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Logline:  An overbearing ballroom stage mother and her two daughters must redefine their roles in 
life and on the dance floor as each  learns to "Let Love Lead." ™

Synopsis: The Camparis are a family of  women in which everyone knows her place. Sheri is the 
larger-than-life, overbearing stage mom.  Once a young and beautiful ballroom champion, Sheri now 
lives vicariously through her youngest daughter Tasi, the darling of  the local amateur ballroom circuit. 
Sheri’s oldest daughter, Toni, is Tasi’s practice partner, the wallflower who must quietly support them 
all.  The only consistent man in the life of  the Campari women is Cedric, Tasi’s dance partner and 
Toni’s best friend.  Find out what happens to each as they reexamine their roles in modern life and on 
the dance floor and learn to "Let Love Lead." ™

LeadingLadies
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. . . Creating an Independent Film
While Leading Ladies may be the first project from Erika Randall Beahm (writer, director, co-producer, 
choreographer) and Daniel Beahm (producer/director), don't expect it to be their last... in fact, don't expect to believe 
it's their first.

By taking advantage of relationships established over years of active involvement in a myriad of dance, film, art, and 
music circles, Erika and Daniel have assembled a team of talent that will have you believing Leading Ladies is a project 
from experienced filmmakers harnessing millions of dollars, rather than a first-time film on a shoe-string budget.

While neither may have previously helmed a feature film production, each is no stranger to commanding/working with 
teams of extraordinary individuals.  An experienced choreographer, performer, and professor, Erika Randall Beahm has 
worked with such lauded dance companies as The Mark Morris Dance Group and Buglisi-Foreman Dance 
(members of the original Martha Graham Company).  She has also enjoyed teaching appointments at such prestigious 
dance programs as The Ohio State University, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and the University 
of Colorado at Boulder (where she is currently a tenure-track professor).   Daniel Beahm uses his talents across the 
fields of music (writing, recording, performing, and producing), design (multimedia, print, interior, architectural, etc.) 
and photography to craft a world where both characters and audience become engulfed by sensory magic.

“Making a movie is a lot like building a house,” (a solo feat which Beahm has also undertaken). “Basically, you come 
up with the coolest plan you can dream up, and then you surround yourself with people who can make that dream 
happen... and, most importantly, you bust your ass and accept the fact that you won't be sleeping for a while.  After 
that, it's just a matter of tackling the aggregate piece by piece.  Once you break a film project up into its constituent 
parts, you can attack these smaller projects head-on instead of being overwhelmed by the (terrifying) whole.”

Starring dance icons like So You Think You Can Dance season two winner Benji Schwimmer and world-renowned 
U.S. Latin Ballroom Champion Melanie LaPatin (who also choreographs for So You Think You Can Dance), as well as 
SYTYCD finalists Kherington Payne (who recently starred in the remake of Fame), Courtney Galiano, Katee Shean, 
and Sara VonGillern, Leading Ladies exploits some powerhouse dance talent, while focusing on story and character 
more than most “dance films” typically do (think Dirty Dancing meets Little Miss Sunshine).

Writer/director Erika Randall Beahm has been dancing since she was a child.  Educated at such renowned institutions 
as Interlochen Academy for the Arts and The Juilliard School, her talents stretch far beyond movement.  The 
screenplay, co-written with her friend Jennifer Bechtel, reflects a history steeped in dance as well as talents honed by a 
voracious appetite for words in the form of novels, poems, and screenplays. 

The film takes advantage of some relationships that have allowed Leading Ladies to look much more expensive than the 
budget would lead one to believe.  For instance, color grading took place in Chicago at Filmworkers (Batman Begins, 
Batman: The Dark Knight, Wanted, The Fugitive, Backdraft, etc.).  This level of professionalism in the area of color 
grading is almost unheard of on a project the size of Leading Ladies.

“I caught a lot of  flack in art school for biting off  what a lot of  people 
thought was more than I could chew ...also for not focusing on one area 
and instead keeping active in what seemed to most like disparate fields of  
concentration.  It's pretty great to have found a place where those two 
ideas are an asset instead of  being viewed as a  possible detriment.”

    --Daniel Beahm, director/producer
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. . . Creating an Independent Film
With cinematography by seasoned veteran Peter Biagi, Leading Ladies continues to take advantage of relationships 
not typically present in a project at this level.  “Pete's work on Robert Altman's films The Company and A Prairie Home 
Companion were a major impetus for hiring him,” says Beahm.  “We knew not only would we be getting a fantastically 
talented and extremely experienced DP, but we would also be working with someone versed in the language of stage 
and dance.”

Perhaps one of the most important relationships to Leading Ladies was not with an individual but the entire city of 
Champaign, IL.  From extras to locations to housing a relatively large crew, the small, midwestern college town was an 
invaluable asset to the production.  “Aside from empty dorms allowing us to comfortably house a crew that quickly 
grew from under 15 to over 50,” says Beahm, “the age and architectural charm of the town of Champaign afforded us 
some fantastic locations.”

Sites such as the recently restored Rialto Theater (a Deco theater built in the 20's that had been hidden deep in the 
heart of downtown Champaign since its doors were closed in the early 80's) and a full-blown grocery store (that so 
generously granted full access to the production during off-hours) once again belie Leading Ladies' miniscule budget.  
Recalling one week from the production, Beahm states, “I still can't believe Jerry's IGA just let us roam freely and shoot 
throughout the store every night for a whole week, building giant dance platforms and hanging rigging and thousands 
of watts of lights from the ceiling and aisles.”

Hand in hand with locations go set decoration, and the production begged, borrowed, and... (well, let's leave it at that) 
in order to create the amazing visuals of Leading Ladies.  From a giant aluminum palm tree salvaged by the owners of 
the Rialto Theater out of a 20's Deco club in Miami Beach to sundry film-centric objects from the Rialto Theater itself 
to a myriad of mid-century furnishings and knickknacks scattered about the sets, Leading Ladies is lush with treasures 
all intended to remind the viewer of the importance of dance and film history.

Acquiring nearly all locations and set decoration for free afforded the production the luxury of concentrating quite a 
bit of its budget on wardrobe and costume.  This was a boon for a dance-musical film.  Harnessing the talents of 
costume designer Markas Henry, who has worked on such feature films as Elf, With Lucy and Prince of Central Park 
and Tony Award-winning Broadway productions like Thoroughly Modern Millie and Beauty and the Beast, not to 
mention being the costume producer for Britney Spears' 2001 and 2004 tours,  Leading Ladies is able to shine in an 
area most often reserved for big-budget productions.

Finally, the film takes full advantage of the “new age of digital cinema,” having been shot using multiple RED One 
cameras in full 4K resolution at a 1:2.39 aspect ratio (the modern version of CinemaScope).  The RED digital medium 
is not only as close to film as one can currently get without actually shooting film, but the CinemaScope format harkens 
back to the Golden Age of Hollywood dance classics and gives Leading Ladies an “epic” look and feel.



Leading Ladies was born out of the desire to create a family-centered gay and lesbian film for the mainstream 
market.  For writers Erika Randall Beahm and Jennifer Bechtel, dance became the perfect vehicle to illuminate the 
fluidity of gender roles in life, via the relative ease of shifting these roles on the dance floor.  By seeing two men dance 
together or two women fall in love through a Lindy Hop, an audience not accustomed to same-sex pairing can move 
into a greater acceptance.

This “little” independent film is lush with detail that furthers the narrative and the metaphoric undercurrents that 
support the film's tag line, “Let Love Lead.” Images of feet, prevalent in the film, symbolize cultural expectations of 
“normal.”  Found everywhere from bathroom stalls to tango practice, the way shoes point in the world of Leading 
Ladies points the way to new insights about gender.  The message here: lead and follow does not always mean man and 
woman, and if it does, it does not necessarily mean men and women in that order.

Toni Campari, The Wallflower in Bloom:  It was 
important to establish Toni as the invisible family support 
structure, showing glimpses of her magic here and there, 
before fully revealing that this movie is actually her story.  
Costume designer Markas Henry worked very closely with 
the directors to establish a trademark look for Toni that 
masks her body and, at times, hides her almost completely.  
By dressing her in old boxy bowling shirts (that perhaps 
could have been all that was left behind by her absentee 
father), Toni’s femininity is hidden, and her place as the 

person who “wears the pants” in her family is established, both through look and action.  In a long dolly “wallflower” 
shot, Toni leans against the dance studio wall wearing a shirt that perfectly blends into the white and cream 
background, as if she herself were actually made of the peeling, fading plaster. Markas’ incredible eye for detail and 
vision for a character’s arc inside of her wardrobe led Toni to slowly move from “frumpy” clothing to a more tailored 
and “revealing” look as her sensual side is uncovered.  Unlike most “ugly duckling” stories, however, Toni does not 
become a swan, but instead a penguin --her maturation in complete fruition, with a sexy tuxedo and short, cropped 
hair. 

Tasi Campari, The Princess/Drama Queen:  Tasi, the family darling, is proof that if it’s not one thing, it’s your 
mother.  Her contentious relationship with Sheri stems from their similarities, and these likenesses are highlighted by 
costume (sequins, high heels, and a cropped hoodie to challenge her mother’s zebra bolero jacket), and facial 
expression (the genetically predetermined hair toss and lip 
purse). Tasi is always adorned with a heart motif; she 
literally “wears her heart on her sleeve.”  Her emotions run 
fierce and strong, defining her through her opposition to 
Toni’s quiet seclusion. 

Sheri Campari, The Mother of All Mothers: Adorned in a 
yellow pear-print apron cut from the same fabric as the 
curtains, tablecloth, and toaster cozy, Sheri becomes her 
kitchen, the heart of the Campari home.  Instead of 
blending into the walls as Toni does, Sheri pops out in 
overblown saturation and energy. She is the larger-than-life backstage ballroom matriarch who is unable to cut the 
apron strings.  Quick edits from Sheri to the family pet piranha, Bubbles, draw direct parallels to Sheri’s overbearing 
consumption of her daughters, especially her youngest, Tasi. Sheri’s wardrobe becomes more subdued over the course 

page 5

. . . The Making of a Dream



of the film as she experiences her transformation of acceptance and letting go. From caricature to caregiver, she moves 
from grand dame to grandma.

Cedric Michaels, The Leading Man (who also follows):  In writing, directing, and dressing Cedric, the goal was to 
create a central stable male character who “just happens to be” gay.  Veering away from the often one-dimensional 
representations of the “gay sidekick,” the writers and directors wanted to show Cedric’s range. By dancing both lead 
and follow (as only Benji Schwimmer can do), dressing impeccably but not self-consciously, and supporting with 
laughter through the tears, Cedric is the one constant male figure in the life of the Campari women. With witty 
one-liners, Cedric infuriates Sheri, challenges Tasi’s tantrums, and draws Toni out into the limelight of her own life.

Mona Saunders, The Supporting Woman (who also leads):  
How to create “The Love Interest” that anyone, male or 
female, could fall in love with?  First, cast Nicole Dionne 
and her impish grin, raspy croon, and ebulliently open 
heart. Second, dress her in the classic garb of Garbo and 
Monroe, keeping her above reproach of the trendiness of 
today.  And last, wash her in the lush light of old 
Hollywood cinema. Set apart from the surrounding vintage 
treasures of her apartment, Mona is illuminated as a 
timeless and active subject, not mere object, of desire.  And 
“desire” she is.
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. . . The Making of a Dream
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. . . Principal  Cast

Nicole Dionne (Mona) - Ms. Dionne studied dance and theatre at Dean College.  After landing her 
first role as Hero in Much Ado About Nothing, she learned she could cry on cue and that Shakespeare 
doesn’t sound so good with a Boston accent. So she dedicated her life to serious study and has 
pursued it ever since.  Recent Los Angeles projects include Stella in A Sreetcar Named Desire (The 
Repertory East Playhouse), Sooze in subUrbia (which garnered her a local People’s Choice Award for 
Best Actress in a Drama), and roles in Hurly Burly & Steel Magnolias.   Nicole is a 
dancer/choreographer for Caitlyn Carradine’s Lace Productions and was seen in Layers In Motion and 
LA’s ART walk. From Crying Wench in Pirates of  the Caribbean 3 to a Strange One in Apocalyptic 
Playground, Nicole loves the opportunity each and every role offers for transformation.  

Shannon Lea Smith (Tasi) - Shannon was born and raised in Glenview, Illinois. At the age of  
three, she began taking dance classes at the Fisher Dance Center in Wilmette, IL. Studio owner 
Robin Fisher motivated Shannon artistically in dance, as she always inspired her to follow her 
dreams. After receiving her BFA in dance from the University of  Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 
Shannon received a job with the Palace Theatre in New Hampshire, where she was a part of  three 
productions: Cats,  Swing and Grease.  Soon after her run at the Palace Theatre, Shannon auditioned 
for the National Tour of  Cats and landed the job as the Dance Captain and Swing. After 10 months 
of  traveling the country, Shannon moved back to the East Coast and became the Dance 
Captain/Swing for the Westchester Broadway Theatre's A Wonderful Life.

Laurel Vail (Toni) - Hailing from southeast Idaho, Laurel attended college in Boston for film and 
new media.  She came to LA in 2004 for a career in computer animation.  Things in LA went better 
than anticipated and she decided that maybe, just maybe, she could have her cake and eat it too.  
After all, cake is delicious, and denying her deep-down love of  acting and filmmaking would only 
cause regrets later.  So after a few years of  moonlighting and hard work, she's landed her first leading 
role in a feature film.   And we're very happy about that.  Watch for this one in the years to come; 
she is sure to cause a stir.

Benji Schwimmer (Cedric) - Benji Schwimmer was born to famed swing dancers Buddy Schwim-
mer (“The King of  Swing" and inventor of  the West Coast Swing form) and Laurie Kauffman.  He 
has won three US Open Swing Dance Championships. After winning the first two, Benji took two 
years off  from his dancing career to work in a mission in Oaxaca, Mexico. When he returned to the 
States in 2004, he got back into the dancing world and won the 2005 Championship (his third). In 
2006, he was chosen as a contestant for the second season of  So You Think You Can Dance and won 
first place. According to the show, Schwimmer brought in 16 million votes during the finale, with a 
total of  more than 70 million votes for Schwimmer over the course of  the season. 

Melanie LaPatin (Sheri) -  The mere mention of  Melanie LaPatin's name in Latin and Ballroom 
dance circles around the world will prove her renown. U.S. Latin Champion Melanie LaPatin (with 
long-time partner Tony Meredith) dominated competitors for over 20 years. As a dance coach and 
choreographer, she has worked with some of  the most renowned film and television personalities, 
including Vanessa Williams, Pierce Brosnan, Rene Russo, Patrick Stewart and Jennifer Beals.  Mela-
nie co-owns and directs the studio dubbed by Vogue Magazine as "the most fashionable place in 
New York City to learn to dance..."  LaPatin has most recently appeared as a choreographer on 
television's So You Think You Can Dance.  She has also choreographed and appeared on film in such 
major motion pictures as The Thomas Crown Affair, Dance With Me, and The Last Days of  Disco.
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. . . Production Stills . . .
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