeper creative
experience that can otherwise be achieved’ (2025).

Across the Falmouth team, as filmmakers aligned with narrative, artistic, and experimental moving
image-making, we shared the concern and excitement of our workshop participants and creative
partners at Channel 4 of the possibilities presented by the use of Al in our creative practice. The
values of the consortium, to enable new forms of creative content and make creative production more
accessible using Al tools were at the forefront of our thinking, but we could see that the use of Al tools
often cut users off from an important aspect of the creative process, with end products that were less
interesting as a result of the loss of the messiness and getting stuck along the way typical to
filmmaking. Arguably, that ‘murky sticky’ creative space is one that lots of people would love to skip
over but, for the creative processes, it is striking in its essentiality.

SLIDE 11 CONCLUSIONS and NEXT STEPS

The application of Al technologies to filmmaking embodies tensions between creative agency and
efficiency, but as users of these tools we should keep at the front of minds that we are active
participants and users of a service, active in their intention and attention. Creatives don’t have to be
scientists or engineers to have a valid voice within what appears to be a juggernaut of Al
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development.. The decision belongs to the user to make careful choices that they are leading and not
being led in their process, augmenting their own decision-making, rather than replacing it. A lot of Al
presents a that will do, but as creatives, we shouldn’t settle for this. We should drive to artticulate our
own voice through our stories or story representation. As users we should recognise our agency to
steer Al technologies in a direction to move away from the manipulation of existing creative output.,
exercising careful attention on our activities and how our choices continue to help deepen the creative
process, whether Al tools are being used or not.

In an extension of this idea, Rachael suggests that, if the danger is in over-estimating the capabilities
of Al and anthropomorphising technology, it may be better to think of machine learning less as a
human replica — or artificial intelligence — but as an alien or plant-like sprawling entity that we have
dominion over, and an ecosystem where we coexist, arguing that ‘because its datasets are comprised
of scrapings of huge tracts of the internet, we are all implicated. We live in and contribute to these
datasets daily, whether or not we ever use generative Al’ (2023).

Channel 4’'s Alex Marne stated “While conversations are always vital, the moment has arrived for
collective action. The UK Creative Community must lead, not follow, in setting the standards and
systems that govern Al in culture. This network is not just a platform, it's a framework for safeguarding
the future of creativity.” Our next steps are threefold, creative content, lobbying regulators and
gatekeepers, and campaigining within the creative industries. We have new live development projects
with existing IP with Welsh broadcaster S4C, the documentary film project Nevermade that will put
some of these ideas into practice by testing archive techniques against generative IP through using a
small language model, and with Channel 4 we’ll be announcing a new call to action to establish a
national, open sector framework — Project Antelope - to build a sovereign an industry wide trust
mechanism for creative Al — our intention is to extend this work equip the UK’s creative industries with
the tools, infrastructure, and standards to thrive responsibly in the age of Al. Rather than contribute to
the noise, Project Antelope — which will be announced in the coming weeks - should provide some of
the answers the screen industries has been asking for, with clear action, aligned values, and open
participation.
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