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Apprentice's near-mortal cut
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Morgue humour in The Apprentice; actor Shane Jacobson (left), director Damon
Escott, actor Anton Yelchin and writer Steve Baker. Photo: Penny Stephens

A Hollywood bigshot's offer on an Australian’s dark-comedy
screenplay was nearly killed in cyberspace.

FORCE of habit very nearly cost Steve Baker his big break. The i
winner of the 2007 Tropfest short film competition was name-
dropped by John Polson - Tropfest founder, actor and director -
when a major Hollywood producer asked if he knew of any up-
and-coming talent.
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Charles Wessler, co-producer of the Farrelly brothers' high-
grossing gross-out comedies Dumb and Dumber, Shallow Hal
and There's Something about Mary, took Polson at his word, and
sent Baker an email.
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"Trouble is, it went straight into the 'junk’ box," says Baker. "l
was about to hit 'Delete all', as | normally do, when | saw this
'Laoking for screenplays' subject heading and thought, 'Hang on
a second."

Though based in Sydney, Baker is in Melbourne this week to co-
direct, with fellow Australian Damon Escott, the short film whose
screenplay he sent to Wessler in 2008. It's called The
Apprentice, a dark comedy being shot in an abandoned hospital
with Shane "Kenny" Jacobson, Colin "Lano" Lane and rising
American star Anton Yelchin among the cast.

It's one of 17 short films being shot here and in the US for
producers Wessler and Peter Farrelly (who is also directing two
of them) for inclusion in an as-yet-untitied portmanteau feature.
With a budget of about $5 million, the 90-minute feature is at the
super-cheap end for Hollywood. Despite that, it has attracted a
big-name cast, with Hugh Jackman, Kate Winslet, Naomi Watts,
Liev Schreiber, Sam Rockwell and Gerard Butler among them.

The Australians in The Apprentice are playing Americans, as the
nine-minute short (the longest in the film) is the only portion not
being made there. "l wanted it to be Australian, but | was
convinced by people in marketing departments that it's easier to
sell if it's perceived as being American, so | went along with that,"
says Wessler.

The Apprentice is set in a morgue, with Jacobson as the head
mortician and Yelchin (Chekov in J. J. Abrams's Star Trek movie
and Kyle Reese in Terminator Salvation) as the apprentice
mortician. The filmmakers aren't revealing details of its plot, but
they do drop some hints about what to expect.

"It's quite extreme and twisted," says Baker. "Butitis a
comedy."

"We want that moment where people cover their eyes but leave
their fingers open," adds Wessler, citing by way of comparison
Cameron Diaz's infamous hair-gel scene in Mary.

Wessler says he and Peter Farrelly intended making 32 short
films and culling them to get the best 20 or so - because in 18
years of making movies together they've found "about a third of
what we shoot just isn't funny, even if we think it's hilarious".

But, funnily enough, the studio didn't like the idea. "They said,
"'Wait a minute: we're going into this knowing we're going to throw
10 of these away? That doesn't make any sense. Let's try it the
other way,"' says Wessler.

Ever the master of comic timing, he waits a beat, then adds:
"We were both right."
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