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By Jenny Brown

Logline: A socially-anxious mime student is kicked out of a mime retreat for breaking his vow of silence after he witnesses a midget being murdered.  Can he convince the police and the mime master he wasn’t hallucinating, and has enough talent to make it into mime school, despite his limited mime skills and fear of being naked? 

		
FRANK MCKENZIE is a thirty-year-old gay man who is a loner with performance anxiety. He’s always dreamed of being a mime artist, but never had the courage to do so, because his father discouraged it, likening it to ballet, and called him a sissy.  But his father is dead now and after five years of therapy, he’s realizes now is the time to start pursing his dreams.  However, he still relives the memory of a horrific mime performance he did in school when he was ten. He fell, knocked over some scenery, tore his costume, and was left half naked.  The whole school laughed at him. He’s never set foot on stage since.

After reading in the newspaper about a mime retreat in Sweden, he auditions and wins a place. This is his first small victory of breaking out of his shell.  The retreat is one of the requirements to win a place at the Swedish Academy of Mime and Drama (SAMD), which he also wants to get into.  

Frank travels to some remote woods in Sweden for the retreat.  Close by is a nudist beach and sauna. It is a ten-day silent retreat, with a strict code of silence so as to practice expressing through movement only. Students have to master the seven basics of mime: 1. Pretend to be in a box. 2. Grab a rope.  3.  Climb a ladder.  4. Do the lean. 5.  Struggle against the wind.  6.  Mime eating.  7. Make up a story.  Only the instructor, MASTER JOSEFFSON, a strict sixty-year-old retired professional mime, who didn’t quite reach the heights of stardom and lives in a dream world, is allowed to speak. 

They are staying in a campsite where Frank shares a two-bed log cabin with his cabin-mate, STIG OLOFSSON.  Stig, a twenty-five-year-old mortuary make-up artist, is a rebel.  Within the cabin, he constantly breaks the code of silence.  He smokes weed and flaunts the rules. He’s a natural mime and doesn’t have to try too hard to be good. 

After a strenuous first day of practicing step one of seven, which is “Pretend to be in a box”, Frank goes to bed, having been coerced by Stig to smoke some weed. Frank wakes up in the middle of the night and hears chanting.  He wanders out into the woods, and while he’s having a pee, he witnesses a tribe of DRESSING GOWN SALESMEN doing a pagan ritual.  A fast-talking DRESSING GOWN SALESMAN slits the throat of what looks like a leprechaun. 

Frank races back to the log cabin and tells Stig, but Stig just laughs at him and says the pressure is just getting to Frank, and he’s smoked too much weed. Frank doubts his own experience. The next day, Frank tries to tell the mime leader, Master Josefsson, about what happened through mime, but does a terrible job.  Master Joseffson and the other retreat members appear to mock him, and he gets so wound up, he ends up just blurting it out.  Master Josefsson kicks him out of the retreat for breaking the code of silence.  

He’s forced to find his own way back to town from the woods, but he gets lost.  He is taken pity on by a group of business partners who are on a camping trip: ULF, BJORN, and ANDERS.  Ulf is the owner of Sweden’s biggest sauna, the Herden-Herden Sauna Group, and they’re there for some team building.  Frank has some drinks with them and tells them the story of what he witnessed.  Bjorn and Anders think it’s a joke.  Ulf seems to take Frank seriously.  

As if things couldn’t get more surreal, the dressing gown salesman crashes the party, and appears especially excited when he learns that Ulf owns the Herden-Herden Sauna. Frank is horrified, telling him he saw him murder a leprechaun. The dressing gown salesman denies it, and tells Frank it’s just the pressure of the retreat and that he must have imagined it.
Frank spends the night with Ulf in his tent, and Frank has his first gay experience.  Ulf is still in the closet and doesn’t want to be out. Especially to his circle of macho, Swedish Viking co-workers. 

Frank is torn between wanting to get back into the mime troupe and going to the police. He decides to try to get let back in to the mime troupe, and tries to tell Master Joseffson about the murder through mime again, but Master Josefsson refuses him. 

Frank decides to go to the police. DETECTIVE WOLFGANG doesn’t believe him, but DETECTIVE WESLEY MAY tells him she’ll follow up on it. She encourages Frank to go and try to put on a good performance at the end-of-retreat celebration party at the Herden-Herden Sauna.  

Frank decides to go on a mission to prove the dressing gown salesman is a murderer.  He decides to work on his performance skills, thinking that if he can just do a good routine, he can kill two birds with one stone: convince Master Josefsson he is skilled enough to get into the Swedish Academy of Mime and Drama, and also convincingly tell the murder story to the police. He sneaks back to the retreat and watches the rest of the mime troupe students from afar and Stig gives him private lessons. 

Ulf tracks Stig down at bunker number nine, and confesses that he also knows that the dressing gown salesman is a murderer.  He says he couldn’t come forward about it because the dressing gown salesman threatened to “out” him after he saw Ulf make out with one of his team.  Ulf says he’s going to go to the police to back up Frank’s story.

Finally, Stig crashes the celebration at the Herden-Herden Sauna.  Everyone is there, including Detectives Wolfgang and Wesley May.  Frank interrupts Master Josefsson’s speech and does a stunning mime routine, incorporating all seven steps and convincingly tells the story of the murder.  It turs out the murder victim was a midget, rather than a leprechaun.  He was a competitor, and the dressing gown salesman killed him to eliminate the competition. The dressing gown salesman has tried to bribe Ulf to agree to be the exclusive provider of dressing gowns for his resort.  But Ulf tells the police and backs up Frank about what really happened. The dressing gown salesman is arrested.

MARCEL MARCEAU is at the sauna party.  He is impressed with Frank’s performance, even though Master Josefsson isn’t.  Marceau says that Frank has natural talent and tells him and Ulf he has a unique business idea.  The idea is to provide a unique entertainment service in tandem with the Herden-Herden Saunas, where Marceau will perform mime routines at various events.  

Frank and Ulf get married, and open a third branch of the Herden-Herden Sauna Group.  Marcel Marceau makes a final appearance, trying to convince Ulf to sell black and white dressing gowns as part of their merchandise, but Ulf refuses the idea.  Instead, the COMPETING TEAM OF DRESSING GOWN SALESMEN, a group of midgets, are awarded an exclusive contract by Ulf and his team to provide dressing gowns for their sauna customers. Frank moves into Ulf’s giant log cabin at the Herden-Herden Sauna retreat.  Together, they turn it into a thriving business, franchising out into high end hotels in major cities.  They spend a lot of time naked.
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Reflective Essay

This course was educational in terms of screenwriting formulas and layout, but it was also useful in terms of working on writing structure, which could be applied to various storytelling formats.  One insightful exercise was re-writing an existing short film by changing one of the early plot points.  This showed me how an entire story can change just by changing a reaction to an early event.  It made me realize the countless plot options and how the tone and feel of a film can alter based on one small change.
	
The in-class discussions were useful.  It was interesting to see different reactions to different films, especially character.  We analyzed Lost in Translation. People’s reactions varied, including some who were bothered by Scarlett Johansen’s appearance in underwear throughout the film, to the reaction of her and Bill Murray’s unusual relationship.  This was interesting because I had a different take on it, and it made me reflect on how my work will be received, especially with comedy.  It made me think of where the boundaries are with political correctness, and how rebellious I feel about pushing those boundaries, and in doing so, will need to be able to handle negative reactions.

Another strong reaction came from analyzing the impression characters make in the beginning of a film.  We watched One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, where Jack Nicholson’s character is abhorrently misogynistic, but I found myself drawn in and fascinated by this character because the writing and his acting were so compelling.  I found it easy to separate my personal politics from my artistic approach, whereas others didn’t.  I think this ability will give me the freedom to explore unlikeable characters. The in-class discussions were helpful in analyzing the various meanings associated with themes, and in some cases, I gained insight into the theme of a film by hearing different opinions.  

The handouts were particularly useful, especially breaking down the major plot points. By doing this ahead of time it makes it easier to write towards mini goals with each section, and this is useful in organizing the writing.  

The Screenwriter’s Bible was a great resource, and I used it mostly for the treatment samples and the instructions on style.  I learned that that the treatment is almost like a sales document, and needs to hook the interest of a potential buyer of your script.  The Writer’s Journey was excellent in breaking down the whole journey the hero takes, and breaking down the different archetypes was insightful.  I realized I had been doing this already without realizing it.  One thing I learned was that different characters/archetypes can have multiple roles, and I have been experimenting with that in my screenplay, i.e. Stig is supposed to be a mentor, but in the beginning, he actually rejects my main character, Frank, and doesn’t want Frank to jeopardize his chances of getting into mime school.

Overall, I thoroughly enjoyed this class.  There was a welcoming environment and plenty of time for lively discussions and useful handouts and instructions given throughout.
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