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Abstract 

 

THE EVOLUTION OF SILENCE IN BERLIN 

 

Matthew Craig Wolff, M.F.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Cindy McCreery 

 

This report recounts the development and creative process of writing the feature 

screenplay Silence in Berlin, from the seed of an idea to the conception of the story, from 

first draft to the completion of the final draft.  Based on a true story, Silence in Berlin is 

historical fiction; as such, it presented its own set of challenges, which are described in 

this account.  As I reflected on the process I went through to write this screenplay, I came 

to a clearer understanding of the decisions that I made in the process of writing and 

rewriting the script.     
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Chapter 1: Making Pictures 

 

In high school, I forayed into photography when I took a required art course.  

That obligatory course sparked an ember that eventually grew into a passion.  In my 

senior year, I took Advanced Placement Photography in addition to a rigorous academic 

load, including AP Biology and AP English Literature.  Photography was my only 

creative outlet in an otherwise dauntingly stringent curriculum.  That was the year 

photography saved my life.     

The creativity of photography offset the tedium of solving math problems and 

memorizing cell structure in biology.  The hours of editing pictures in Photoshop or 

perfecting the aperture, f-stop, and size of an image in the darkroom were engrossing.  It 

was easy to get lost in there, and the time would speed ahead.  Photography was a labor 

of love.     

As much as I loved creating the AP Photo portfolio, I sometimes felt frustrated 

when an aspect of my magnum opus did not work.  For instance, in St. Louis during the 

summer of 2008, when I was part of a longitudinal study on children with cochlear 

implants, I saw an entire wall made from glass Coke bottles at the City Museum.  The 

light filtrating through the repetitive design looked extraordinary, so I captured a 

multitude of digital images, certain that they would make a compelling element in my 

upcoming senior art portfolio.  

But when I printed the pictures out, the light reflecting through the bottles became 

dark and muted.  No matter how much I tried to finagle it on Photoshop, I could not 

recreate what I saw in person.  My advisor recommended that I scrap them.  I had 

difficulty accepting her critique of the photographic series but I let it go.     

What I learned from the process of putting together an AP art portfolio is that an 

artist must make choices, tough ones, based on objective judgments. But how could I be 
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objective when my creative output was so much a part of me? How could I throw out the 

very ideas that most enamored me? 

Most of the photographs that I made were not worthy of inclusion in my final 

portfolio; some were fine as stand alone photographs but did not enhance the overall 

theme. Others fell short as composition.   

Writing my thesis screenplay was similar, although more frustrating, than creating 

the photographic oeuvre.  Some scenes did not work and ultimately had to be eliminated 

from the final version of Silence in Berlin.  I often got stuck, got demoralized, wanted to 

write a great script, felt like quitting, but persevered.  My conflicting emotions were 

tearing me apart.  However, I kept going.  

While not as intensely frustrating, creating the AP photography portfolio erected 

some roadblocks to be crossed. There were times when my art advisor would discourage 

me from editing a particular picture, believing it would not be up to par.  But I had a 

vision, a certain specific idea or picture in my head that I knew I could make happen if I 

kept working at it. When she saw the final product, she would often agree that my 

creative vision had merit; that it worked well after all.  

Writing Silence in Berlin was fraught with similar creative decisions, judgments 

calls, and intense debates (sometimes internal) with my professor and the other students 

in the class.  I often persisted in following my own instincts, for example by having Felix, 

a strong supporting character, leave Berlin to go to England, thus switching the point of 

view from the protagonist Max.  While they had a good point, I felt the scene was vital in 

setting up the third act, when the ten deaf children escape the Nazis and flee to London 

on the Kindertransport.  Historically, Felix Reich did indeed make an initial journey in 

1938 to scope out a residence for his students; I felt strongly that it was important to use 

the limited knowledge that I was able to unearth about this heroic director of the Israelite 

Institute for the Deaf and Dumb in Berlin. Although I prevaricated until the end about 

keeping the scene, I persisted in following my instinct to include it in the final draft. 
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Crafting a screenplay for me is similar to making an art portfolio. After hours, 

days, and months of false starts, agonizing decisions, playing with words or images, 

revising, and editing, I finally finished a work that I believe has value and importance.  
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Chapter 2: Genesis 

 

How is the seed of a creative work planted?  There is much in my personal and 

academic background that has lead me to the creation of Silence in Berlin.  I grew up in a 

Jewish household.  I went to Hebrew school, attended the High Holiday services, and 

celebrated the major holidays.  Though I am not fervently religious, the cultural aspects 

of Judaism are quite important to me.  While I attended Hebrew school, the Holocaust 

was an especially important topic.  For two years, in partial fulfillment of my requirement 

for Confirmation, I took courses in Jewish film.  It was then that I cut my teeth on film 

history through the eyes of Jewish filmmakers like Steven Spielberg, Barry Levinson, and 

Neil Simon.     

This study of film sparked my interest in history.  However, it was not until my 

study abroad semester in Prague in the summer of 2011 as a rising junior at Northwestern 

University that I began to think of the Holocaust in a different way.  Although I had 

already taken two Holocaust courses in my freshman year of college, “Representing the 

Holocaust in Literature and Film” and “History of the Holocaust,” it was not until I went 

to Berlin that the reality of the Holocaust hit me hard.  
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Chapter 3: The Peripatetic Researcher (aka The Wandering Jew) 

 
In July 2011, on a weekend trip to Berlin, I began to face the Holocaust in a more 

personal way.  I had not intended to go to Berlin because I would not feel comfortable 

there due to its horrific past.  After all, this was the country where the National Socialist 

political party was born and the capital city Berlin was at the heart of it.  On the other 

hand, part of me was drawn to the place where such cruelty was wrought.  Regardless of 

my hesitation, I joined my friends who were so keen on travelling there; they had 

managed to pique my interest in seeing the German land.   

When I was walking through the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin, an expansive 

cement block with a plethora of shiny onyx markers that at times loomed so high over my 

head I could not see anything else, a thought came across my mind: if I had been walking 

this very same spot only 70 years earlier, I might have been shot on the spot just for being 

Jewish.  But then my mind went further, and I thought that Jewish or not, I might have 

been killed just because of my disability: deafness.  Even if I tried to hide, I did not think 

I would make it far before a Nazi party member would discover me, discover my hearing 

loss, and then execute me.  I wondered, “Would there by any survivors from the 

Holocaust who had disabilities?  How would I or could I have survived with such a 

double jeopardy, both Jewish and deaf?”   

Back at Northwestern, I continued to study the Holocaust in Eastern Europe, 

particularly Hungary.  I researched the plight of the disabled in Eastern Europe during the 

1930s and 1940s.  I learned of the policies of euthanasia and eugenics and realized that 

the Nazis actually persecuted the handicapped as early as the April 1933 Law for the 

Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring.  The goal was to sterilize the hereditarily 

disabled, including the deaf, so they would not produce disabled offspring.    

In another research course, one on Holocaust Survivors, I wrote on deaf children 

who survived the Holocaust in Budapest, Hungary. Here I came across the stories of 

Harry Dunai and Péter Farago.  These became a great source of influence and inspiration 

for the characters in my script Silence in Berlin.   
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While I was working on that history paper during my junior year, my professor, 

Peter Hayes, asked me to write a Senior Thesis on the subject of the deaf Hungarian 

Jewish children who survived the Holocaust and what enabled them to do so.  Offered a 

summer grant for the 2012, I travelled to New Haven, Connecticut and Washington D.C. 

to do research on my thesis topic at Yale University, Gallaudet University, and The 

United States Holocaust Museum.  At Gallaudet I came across interesting information 

about Felix Reich and the Israelite Institution for the Deaf and Dumb in the Berlin 

neighborhood Weissensee in the section of Pankow, but my focus was on Hungarian deaf 

Jewish children so I put that story on the backburner.  Still haunted by the tragic irony of 

Felix’s fate, a rescuer of children who was incarcerated by the British, who accused him 

of spying, I knew that I would come back to that to write that story someday.    
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Chapter 4: Solitary Silence 

 
To the Deaf-mute the world is a world of solitary silence—no harmony of 
music, no sounds of the elements, no voice of words.  He cannot tell his 
wants and wishes; he has no mother tongue; he has never heard the sound 
of even the mother’s voice, and is unconscious of his own.  He can form 
no idea of sound any more than can a blind man of colours.  His eye is his 
only ear and gesture his only language.1 

 
Not only does deafness mean the inability to hear sound, trapped in a world of 

silence, but it is also a profound disorder of communication.  Without the use of sound, 

deaf people have to overcome a seemingly insurmountable obstacle to communicate to 

others for even the most mundane, basic needs of life, such as water, food, sleep, and a 

place to go to the bathroom.  In a way, most victims of the Nazis, deaf and hearing, saw 

their access to communication decrease to the point where they inhabited the same silent 

world.  Nevertheless, the experience of the deaf victims of the Nazis was substantially 

different than that of the hearing victims.  According to the Final Solution, any person, 

including Aryans, with a genetic disability, such as deafness or blindness, was viewed as 

highly undesirable and unfit for procreation.  As a result, many disabled people were 

euthanized and sterilized to prevent future disabled offspring.  Consequently, this policy 

presented more hurdles for Europeans who were both Jewish and disabled, making their 

survival all the more improbable.  Given the animosity of the Nazis towards anyone with 

a disability, it is surprising that there were any deaf Jewish survivors; yet there were.  I 

felt it was my mission to tell their important story.  

During World War II, effective communication was already limited for adult Jews 

in Europe, as it became increasingly difficult for them to find out about what was 

happening to the Jews elsewhere in Europe.  These times were even more baffling for 

children because they could understand even less than the adults, since their incomplete 

cognitive development and life experience limited their understanding of the Nazis’ 

                                                
1 Ryerson, Rev. Report on Institutions for the Deaf and Dumb and the Blind in Europe and in The United 
States of America. Publication no. 2215. Toronto: Daily Telegraph Printing House, 1868. Print, 2.  
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persecution.  In addition, many adults purposefully declined to tell children anything 

about the war and intentionally kept them in the dark.  Deaf children in particular were 

kept in confusion and in darkness because their world was in essence silent.  In the 

absence of today’s modern technology, communication was mainly through sign 

language and limited oral language, thus, accessible information from outside their 

enclosed world was minimal.  Because deafness is a communication disorder, a disorder 

that the Nazis were determined to eradicate completely along with all the Jews, the 

chance of these Jewish deaf individuals surviving the war was small.  If a Nazi 

discovered a deaf individual, there was a strong chance that the person would be shot on 

the spot.  But, with luck and quick thinking, there were deaf people who survived the 

war, defying all odds.  Those 10 or 12 children led to Exodus by Felix Reich were among 

the fortunate few who did not perish.   

This is an important story to tell for numerous reasons.  The survivors with 

disabilities are hardly known.  In film and literature, the focus is usually on Jewish 

Holocaust survivors.  But in those media, the other victims are not highlighted, such as 

the first victims of the Nazis, including the political prisoners, homosexuals, Roma, and 

finally, the disabled. 
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Chapter 5: Breaking My Silence 

To really understand why I felt compelled to tell this story, I should start from the 

beginning.  My beginning.  My story will underscore my personal connection to Silence 

in Berlin.  On July 3, 1990, I was born profoundly deaf.  In 1993, I was implanted with 

the cochlear implant, which enabled me to hear and subsequently develop speech.  At the 

time, the cochlear implant was a relatively new technology and I was one of the first few 

thousand people in the world to be implanted, with only a hundred children among those 

pioneers in the United States. 

The audiologist who made my diagnosis told my parents that I would never be 

able to hear or speak nor would I be mainstreamed in school.  My parents were 

determined to prove that woman wrong, and I learned how to speak and hear with the 

assistance of a cochlear implant and dedicated professional speech-language pathologists.  

What is scary for me though, is that had I been born even a few years earlier, I may not 

have been implanted at a young age and may have inhabited a world of silence.   

Screenwriting for me is a vital way of breaking through the sound barrier.  More 

than my passion for the photography, my passion for writing is the rocket ship that 

transcends the silent world of the deaf.  Max’s story could well be my story had I lived in 

Europe in the 1930s.  As the young deaf protagonist of Silence in Berlin, the fictional 

Max begins his life trapped in solitude, unable to express himself, unable to comprehend 

a confusing world.  That he was rescued by Felix, the non-fictional Director of the 

Israelite Institute for the Deaf and Dumb is very personal for me.  That 146 other deaf 

students at the school actually perished at the Hadamar Killing Center resounds even 

more strongly.  I simply had to tell their story.  It could have been mine.   
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Chapter 6: Into the Lion’s Den (aka, Draft One)  

At the onset of my second year as a graduate student in the MFA in Screenwriting 

program at the University of Texas at Austin, I knew I had a great story to tell and finally 

felt ready to do so.  But the biggest hurdle I had was almost the one that prevented me 

from continuing on with the script.  One problem was that there was very limited research 

available, much less in English.  After a few years I have finally found possible 

information about the school and the headmaster, Felix Reich, but unfortunately, it was in 

German.  I have yet to take any German and I didn’t have access to my thesis advisor, 

Peter Hayes at Northwestern University to take a look at the books and see if there was 

anything of value to translate into English for me.  While I browsed through the books, I 

didn’t see any specific names of the students.  Also, in doing research through archives, 

censuses, I still couldn’t find most of the children who had been part of Felix’s group.  

The one that I did find, however, was Marion Schlessinger.  Unfortunately, for research 

purposes, she already passed away in 2001.  And what information I could find on her 

was very limited.  One of the first pieces of information that I did find out about the 

school and the children who escaped was through an article about Marion.  As a bit of a 

tribute, I decided to write my main character, Max Feldman, in her honor.  Her story, at 

least in part, is his story.     

Now the second biggest problem that I had was that I did not know from whose 

point of view to tell this story.  The way I saw it at the start of the fall screenwriting class, 

there were three options.  I could tell it from Felix Reich’s point of view.  The second 

option was to write it from one of the children’s point of view, specifically Max’s.  The 

third option was to write it from both Felix’s and Max’s points of view and to be careful 

not to focus on either one more than 50 percent of the time.  In other words, a parallel 

story.  After some thought, Richard Lewis, the professor who was teaching the course, 

said he preferred this option.    

Thinking about it in retrospect, I can see there were even more possibilities than 

those three options that I thought of at the onset of brainstorming this script.  I could have 
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told my script from the point of view of one of the children who did not go on the 

kindertransport with Max in August 1939.  And unfortunately, he would have been one of 

the children who got executed at the Hadamar Killing Center.  Similarly, I could have 

chosen to tell it from the Christian child Heinrich’s point of view.  However, Heinrich’s 

story does not exactly underscore the double jeopardy of being both Jewish and deaf in 

Hitler’s Europe.   

Because any historical information I did get was about Felix, it felt obvious to just 

go with option number one and write it from his point of view.  However, I did not really 

have much information to go on about Felix as the little written about him is mostly in 

German.  Furthermore, I did not want to make Felix seem like a copycat of Oskar 

Schindler, as portrayed in Steven Spielberg’s film Schindler’s List.  Also, I did not think 

the terror of having a disability in Hitler’s Europe would come across as well if it was not 

from Max’s point of view.  I could not find any personal accounts or much information 

on any of the children who survived from the trip, so I felt a bit discouraged to try to 

make it from one of the surviving children’s point of view.  As a result, I thought perhaps 

the parallel points of view would be the best way to approach this story.   

At first, my classmates told me, almost begged me, to write it from Felix’s point 

of view.  After all, it seemed like Felix was the one who was making the active choices, 

such as literally saving the small handful children by sending them on a kindertransport 

to a school for the deaf in England.  Max was just a child.  He certainly did not have the 

power to make the active choices that adults could.  I still was not convinced or satisfied.  

I knew I did not want to write the story solely from Felix’s point of view.  After all, Felix 

was not deaf.  And the biggest point of writing this script was to write it from a deaf 

person’s point of view.  How being stripped of one of the senses would be unique.  It 

would also make survival in an already harsh world all that much greater.  Now, as other 

writers on the Holocaust and even I have argued, the survival of a discriminated person 

was largely dependent on sheer luck.  Sure, a person could be cunning, strong-willed, or 

even physically strong, but survival was largely out of their control.  In fact, I could argue 

that in the case of these ten children who escaped to England, they were lucky due to 
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their hearing loss.  If they did not have hearing loss, who knows what would have 

happened to them?  If they were Jewish but had normal hearing, they might have gone to 

a regular school and nobody might have saved them in time.  Also, Felix was a real 

person so I was hesitant to use him as my protagonist as I did not know that much about 

him and felt I could not portray him accurately or justifiably.   

The third option was to write parallel protagonists, but that is rarely done.  But, 

the class seemed to go for it.  So did Richard.  That way, I could move the story forward 

from both Felix and Max’s point of view.  At that point, I decided to go with Max as my 

protagonist, but in the end, perhaps, the final draft went more the way of this third option.  

Because adults are inherently making the major decisions, Max may not seem like the 

obvious protagonist.  However, I tried to make Max have a growing leadership role 

towards the end of the script to portray that this is indeed his story and not Felix’s.  Felix 

is just a strong supporting character.  Perhaps this could support an argument that more 

stories or scripts are needed to fully portray this entire story.   

If I had known more about Felix I would have been more confident about writing 

from his point of view.  During the writing of the first draft, the only historical facts I had 

about Felix were his 1938 journey to England and his imprisonment in England just after 

he brought the children to London.  I debated whether or not to dedicate a small section 

to Felix’s interrogation as a German spy in a British jail, which I could have made 

compelling, suspenseful, and tense.  However, I think if I had done so it would have 

taken away from Max’s story.  Also, this imprisonment of foreigners in London during 

this time is covered in Foyle’s War and I did not want to veer too close to its pilot 

episode. 

Only later, as I researched the second draft in July 2015, did I find out about 

Felix’s imprisonment in Sauchsenhausen Concentration Camp, a fact that did not ever 

make it into any version of the script because I did not want to leave Max for too long 

and break the pacing.  

The pacing and timing of the script did in fact pose a challenge throughout the 

script.  Then there was the issue of Max’s age.  Some classmates said the older the better.  
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They were convinced that I was misguided in wanting to designate my protagonist as a 

five to seven year old child at the onset of the story.  They thought a child actor would 

not portray the part well.  Would not be relatable.  Would not be able to show the 

progression of the character as he ages over a span of years.  But, in reality, movies jump 

ahead in years all the time.  And in the case of children, they replace the actor with an 

older actor if need be.  For example, there are multiple actors portraying the main 

protagonist in Cinema Paradiso.   

A further reason why I could not take my classmates’ suggestion to make Max 

older was when Max arrives at the age of six, he is already language delayed and has 

missed the critical period for language acquisition and development.  If he were older, 

such as fifteen per their suggestion, he would not be able to acquire language at the same 

level.  I knew that Max’s language development as a deaf child could only progress over 

a period of years.  I knew this because I personally lived through it, through years of 

language therapy.  My classmates were in a hurry for Max to acquire language so that the 

action could progress faster.  I felt strongly that this approach was not realistic because I 

needed time to set up his language acquisition.   

Then there was the issue of Max’s socialization.  One could argue that I should 

start with Max already at the school and make him 15 years old at the outset, but then we 

would lose the newcomer sensation and the “sense” of his first discovery of this deaf 

community; we would lose his realization that there are others who are deaf just like he 

is.  We would also lose the sense of danger evoked when the Nazis come to check the 

identity papers and Max hides in the basement.  We would also lose the pathos of his 

parents’ difficult choice to send him away from home to a boarding school.  

The other issue of time was that my classmates were urging me to get hurry ahead 

to the scene where the children go on the train to escape.  The majority believed that the 

most inherently interesting aspect of my story was the actual train ride and escape from 

Berlin to London and how the deaf children would communicate during the journey.  In 

reality, however, the journey would only have taken a couple of days, not weeks as 

depicted in many epic films, such as Lawrence of Arabia and Motorcycle Diaries.  Before 
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the drama escalated, I wanted to establish the protagonist’s persona, the atmosphere of 

the Israelite school, and the characteristics of the children who were to go on the 

kindertransport. Here, just as I sometimes did in photography, I decided I had to pursue 

my own vision, simply had to follow my own instincts.  Once I clearly stated in class that 

I did not want to start the script with the escape on the train nor did I want to stretch that 

escape over 100 pages, we reached an impasse.  They believed the structure would be 

destroyed, but I was not convinced.   

This was also the time during the semester that I wanted to throw my hands up in 

the air and shelve the project.  I thought about switching projects even though it was 

weeks into the semester; I even thought about quitting the MFA program over this script.  

I had become paralyzed over it.  This story felt so important to me; I wanted to write a 

script that could be as good as Schindler’s List in order to vividly portray these specific 

events that happened during a horrible episode in history.  This ambition was partly what 

got me stuck but at the same time helped me march forward.     

An overriding problem that haunted the entire first draft was establishing a “love 

affair” between Max and Felix.  I was trying to build a father-son bond to illicit 

compassion for both characters.  In the beginning stages of developing the story, I 

thought perhaps Felix should have a dead son, and Max would happen to look like him.  

That is when I created the infamous ledger scene.  I had to get Max into Felix’s office so 

that he could see the picture of Felix’s dead son, thereby establishing their similar looks.  

To do so, I created a false ledger and a real ledger, and I had Sári, the school nurse, send 

Max on an impossibly dangerous mission to deliver to Felix the real ledger while Nazis 

were roaming the school quarters.  What was I thinking???? 

As Richard rightly pointed out, the ledger scene did not work; he also did not feel 

that Max looking like Felix’s dead son was enough to justify a strong bond taking hold.  I 

tried to reflect on my own experiences and why I clicked with certain teachers and 

professors but could not pinpoint the common denominator in any of those relationships.  

Really, it is all about the connection and common ground but it is hard to demonstrate or 

cinematically show this relationship on the screen.  Richard urged me to revisit the film 
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Cinema Paradiso, which depicts the relationship of an older gentleman who projects 

films in a local theater and a young boy who shared his love for film.  Throughout the 

semester, Richard emphasized the importance of this aspect of the film.  However, 

neither Richard nor my classmates had the winning solution for the reason why Felix 

came to love Max as a son and why Max came to love Felix as a father.  And neither did 

I!  It was not until the second draft that I came closer to a solution.        

For months, on my outline, Act Three was basically just a one liner.  As Richard 

say, it was an epilogue.  All I had was Felix returned to Berlin to find out that the other 

children were dead.  When I wrote act three back in December 2014 it became one of the 

strongest parts of the screenplay.    

  



 

 16 

Chapter 7: The Whole Truth and Nothing but the Truth: The 
Challenges of Writing Historical Drama 

 
“Today, I am not sure that what I wrote is true.   
I am certain it is truthful.”   
--the foreword to None of Us Will Return by Charlotte Delbo, the first volume of the 
trilogy Auschwitz and After  
 

There was a lot of guesswork involved in writing this story because of the dearth 

of historical research, particularly in English.   

1.  Did Felix’s children actually go on a kindertransport?  

2.  Was it actually in August of 1939?  Or July, as one account puts it.   

3.  If it was actually a kindertransport that the children escaped to England on, then how 

did Felix go with them?  Did he go on a separate train?  Adults were not allowed to go on 

the kindertransports to the best of my knowledge.  So, how was Felix allowed to go with 

the children?  Did he go on a separate train and meet up with the children in Holland or 

England?  

4.  Where did the children go first?  Did they get off at the cliffs of Dover? 

5.  Once in London, which school did the children go to first?   

6.  Where did they go to school after the bombing in London?  Did they learn anything 

academically at school during the war?   

7.  Was it as nightmarish for them during the Blitz as it was for them in Nazi Germany?  

8.  One source states that the real-life Marion, who was the prototype of Max’s fictional 

character, was able to emigrate to America before the end of the war.  How would that 

have been possible? 

9.  There were varying sources about when Felix got out of jail.  One source said that it 

was 1942 but others suggest that it wasn’t until the end of the war.  I had to choose when 

writing the script.     

10.  How did they find out about the other children who got killed at Hadamar?  How did 

they know it was 146?  What happened to the teachers?    

11.  When did the plaque go up at the site of the school? 
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12.  How many children were there exactly at the school? 

13.  How many teachers taught there?  Further questions in regards to the teachers—who 

taught what?  Was there one assigned specifically for science?  Were they staunch 

supporters of the Nazis?  Or were they all supporters of Felix’s opposition to the Nazis?   

14.  Why did Felix in real life wait until the very end, right before Hitler declared war on 

Poland, to escape with the children?  

15.  How did Felix actually choose the children who would be the first to go to England?  

And why didn’t he bring more then ten children the first time?   

16.  What were the activities in the school?  

17.  What was the area of Weissensee like back in the 1930s?  

18.  How did the children who remained in the school actually live until 1942?  Why 

weren’t they taken earlier?  

19.  Why did some of the German deaf children from the city schools survive while 

others didn’t?   

20.  Why was Felix really imprisoned in jail? 

21.  How could I as the writer overcome my own language barrier, since I was unable to 

translate books and articles written on the subject in German that might have provided 

answers to some of these questions? 
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Chapter 8: Mamma Mia, Here I Go Again! (Draft Two) 

In May 2015, I met with my committee, Cindy McCreery, the advisor, and Stuart 

Kelban, the reader, for the first time to talk about the first draft of my script.  I came in 

with some trepidation because I was worried that they would emphasize the same 

problems that Richard and my colleagues had found in my screenplay in the fall 

semester.  But, much to my surprise and relief, those concerns were not on the agenda 

that day.  In fact, they saw the screenplay in a different light. Could it be possible that I 

had resolved many of the original problems by the time I had competed the first draft?  

Their consensus was: The structure worked, the language acquisition was on its way, and 

Max’s age was fine!  They did however agree that the relationship between Max and 

Felix still needed to be strengthened.   

Cindy and Stuart thought I should complete the second draft by July 15th when at 

least Cindy would read it and then send me feedback quickly so I could get started on the 

third draft, which I should then send back to both of them by August 1st.  Then by August 

7th, everything should be finished and they would read it one more time and look over 

everything before signing off on it and sending it to the Main Tower.  Luckily, I was able 

to revise a lot of the script in the third draft, so it did not necessitate a fourth draft.   

In that initial meeting, Cindy and Stuart said that the structure was strong and 

worked well.  They used the metaphor: think of your script as a house.  The structure is 

solid.  Now it just needs some more decorations and garnishes.  Because they were so 

reassuring about the structure, I wanted to be careful not to mess around with that too 

much in my rewrites.  

Rather, what I really needed to focus on was the emotional aspect of the drama, 

fleshing out the characters even more; they needed to be as three dimensional as possible.  

They did want me to confirm who the main character was, to which I responded, “ Max.”  

They agreed that they thought it was Max but it was not clear enough.  They agreed that 

Max definitely should be the protagonist.   
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Another problem that I was not aware of during my first draft was that I was not 

vicious enough to my characters.  I did not test them or put them through the wringer.  I 

would present the obstacles or problems but I would let the tension diffuse and the 

obstacles would miraculously disappear without explanation.  So, throughout the script, I 

needed to up the viciousness and horror of the situation, especially outside of the school, 

which may have seemed like a safe haven in some regards.  Max also needed to react 

more strongly.  He is strongest in the first 15 pages.  In this first draft, Felix is the one 

who changes greatly throughout the script.  He goes from getting paid off with jewelry to 

opening his heart up.  They thought he had a great arc.  Unfortunately, I think I had to 

soften Felix’s arc in the final draft in order to help Max’s story out.  The stakes are 

greatest for Max.  As he communicates soundlessly, sometimes with the help of lip 

reading, Max goes from victim to hero.  I did need to make Felix less of a hero in the next 

draft.   

My committee gave me advice about how to strengthen Max’s character arc. 

While he is on the train to England, Max could help his friends get out of a jam, making 

him stronger and more mature.  There are moments of loud noise, but the children can 

still communicate with each other because they can sign to each other.  They also thought 

that Max should go to the sterilization center to show, first, that he is concerned about 

saving himself and maybe David, but, in the end, he is concerned about saving the other 

children.  On the train, Max could use his voice to save another child because he had 

worked hard on improving his voice.  However, I was concerned about this because his 

voice would still most likely have a deaf sound, which would inevitably give him away.  

My thesis committee also pointed out that Max’s parents leaving him behind for 

the United States should be a major story beat; it should feel like this is the low point of 

the movie. They also recommended that I focus on better understanding Felix’s demons; I 

should show how all the Jews are being affected by the Nazi regime, and how being deaf 

is another vulnerability on top of that.  In addition, Max needed to do something big that 

pulls at Felix in order to solidify the father-son relationship to motivate him to give Max 

his son’s Bar Mitzvah watch.  Just looking like his son is not enough of a reason to make 
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Felix compelled to give Max such a prized possession.  Finally, they said that maybe 

Felix is bitter at the beginning and has accepted that this is the world that they live in, but 

Max gives him the strength to care.  

To address these suggestions, in the second draft, I had Max run away after he 

finds out that his family has gone ahead without him to America.  Outside the school, 

Max gets beaten to a bloody pulp.  Felix watches Max at his bedside, just as a loving 

parent would.  To show Felix’s demons, I depicted how Felix’s wife and son were killed 

by Nazis prior to Max’s arrival at the school.     
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Chapter 9: Desperately Seeking Felix 

During the month of June 2015, I spent a few weeks desperately researching Felix 

Reich and the Israelite Institution for the Deaf and Dumb in Berlin Weissensee.  I felt I 

needed more facts and a deeper understanding of the time period. I checked out every 

library book known to man about deaf culture as well as poured my eyes over WorldCat 

to find any book or any information about this subject.  I even looked at obituaries on the 

children who actually escaped with Felix Reich, which believe it or not were impossible 

to find.  I hope that a few of them are still alive.  I spoke to archivists at Yale University, 

Gallaudet University, University of Texas at Austin, and wrote to Nicola Galliner to see 

if her book had been translated from German into English.  Unfortunately, this was not 

the case. 

What I did learn about Felix was that he had a friend Ernst Schorsch, who was the 

director of the City Institution for the Deaf in Berlin, and was fired for refusing to raise 

the Nazi flag over the school.  Also, I found out that Felix had been incarcerated in the 

Sachsenhausen Concentration Camp in the late 1930s.  Although there was no reason 

provided as to why he was released.  I got more information about REGEDE, the Reich 

organization for the deaf, which expelled all Jews by 1935.  In one book, I came across a 

brief mention that Felix wanted to go back to Berlin to get his own children but I could 

not get any further information about his progeny.  Through pictures in a German book, I 

saw that Felix had two sisters and possibly, a wife.  But, I did not see any pictures of 

Felix with his own children.   

What I was able to incorporate into the second draft was the character Ernst 

Schorsch and Felix’s incarceration, which I adapted so that he was in a local Berlin 

prison cell rather than a concentration camp.  
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Chapter 10: The Breakdown and Rewrite 

 The next step was a 40-page breakdown of my first draft, scene by scene.  At that 

point, I thought I was avoiding actually revising my script but in hindsight, I realize that 

the deconstruction of the script in preparation for the rewrite was a huge benefit to me as 

I reworked Silence in Berlin.   

   

Highlights of the Breakdown:  

EXT. SYNAGOGUE, STUTTGART, GERMANY - DAY 

Add this scene to establish the scenery of the location in southern Germany. Near the 

Bavarian Forest? Or is it the Bohemian Forest? Look up to confirm. 

SCENE 1. INT. SYNAGOGUE, STUTTGART, GERMANY - DAY (PAGE 1) 

MAX FELDMAN, 7, a deaf Jewish child, is lost in translation as he attends temple with 

his parents, MARION, 35, and HARRY, and two older brothers, MARCUS, 12 and 

JACOB, 14. Marion and Harry share a tense, worried look. 

Notes: 

Is Max 7 years old at the beginning? Is September 1937 the start of this movie?  Should I 

revise the chronology? 

(Should I say it is subtitled at the beginning? DEFINE THE RULES OF how to designate 

when characters are SIGNING and when they are SPEAKING ORALLY). 

(If one can focus closely and is an adept lip reader, he or she can read the cantor’s lips, 

which read: Baruch ata Adonai Eloheinu melech ha’olam...) 

(Max looks at the cantor’s lips and tries to focus on them to ascertain the words but his 

effort proves to be futile.) 
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(Does Marion look at Max first and then at her husband?) 

For future: Should and does MAX make friends with a non-Jewish German deaf child? 

When they get separated, it’s that more devastating? 

SCENE 2. INT. BIRCH HOME, LIVING ROOM - DAY (PAGE 2) 

Marion sits on an oversized couch in a garish living room. She eavesdrops on Max’s oral 

lesson with Mrs. Birch, which is behind closed doors. She scrunches her face when she 

hears Max’s guttural voice. 

SCENE 3. INT. BIRCH HOME, OFFICE - CONTINUOUS (PAGE 2) 

Mrs. Birch, 50, is displeased with Max’s progress, as he can’t even pronounce “dinner” 

correctly. 

SCENE 4. INT. BIRCH HOME, LIVING ROOM - MOMENTS LATER (PAGE 2) 

Mrs. Birch talks to Marion about how it is beyond her capacity to help Max speak 

properly. She tries to persuade Marion to reconsider sending him to the expensive, but 

superior Jewish school for the deaf in Berlin. 

Notes: 

Marion thinks that since she is Max’s mother, she should be doing her job and teaching 

Max how to speak properly. She feels like a failed mother when she cannot help Max 

achieve greater heights. 

Should I clarify which deaf institution it is in Berlin in this scene and establish it is as a 

well-known and well-regarded school for the education of deaf individuals? 

Does it make sense when Mrs. Birch says that she can send a letter to the school? Should 

I mention headmaster Felix Reich yet? 
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*Also, should I research Felix’s family history more before rewriting? 

SCENE 21.  INT. TRAIN – DAY (PAGE 11) 

Max rides on the train with his mother who explains to him that he is going to a new 

school.  Meanwhile, a WOMAN sitting across from them is suspicious of Max’s 

behavior.   

Notes: 

The woman sitting across does not say anything and is not mentioned again after Marion 

glares at her.  Should be improved.   

Would Max be able to speak this much and would Marion be able to convey that much 

information across to Max? 

Description and writing can be strengthened in this scene.     

 

SCENE 48. INT. CLASSROOM - EARLY MORNING (PAGE 31)��� 

Felix teaches Max how to say the letter “K.” 

Notes:��� 

Is the “Onkel” part of this scene kind of lost here? 

SCENE 49. INT. FELIX’S OFFICE - NIGHT (PAGE 32) 

Felix writes Max’s name in his school ledger. Two Nazis come into Felix’s office and 

demand his ledger. Felix gives it up, begrudgingly. 

Notes: 

Is Felix writing Max Feldman on the ledger kind of late or does it mean that Felix has 

now accepted Max as a full fledged student integrated into the school life? 



 

 25 

I am not really writing it from Max’s point of view as much as I was before he arrives at 

the school. 

The scene as a whole feels forced and stilted. Maybe Felix refuses and later that causes 

Felix to get arrested? 

SCENE 67. INT. FELIX’S WAITING ROOM - DAY (PAGE 47) 

 Max waits inside Felix’s office.��� 

Notes: 

���The ledger scenes seem unnecessary. 

SCENE 68. INT. FELIX’S OFFICE - CONTINUOUS (PAGE 48) 

Felix and Max have a heart-to-heart conversation. Felix says he will help Max get to 

America to be with his family. He gives Max his dead son’s watch. 

Notes: 

Scene feels unearned and the conversation does not flow logically. 

Wouldn’t there still be tension about the Nazis who were just inside the school? That 

storyline disappeared all of the sudden. 

Also Max understands a lot more now and speaks better. The progression is too fast to be 

believable. 

SCENE 189. EXT. ISRAELITE INSTITUTION FOR THE DEAF - DAY (PAGE 119) 

Max and Felix step outside and stand in front of the main entrance and see a plaque on 

the wall that says: “The 146 citizens that stayed at the school were sent to the Hadamar 

killing center.” 
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Notes: 

How could the plaque be posted on the wall so quickly? I definitely have to figure out 

some other way of Felix and Max finding out what happened. 

Richard said to take out the use of “FATHER” in the scene. I do like that Felix does not 

take the jewelry. 

What should there be after this scene?  

 

And then what followed the breakdown? 

After 40 pages of pondering and a month of additional research on my subject, I 

set about to work on the second draft.  In the beginning of the script, I painted Stuttgart, 

Germany more clearly and changed the status of the Feldmans from being poor to being 

middle class.  To explain their desperation for Felix to take Max, I showed that the family 

no longer has money coming in because of the Nazi boycott of Jewish businesses.  In this 

draft, Max’s father Harry is now a failing jeweler.  The fact that he owns a jewelry store 

also explains why Max’s mother Marion would have pearls that she gives to Felix as 

collateral when they cannot afford the school tuition.  

To explain Felix’s demons and why he is so embittered, I added a flashback in 

which his wife and young son perish in a Nazi rampage against a Jewish bookstore. In 

this draft, I also decided to keep the ledger scene but revised it significantly.  After much 

deliberation, I added a new character, Heinrich, a bright Christian student who attends the 

Israelite school in order to better his education and becomes fast friends with Max. I 

wanted to show that the school did in fact have some Christian students. Heinrich dies at 

the Hadamar Killing Center in Act Three to portray the fact that the Nazis killed deaf 

children, Jewish or not.  

At the last minute before I submitted the second draft, I came across a video about 
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the sterilization and the euthanasia of deaf people in Europe during the Nazi era.  This 

video proved to be immensely helpful and I incorporated it into the scene when Felix and 

Schorsch meet up at the movie theater and see a Nazi propaganda film about the disabled.  

This film disgusts them and makes them walk out of the theater.  
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Chapter 11: Oh no!  It’s too long (Draft Three) 

I was thrilled with Cindy’s response to my 137-page second draft.  Her biggest 

feedback was to cut it down to 120-125 pages.  It was not as easy as it sounds but it did 

result in my cutting out the infamous ledger scene, which I thought was necessary for 

story development.  The scene had never worked according to Richard, but at the time I 

was attached it.  I could not see the scene very objectively, as I thought it was the only 

route to establishing the fact that Max physically resembled Felix’s dead son, Benjamin. 

After time had passed, however, I looked upon the scene less favorably and could see 

Richard’s point of view.  Once the scene was cut, I was able to establish Max’s 

resemblance to Felix’s son by inserting a flashback in the scene where Heinrich is about 

to matriculate into Felix’s school.  In this scene, Max plays kickball with David, his best 

friend and the new student, Heinrich Müller.  When Max kicks the ball at the home plate, 

Felix, who is watching them play, remembers his own son kicking the ball at the same 

home plate.  The resemblance should be striking onscreen.  In the end, I think the script is 

now stronger in the absence of the ledger scene, which was mainly a plot device.   

In addition, I cut out other scenes that had seemed valuable and necessary to 

character development, such as the soup scene.  In this scene, in the school dining room, 

Max slurps soup, and then the school nurse Sári rushes to correct his etiquette.  During 

Richard’s class, my classmates had never looked upon this scene favorably.  At the time, 

I felt it was necessary because it demonstrated Max’s need to improve his social skills.  

Once I cut it, I realized that it might have seemed extraneous and perhaps too reminiscent 

of Helen Keller in The Miracle Worker.  That scene has already been played out.   

Another scene that had to go is the one in which Miss Greene, a teacher at the 

Israelite Institute, posts a list of congenitally deaf students on the board in one of the 

classrooms. It was redundant because another teacher, Wadislaw, had already posted lists 

in some of the other classrooms.  In the scene that I cut, the children are teasing each 

other when they read the names on the list and discover some are less desirable than 

others in the government’s eyes.  Historically, the Nazis had mandated that lists were 
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posted distinguishing those students who were hereditarily deaf from those who were 

deaf for other reasons. These lists created animosity between congenitally and non-

congenitally deaf children in Germany during the Nazi era. The scene that I cut portrays 

the resulting teasing, discrimination, and in fighting. As I conducted my research, I had 

found it interesting and upsetting that the deaf were pitted against each other. 

Unfortunately, in the end product, I was not able to highlight that the some of the children 

bullied those who were congenitally deaf.     

To make the script shorter, I also had to reduce the length of some of the scenes 

depicting lessons in which Felix is teaching Max oral language.  One example is a scene 

that takes place in Felix’s office when Felix is immersed in a lesson with Max.  He uses 

picture sequence cards to teach Max how to speak full sentences.  I was able to keep the 

essence of the lessons in spite of shortening the scenes.  

However, I was adamant about adding a scene to the third draft even though I 

knew I had to get the page count down to at least 125.  Because Felix gives Nazi officers 

a fake ledger when pressured, I thought there should be consequences for Felix once the 

Nazis realize that Felix was trying to dupe them.  As a result, I included a scene that 

consisted of Nazi officers returning to the school, arresting Felix, and throwing him into a 

local prison cell in the Nazi headquarters in Berlin.  His war buddy Hans is able to bail 

him out.  In fact, Felix Reich was sent to a concentration camp in 1938 and was released 

shortly thereafter. I did not think, however, that I could add a whole new story element 

into a script that was already lengthy.  Most important, I was unable to unearth the true 

reason why Felix Reich was able to get out of the Sachsenhausen concentration camp.  

Also, I could not think of a reason that would ring true in the script as to why and how 

Felix was able to leave the concentration camp unless he escaped.  If I had written about 

him escaping from a concentration camp, it would have been a different story.  Luckily, 

the addition of the brief scene in which Felix is thrown into a local prison did not add 

length to the third draft of the script, and I was still able to whittle down my script to 124 

pages. 
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In the long run, I think my script is dramatically stronger as a result of cutting 

down scenes and eliminating others completely.  I was able to get to the midpoint faster 

and play up the scenes that had more dramatic tension.    
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Chapter 12: Exodus 

Here I am at the conclusion of my two-year graduate program.  When I look back 

at scripts I wrote in college, as an undergraduate at Northwestern University, I think oh 

my God, what was I thinking?  Intellectually, I understood what the structure of a 

screenplay entailed but I did not have the discipline to strictly follow it.  Instead, I would 

go off on a tangent and let the story flow and take a life of its own.  Writing the thesis and 

seeing all the changes I made remind me of doing my art portfolio, as I had to make a lot 

of changes that required a lot of patience.  In the process of revising Silence in Berlin, I 

honed my writing skills.  This reflection on how I wrote this screenplay makes it clear to 

me that I have come a long way as a writer.  But I know I have much more to learn and 

need to keep practicing these skills.     

This story is an important one that has not been portrayed on film.  It depicts a 

disability that was heinously discriminated against by the Nazis, an aspect of the 

Holocaust that is not widely known and needs to be told.  I hope I can sell this script and 

that it gets made into a film because this topic and the story of these children and of Felix 

Reich deserves to be represented on the big screen.    

I learned a lot in the Master of Fine Arts in Screenwriting program about myself 

as a writer.  I learned that sometimes less is more.  And I learned that sometimes I have to 

give in just as I learned from my AP Photography project.  Just as I had to eliminate some 

photographs that I truly loved, I had to take out some scenes from the screenplay no 

matter how much I believed in them.  But I also know that there are times that I should 

stay true to my gut instincts about my story.  
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Appendices 
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Appendix A 
Silence in Berlin—Logline 

A young Jewish deaf boy goes to a residential Jewish school for the deaf in Berlin at the 

onset of World War II. The rise of the Nazi regime threatens to destroy the beloved 

community he has become a part of. 
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Appendix B  
Combined Treatment and Outline  

Berlin School Outline: First Draft 
September 7, 2014 

 
 

Vehicle: Theatrical Movie    Title: STAY OF EXECUTION (?)  
 

THE WORLD OF THE STORY 
 
After starting out in a rural southern German town in 1935, the story moves to East 
Berlin, in a specialized school called the Israelite Institute for the Deaf in Berlin.  This 
strict and kosher school is regarded as one of the elite schools across Europe for deaf 
education; it only accepts 60 students per year and uses the oral method.  Though a safe 
haven for Jewish children, gentile students also attended the school for the better 
education.   
 
Residential schools for deaf students occupy a special place in the deaf community, as it 
is often the place where deaf children meet other deaf persons for the first time and where 
they first learn to communicate effectively outside their families, either orally or in sign 
language.  In deaf culture, eye contact is critical to communication and trust.  Deafness in 
an environment (WWII) where understanding and obeying orders is critical compounds 
these children’s chances of survival.   
 
Background information: Whole classes of adolescents and even children as young as 
nine years old were taken by school authorities to clinics to be sterilized.  Some teachers 
shielded their students from the law, though that became more difficult after 1937 when 
universal competency tests were administered to handicapped children.  Those who failed 
the tests were taken out of school and were victims of “mercy killings.”  Most educators 
went along with the sterilization and mercy killing policies.   
 
In July 1939, Dr. Felix Reich takes ten children with him from the school and escapes to 
England.  So, for a segment of the story, the story takes place on a train from Berlin to 
Holland.  From there, they take a boat across the North Sea to England.  For the 
remainder of the story, the majority of it takes place in Brighton School, a Christian 
school located in Brighton Beach about two hours away from London.   
 
In London, they take safe harbor in a Jewish School for the Deaf.  Dr. Reich wants to 
return to Germany to bring over more children but British authorities think he is a 
German spy so he is arrested for the majority of the war; the threat of execution is 
omnipresent.  When the war breaks out, the Germans bomb London, so it becomes too 
risky to stay at the Jewish School for the Deaf.  Along with the rest of the school, the ten 
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children are evacuated to Brighton School, which the Germans bombed almost every day 
from 1940 to 1942.  The Jewish and Christian children are kept apart because the Jewish 
kids keep kosher and they do not want to mix them up.  There are about 75 Christian 
children and 35 Jewish children at this school.  In 1942, the school decides to evacuate 
again, so they move to Havering House in Milton, Wilshire.  This used to be a small hotel 
for the wealthy who came there for their holiday.     
 
Hadamar: killing center, where the Nazis practiced euthanasia, killing (by gas) those who 
were deemed unworthy of living due to mental retardation, mental illness, blindness, and 
deafness.  
 

THE CHARACTERS 
 
MAX FELD (6-16) – the protagonist.  His goal changes throughout the story.  At first, it 
is to regain his hearing.  When that proves impossible, he hopes to be able to 
communicate with others and make friends (and close personal connections).  As the war 
ensues, his goal is survival and to be reunited with his family, with whom he has lost 
contact.  Born in a rural town outside of Stuttgart, Germany, Max loses his hearing at a 
young age.  Over the course of the story, Max learns to be less self-centered and takes on 
a role of leadership, especially during his escape from Berlin to England.   
 
DR. FELIX REICH (40) – the headmaster of the school.  He inherited the school from his 
grandfather, who started the school.  There is a history of hereditary deafness in his 
family. Caring, gentle, and a strong advocate for deaf education and deaf rights.  
 
DAVID REICH (6-16) – the headmaster’s son.  He is hearing but he lives at the school 
with his parents and takes classes at the school.  He becomes close friends with Max.  
 
Other characters to come – 
 

ACT I 
 
In a rural town (name TBD) of Stuttgart, Germany, Max (6) loses his hearing (cause is 
TBD). 
 
Inciting Incident: Max’s entire family receives visas to go to America because the 
Gestapo wants to arrest the family.  However, the American Government will not allow 
deaf or handicapped people into the United States.    
 
Max is sent on a train to the Israelite Institute for the Deaf in Berlin.  Dr. Felix Reich, a 
Jewish man, tells Max’s parents to go ahead and promises to take care of Max.   
 
At the school, Max is introduced to the deaf culture for the first time.  It is eye-opening.   
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Max struggles to learn how to communicate with the other deaf students.  He becomes 
close friends with David Reich.  
 
Max and David form a secret club (don’t know what it is exactly yet).   
 
By the end of Act I, there is a growing push to euthanize or sterilize handicapped people. 
Felix tries to protect his school, but it becomes increasingly difficult as time progresses.  
 
 

ACT II 
 
Dr. Felix decides to smuggle the children from Berlin to England.  He takes ten of the 
younger children with him.  He decides to leave his son to help watch the school and tells 
him he will come back for him.   
 
Max is the oldest of the ten children.   
The first leg of the journey is by train to Holland.  
 
In Holland, they take a boat to get to England.  
 
In London, they hide in the Jewish School for the Deaf.   
 
Dr. Reich tries to go back to Berlin to bring over more children but he gets captured.  The 
British authorities think he is a German spy and interrogate him.  Felix is incarcerated for 
a long time.  
 
Max and the other children are moved to Brighton School, two hours away from London.   
 
Meanwhile, back in Berlin, the school is captured.  David watches as the 146 remaining 
studetns are sent to the Hadamar killing center (not sure when exactly this will take place 
in the story). At some point, David and his mother are taken and sent to a concentration 
camp.    
 

ACT III 
 
Max is reunited with his family after the war in New York.   
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Combined Treatment and Outline 
 

Berlin School Outline: Second Draft 
September 14, 2014 

 
Vehicle: Theatrical Movie  Title: UNWORTHY(?)/FELIX’S CHILDREN(?)  

 
THE WORLD OF THE STORY 

 
After starting out in a rural southern German town in 1935, the story moves to East 
Berlin, in a specialized school called the Israelite Institute for the Deaf in Berlin.  This 
strict and kosher school is regarded as one of the elite schools across Europe for deaf 
education; it only accepts 60 students per year and uses the oral method, which uses 
spoken language as the primary means of communication.  Though a safe haven for 
Jewish children, gentile students also attended the school for the better education.   
 
Residential schools for deaf students occupy a special place in the deaf community, as it 
is often the place where deaf children meet other deaf persons for the first time and where 
they first learn to communicate effectively outside their families, either orally or in sign 
language.  In deaf culture, eye contact is critical to communication and trust.  Deafness in 
an environment (WWII) where understanding and obeying orders is critical compounds 
these children’s chances of survival, since they could not hear oral commands and were 
thereby exceptionally vulnerable.   
 
Background information: Whole classes of adolescents and even children as young as 
nine years old were taken by school authorities to clinics to be sterilized.  Some teachers 
shielded their students from the law, though that became more difficult after 1937 when 
universal competency tests were administered to handicapped children.  Those who failed 
the tests were taken out of school and were victims of “mercy killings.”  Most educators 
went along with the sterilization and mercy killing policies.   
 
In July 1939, Dr. Felix Reich, Headmaster of the Israelite Institute for the Deaf, takes 
eight children with him from the school and escapes to England.  So, for a segment of the 
story, the story takes place on a train from Berlin to Holland.  From there, they take a 
boat across the North Sea to England.  For the remainder of the story, the majority of it 
takes place in Brighton School, a Christian school located in Brighton Beach about two 
hours away from London.   
 
In London, they take safe harbor in a Jewish School for the Deaf.  Dr. Reich wants to 
return to Germany to bring over more children but British authorities think he is a 
German spy so he is arrested for the majority of the war; the threat of execution is 
omnipresent.  When the war breaks out, the Germans bomb London, so it becomes too 
risky to stay at the Jewish School for the Deaf.  Along with the rest of the school, the ten 
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children are evacuated to Brighton School, which the Germans bombed almost every day 
from 1940 to 1942.  The Jewish and Christian children are kept apart because the Jewish 
kids keep kosher and they do not want to mix them up.  There are about 75 Christian 
children and 35 Jewish children at this school.  In 1942, the school decides to evacuate 
again, so they move to Havering House in Milton, Wilshire.  This used to be a small hotel 
for the wealthy who came there for their holiday.     
 
Hadamar: killing center, where the Nazis practiced euthanasia, killing (by gas) those who 
were deemed unworthy of living due to mental retardation, mental illness, blindness, and 
deafness.  
 

THE CHARACTERS 
 
MAX FELD (6-?) – He hopes to be able to communicate with others and make friends 
(and close personal connections).  As the war ensues, his goal is survival and to be 
reunited with his family, with whom he has lost contact.  Born in a rural town outside of 
Stuttgart, Germany, Max loses his hearing at birth.  (Over the course of the story, Max 
learns to be less self-centered and takes on a role of leadership, especially during his 
escape from Berlin to England. ?)  
 
DR. FELIX REICH (40) – the headmaster of the school.  He inherited the school from his 
father, who started the school.  Caring, gentle with children, and a strong advocate for 
deaf education and deaf rights.  But sometimes, he can be a hothead, especially when it 
comes to other adults.   
 
DAVID REICH (8-?) – the headmaster’s son.  He is hearing but he lives at the school 
with his parents and takes classes at the school.  He becomes close friends with Max.  
 
MARKUS REICH (deceased) – The Israelite Institution for the Deaf was founded by 
Markus Reich, a young Jewish man from Kolin, Bohemia.  His life in deaf education 
began after he made the acquaintance of a deaf man who was educated, well brought up, 
and could speak.  Reich determined that he wanted to “make complete, worthy, happy 
people of the deaf.” 
-“Reich…in 1884 when facing another fiscal crisis…form a support group called 
“Friends of the Deaf” (Jedide Ilmim) for his institution.  Well-to-do members of the 
Jewish community joined together and provided funding, enabling Reich to relocate his 
school to Weissensee near Berlin, in 1890.”  
 
HARRY AND MARION FELD – Max’s parents.  
 
 

ACT I 
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It is 1935 and in the town of Stuttgart, Germany, Max (6) is the only one who cannot 
hear.  His parents and his two brothers are hearing.  Max doesn’t have any friends; even 
with his family, Max still feels isolated.  They communicate to each other with a few 
hand gestures.  When Max needs to get their attention, he has to grunt.  Often, he just 
cannot communicate himself and his needs and desires go unheard.   
 
At synagogue, Max and his two older brothers play outside after services are over.  Max 
tries to communicate with another boy his age but the boy freaks out and taunts him.  
Soon, more boys join in; Max’s brothers defend him and get into a fight with a couple of 
the older boys.   
 
At dinner that night, Max’s mother, MARION, scolds her two older sons for fighting but 
applauds them for protecting their brother.  There is a loud knock on the door.  Marion 
rushes Max out of the room and hides him in the basement.  Max’s father HARRY opens 
the door for the GESTAPO, who ask for the family’s papers.  Harry goes to the kitchen 
cabinet and takes out the papers.  He sees Max’s papers and shoves them in the back.  
While the SOLDIER looks at the papers, Harry asks if there is anything wrong.  One 
soldier looks at his file and states that there should be another boy, the deaf one.  Harry 
looks at them nervously and says that his youngest son died from scarlet fever.  The 
solider looks around the small home and states that the family is to register themselves 
with the state because they are carriers of hereditary deafness.           
 
Max’s entire family receives visas to go to America because the Gestapo wants to arrest 
the family.  However, the American Government will not allow deaf or handicapped 
people into the United States.    
 
Max is sent on a train to the Israelite Institute for the Deaf in Berlin.  The school is 
located on the east side of Berlin in Weissensee in the section of Pankow.  The school 
building is an old, brick building that takes up a large section of a block.  Dr. Felix Reich, 
a Jewish man, tells Max’s parents to go ahead and promises to take care of Max.  Max’s 
family, in haste, kisses him goodbye.  Besides Felix, there are five other teachers at the 
school.     
 
Felix receives a notice from the state that he must register all the children in his school 
with the government and state their disability.    
 
At the school, Max is introduced to the deaf culture for the first time.  It is eye-opening.  
However, Max struggles to learn how to communicate with the other deaf students.  He 
becomes close friends with David Reich, who is two years older.  Felix is Max’s teacher.        
 
By the end of Act I, there is a growing push to euthanize or sterilize handicapped people. 
Felix tries to protect his school, but it becomes increasingly difficult as time progresses.  
He wonders if he must follow the Nazi protocol and register the children. 
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ACT II 
 
As pressure increases to register the children with the state, Felix becomes more worried 
as well.  There are 70 children at the start of the school year and by 1937, some of the 
parents are forced to register their children.  Some of the older children are taken out of 
the school and are forcibly sterilized.   
 
Felix argues with some of the teachers who willingly comply with the Nazi protocol.      
 
By 1939, Max has become fluent in sign language and can communicate his needs and 
desires.   
 
One night, the Nazis raid the school.  They line the children up and force them to go 
down the stairs.  BRIAN (7) is in the back of the line.  A Nazi shouts at Brian from 
behind but of course, Brian cannot hear him.  The Nazi gets outraged and shoots Brian in 
the back of the head.  
 
This is the final straw, so Felix decides to smuggle the children from Berlin to England.  
He takes eight of the younger children with him.  He decides to leave his son to help 
watch the school and tells him he will come back for him.  After all, at this point, the 
Jews haven’t been deported yet.  And Felix still thinks he has time to come back and 
rescue the others.  Felix, who is close to Max, chooses Max because he remembers his 
promise to the Felds to protect their son.     
 
Felix forges documents and falsifies the information about the children.  
 
The first leg of the journey is by train to Holland. 
(There would be close calls to make the journey dangerous and suspenseful.)       
 
In Holland, they take a boat to get to England. (This will get more fleshed out.) 
 
In London, they hide in the Jewish School for the Deaf.   
 
Dr. Reich tries to go back to Berlin to bring over more children but he gets captured.  The 
British authorities think he is a German spy and interrogate him.  Felix is incarcerated for 
a long time.  
 
Max and the other children are moved to Brighton School, two hours away from London.  
They have to be wary of the increasing bombing surrounding their area.  One bomb hits 
the school.  The windows shatter.  Max cannot hear the bomb, but he can see the glass 
shattering and feel the ground shake.    
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The British army continues to interrogate Felix and they torture him.  While incarcerated, 
Felix struggles to accept the fact that he can’t go back to rescue his family and the rest of 
the children.  
 
Meanwhile, Max tries to protect his younger deaf friends.  He makes a story up for the 
youngest child (5).   
 

ACT III 
 
Meanwhile, back in Berlin, the school is captured.  David watches as the 146 “citizens” 
staying at the school are sent to the Hadamar killing center (not sure when exactly this 
will take place in the story). At some point, David and his mother are taken and sent to a 
concentration camp.    
 
In 1941-42, Max escapes the school and sneaks onto a boat headed for New York.  The 
journey is perilous and he is in constant danger of getting caught.   
 
Once the British no longer believe Felix is a threat, they let him out of jail in 1941-42.  At 
that point, Felix is almost a broken man.  He tries to find a way to get back to Berlin but 
it is impossible. 
 
 

THEME 
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Combined Treatment and Outline 
 

Berlin School Outline: Third Draft 
September 22, 2014 

 
Vehicle: Theatrical Movie      Title: UNWORTHY(?)/FELIX’S CHILDREN(?)  

 
THE WORLD OF THE STORY 

 
After starting out in a rural southern German town in 1935, the story moves to East 
Berlin, in a specialized school called the Israelite Institute for the Deaf in Berlin.  This 
strict and kosher school is regarded as one of the elite schools across Europe for deaf 
education; it only accepts 60 students per year and uses the oral method, which uses 
spoken language as the primary means of communication.  Though a safe haven for 
Jewish children, gentile students also attended the school for the better education.   
 
Residential schools for deaf students occupy a special place in the deaf community, as it 
is often the place where deaf children meet other deaf persons for the first time and where 
they first learn to communicate effectively outside their families, either orally or in sign 
language.  In deaf culture, eye contact is critical to communication and trust.  Deafness in 
an environment (WWII) where understanding and obeying orders is critical compounds 
these children’s chances of survival, since they could not hear oral commands and were 
thereby exceptionally vulnerable.   
 
Background information: Whole classes of adolescents and even children as young as 
nine years old were taken by school authorities to clinics to be sterilized.  Some teachers 
shielded their students from the law, though that became more difficult after 1937 when 
universal competency tests were administered to handicapped children.  Those who failed 
the tests were taken out of school and were victims of “mercy killings.”  Most educators 
went along with the sterilization and mercy killing policies.   
 
In July 1939, Dr. Felix Reich, Headmaster of the Israelite Institute for the Deaf, takes 
eight children with him from the school and escapes to England.  So, for a segment of the 
story, the story takes place on a train from Berlin to Holland.  From there, they take a 
boat across the North Sea to England.  For the remainder of the story, the majority of it 
takes place in Brighton School, a Christian school located in Brighton Beach about two 
hours away from London.   
 
In London, they take safe harbor in a Jewish School for the Deaf.  Dr. Reich wants to 
return to Germany to bring over more children but British authorities think he is a 
German spy so he is arrested for the majority of the war; the threat of execution is 
omnipresent.  When the war breaks out, the Germans bomb London, so it becomes too 
risky to stay at the Jewish School for the Deaf.  Along with the rest of the school, the ten 
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children are evacuated to Brighton School, which the Germans bombed almost every day 
from 1940 to 1942.  The Jewish and Christian children are kept apart because the Jewish 
kids keep kosher and they do not want to mix them up.  There are about 75 Christian 
children and 35 Jewish children at this school.  In 1942, the school decides to evacuate 
again, so they move to Havering House in Milton, Wilshire.  This used to be a small hotel 
for the wealthy who came there for their holiday.     
 
Hadamar: killing center, where the Nazis practiced euthanasia, killing (by gas) those who 
were deemed unworthy of living due to mental retardation, mental illness, blindness, and 
deafness.  
 

THE CHARACTERS 
 
MAX FELDMAN (6-?) – He hopes to be able to communicate with others and make 
friends (and close personal connections).  As the war ensues, his goal is survival and to 
be reunited with his family, with whom he has lost contact.  Born in a rural town outside 
of Stuttgart, Germany, Max loses his hearing at birth.  
 
DR. FELIX REICH (40) – the headmaster of the school.  He inherited the school from his 
father, who started the school.  Caring, gentle with children, and a strong advocate for 
deaf education and deaf rights.  But sometimes, he can be a hothead, especially when it 
comes to other adults.   
 
HANS REICH (8-?) – the headmaster’s son.  He is hearing but he lives at the school with 
his parents and takes classes at the school.  He becomes close friends with Max.  
 
DAVID (8-?) – Max’s best friend.  He is one of the ones sterilized and comes back to the 
school and refuses to talk to Max about it.  He is left behind at the school when Max 
escapes to England. 
 
MARKUS REICH (deceased) – The Israelite Institution for the Deaf was founded by 
Markus Reich, a young Jewish man from Kolin, Bohemia.  His life in deaf education 
began after he made the acquaintance of a deaf man who was educated, well brought up, 
and could speak.  Reich determined that he wanted to “make complete, worthy, happy 
people of the deaf.” 
-“Reich…in 1884 when facing another fiscal crisis…form a support group called 
“Friends of the Deaf” (Jedide Ilmim) for his institution.  Well-to-do members of the 
Jewish community joined together and provided funding, enabling Reich to relocate his 
school to Weissensee near Berlin, in 1890.”  
 
HARRY AND MARION FELDMAN – Max’s parents.  
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Hennie, Horst, Annie, Klaus, Lothar, Hans, Doris, Esther, Joseph, Fred (some possible 
names for the children at the school) 
 

ACT I 
 
It is 1935 and in the town of Stuttgart, Germany, MAX FELDMAN (6) is the only one 
who cannot hear.  His parents and his two brothers are hearing.  Max doesn’t have any 
friends; even with his family, Max still feels isolated.  They communicate to each other 
with a few hand gestures.  When Max needs to get their attention, he has to grunt.  Often, 
he just cannot communicate himself and his needs and desires go unheard. 
 
At the synagogue, which is attached to a Jewish Day School, Saturday Shabbat services 
commence.  It is a modest temple with stars adorning the blue ceiling.  The cantor sings 
and the rabbi rocks his body slowly as he listens.  The pews are filled front to back, the 
members standing up, singing the words softly themselves.  As the cantor continues to 
sing, we move towards the back of the great room and focus on the FELDMANS.  At the 
aisle is HARRY (40), the father.  Next to him is MARION (35), the mother.  Besides her 
are her three boys, JACOB (14), MARCUS (12) and CHILDHOOD MAX (6).  Max is 
wedged in between his mother and brothers.  Max’s lips do not move.  He looks straight 
on, desperate to understand but is lost.  As we move behind Max, we look back at the 
bimah where the rabbi and cantor stand.  Their lips are moving but we can no longer hear 
them.  In fact, we cannot hear anything because Max is profoundly deaf.  Max looks up at 
his mother for comfort.  She looks ahead, her lips moving.  She looks down at Max and 
smiles at him.  Max looks back up at her but doesn’t return the warm smile.  (2 min)   

Max and his two older brothers play outside after services are over. Max tries to 
communicate with another boy his age but the boy freaks out and taunts him. Soon, more 
boys join in; Max’s brothers defend him and get into a fight with a couple of the older 
boys. (5 min) 

Max lives in a modest house, situated on a farm that lies on the outskirts of Stuttgart.  His 
family runs a successful farm, producing apples, but they are not exactly well off.  
 
At dinner one cold night in the fall of 1935, Max’s mother, MARION, scolds her two 
older sons for fighting.  Max grunts and points at the potatoes at the other end of the 
table.  Marion points at the vegetables next to the potatoes.  Max shakes his head.  
Marion points at the potatoes and Max nods affirmatively.  The family talks but Max 
cannot follow along.  He is lost in his own world and concentrates on his food, chewing 
loudly.   (7 min) 
 
During dinner, there is a loud knock on the door.  Marion rushes Max out of the room and 
hides him in the basement.  Max’s father HARRY opens the door for the GESTAPO, 
who ask for the family’s papers.  Harry goes to the kitchen cabinet and takes out the 
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papers.  He sees Max’s papers and shoves them in the back.  While the SOLDIER looks 
at the papers, Harry asks if there is anything wrong.  One soldier looks at his file and 
states that there should be another boy, the deaf one.  Harry looks at them nervously and 
says that his youngest son died from scarlet fever.  The solider looks around the small 
home; once he is satisfied that there is no indication of another boy present, he states that 
the family is to register themselves with the state because they are carriers of hereditary 
deafness.  (10 min/INCITING INCIDENT)         
 
In Stuttgart, Max’s family tries to obtain visas to go to America.  At the government 
office, the family is told that they can fill out the forms but that it may take months or 
even years before they are allowed to emigrate to the United States because the Jewish 
quotas in America have been filled for the next five years.  Even if the family is lucky 
enough to get visas, the American Government will not allow deaf or handicapped people 
into the United States. (12 min)   
 
Max travels with his mother on a train to the Israelite Institute for the Deaf in Berlin.  
Once Max steps off the train, it is apparent that the Nazi regime has boldly taken effect.  
The usual red flags with the swastikas proudly wave in the air.  Soldiers march down the 
platform.  Marion grips Max’s hand tightly; Max winces in pain and tries to get his hand 
free. 
 
At the bus platform in the heart of Berlin, Marion and Max board a bus headed for 
Weissensee.   
 
The school is located on the east side of Berlin in Weissensee in the section of Pankow.  
The school building is an old, brick building that takes up a large section of a block.   
 
In his office, DR. FELIX REICH, the Jewish headmaster, sits at his desk, holding a piece 
of paper.  On his desk are pictures of his father, MARKUS and another one of Felix and 
his wife with their young son in the middle.  There is another picture of his father 
standing outside the school in 1890, when the school moved to the new building.   
 
Marion checks in with the SECRETARY and asks for the headmaster.   
 
Felix studies a notice from the state, declaring that he must register all the children in his 
school with the government and state their disability.       
 
The secretary knocks on the door.  Felix shoves the notice in his desk drawer.   
 
Felix coolly tells Marion that they have to pay more money upfront or else wait until the 
start of the next school year.  (Or he says that the school year has begun already and it is 
too late for Max to enroll this year, but he can come back the following fall.  Marion 
pleads Felix; she knows Max will be safer here and she cannot teach Max, herself, how to 
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communicate.  Though bitter, Felix gives in and tells Max’s parents to go ahead and 
promises to take care of Max.   
 
Outside of the office, while Marion speaks to Felix, Max looks down the old, decorative 
hallway; he sees another BOY peeking at him from an adjacent hallway.  When the boy 
sees Max looking at him, he gasps and disappears from view.   
 
Marion, in haste, kisses Max goodbye.  She tries to tell Max she will come back soon but 
Max does not understand.  As Marion walks away, Max tries to follow her, but Felix 
holds him back by the collar.  Max, grunts and then screams after his mother.  Max 
struggles to get free but Felix is too strong.  (17 min)   
 
Besides Felix, there are five other teachers at the school.  One of the teachers, 
WADISLAW ZEITIN, is deaf; he is a Deaf science teacher who has garnered twelve 
patents and had references from Einstein to his credit. 
 
At the school, Max is introduced to the deaf culture for the first time.  It is eye-opening.  
However, Max struggles to learn how to communicate with the other deaf students.  He 
becomes close friends with DAVID, who is two years older.  Despite the irony, Felix is 
the teacher of the youngest children.  In Max’s class, the youngest child, JOSEPH, is four 
years old.  
 
On the first night, Max is very confused.  He sees the other children signing to each other 
but has no idea what it means.  David sleeps in the cot next to him and indicates to Max 
to follow his lead.  David hand gestures to Max to explain that he is deaf too.  Everyone 
is deaf.  For the first time, it starts to click for Max.  
 
The next day in class, Max is absolutely lost.  The children are set up in a circle so they 
can all see each other.  Otherwise, lip-reading would not work.  Felix has little patience 
for Max and hits him (lightly) with a ruler on Max’s hand.  Max runs out of the room, 
crying.  That night, Felix wakes up a sleeping Max and takes him to the classroom.  The 
moonlight bounces off the desk. With more patience, Felix teaches Max how to sign the 
alphabet.  Max struggles but looks at Felix in a new light.  Finally, somebody is paying 
attention to him (or trying to communicate with him effectively).  (Felix is also called 
‘Onkel’ (uncle) as an affectionate name.) (27 min)             
 
By the end of Act I, there is a growing push to sterilize (or, effectively, euthanize) 
handicapped people. Felix tries to protect his school, but it becomes increasingly difficult 
as time progresses.  He wonders if he must follow the Nazi protocol and register the 
children.   
 
Two Nazi soldiers storm into Felix’s office and demand a list of the children.  Felix says 
he does not have a list (a lie).  One of the soldiers yells at him that must be impossible 
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and that it is the law to register them with the Third Reich.  Though scared, Felix 
demands they get out of his office and off the school property.  They comply but tell him 
this will be a losing battle for Felix and his children.  (30 min) 
 
 

ACT II 
 
As pressure increases to register the children with the state, Felix becomes more worried 
as well.  There are 70 children at the start of the school year and by 1937, some of the 
parents are forced to register their children.  Some of the older children are taken out of 
the school and are forcibly sterilized.  Also, the Friends of the Deaf support group may be 
shown.  (This information may be shown in act two)   
 
By 1938, Max has become fluent in sign language and can communicate his needs and 
desires; he is also improving in his oral speech and in his ability to lip-read.    
 
(start of act two)  
 
Spring 1938 – YOUNG Max, 9, is in class outside with his peers.  The teacher MR. 
SILVERMAN teaches a lesson on (some kind of history?).  He asks a question and Max 
raises his hand to answer.  Max does not pronounce a word right and Mr. Silverman 
forces him to keep repeating it until he says it correctly.  The lesson becomes stagnated.  
Max gets frustrated and asks a question about something.  Mr. Silverman says he will not 
continue the lesson until Max says the word properly.   
 
During lunch, Max sits with his best friend David.  They laugh about something silly.  In 
the dining room, there are forty boys and thirty girls.  Outside of the classroom, they all 
sign to each other but in class, they are forced to be oral; they get slapped each time they 
start signing something (i.e. think of speaking English in a Spanish class).   
 
Felix argues with some of the teachers who willingly comply with the Nazi protocol.  To 
his dismay, some of the other teachers registered the children because they felt it was the 
right thing to do.   
 
In his office, Felix tells Max that he got a letter from Max’s family, which says that the 
family finally got visas to emigrate to America and by the time Max gets the letter, they 
will already be on their way.  They wish they could take Max but America refuses to take 
any handicapped children.  (or they are already in America in NY and they say they are 
trying to get Max a way to get to America but it proves too difficult.) 
 
Felix takes Max to the American consulate and tries to convince them to let Max 
emigrate to America, but his efforts are futile.   
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One day, some soldiers break into the school and forcibly take some of the older children 
away.  Max does not know what is happening.  One of them is David.  When he comes 
back, he is shell-shocked.  He refuses to speak to Max.  
 
Because of this, in 1938, Felix travels to London and visits the Residential School for the 
Jewish Deaf and Blind Children to discuss opportunities for the evacuation of the 
children at his school.  At that time, the school has only ten places available, all for 
children under the age of eleven. (or I can take this out and Felix thinks he is taking them 
to Holland but finds out it isn’t safe.)  
-Max is afraid that Felix won’t come back like his parents.  
 
Felix has a hard time getting prepared for the escape; especially, since it is difficult to 
obtain visas for deaf children.     
 
One night, the Nazis raid the school.  They line the children up and force them to go 
down the stairs.  JOSEPH (7) is in the back of the line.  A Nazi shouts at Joseph from 
behind but of course, Joseph cannot hear him.  The Nazi gets outraged and shoots Joseph 
in the back of the head.  
 
This is the final straw, so Felix decides to smuggle the children from Berlin to England.  
He takes eight of the younger children with him.  Felix still thinks he has time to come 
back and rescue the others.  Felix, who is close to Max, chooses Max because he 
remembers his promise to the Felds to protect their son.     
 
Felix forges documents and falsifies the information about the children.  
 
The first leg of the journey is by train to Holland. 
(There would be close calls to make the journey dangerous and suspenseful.)    
-The girls get raped by soldiers (or the older ones do?)  
 
In Holland, they take a boat to get to England. (This will get more fleshed out.)  
-Something happens to make the boat trip almost not happen.  
 
In London, they hide in the Jewish School for the Deaf.   
 
Dr. Reich tries to go back to Berlin to bring over more children but he gets captured.  The 
British authorities think he is a German spy and interrogate him.  Felix is incarcerated for 
a long time.  
 
Max and the other children are moved to Brighton School, two hours away from London.  
They have to be wary of the increasing bombing surrounding their area.  One bomb hits 
the school.  The windows shatter.  Max cannot hear the bomb, but he can see the glass 
shattering and feel the ground shake.  Max is terrified.     
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The British army continues to interrogate Felix and they torture him.  While incarcerated, 
Felix struggles to accept the fact that he can’t go back to rescue his family and the rest of 
the children.  
 
Meanwhile, Max tries to protect his younger deaf friends.  He makes a story up for the 
youngest child (5).   
 

ACT III 
 
Max tries to find Felix but he is not successful. (?) 
 
Once the British no longer believe Felix is a threat, they let him out of jail in 1941-42.  At 
that point, Felix is almost a broken man.  He tries to find a way to get back to Berlin but 
it is impossible.  After the war, he returns to Berlin.  His school is completely evacuated, 
in shambles.  He tries to find out what happened to his children but he never learns the 
truth.  (or he does and the truth is: During the war, the school had been captured.  The 
146 “citizens” that stayed at the school were sent to the Hadamar killing center (not sure 
when exactly this will take place in the story). 

 
 

THEME 
The theme is about survival, resistance, and human connection.  This is a story about a 
father-son relationship.  
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Combined Treatment and Outline   
Back to the Drawing Board 

 
Berlin School Outline: Fourth Draft 

November 2, 2014 
 

Vehicle: Theatrical Movie    Title: BERLIN SCHOOL  
 

THE WORLD OF THE STORY 
 
This is a story of human connection and how to access it with a limited accessibility.  
Deafness is invisible.  With deafness comes a strength to survive and eventually, flourish.  
Imagine a war compounding that will to survive.  Because deafness is invisible, there is a 
sliver of a chance to hide it and be able to keep it secret long enough to survive a war.    
 
Residential schools for deaf students occupy a special place in the deaf community, as it 
is often the place where deaf children meet other deaf persons for the first time and where 
they first learn to communicate effectively outside their families, either orally or in sign 
language.  In deaf culture, eye contact is critical to communication and trust.  Deafness in 
an environment (WWII) where understanding and obeying orders is critical compounds 
these children’s chances of survival, since they could not hear oral commands and were 
thereby exceptionally vulnerable.   
 
After starting out in a rural southern German town in 1935, the story moves to East 
Berlin, in a specialized school called the Israelite Institute for the Deaf in Berlin.  This 
strict school is regarded as one of the most elite across Europe for deaf education; it only 
accepts 60 students per year and uses the oral method, which uses spoken language as the 
primary means of communication.  Though a safe haven for Jewish children, a couple of 
gentile students also attend the school for better education.   
 
Background information: Whole classes of adolescents and even children as young as 
nine years old were taken by Nazi authorities to clinics to be sterilized.  At these clinics, 
boys were castrated while girls had their tubes tied.  A few teachers shielded their 
students from the law by refusing to register the children with the authorities, though that 
became more difficult after 1937 when universal competency tests were administered to 
handicapped children.  Those who failed the tests were taken out of school and were 
victims of “mercy killings.”  They were euthanized because the Nazis wanted a purified 
race.  The handicapped did not fit that ideal.  Most educators went along with the 
sterilization and mercy killing policies (most likely because they felt that they had to 
obey the law at the time).   
 
In July 1939, Dr. Felix Reich, Headmaster of the Israelite Institute for the Deaf, takes 
eight children with him from the school and escapes to England.  So, for a segment of the 
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story, the story takes place on a train from Berlin to Holland.  From there, they take a 
boat across the North Sea to England.  
 
In London, they take safe harbor in a Jewish School for the Deaf.  Dr. Reich wants to 
return to Germany to bring over more children but British authorities think he is a 
German spy so he is arrested for the majority of the war; the threat of execution is 
omnipresent.  Max, one of the eight children, has to get Felix out of jail. 

THE CHARACTERS 
 
MAX FELDMAN (9 at the outset) – He hopes to be able to communicate with others and 
make friends (and close personal connections).  As the war ensues, his goal is survival 
and to be reunited with his family, with whom he has lost contact.  Born in a rural town 
outside of Stuttgart, Germany, Max loses his hearing at birth.  
 
DR. FELIX REICH (40) – the headmaster of the school.  He inherited the school from his 
father, who started the school.  Caring, gentle with children, and a strong advocate for 
deaf education and deaf rights.  But sometimes, he can be a hothead, especially when it 
comes to other adults.   
 
HANS REICH (8) – the headmaster’s son.  
 
DAVID (10) – Max’s best friend.  He is one of the ones sterilized and comes back to the 
school and refuses to talk to Max about it.  He is left behind at the school when Max 
escapes to England. 
 
MARKUS REICH (80 at death) – The Israelite Institution for the Deaf was founded by 
Markus Reich, a young Jewish man from Kolin, Bohemia.  His life in deaf education 
began after he made the acquaintance of a deaf man who was educated, well brought up, 
and could speak.  Reich determined that he wanted to “make complete, worthy, happy 
people of the deaf.” 
-“Reich…in 1884 when facing another fiscal crisis…form a support group called 
“Friends of the Deaf” (Jedide Ilmim) for his institution.  Well-to-do members of the 
Jewish community joined together and provided funding, enabling Reich to relocate his 
school to Weissensee near Berlin, in 1890.”  
 
HARRY AND MARION FELDMAN – Max’s parents.  
 
Hennie, Horst, Annie, Klaus, Lothar, Hans, Doris, Esther, Joseph, Fred (some possible 
names for the children at the school) 
 

ACT I 
 
Introduction and Love Story: 
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It is 1937 and in the town of Stuttgart, Germany, MAX FELDMAN (9) is the only one 
who cannot hear.  His parents and his two older brothers are hearing.  Max doesn’t have 
any friends; even with his family, Max still feels isolated.  They communicate to each 
other with a few hand gestures.  When Max needs to get their attention, he has to grunt, 
like an animal.  Often, he just cannot communicate himself and his needs and desires go 
unheard.  Max’s mother MARION (35) has taught Max how to speak some words and is 
the most adept in the family in understanding Max.  
 
At the synagogue, a modest temple with stars adorning the blue ceiling, the cantor sings 
and the rabbi rocks his body slowly as he listens.  The pews are filled front to back, the 
members standing up, singing the words softly themselves.  As the cantor continues to 
sing, we move towards the back of the great room and focus on the FELDMANS.  At the 
aisle is HARRY (40), the father.  Next to him is Marion.  Besides her are her three boys, 
JACOB (14), LEO (12) and Max, who is wedged in between his mother and brothers.  
Max’s lips do not move.  He looks straight on, desperate to understand but is lost.  As we 
move behind Max, we look back at the bimah where the rabbi and cantor stand.  Their 
lips are moving but we can no longer hear them.  In fact, we cannot hear anything 
because Max is profoundly deaf.  Max looks up at his mother for comfort.  She looks 
ahead, her lips moving.  She looks down at Max and smiles at him.  Max looks back up at 
her but doesn’t return the warm smile.  

At dinner one cold night in the fall of 1935, Max’s mother, MARION, scolds Leo for 
teasing Max.  Max grunts and points at the potatoes at the other end of the table.  Leo 
points at the vegetables next to the potatoes.  Max shakes his head.  Leo points at the 
potatoes and Max nods affirmatively.  The family talks but Max cannot follow along.  He 
is lost in his own world and concentrates on his food, chewing loudly.   
 
During dinner, there is a loud knock on the door.  Marion rushes Max out of the room and 
hides him in the basement.  Max’s father HARRY opens the door for the Nazis, who ask 
for the family’s papers.  Harry goes to the kitchen cabinet and takes out the papers.  He 
sees Max’s papers and shoves them in the back.  While the SS officer looks at the papers, 
Harry asks if there is anything wrong.  One soldier looks at his file and states that there 
should be another boy, the deaf one.  Harry looks at them nervously and says that his 
youngest son died from scarlet fever.  The officer looks around the small home; once he 
is satisfied that there is no indication of another boy present, he states that the family is to 
register themselves with the state because they are carriers of hereditary deafness. 
(Inciting Incident) 
 
In Stuttgart, Max’s family tries to obtain visas to go to America.  At the government 
office, the family is told that they can fill out the forms but that it may take months or 
even years before they are allowed to emigrate to the United States because the Jewish 
quotas in America have been filled for the next five years.  Even if the family is lucky 
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enough to get visas, the American Government will not allow deaf or handicapped people 
into the United States.   
 
Max travels with his mother on a train to the Israelite Institute for the Deaf in Berlin.  
Once Max steps off the train, it is apparent that the Nazi regime has boldly taken effect.  
The usual red flags with the swastikas proudly wave in the air.  Soldiers march down the 
platform.  Marion grips Max’s hand tightly; Max winces in pain and tries to get his hand 
free. 
 
The school is located on the east side of Berlin in Weissensee in the section of Pankow.  
The school building is an old, brick building that takes up a large section of a block.   
 
In his office, DR. FELIX REICH, the Jewish headmaster, sits at his desk, holding a piece 
of paper.  There is a picture of his father, MARKUS, standing outside the school in 1890, 
when the school moved to the new building.   
 
Marion checks in with the SECRETARY and asks for the headmaster.   
 
Felix studies a notice from the state, declaring that he must register all the children in his 
school with the government and state their disability.       
 
The secretary knocks on the door.  Felix shoves the notice in his desk drawer.   
 
Felix coolly tells Marion that they have to pay more money upfront or else wait until the 
start of the next school year.  Marion pleads with Felix; she knows Max will be safer here 
and she cannot teach Max, herself, how to communicate.  Marion offers his pearl earrings 
and broach.  Felix takes them and says that they will be collateral for the time being. 
 
Outside of the office, while Marion speaks to Felix, Max looks down the old, decorative 
hallway; he sees another boy, DAVID (10), peeking at him from an adjacent hallway.  
When David sees Max looking at him, he disappears from view.   
 
Marion, in haste, kisses Max goodbye.  She tries to tell Max she will come back soon but 
Max does not understand.  As Marion walks away, Max tries to follow her, but Felix 
holds him back by the collar.  Max, grunts and then screams after his mother.  Max 
struggles to get free but Felix is too strong.    
 
Besides Felix, there are five other teachers at the school.  One of the teachers, 
WADISLAW ZEITIN, is deaf; he is a Deaf science teacher who has garnered twelve 
patents and had references from Einstein to his credit. 
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At the school, Max is introduced to the deaf culture for the first time.  It is eye-opening.  
However, Max struggles to learn how to communicate with the other deaf students.  He 
becomes close friends with DAVID, who is a year older.   
 
On the first night, Max is very confused.  Felix tells Max to go to sleep in the cot placed 
on the floor.  Max cries himself to sleep.  
 
The next morning, David tries to encourage Max to come with him to breakfast but Max 
refuses.   
 
Felix throws Max into school-mode, first by getting his head shaved by the barber.     
 
In the dining hall, Max sees the other children signing to each other but has no idea what 
it means.  Felix sits Max across from David.  David hand gestures to Max to explain that 
he is deaf too.  Everyone is deaf.  For the first time, it starts to click for Max. 
 
SARÍ the school nurse sits across from Felix.  There is a sense of attraction between them 
but Felix is still hung up on his dead wife and son.  While the other teachers think they 
have to follow the law and register the children, Felix tries to lay down the law that the 
children are not to be registered with the authorities.  One of the teachers threatens to 
bring it up with the provost (or board of education).  Felix is outraged.  
 
The provost, MR. GILKE, tells Felix to focus on the business of teaching and let him 
deal with the registration.   
 
In class, Max is absolutely lost.  The children are set up in a circle so they can all see 
each other.  Otherwise, lip-reading would not work.  Felix has little patience for Max and 
hits him (lightly) with a ruler on Max’s hand.  Max runs out of the room, crying.   
 
Start of Max/Felix love story:  
 
That night, Felix wakes up a sleeping Max and takes him to the classroom.  The 
moonlight bounces off the desk. With more patience, Felix teaches Max how to sign the 
alphabet.  Max struggles but looks at Felix in a new light.  Finally, somebody is paying 
attention to him (or trying to communicate with him effectively).  (Felix is also called 
‘Onkel’ (uncle) as an affectionate name.)  
 
By the end of Act I, there is a growing push to sterilize (or, effectively, euthanize) 
handicapped people. Felix tries to protect his school, but it becomes increasingly difficult 
as time progresses.  He wonders if he must follow the Nazi protocol and register the 
children.   
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Two Nazi soldiers storm into Felix’s office and demand a list of the children.  Felix says 
he does not have a list (a lie).  One of the soldiers yells at him that must be impossible 
and that it is the law to register them with the Third Reich.  Though scared, Felix 
demands they get out of his office and off the school property.  They comply but tell him 
this will be a losing battle for Felix and his children.  (30 min) 
 
 

ACT II 
 
Part One: Love Story and Ocean’s Eleven 
 
David tells Max that kids keep disappearing.  David knows that when the boys get taken 
away, they are not the same when they come back.  Max is afraid and does not want to be 
taken away. 
 
Felix goes to a local bar to meet up with a war buddy of his from World War I.  In this 
conversation, we learn that Felix’s family died and perhaps that his father was the 
founder of the school. 
 
As pressure increases to register the children with the state, Felix becomes more worried 
as well.  There are 70 children at the start of the school year and by 1937, some of the 
parents are forced to register their children.  Some of the older children are taken out of 
the school and are forcibly sterilized.  Also, the Friends of the Deaf support group may be 
shown.  (This information may be shown in act two)   
 
By 1938, Max has become fluent in sign language and can communicate his needs and 
desires; he is also improving in his oral speech and in his ability to lip-read.    
 
(start of act two)  
 
Spring 1938 – YOUNG Max, 9, is in class outside with his peers.  The teacher MR. 
SILVERMAN teaches a lesson on (some kind of history?).  He asks a question and Max 
raises his hand to answer.  Max does not pronounce a word right and Mr. Silverman 
forces him to keep repeating it until he says it correctly.  The lesson becomes stagnated.  
Max gets frustrated and asks a question about something.  Mr. Silverman says he will not 
continue the lesson until Max says the word properly.   
 
During lunch, Max sits with his best friend David.  They laugh about something silly.  In 
the dining room, there are forty boys and thirty girls.  Outside of the classroom, they all 
sign to each other but in class, they are forced to be oral; they get slapped each time they 
start signing something (i.e. think of speaking English in a Spanish class).   
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At lunch, Felix argues with some of the teachers who willingly comply with the Nazi 
protocol.  To his dismay, some of the other teachers registered the children because they 
felt it was the right thing to do.   
 
On the same day, in his office, Felix tells Max that he got a letter from Max’s family, 
which says that the family finally got visas to emigrate to America and by the time Max 
gets the letter, they will already be on their way.  They wish they could take Max but 
America refuses to take any handicapped children.  (or they are already in America in NY 
and they say they are trying to get Max a way to get to America but it proves too 
difficult.) 
 
Felix takes Max to the American consulate and tries to convince them to let Max 
emigrate to America, but his efforts are futile.   
 
One day, some soldiers break into the school and forcibly take some of the older children 
away.  Max does not know what is happening.  One of them is David.  When he comes 
back, he is shell-shocked.  He refuses to speak to Max.  
 
Because of this, in 1938, Felix travels to London and visits the Residential School for the 
Jewish Deaf and Blind Children to discuss opportunities for the evacuation of the 
children at his school.  At that time, the school has only ten places available, all for 
children under the age of eleven. (or I can take this out and Felix thinks he is taking them 
to Holland but finds out it isn’t safe.)  
-Max is afraid that Felix won’t come back like his parents.  
 
Felix has a hard time getting prepared for the escape; especially, since it is difficult to 
obtain visas for deaf children.   
 
Felix gets the students ready, in front of the other teachers, for what they would do on the 
trip to England, such as what to do on the train (i.e. take a ticket).     
 
One night, the Nazis raid the school.  They line the children up and force them to go 
down the stairs.  JOSEPH (7) is in the back of the line.  A Nazi shouts at Joseph from 
behind but of course, Joseph cannot hear him.  The Nazi gets outraged and shoots Joseph 
in the back of the head.  
 
This is the final straw, so Felix decides to smuggle the children from Berlin to England.  
He takes eight of the younger children with him.  Felix still thinks he has time to come 
back and rescue the others.  Felix, who is close to Max, chooses Max because he 
remembers his promise to the Felds to protect their son.     
 
Max packs for the journey.  They are only allowed to pack limited clothes and toys.  Max 
packs his teddy bear which takes up half his suitcase. 
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Felix forges documents and falsifies the information about the children.  
 
As Max and Felix leave, Felix sees Sarí (who will help the children staying behind be 
safe) in the window looking down on them.  Max sees David stare at him from the 
window too. 
 
By accident, at the bar, Felix’s war buddy slips out that war might break out tomorrow.  
Midpoint: Sept 1st deadline.  
 
Part Two: Journey/Escape:  
 
The first leg of the journey is by train to Holland.  
 
In Berlin, there is a change of trains, where shit happens.  The children are inspected.  
Suitcases are rummaged through.  Visas checked.  Max’s teddy bear is taken away. 
 
In the countryside, at one of the stops, there are a bunch of officers waiting at the 
platform.  Felix takes the children off the train and decides to wait for the next train.  
When they are about to get onto the next train, one of soldiers grabs one of the children.  
Felix has to leave the child behind and pretend he doesn’t know who the child is in order 
to protect the rest of the children.   
 
In order to cross the border in Holland, there is an inspection at the German border.  Felix 
is petrified that they won’t get through.   
 
They do get through and in Holland, they take a boat to get to England. 
 
In London, they hide in the Jewish School for the Deaf.   
 
Dr. Reich tries to go back to Berlin to bring over more children but he gets captured.  The 
British authorities think he is a German spy and interrogate him.  Felix is incarcerated for 
a long time.  
 
Max and the other children are moved to Brighton School, two hours away from London.  
They have to be wary of the increasing bombing surrounding their area.  One bomb hits 
the school.  The windows shatter.  Max cannot hear the bomb, but he can see the glass 
shattering and feel the ground shake.  Max is terrified.     
 
The British army continues to interrogate Felix and they torture him.  While incarcerated, 
Felix struggles to accept the fact that he can’t go back to rescue his family and the rest of 
the children.  
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Meanwhile, Max tries to protect his younger deaf friends.  He makes a story up for the 
youngest child (5).   
 

ACT III 
 
England: 
 
Now 11 years-old, Max tries to get Felix out of prison.  He pesters the guards to let his 
“uncle” out.  
 
Once the British no longer believe Felix is a threat, they let him out of jail in 1941-42.  At 
that point, Felix is almost a broken man.  Max hugs Felix once Felix exits the prison in 
London.  He tries to find a way to get back to Berlin but it is impossible.  After the war, 
he returns to Berlin.  His school is completely evacuated, in shambles.  He tries to find 
out what happened to his children but he never learns the truth.  (or he does and the truth 
is: During the war, the school had been captured.  The 146 “citizens” that stayed at the 
school were sent to the Hadamar killing center (not sure when exactly this will take place 
in the story). 
 
 

THEME 
The theme is about survival, resistance, human connection, and most importantly, family.  
This is a story about a father-son relationship.  Felix and Max cannot live without each 
other.  They would die for each other. Survival is under that umbrella of family.  
 
Max wants a family but needs to survive in order to have a family.  World War II (Nazis 
included) and deafness stand in the way. 
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Appendix C Cutting Room Floor – The Ledger Scene Version One 
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Appendix D Cutting Room Floor – The Ledger Scene Version Two 
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Appendix E 
Silence in Berlin—Structure of the Script 

Act One:  
 
5 Min: Establish Max’s deafness and how he is not learning language.  
 
10 Min: Nazis come looking for Max at his childhood home in Stuttgart, Germany.  His 
parents discuss going to America and leaving Max in a Jewish boarding school for the 
deaf in Berlin.   
 
17 Min: Marion and Max go to Berlin, where Marion has to beg Felix Reich, the director 
of the school, to admit Max into his school.  She leaves Max, who is distraught. 
 
30 Min (End of Act One): Felix becomes upset about the Nazis’ demand for registering 
deaf children for sterilization.  He gets angry with his faculty for even considering 
complying.  Meanwhile, Max must learn how to speak and communicate with others.  
Felix teaches him privately so that he can catch up with others his age. 
 
Act Two:  
 
45 Min: Felix tries to keep the Nazis at bay when they come asking for a list of the deaf 
students.  Meanwhile, Max and Felix’s bond strengthens.    
 
60 Min: Max finds out that his parents left for America.  He runs away and gets beaten 
up.  Felix is distraught.  Once Max recovers, Felix takes Max to the American consulate 
to try to get him a visa so he can join his parents.  Max gets turned down because 
America won’t accept deaf children.  Shortly thereafter, the Nazis come in and take some 
children, including David, to be sterilized.    
 
75 Min: Felix prepares ten of the students, including Max, for their escape to England.  
Max confronts the morose David.     
 
90 Min (End of Act Two): While on the train, Max and the others get stopped in Hanover 
and are forced to get off.  One child gets shot in the back while the other lets slip that he 
is deaf and gets held back.  
 
Act Three:  
 
105 Min: Eight of the children make it to England and survive the war while Felix is 
incarcerated.  Felix and Max go back to Berlin to try to find out what happened to the rest 
of the children at the school.   
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