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SHORT SYNOPSIS

LAST DAYS is filmmaker Gus Van Sant’s fictional meditation on the inner turmoil that engulfs a brilliant, but troubled, musician in the final hours of his life.  Michael Pitt (THE DREAMERS, HEDWIG AND THE ANGRY INCH) stars as Blake, an introspective artist whose success has left him in a lonely place, where livelihoods rest on his shoulders and old friends regularly tap him for money and favors.  LAST DAYS follows Blake through a handful of hours he spends in and near his wooded home, a fugitive from his own life.  Expanding on the elliptical style forged in his previous two films, GERRY and the Palme d’Or-winning ELEPHANT, Van Sant layers images and sounds to articulate an emotional landscape, creating a dynamic work about a soul in transition.  

LONG SYNOPSIS

LAST DAYS is filmmaker Gus Van Sant’s fictional meditation on the inner turmoil that engulfs a brilliant, but troubled, musician in the final hours of his life.  Michael Pitt (THE DREAMERS, HEDWIG AND THE ANGRY INCH) stars as Blake, an introspective artist who is buckling under the weight of fame, professional obligations and a mounting feeling of isolation.  LAST DAYS follows Blake through a handful of hours he spends in and near his wooded home, a fugitive from his own life.  It is a period of random moments and fractured consciousness, fused by spontaneous bursts of rock & roll.  Expanding on the elliptical style forged in his previous two films, GERRY and the Palme d’Or-winning ELEPHANT, Van Sant layers images and sounds to articulate an emotional landscape, creating a dynamic work about a soul in transition.  

Dwarfed by towering trees, Blake slowly makes his way through dense woods.  He scrambles down an embankment to a fresh spring and undresses for a short swim.  The next morning he returns to his house, an elegant, if neglected, stone mansion.  

Many people are looking for Blake – his friends, his managers and record label, even a private detective – but he does not want to be found.  In the haze of his final hours, Blake will spend most of his time by himself.  He avoids the people who are living in his house, who approach him only when they want something, be it money or help with a song.  He hides from one concerned friend and turns away another.  He visits politely with a stranger from the Yellow Pages sales department and he ducks into an underground rock club.  He wanders through the woods and he plays a new song, one last rock & roll blowout.  Finally, alone in the greenhouse, Blake will look and listen – and seek release.

Although this film is inspired by the last days of Kurt Cobain, it is a work of fiction and the characters and events portrayed in the film are also fictional. 

HBO Films presents A Meno Film Company Production LAST DAYS.  Michael Pitt, Lukas Haas, Asia Argento, Scott Green, Nicole Vicius, Ricky Jay, Ryan Orion, Harmony Korine, Kim Gordon, Adam Friberg, Andy Friberg, and Thadeus A. Thomas.  Editor Gus Van Sant.  Director of Photography Harris Savides, ASC.  Produced by Dany Wolf.  Written and Directed by Gus Van Sant.

ABOUT THE PRODUCTION

With LAST DAYS, award-winning filmmaker Gus Van Sant takes his recent experiments with cinematic language to new levels of refinement, creating a film that is both poetic and life-like.  The film pares away extraneous narrative to simply observe the bare experience of a troubled young musician approaching the end of his life.   Through its handling of cinematic elements – images, sounds and actions – LAST DAYS draws us into an environment that is as much emotional and sensory as it is material.  A film designed for individual interpretation, LAST DAYS is an intimate meditation on isolation, death and loss.  It is a requiem and a remembrance.  

LAST DAYS continues the aesthetic approach of Van Sant’s previous two films – the Palme d’Or-winning ELEPHANT (2003) and GERRY (2002).  All three films have used elliptical storytelling, fixed settings and improvisational acting techniques to deliver multi-layered yet emotionally accessible presentations of human beings and their behavior.  In each film, we spend time with the characters in their given environment and Van Sant’s attention to detail allows us to feel the characters’ sensations almost as our own.  

Like its predecessors, LAST DAYS grew out of events covered in the media.  “There’s a trilogy - films that are inspired by stories that were in the papers,” Van Sant observes.  “GERRY was inspired by a news item about two guys that got lost in the desert.  ELEPHANT was a way to look at the wave of school shootings, like Columbine, that happened in America in the late 90s.  And LAST DAYS came out of the death of Kurt Cobain in 1994.”

Those incidents were points of artistic departure as Van Sant turned his imagination to the fundamental human mysteries raised in each instance.  “I think all three films were attempts to use fiction to learn something new about those kinds of situations,” the filmmaker remarks.  “All three of them are stories where people don’t really know what happened, because there are missing elements.  In the case that led to GERRY, only one person came back so there was just one side of the story.  With school shootings, there’s always the ‘reason why’ question, like ‘how did this happen?’  With Kurt Cobain, nobody really knew where he was the last couple of days, and what was going on.  The inspiration for LAST DAYS was not so much the immediate event, but the intense fascination with those last days from seemingly the entire world.   It was similar to something that I had experienced with River Phoenix not too much earlier.  Somebody was in trouble and nobody could help them, and where were they and what were their last moments?”

Though it was hardly intentional, LAST DAYS is Van Sant’s third successive film to confront death.  Says producer Dany Wolf, “It’s interesting, if coincidental, that these films all deal with these last moments.  Whether it’s two friends lost in the desert and only one survives; or students attacking other students; or an artist that can’t go on.  But it’s not your last moments that define you.  And these films aren’t defined by their endings.  It’s the experience of living with these characters.”

Though it was the last of the three stories to be made, LAST DAYS was conceived first, in 1996.  From the beginning, the screenplay took an unconventional form as a list of scenes describing a character’s unremarkable activities in his house.   Recalls Van Sant, “This was the character who would become Blake; at the time he didn’t have a name.  At one point, he wasn’t even a young man.  It was just a kid alone in the house.  He was making macaroni-and-cheese and he was watching television and he was avoiding the telephone.  He was wandering outside for brief periods.  He was writing.  When it was the young boy, he just filled out his day.  I don’t even think there was a death.”

Meanwhile, Van Sant had begun work on GOOD WILL HUNTING.  LAST DAYS was put aside for the moment, but not forgotten.  In 1997, Van Sant met actor Michael Pitt, then a teenager starting his professional career.  Recalls Van Sant, “Even though he was a little older, he resembled the younger boy I had been thinking about in one version of LAST DAYS.  So I started to think, ‘Well, maybe Mike should play this character.’”
As it happened, Pitt had recently started playing guitar and writing music.  Remarks Van Sant, “I think he’d been playing for about six months.  He was always pretty accomplished musically.  He was intuitively into his songs.  The song that he sings in the film, ‘Death to Birth,’ is actually one of the songs that he sang back when I met him.  We talked about making LAST DAYS from ’97 on.  We were always saying, ‘Let’s just go do it, let’s work on it.’  Then the screenplay started to become more than a list.”  

Van Sant drew from his own experiences as the LAST DAYS screenplay evolved.  Like Blake, the filmmaker at one time lived in a very old, very large home, which he shared with friends.  Van Sant had bought the property, located in Portland, after 1989’s DRUGSTORE COWBOY brought him both broad acclaim and financial security after years of struggle.  Like the musicians of Seattle’s underground rock scene who up-ended the pop music landscape in 1991, Van Sant and his friends in Portland’s film community wanted to stay in the Northwest.  Even so, Van Sant found himself in the same position as other successful artists – writers, filmmakers, musicians – who have been part of a like-minded group.  Comments Van Sant, “It’s a hard role to play in the first place, just being a media success within your creative community.  Without your realizing it, the exact same things tend to happen.  You buy a house because you’ve been living in an apartment and suddenly you have the money.  It’s like, ‘We can buy a big old house!  And we’ll all live in it and that’ll be good.’  So that’s one of the things that happens: you buy the big house that nobody else can buy, that’s one of the most prominent houses, just because you can.”

He continues, “But then you realize, ‘Oh this isn’t that cool.  This is a bit ridiculous.  I’m like a sitting duck up here.’  People knock on your door, asking if they can live in the basement or just asking for money or an autograph.  When I was writing LAST DAYS, I was thinking about these things, the house, people yelling from their car windows when you wandered outside to get some air.”

Eight years after its conception, LAST DAYS found a home at HBO Films.  The company first partnered with Van Sant and producer Wolf on ELEPHANT, which won the prize for Best Director as well as the Palme d’Or at the 2003 Cannes Film Festival.  “HBO Films is like an oasis after making films independently and trying to find distribution,” says Wolf.  “ELEPHANT was a wonderful experience, and after that there was no hesitation about working together again.”

During the long gestation of LAST DAYS, Van Sant had continued to discuss the project with Michael Pitt.  By 2003, Pitt had acted in Van Sant’s FINDING FORRESTER and had had breakout roles in HEDWIG AND THE ANGRY INCH and THE DREAMERS.  He has continued to play music, and writes and sings with the band Pagoda.  He was happy to see LAST DAYS come to fruition and welcomed the chance to work with Van Sant again.  “I think Gus is the best American director that you can work with.  He’s been able to keep his creative purity and still tackle big ideas,” Pitt says.  “I always thought it was a good character, a good story and a story that should be told.”

Pitt acknowledges that he had some early apprehensions about the role and how to approach it.  But he ultimately realized that there were universal aspects to Blake’s story.  Comments Pitt, “I found that there were a lot of similarities to my life and to my friends – the situation of a kid growing up anywhere, who isn’t understood, and dives into his guitar and writes his songs.  So it wasn’t that hard to get in that mindset.  I had more to draw on than I thought.  That was important because the story is not about facts, at all.  It could be about many musicians or many humans in that situation.”

Wolf agrees.  “We’re just spending time with a person that’s struggling with a lot of demons.  Yes, he happens to be a musician and happens to be famous, but we’re not really hit over the head with that.   There is a much more intimate and personal journey that we get to experience with Blake.”

Stripping away conventional narrative devices, Van Sant deploys sound, image and very few words to create a film of emotional landscapes.  Comments Van Sant, “It’s not psychology through a character analysis, via dialogue and action.  Rather, it’s the psychology that happens as you, the viewer, are ruminating on these events that you’re watching.  The psychology is really in the mind of the viewer; it’s not being delivered to you as a thesis, as something that you’re told from the screen.”

LAST DAYS continues Van Sant’s nontraditional approach to casting and acting, which combines professional and nonprofessional talent with improvisational techniques.  The cast came together through personal contacts as well as more conventional sessions with casting director Mali Finn, who was critical in assembling the student cast of ELEPHANT.  In LAST DAYS, the supporting roles were tailored to the individual actors.  For example, Lukas Haas, who plays guitar in real life, portrays a musician who is living in Blake’s house and who seeks his advice.  Like Haas, the other actors who portray members of the bohemian household use their actual first names.  Asia is played by actress/director Asia Argento (THE HEART IS DECEITFUL ABOVE ALL THINGS); Scott is played by Scott Green, who was once Van Sant’s assistant; and Nicole is played by Nicole Vicius.   

Says Wolf, “I think Gus is known for his casting, and it is very instinctual.  LAST DAYS is an extension of what Gus experienced with ELEPHANT.  Gus creates the situation, but the person is the person.  Now, Lukas Haas is not stoned and he doesn’t wear thick glasses, but he’s a really talented actor.  I think the rehearsal period and that process helped people understand what was expected and what the situation was.  I’m really excited by the actors and what they brought to LAST DAYS.”

Van Sant’s instincts were also at work in the case of Thadeus A. Thomas, who plays the Yellow Pages advertising salesman.  Thomas was a stranger who happened into a wardrobe fitting at the LAST DAYS production offices in Cold Spring, New York, an area with a number of flea markets and antique stores.  “Since we had clothes on racks, our offices looked a lot like other warehouses that were selling clothes and things,” Van Sant remembers.  “Thadeus was actually selling Yellow Pages ad space in our building and he came in to our offices.  When we asked who he was, he just introduced himself and started selling Yellow Pages space.  And I said, ‘Well, you’d be good in our movie because you’re so real.’  So in the movie, he was just doing his sales pitch and Mike was playing along.”

Finn had suggested magician/actor/author Ricky Jay (THE SPANISH PRISONER) for the role of the private detective looking for Blake.  For several years, Jay published “Jay’s Journal of Anomalies,” a quarterly devoted to bizarre true stories, weird chapters from entertainment history, and much more.  Van Sant met with Jay in New York, and saw that Jay had something unique to offer.  “I explained to him the process of the other movies and said that this movie would be similar, that there would be areas where he could go off and improvise.  He said, ‘Oh, this is a great time for me to actually tell one of the many stories that I have no uses for – which I know a lot of.’  The story he tells in the film is true, and he chose it because he thought that it resonated with Blake’s story.”

Finding the right property to portray Blake’s mansion was a critical piece of casting in itself.  “We were looking for something that was big and was not in perfect shape,” Van Sant remarks.  “The reason that we didn’t want it to be in perfect shape was the visual and metaphorical element of Blake’s life decomposing or becoming frayed around the edges.” 

In 2001, while Van Sant was living in New York, he and Wolf went on a scouting trip to Putnam County, New York.  The first place they visited was Castle Rock, also known as Osborn Castle, an 1881 stone mansion built in Garrison for railroad executive William Henry Osborn.  However, by the time LAST DAYS was moving towards production, Van Sant was again based in Portland.  Production scout Roger Faires visited hundreds of mansions and estates in Washington State, Oregon and California, but Castle Rock remained the ideal.  The filmmakers finally decided to return to Garrison.  As Wolf puts it, “The mansion is a character in the film.  It’s something that was critical and crucial for Gus.  The further he got into thinking about the film and spending time with Michael Pitt, the more clear it became that this is where this character would live.  From the exterior, it is a wonderful, majestic place in this beautiful setting.  And then inside it’s just a dilapidated mess.  I think that’s Blake.  When we see him, Blake is dilapidated inside and out.”

The formal, timeworn furnishings of Castle Rock fit Van Sant’s mental image of Blake’s home.  “I think I always conceived of the house as something that maybe Blake bought with the furniture,” the director explains.  He collaborated with the art department to determine what other elements to bring in.  Says Wolf: “Care was taken from the bedspread to the furniture.  In Blake’s bedroom, there’s a painting that we borrowed from a prominent family in Aberdeen, Washington: a turn-of-the-century painting of a fire in the forests up there.  There were a lot of things that we saw along the way or ideas that Gus got from visiting other homes.  All that location research we did with Roger definitely helped.”  

LAST DAYS filmed for four weeks in May 2004 in Garrison and Cold Spring, located in Putnam County, New York.  The film reunited the small crew from GERRY and ELEPHANT, including Van Sant’s core collaborators: producer Wolf, award-winning director of photography Harris Savides and sound designer Leslie Shatz.

Having a small cast and crew has become an intrinsic element on Van Sant’s films.  Though fewer people perform more tasks, the working environment is relaxed and friendly.  Wolf, for example, served as producer, production manager and assistant director.  “As an actor, as a producer, as an electrician, on these kinds of films with Gus Van Sant, you get to bring more, you get to contribute and participate at a level that just doesn’t happen in traditional filmmaking.  In this style, everybody has to help out and you don’t have one person in charge in such narrowly defined roles.  What’s great about Gus is he is a listener and he is collaborative,” Wolf observes.  “But in the end, he’s the painter and it’s up to him what goes on the canvas.  There’s no other priority other than Gus’ creative vision and we’re there to help him achieve it.”

Savides describes his collaboration with Van Sant as both spontaneous and disciplined.  “We’ll bounce ideas off each other, specific to the shot or the blocking of a scene.  Always within a certain mandate that Gus has followed in all three films: simple coverage, minimal dialogue, and deliver the information simply.”

Information is pared down to its essential elements in LAST DAYS.   Our first encounter with Blake occurs over an indeterminate stretch of time in the woods.  “When you first see him, you don’t really know where he’s coming from.  He’s just wandering through the woods.  Maybe he’s lost, or he’s coming from a place where he might have his pajamas on.  He could be anybody just returning home,” notes Van Sant.  “It’s an elemental, somewhat austere image.  It’s just a man wandering through the three elements of earth, fire and water.”

The visual design of LAST DAYS is crafted to speak to the catalogues of images, memories and ideas – individual and collective – that each of us carries inside our minds.  “The images attempt to capture something that is not necessarily of original nature.  They’re not necessarily images that are unique in their way,” Van Sant comments. “The representation being not a picture of a unique thing, but a picture of all things that resemble what that picture describes.  You’re condensing all the information you have into that one moment so it becomes emblematic.”  

He points to the scene when the yellow pages salesman and Blake face one another as they discuss advertising placement.  “That image is not really created - energy-wise or visually or intellectually - as a specific character talking to this particular ad space salesman.  You’re watching a generic viewpoint of Man talking to Another Man.  That could relate to every case that you have been able to think about or experience where two people are sitting across from each other.  Whether it’s the Jay Leno ‘Tonight Show’ or a job interview that you were in or the guidance counselor that talks to you when you’re in high school.  It’s meant to be an emblem of that circumstance, where two people are sitting across from each other in a discussion.  It’s something that I’m always trying to go for in all the films that I’ve made, whether it’s GOOD WILL HUNTING or GERRY.  In this film, it’s getting more rarified because you’re able to concentrate a little more.  It’s less about the busy-ness of the storytelling and more about the environment and just the straight images.”

Van Sant chose to use very few songs in LAST DAYS, and those are intimately entwined with Blake’s experience and that of the people around him.  As Blake, Pitt performs two of his own songs: the aforementioned “Death to Birth,” and an instrumental jam called “That Day.”  Van Sant cast the indie rock band The Hermitt in the scene where Blake wanders into a local club.  

Van Sant credits music consultant Thurston Moore of Sonic Youth for ensuring the authenticity of the film’s depiction of a musician.  “I needed to have somebody that knew the music scene, who could answer questions about equipment or bands, and basically be a reality check,” explains Van Sant.  “Thurston was always very positive and helpful.”  Another felicitous result of the collaboration was the casting of Moore’s Sonic Youth bandmate and wife, Kim Gordon, as a record executive who reaches out to Blake.  

Van Sant carefully chose the non-original songs that are heard in the film.  In one scene, the quartet of friends put on the first Velvet Underground LP and listen to “Venus in Furs.”  Says Van Sant, “The screenplay always had a scene where I had some of the characters playing music on a record player in the living room - which I thought was sort of an American image.  When I was a kid, I remember seeing my older cousins playing Elvis in the living room on what looked like a wind-up phonograph; they were playing 45s.  It’s something that kids did.”  

Continues the filmmaker, “You were going to hear the whole song, as opposed to hearing just a part of it.  And there was only going to be one song so it was important.  I started thinking in terms of the annals of early punk rock and what they could be playing.  One of my favorite songs is ‘Venus in Furs.’  It’s sort of like the ‘I Wanna Hold Your Hand’ of punk rock.”  

LAST DAYS was filmed in sequence, and Van Sant edited the film during production, working each weekend to assemble the week’s footage.  The decision to film shots from single angles meant that scenes unfolded in their entirety.  “That’s a little different than if you shot a lot of different angles, because in that case you’d see the scenes but you wouldn’t necessarily see the finished thing.  We’re kind of seeing the finished thing as we’re going along,” Van Sant explains.  “After the first week, I have pretty much the first half hour of the film, and the second week I have the first hour assembled.  After the third week I have almost the whole movie.  And then after the fourth week, there’s the whole movie.  I’m watching it with Dany and Harris, so we’re seeing where it’s going.”  

As he did with GERRY and ELEPHANT, Van Sant edited on film.  Wolf notes that actual film editing is an increasingly rare choice and one he feels is significant.  “I think it’s a tactile experience for a filmmaker, to cut their own film,” Wolf comments.  “It’s something that comes through, in the edit - that it is a handmade film on every level.”

After the completion of production, Van Sant returned to Portland to work on the film’s sound design with his longtime collaborator Leslie Shatz.  What is heard in LAST DAYS is as important as what is seen.  Shatz and sound recordist Felix Andrew used stereo mikes throughout the film, using both an overhead mike and a second mike positioned at a forty-five degree angle to record background sound.  It’s an approach not often taken on feature films, notes Van Sant.  “Usually what happens is you have everything shut down so it’s quiet and then you add all the background noise later.  So you discourage things like cars outside.  You discourage planes because you’re going to intercut, and if you intercut with planes then one shot has a plane and one shot doesn’t have a plane.  So you wait for planes and you shut down traffic and you turn off the refrigerator and do all that kind of stuff.  But we leave all those things on because we want them as background sounds.  When our film moves from scene to scene, you can sort of feel the whole room shifting.” 

In LAST DAYS, the sounds we hear do not always conform with what we see; we might see cars, but they pass noiselessly.  As Blake sits in the greenhouse near the end of the film, we hear the bells and voices of Hildegard Westerkamp’s musique concrète composition “Doors of Perception”; Van Sant and Shatz also used that piece in ELEPHANT.  Says Wolf, “This is not a film with score, and the sounds are sometimes incongruous with the images, yet it helps understand the psychology.  It’s part of the experience, and it is very much something that Gus and Leslie consider as they’re working.  They do not go, ‘Oh, okay, he’s in a forest, we’ve got to have the birds.’”  

Those who worked with Van Sant on LAST DAYS are unified in describing it as an innovative, lyrical work.  To Pitt, “It’s like a poem with two or three sentences for you to contemplate, and it’s going to mean different things for everyone who sees it.” 

Wolf states, “I think that these last three films by Gus are the most unfiltered creative vision that is happening in modern cinema.  Gus has an idea and it ends up on celluloid.  What’s in between his idea and the exposure of that film is as pure an expression as I think is possible.”

Part of that vision is allowing viewers to bring their perceptions to what they see on screen.  At the end of LAST DAYS, we know only that Blake is gone; his actual death remains a mystery.   Says Van Sant, “I thought that the last moment when he was looking up is sort of his revelation, whatever it may be.  It was another choice to let you, the viewer, have your imagination work on it.”  

Q & A WITH GUS VAN SANT

Is Last Days an outgrowth of Gerry and Elephant?
In some ways, yes.  All three films take place in limited settings.  In Gerry, the two characters are in a single area, the desert.  In Elephant, the high school is the only real setting, apart from some scenes in a house.  In Last Days, the characters are generally in this one house.  

The films were similar as far as the size of the effort, with a limited cast, but also a limited crew.  Stylistically, they were trying to get away from some kinds of movie conventions, such as using multiple angles to describe scenes.  

Would you say there are themes, too, that are running through the three films?

They’re all about death, pretty much.  There’s a trilogy - films that are inspired by stories that were in the papers.  Gerry was inspired by a news item about two guys that got lost in the desert.  Elephant was a way to look at the wave of school shootings, like Columbine, that happened in America in the late 90s.  And Last Days came out of the death of Kurt Cobain in 1994.

But rather than make docudramas, you went into a totally different aesthetic realm.  In taking inspiration from these factual events, how did you find a different way to go as a filmmaker?  

I think all three films were attempts to use fiction to learn something new about those kinds of situations.  All three of them are stories where people don’t really know what happened because there are missing elements.  In the case that led to Gerry, there were two guys who went into the desert, but only one came back.  There was just one side of the story.  With school shootings, there’s always the “reason why” question, like “how did this happen?” With Kurt Cobain, nobody really knew where he was the last couple of days, and what was going on.  The inspiration for Last Days was not so much the immediate event, but the ensuing questions of what happened – which was its own media event.

Last Days is not a psychological investigation in the conventional sense, though, is it?  It doesn’t explain why Blake is in trouble.   

No.  It’s not psychology through a character analysis, via dialogue and action.  Rather, it’s the psychology that happens as you, the viewer, are ruminating on these events that you’re watching.  The psychology is really in the mind of the viewer; it’s not being delivered to you as a thesis, as something that you’re told from the screen.  

Because of the layering of different visual and sound elements, Last Days becomes a very sensory experience.  It almost impacts another part of the brain …

Subconsciously.  That’s sort of what all three films are attempting to do.  They play with the subconscious elements rather than conscious ones.  

The film is in memory of Kurt Cobain, but it’s not biographical.  What affected your choices regarding the similarities and differences between the real person and the fictitious character, Blake, who is the subject of your film? 

I guess we just sort of imagined things.  We didn’t have that much information, but for what came out through the popular media.  There were people in Portland who claimed to have stories about Kurt, but I just wanted to use my imagination and get to Blake’s story that way.  You’re sort of channeling whatever forces you can find.

Did you do much research?

No.  I didn’t do the type of research that I think you would do if you were making a film about somebody specific.  I felt more comfortable just making it up.  I wasn’t really covering that much time; it was always very limited to these two days.  When Kurt Cobain died, there was real intense fascination with those last days from seemingly the entire world.   Which was similar to something that I had experienced with River Phoenix not too much earlier.  Somebody was in trouble and nobody could help them, and where were they and what were their last moments?  

You’d met or spoken with Kurt Cobain a couple of times, is that correct?  Did that acquaintance figure in to your conception of Last Days?

No, not really.  I met him just once, at his manager’s house.  The only other contact came when Kurt called me on behalf of a friend of his, about a job.  Which was very nice of him.  So those two instances didn’t really have any impact on the film.

How did Cobain’s death affect you?

It’s one of those suicides, like Hunter Thompson’s death or Elliott Smith’s: it’s always affecting.  It’s sad and you feel his loss.  At the time (April 1994), River (Phoenix) had just died in October so I’d already gone through the even huger and much more cataclysmic event with a really good friend, a really close friend just dying.  And that was the hugest thing ever.  

It’s a big enough shock that with these things, you know where you were you when heard them.  It always carries that feeling that there’s no going back.  You want to turn the clock back and you can’t.  The one that I most wanted to do that with was River.  Because you knew he didn’t want to die, and I knew that wasn’t in his plan.  Or at least I felt that way.  

Did you find as you made the film, that you ended up taking away elements that related to the external circumstances of Blake’s life?

Yeah.  When you first see him, you don’t really know where he’s coming from, he’s just wandering through the woods.  Maybe he’s lost, or he’s coming from a place where he might have his pajamas on.  He could be anybody just returning home.  

How did stripping down the story in that way express your vision?

For me, it made it more elemental and existential.  It’s just a man wandering through the three elements of earth, fire and water.  He could be a caveman, and then all of a sudden there’s a big giant train – almost like a Machine Age image - so you know it’s today.  It just makes it more austere and basic for what I thought was going on.  It’s also more abstract.

Do you think in its basic-ness and abstractness that it allows the individual watching to feel the situation more, to identify more, in a way?

I think it depends on who is watching.  In looking at other pieces of work that are doing similar things, reactions range from “what is it?” to “I know what it is.”  It’s a type of presentation that tends towards one of those two poles.  Some people really need to have the explanations; some people would rather not have it.  I’m just making up my mind that I don’t want the explanation.  

Gerry and Elephant met with varying degrees of puzzlement, as to “what were you exactly trying to do?”  Particularly because they deal with subjects that beg answers.  I think the answers are coming, hopefully - but not necessarily in didactic form.  It’s not a traditional question/answer form.

Can you talk about the writing process for the film?  Was there a script, and how did it evolve?

It started in 1996 as a list of things that this guy was doing around his house, and he never left his house.  This was the guy who would become Blake; at the time he didn’t have a name.  At one point he wasn’t even a young man.  It was just a kid alone in the house, and he was making macaroni-and-cheese and he was watching television and he was avoiding the telephone.  He was wandering outside for brief periods.  He was writing.  It was a very distant relationship to the Kurt Cobain story.  The young boy just sort of filled out his day.  I don’t even think there was a death with this particular character.  

So that was the first story, which just sort of sat around forever.  I mean, it was ’96 so I did all those other movies, like Good Will Hunting.  And then after Finding Forrester we did Gerry.  After Gerry, we were going to do Last Days and then all of sudden we did Elephant instead.  But while Gerry was done independently, we made Elephant with a company, HBO Films.  With Elephant, I had given HBO a screenplay, which was about 20 pages and had one-sentence descriptions of different things that happened.  After a successful experience with Elephant, HBO was used to accepting a screenplay that resembled a list of things.  The Last Days script probably looked a little more like a script than the Elephant script.  There was a little bit of dialogue; there was probably the same amount that’s in the movie.  But it wasn’t very long - I think it was about 35 pages.  

Does Last Days speak to your experience of success and celebrity?

I suppose so.  It’s the same period of time.  For me, I just couldn’t get arrested until I made Drugstore Cowboy in 1989.  It was really a Portland and Northwest kind of piece, but it also brought this community attention as real filmmakers.  A year and half later, Nirvana did a similar, though much more giant thing, in music.  All of a sudden they were #1.  Another similarity between the people in Seattle that were part of that music movement and the people here in Portland was that we all wanted to stay regional.    

It’s a hard role to play in the first place, just being a media success within your creative community.  Without your realizing it, the exact same things tend to happen.  You buy a house because you’ve been living in an apartment and suddenly you have the money.  It’s like, “We can buy a big old house!  And we’ll just all live in it and that’ll be good.”  So that’s one of the things that happens: you buy the big house that nobody else can buy, that’s one of the most prominent houses, just because you can.  But then you realize, “Oh this isn’t that cool.  This is a bit ridiculous.  I’m like a sitting duck up here.”  People knock on your door, asking if they can live in the basement or just asking for money or an autograph.  

When I was writing Last Days, I was thinking about these things, the house, people yelling from their car windows when you wandered outside to get some air.

Given that you’re working with a very minimal script, how ironclad is the conception in your head when you begin production?

It’s not very rigid.  The locations and the actors are an influence, but those aren’t very solid either, because I can take or leave a location; and in some ways I can take or leave an actor.  The choice is really important, but not being solid about the choice is also pretty important so that you can interpret it better.  For instance, we had another location in mind before we ended up in the house where we shot Last Days.  If it had been shot in this other location it would have been a different type of movie; it would have felt different and looked different.  The two locations would have headed us into different movies.  

The location is all-important, but it’s not the whole thing.  In the end, it sort of does come down to the geometry of the shot and the light and the action.  Part of doing it this way is you don’t think it all the way through, because you’re going to think it out when you’re on the set, when you’re shooting.  You can change as you need to.  

So, do your instincts and your decision-making processes regularly have to come into play?

Yes.  We’re conversing about it – on Last Days it was me, Dany, Harris and Mike - and deciding whether it feels right or not, after we’re setting it up and looking through the camera.   

There is some control.  All three films had very strong original ideas.  I think the process was getting more into the original images and trying to use those as the film fabric.  In a conventional scene, there are all these dramatic rules that involve things like presenting conflict.  A lot of times, that starts to revolve around dialogue.  We’re trying to get rid of those expectations of what a scene’s supposed to be and trying to make it just about somebody sitting in a chair with a guitar.  You’re living with the moment, with the characters in the film.  

In these films, the dialogue isn’t leading the story.  It’s more ordinary dialogue that a person would hear walking around, and it comes from just observing ordinary life.  Sometimes dialogue situations do build into a story, but more often they’re non-sequiturs.  The subject that people are discussing when you first walk into a room is so random.  But we’re very used to that.  That randomness is an element in real life I’m trying to introduce because it makes the film life-like.  So it doesn’t really matter what the actors are talking about, they’re just talking.  But then the randomness starts to inter-relate.  It becomes sort of profound, because it does have a resonance; because it’s more life-like, it starts to become like the real world.  If we’re lucky – which we’re trying to be - the things that the actors are saying actually have these intense references and resonance.   And if it’s not working, I’ll change what they’re talking about.  

Let’s talk about Michael Pitt, and how he became involved in the film.   

Somewhere around ’97, I met Mike Pitt.  Even though he was a little older, he resembled the younger boy I had been thinking about in one version Last Days.  So I started to think, “Well, maybe Mike should play this character.”  We talked about it for six years, from ’97 on.  And we were always like “Let’s just go do it, let’s work on it.”  Then the screenplay started to become more than a list.  

Michael is a musician as well as an actor.  Was that a factor in your working with him?

It was a sort of bonus, but it wasn’t a necessary thing.  When I met him, he had just started playing.  I think he had been playing for about six months or so.  By the time we actually did the film, he was 23.  He was more accomplished as a musician.  Although he was always pretty accomplished musically, he was intuitively into his songs.  The song that he sings, “Death to Birth,” is actually one of the songs that he sang back when I met him, which means it’s an older song.  He has new songs that he’s been working on.  We were trying to think of songs for him to do, and he was playing it one day and I said, “Why don’t you play that one?”  He was going to sing a Joni Mitchell song and a little fake macaroni-and-cheese song that he improvised.  

Is Mike playing all the different instruments in the living room scene, as well as the scene where he’s singing “Death to Birth”?  

Yeah, those are both live.  Mike’s playing in both scenes and both songs are things that he’s written.  He’s really good.

The film makes few references to Blake’s career – we can’t even say for certain that he’s a major rock star.  

Michael carried the idea of Blake, of a musician.  You didn’t need any extra push.   

How did you go about developing the characters who live in Blake’s house? 

Having lived in a big house where people lived collectively, I just used examples from my own experience as to what were these people doing at different times.  Like so-and-so’s avoiding this other person, someone is taking photographs, someone is playing music or whatever they’re doing.  I borrowed things from within my own house. 
What did you talk about with the actors, as far as creating the group’s emotional dynamic?  

We all had friends that were famous in the acting community or the rock & roll community, and whenever you went to their house there was always a group of people surrounding them that maybe you didn’t know.  They’re the entourage; you don’t quite know them but they’re fiercely loyal to the people that they’re staying with.  Maybe one of them is their best friend; another one is a relative that has a job with them.  And there’s always this kind of strange and interesting atmosphere that has to do with the power structure of the house.  Usually the famous person is at the top of the pyramid; there are secrets and special requirements.  Nobody wants to upset the power structure … it’s a situation that applies to a corporation as well.  So each person that was acting these parts – Nicole, Lukas, Scott and Asia – they knew exactly what that was.  The Last Days entourage is based on all the entourages that we know or have been part of.    

We referred to them as the rabbits, because they were expendable and also because they were maybe all screwing each other.  They needed to keep up an image because their jobs depended on it.  They couldn’t say the wrong thing at the wrong time or else they would be banished from the entourage.  They were scared and timid like rabbits, and they were dependent and they were prey.  At one point, Blake puts on this hunting cap and pretends that he’s Elmer Fudd hunting rabbits.        

Let’s talk a little about the casting, specifically Lukas Haas and Scott Green.  How did they come to be involved?

We had these really, really big casting sessions in four different cities.  The first was in Portland, and that was about 5,000 people.  We tried to do it the same way we did with Elephant, when we had put in an ad looking for high school students and 500 or 1,000 students came in.  In this case, we were looking for rock & rollers and no rock & rollers came in, except all the other high school students who didn’t come to Elephant.  So we realized that in order to get these authentic rock & roll types, we’d have to either go in clubs or hire the people that we thought in some ways represented or looked like them.  So we went to Aberdeen (WA), Eugene (OR), Portland (OR), and L.A.  Lukas was in an L.A. casting session, and was somebody that I knew.  Scott is an old friend from way back, and was my assistant on Good Will Hunting and he was in My Own Private Idaho.  He’s somebody that I always thought was an interesting character.  Many of the people in the film are friends, including some of Mike’s friends.  

Ricky Jay, who plays the detective, came to the film through more conventional casting.  Our casting director, Mali Finn, suggested him.  We had a number of choices for this role, and we thought Ricky Jay was the best one.  He’s also one of best card magicians in the world.

The story about the fake Chinese magician that Ricky Jay tells, is that something that he introduced?

Yes.  During our first meeting in New York, I explained to him the process of the other movies and said that this movie would be similar, that there would be areas where he could go off and improvise.  And Ricky Jay is a collector of esoterica and anomalies and used to publish “Jay’s Journal of Anomalies,” which was like an old 1800’s newsletter or newspaper.
*  So he said, “Oh, this is a great time for me to actually tell one of the many stories that I have no uses for – which I know a lot of.”  He chose that story about Chung Ling Su because he thought that it resonated with Blake’s story.  

How did Thurston Moore of Sonic Youth become involved as music consultant?

I needed to have somebody that knew the music scene.  I had met Thurston a couple of times at New York gatherings, and a couple of years before we did the movie I called him and said, “Would you be a musical advisor on our film?”  Which meant an all-around advisor we could consult if we had questions about music, equipment, bands and so on.  He would be our reality check so we didn’t make fools of ourselves.  He said yes, and I went over to see him with Mike.  Mike brought his guitar and I remember he played a song.  

When we actually went to make the movie two years later, I called to ask Thurston if he was still interested in helping.  And he said yes.  He was always very positive and helpful.  He started by suggesting bands - we were trying to get a band to play in the club scene.  Then we realized that it could be any band, it depended on what their music was.  It would be too much to have, say, the White Stripes; it had to be somebody more off the beaten track that Blake would go to see.  So we hired Michael’s best friend Rodrigo and his band.  

How did events in the film evolve as you were shooting?

Sometimes we would add and subtract things.  As we were filming I thought that we should have a manger-type visit from the outside.  Mike had gone up for a weekend with Thurston Moore and Kim Gordon where they live in Massachusetts, and had played at a club.  And he mentioned that he thought that Kim was interested in acting and so we said, “Well, how about we ask Kim to play this role.” 

How did you find the Yellow Pages salesman played by Thadeus A. Thomas?

Thadeus was actually selling Yellow Pages ad space in our building and we liked him.  It was during a wardrobe fitting with Mike in our office on Main Street in Cold Spring, NY.  Cold Spring is about 45 minutes north of New York on the train, and it’s a flea market area and antique area.  Our offices opened onto the street and since we had clothes on racks, he thought we were selling something.  When we asked him what he was doing, he just introduced himself and started selling yellow pages space.  I said, “Well, you’d be good in our movie because you’re so real.” 
Can you talk about those visits – the Yellow Pages salesman, the Mormons – which add an element of unexpected humor.  Were those something you envisioned in your first conception of the script, and why did you feel that those visits were necessary?

It was just from my own experience.  When I originally started writing Last Days, I was living in a house that I used to have, which resembled the house that I thought I was writing about.  People would knock on the door of that house, selling stuff; you had these sort of invasions from the outside world, the door, the phone.  

What were you looking for, in terms of the house that would be Blake’s residence?  What did it symbolize, if anything?

I guess anything that was big and was not in perfect shape.  The reason that we didn’t want it to be in perfect shape was the visual and metaphorical element of Blake’s life decomposing or becoming frayed around the edges.  

We desperately tried to find a location in the Northwest, because that’s where we were based.  We had made a different attempt to shoot Last Days, back when we were based in New York, during the editing of Gerry.  We scouted the New York area and the first day we found Castle Rock, which is also known as the Osborn Castle, in Garrison, New York.  And after looking here in the Northwest for a year, I just said, “You know all we have to do is go to Garrison because that’s where the house is.  Let’s just go there.”  We were a pretty small group, so we relocated.  

Whatever house we found, we wanted to just go in and not change anything, and the Osborn Castle was the only place that we could do that.  The furniture was in the house.  I think we always conceived of the house as something that maybe Blake bought with the furniture already in it.  Pretty much everything you see is just the way the house is.  There are some paintings on the wall that we put up, but we were using all the stuff that’s there.  

In making a movie about a musician, did you try to apply the aesthetics of songwriting to the different creative elements – the story, the cinematography, the sound.  Were you trying to make a movie as a song?

No, I don’t think so.  I think there is a poetic or song-like quality to the movie, but it wasn’t because of the musical subject so much.  I think it’s attempting to reject that kind of three-act play-like structure in hopes that it can do something a little different rhythmically with standard story elements like conflict.  So it starts to become more abstract, I guess, and more poetic, in that there are non-sequiturs and things that lead you off into unexpected and not-resolved areas.  

What did you and Harris talk about in terms of shooting the film, colors and stocks, etc.?

I think with every film you start from the vantage point that you can do whatever you want.  For the last two movies, Harris and I will start by thinking of the image-capturing device.  We usually start out dreaming that we’re going to be able to use Super 8 or some kind of digital consumer camera.  For Last Days, we were looking at a little Canon pocket camera that also had a movie mode and we did tests with those types of cameras.  We thought of 16mm for a while and then eventually came back to where we always end up, which is 35mm.  

We used a similar film stock to what we were using on Elephant; the specific stock that was used on Elephant had been discontinued.  We started with the idea that the camera would go along with these characters in very long stretches, without too much inter-cutting.  In that way it would sort of resemble Elephant.

Were there particular films that influenced Last Days?

One of the influences on all three films is Bela Tarr’s Sátántangó.  Another is Chantal Akerman’s film Jeanne Dielman, from 1975.    

As we were shooting the first few reels of Last Days, we didn’t really have a specific direction, other than maybe it being something like Elephant.  But then it finally locked in when we started to choose camera angles as places that would record rooms as opposed to strictly recording characters.  It was more like the camera was always in the middle of the room, 45 inches off the ground and always with a 35mm lens and always aimed perpendicularly across the room at the other wall.  
There are devices that recur in Gerry, Elephant and Last Days, like the time looping.  What appeals to you as a filmmaker about these elements?

Well, Elephant is the one that has the most extensive and successful circling of time, because of those characters being so separate.  We were attempting that same thing in Last Days, but then we realized that Mike’s character was so dominant that it was hard to go off with the other characters for really long periods of time.  

The technique is something that I had seen in Bela Tarr’s Sátántangó.  Sometimes you see it in other films; for example, the Polish filmmaker Zbigniew Rybczynski also does interesting things with time in his short film Tango, which won an Oscar in 1983.  I guess it’s similar to that “meanwhile, back at the ranch” kind of parallel film editing, which shows two stories or three stories simultaneously.  You show five minutes of one side of the story and then you cut over and show five minutes of the other side of the story. 

In many scenes, Blake’s face is obscured by his hair, and we often see him from the back.  Finally, there is that moment in the greenhouse where we see his face full on …

At the end.  For the first time.  It’s also going to be the last time.  

The music for the film is key, even though there is perhaps not as much as you would expect on a film about a musician.  

By the time that we started shooting, I had decided that, aside from using the band in the club, I wasn’t going to throw a lot of music into the film as far as songs.  We had used musique concrète
** in Elephant.  We started by using a Hildegard Westerkamp piece, and we liked it.  And we kept using it here.  

A lot of times when I’m choosing music, it’s either something I play when I’m there editing or I’ve heard on the radio while I’m shooting.  I tune into that, and think that’s what we’re supposed to be having in the movie.  It’s happened through all the different movies.  With Good Will Hunting, Elliot Smith was something that was sort of on my mind.  Drugstore Cowboy had songs that were on the radio as I was driving to work in the morning.  One evening after shooting on Last Days, I was listening to a public broadcasting program and they played “La Guerre” by the King Singers.  I thought it was interesting, so we got a copy and liked the way it felt.  It’s a quintet of voices singing in a kind of nonsensical way, which is how Mike is speaking.  In the song, the vocals create sound effects that resemble war, cannon-fire and horses.  It’s great.  I used it at the beginning and the end of the movie, less as bookends than something that is unexpected.   

What about the Velvet Underground song,“Venus in Furs”?  

In my screenplay, there was always this place where I had some of the characters playing music on a record player in the living room - which I thought was sort of an American image.  When I was a kid, I remember seeing my older cousins playing Elvis in the living room on what looked like a wind-up phonograph; they were playing 45s.  It’s something that kids did.  So I had a scene where the people in the house put on a record.  They come home from wherever they’ve been and they put on a record.  You were going to hear the whole song as opposed to hearing just a part of it.  There was only going to be one song so it was kind of important.  I started thinking in terms of the annals of early punk rock and what they could be playing.  One of my favorite songs is “Venus in Furs.”  It’s sort of like the “I Wanna Hold Your Hand” of punk rock.

How did the Boyz II Men choice come to be made?  

We started looking in Top 10 lists of the period, 1994.  In 1994, I very much liked to turn on MTV and watch stuff that was coming out.  It was a very creative period in music video, when filmmakers could check out other filmmakers’ work, and musicians could check out the different people they could hire to make their videos.  So we had a lot of choices, and partly it had to do with what we could afford and also what would fit.  We liked the way the Boyz II Men played.  I thought it was interesting because it was random.  It doesn’t really necessarily fit in that house, as the type of music that they would listen to.  It would be the type of music that they would be listening to if it just happened to come on this channel that Blake is watching.  Plus, it was kind of the flip side of his music – instead of the white boy rock band singing loud and dark songs, it’s the black boy band singing light love songs.  

At the end, we’re not really sure how Blake dies.  Obviously that was a choice you made, to leave it open.

I never had anything where you saw literally the moment of death.  I thought that the last moment when he was looking up is sort of his revelation, whatever it may be.  It was another choice to let you, the viewer, have your imagination work on it.  What you see, you see from afar.  You see it from the tabloid point-of-view, just from the hillside.  And you’re not really part of it.

We also see Blake’s spirit climbing out of his body.  Why did you choose that, and does it symbolize something for you?

Well, it’s to show that his spirit is going somewhere.  I was going to have him float, just sort have the body float out of his other body.  And Mike said he thought he should climb up a ladder, which I later realized was like a “stairway to heaven.”  

The film is the entirety of Blake’s experience.  There are indications of what’s going on his life - the tangible elements of having to tour, and having people living in house.  Then there are his own inner demons, which may have been with him for much of his life.  

Right.  Within the realms of artists finding their way, I think there’s perhaps a disappointment when they finally do reach that place they wanted to get to.  Because it actually doesn’t help anything and you just go, “Oh my god, I thought it would end.”  The anxiousness, or the depression, or the pain, or whatever it is that the art was helping you deal with in the first place.  It’s a common thing to hear whenever anyone is finally able to pay their bills, basically.  A person can easily say, “Well, what do you have to worry about?  Look, you got all this going on.”  That makes it worse, because now there’s not an excuse.  It used to be “Some day, I’m going to be able to just have a car that works.”  A very simple, tangible dream.  And when you’re finally handed that reprieve, you’re disappointed.

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

Gus Van Sant – Filmography

Director

LAST DAYS (2005)

ELEPHANT (2003) 

GERRY (2002)

FINDING FORRESTER (2000)

PSYCHO (1998)

GOOD WILL HUNTING (1997)

BALLAD OF THE SKELETONS (1996)

TO DIE FOR (1995)

EVEN COWGIRLS GET THE BLUES (1993)

MY OWN PRIVATE IDAHO (1991)

DRUGSTORE COWBOY (1989)

MALA NOCHE (1985)

Producer

PSYCHO PATH (1999)

SPEEDWAY JUNKY (1999)

PSYCHO (1998)

KIDS (1995)

EVEN COWGIRLS GET THE BLUES (1993)

MALA NOCHE (1985)

Writer

LAST DAYS (2004)

ELEPHANT (2003) 

GERRY (2002)

EVEN COWGIRLS GET THE BLUES (1993)

MY OWN PRIVATE IDAHO (1991)

MALA NOCHE (1985)

Gus Van Sant (Writer/Director)

Gus Van Sant has been winning over critics and audiences alike since bursting onto the scene with his widely acclaimed feature film MALA NOCHE (1985), which won the Los Angeles Film Critics Award for Best Independent/Experimental Film of 1987. Van Sant’s body of work includes many hallmarks of 90’s independent cinema, notably DRUGSTORE COWBOY (1989), MY OWN PRIVATE IDAHO (1991), and EVEN COWGIRLS GET THE BLUES (1993).  Van Sant’s direction of Nicole Kidman in the black comedy TO DIE FOR (1995) won a Golden Globe Award and was screened at the Cannes and Toronto Film Festivals. 

Van Sant received a Best Director Academy Award® nomination for GOOD WILL HUNTING (1997), which received a total of nine Academy Award® nominations (including wins for Best Supporting Actor Robin Williams and Best Original Screenplay by Matt Damon and Ben Affleck).  Van Sant followed with the controversial remake of a classic Alfred Hitchcock thriller, PSYCHO (1998), which was the first shot-for-shot recreation of a film.  The new millennium brought the release of the literary drama FINDING FORRESTER (2000), starring Sean Connery, Rob Brown, F. Murray Abraham, and Anna Paquin.  Van Sant returned to his indie roots with the beautiful and austere GERRY (2002), which he wrote with the film’s stars Matt Damon and Casey Affleck.  The experience of making the improvisational GERRY informed the making of Van Sant’s next film, ELEPHANT (2003).  ELEPHANT premiered in competition at the 2003 Cannes Film Festival, where it garnered the Palme d’Or and Best Director prizes.  

Throughout his career Van Sant has continued to make evocative short films, which have been winning awards at film festivals worldwide.  These works include an adaptation of William S. Burroughs’ short story “THE DISCIPLINE OF DE,” a deadpan black-and-white gem shown at the New York Film Festival. In 1996 Van Sant directed Allen Ginsberg reading his own poem, “BALLAD OF THE SKELETONS,” to the music of Paul McCartney and Philip Glass, which premiered at the 1997 Sundance Film Festival.  Other acclaimed shorts include FIVE WAYS TO KILL YOURSELF (1987), THANKSGIVING PRAYER (1991, a re-teaming with Burroughs), and EASTER (1999), scripted by Harmony Korine. 

Born in Louisville, Kentucky, Van Sant earned a BA at the Rhode Island School of Design before moving to Hollywood.  Early in his career he spent two years in New York creating commercials for Madison Avenue.  Eventually he settled in Portland, Oregon, where in addition to directing and producing, he pursued his other talents – painting, photography, and writing.  In 1995 he released a collection of photos entitled “108 Portraits” (Twelvetrees Press) and two years later published his first novel, “Pink” (Doubleday), a satire on filmmaking.  A longtime musician himself, Van Sant has directed music videos for many top recording artists including David Bowie, Elton John, The Red Hot Chili Peppers, and Hanson.

Dany Wolf (Producer) 

Dany Wolf is an award-winning producer who has partnered with some of the world’s most respected and innovative filmmakers on a range of features, short films, music videos and commercials.  He is a key member of the compact creative team that has supported Gus Van Sant on his three most recent films, LAST DAYS, ELEPHANT and GERRY, which were conceived as projects for very small crews.  Enabling Van Sant to achieve that goal, Wolf was the sole producer on the three films, and also served as first assistant director and production manager.

He has been producing internationally for twenty years, and is fluent in four languages, including Mandarin and Portuguese.  His talents have proven critical in facilitating cross-cultural projects such as John Woo’s Nike “Airport” commercial, filmed in Rio de Janeiro and featuring the Brazilian National Soccer team; the ad garnered a silver medal at the 1999 Cannes Advertising Festival.  Over the course of his commercial career, Wolf forged relationships with several talented artists who would become feature film collaborators in later years, includes cinematographers Harris Savides and Christopher Doyle.

Wolf began his association with Van Sant began in 1996, working with him on a variety of commercials and music videos.  He produced Van Sant's short film BALLAD OF THE SKELETONS, which featured the poet Allen Ginsberg and premiered at the 1997 Sundance Film Festival.  In 1998, Wolf executive produced Van Sant's controversial remake of PSYCHO, starring Vince Vaughn and Anne Heche.  The film was the first Hollywood project by renowned cinematographer Christopher Doyle (IN THE MOOD FOR THE LOVE).  Wolf then produced Van Sant’s 1999 short film, EASTER, the director’s first digital effort, written by Harmony Korine.  The film’s creative team included cinematographer Anthony Dod Mantle and Icelandic editor Valdis Oskarsdottir, both of whom worked on Thomas Vinterberg’s THE CELEBRATION.  In the year 2000, Wolf was executive producer for Van Sant’s literary drama FINDING FORRESTER, starring Sean Connery, Rob Brown, F. Murray Abraham and Anna Paquin.  

Wolf’s next produced Van Sant’s GERRY, a minimalist drama co-written by and starring Matt Damon and Casey Affleck.  Shot in Argentina and Death Valley, GERRY premiered at the 2002 Sundance Film Festival and received Independent Spirit Award nominations for Van Sant and cinematographer Harris Savides.  The GERRY team went on to make ELEPHANT, a drama set on a single day in an American high school.  Filmed in Portland with a cast of non-actors, ELEPHANT won the Palme d’Or and Best Director award at the 2003 Cannes Film Festival.  

Wolf recently executive produced Phil Morrison’s feature debut JUNEBUG, which premiered in competition at the 2005 Sundance Film Festival and garnered a Special Jury prize for lead actress Amy Adams.

Wolf’s career as a commercial producer includes ads directed by Wes Anderson (RUSHMORE) and John Landis (ANIMAL HOUSE), as well as Super Bowl spots.  His documentary credits include PSYCHO PATH, about the making of Van Sant’s PSYCHO, and the PBS program “House of Très,” a look at underground vogue and hip-hop cultures.

Born in Philadelphia, Wolf attended George Washington University and the American University in Paris.  While studying in Washington D.C., Wolf worked as a projectionist at the Smithsonian Institution.  He holds a Masters Degree from Thunderbird, The Garvin School of International Management. 

Jay Hernandez (Associate Producer)
Associate producer Jay Hernandez began his long-term collaboration with producer Dany Wolf and director Gus Van Sant in 1998.  Hernandez associate produced Van Sant and Wolf’s ELEPHANT (2003) and GERRY (2002). Other projects with Van Sant and Wolf include the controversial remake of PSYCHO (1998); Van Sant’s first digital effort, JOKES, scripted by Harmony Korine; and FINDING FORRESTER (2002).

Hernandez began his career as the executive assistant to the producers of GOOD LUCK (1997), starring Gregory Hines and Vincent D’Onofrio.

Harris Savides, ASC (Director of Photography) 

Harris Savides has received many accolades for his work, including two Independent Spirit Award nominations for Best Cinematography, for Gus Van Sant’s ELEPHANT (2003) and GERRY (2002).  Both of these films also received the New York Film Critics Circle Award for Best Cinematography and ELEPHANT was awarded the Palme d’Or at the 2003 Cannes Film Festival.  Savides previously collaborated with Van Sant on the 2000 drama FINDING FORRESTER.  Other feature credits include Jonathan Glazer’s BIRTH, James Gray’s THE YARDS, John Turturro’s ILLUMINATA, David Fincher’s THE GAME and Phil Joanou’s HEAVEN’S PRISONERS. Other credits include Wong Kar-Wai’s THE HIRE: THE FOLLOW, part of the innovative BMW short film series starring Clive Owen. 

A native New Yorker, Savides started his career in Europe as a fashion photographer.  Once he returned to the New York, Savides started shooting commercials and music videos, eventually becoming a three-time MTV Music Video Award winner for Best Cinematography in 1993 for Madonna’s “Rain,” 1994 for R.E.M’s “Everybody Hurts,” and 1998 for Fiona Apple’s “Criminal.”  In addition, he has received recognition for his cinematography from the Music Video Producers Association and Clio Awards, and two videos he shot are part of the permanent collection at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. 

Leslie Shatz, C.S.T. (Sound Designer)

Leslie Shatz’s career in film spans over thirty years and more than sixty films. He has worked as sound designer; sound editor; sound mixer and re-recording mixer; sound recordist and re-recordist; sound effects editor; and dialogue editor.  Among his most recent sound design credits are the upcoming AEON FLUX and SAHARA.  Shatz received a 1999 Academy Award® nomination for Best Sound for THE MUMMY, on which he was sound designer and sound re-recording mixer. Other sound design credits include BROTHERHOOD OF THE WOLF; DEEP RISING; ALIEN: RESURRECTION; BLOOD AND WINE; JUDGE DREDD; BRAM STOKER’S DRACULA; TRUE STORIES; and MISHIMA. 

He also worked as a sound re-recording mixer on Stephen Sommers’ VAN HELSING, Todd Haynes’ FAR FROM HEAVEN; Mike Figgis’ TIMECODE; Gus Van Sant’s GERRY, PSYCHO and GOOD WILL HUNTING; and Wes Craven’s SCREAM.  Previous credits include THE SECRET GARDEN, RAMBLING ROSE, HENRY AND JUNE, and GHOST.  As a dialogue editor, his credits include APOCALYPSE NOW, THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK, DUNE, and RUMBLE FISH.

Mali Finn, C.S.A. (Casting Director)

An educator for fifteen years, Mali Finn has become one of the leading casting directors for both studio and independent films.  Her most recent work includes Curtis Hanson’s LUCKY YOU; Ryan Murphy’s RUNNING WITH SCISSORS; Walter Salles’ DARK WATER; Niki Caro’s CLASS ACTION; and Jordan Roberts’ AROUND THE BEND.  Past credits include Gus Van Sant’s ELEPHANT; Larry and Andy Wachowskis’ THE MATRIX, MATRIX REVOLTUIONS and MATRIX RELOADED; James Cameron’s TITANIC and TERMINATOR 2; Curtis Hanson’s 8 MILE, WONDER BOYS and L.A. CONFIDENTIAL; David Gordon Green’s ALL THE REAL GIRLS; and Frank Darabont’s THE GREEN MILE.  She won an Emmy for HBO Films’ 61* and Artios Awards for L.A. CONFIDENTIAL and Jonathan Nossiter’s SUNDAY.  Finn has been honored by the Casting Society of America and the Method Fest Independent Film Festival with the first ever Heart of Performance Award for casting.

Thurston Moore (Music Consultant)

Thurston Moore is a founding member of the pioneering noise-rock band Sonic Youth, one of the most influential groups of the past three decades.  Moore plays guitar, sings and writes songs in the band, whose co-founders are bass player/guitarist/singer Kim Gordon and guitarist/singer Lee Ranaldo.  

Formed in 1981 in New York City, Sonic Youth married a punk sensibility with experimental musical techniques like dissonance and unorthodox guitar tunings.  From their first eponymous mini-LP in 1982, Sonic Youth re-wrote the rules for what a guitar-based rock band could be.  The band toured exhaustively in the U.S. and Europe, bringing their guitar-noise whirlwind to shows with punk bands like Black Flag, The Minutemen and The Butthole Surfers.  Sonic Youth grew in popularity and acclaim grew over the course of the 1980s, as they released key recordings such as “Bad Moon Rising” (1984), “Evol” (1986), “Sister” (1987) and the double-LP “Daydream Nation” (1989).  

At the end of the 1980s, Sonic Youth signed to Geffen Records, releasing their first major label LP “Goo” in 1990.  The group was also instrumental in bringing several underground groups, including Dinosaur Jr. and Nirvana, who would become Sonic Youth’s label-mates at Geffen.  The band’s most recent recording, its19th studio album, is “Sonic Nurse.”  

Moore was born in Coral Gables, Florida and lived in Tennessee, Florida and Connecticut, where he was raised.  He moved to New York City in 1977, lived at CBGB and played music with sundry no wave outfits prior to founding Sonic Youth in 1981.

ABOUT THE CAST

Michael Pitt (Blake)

Michael Pitt starred in Academy Award® winning director Bernardo Bertolucci's THE DREAMERS, which premiered at the 2003 Venice Film Festival and was released in the U.S. in 2004.  His upcoming films include Tom DiCillo’s DELIRIOUS, co-starring Scarlett Johanson and Steve Buscemi, and THE HAWK IS DYING, co-starring Paul Giamatti.   Other recent films include Asia Argento’s THE HEART IS DECEITFUL ABOVE ALL THINGS; M. Night Shyamalan’s THE VILLAGE; Aaron Woodley’s RHINOCEROS EYES (2003 Discovery Award/Toronto Film Festival); and Brett Leonard’s JAILBAIT (Premiere: 2004 Tribeca Film Festival, Grand Jury Prize at the 2004 Lake Placid Film Festival). 

In the Summer of 2000, Pitt was chosen as one of the Twenty-Five New Faces of Independent Film in Filmmaker Magazine for his role as Tommy Gnosis in John Cameron Mitchell’s 2001 Sundance Film Festival award-winner HEDWIG AND THE ANGY INCH.  He worked with controversial film director Larry Clark in BULLY and director Gus Van Sant in FINDING FORRESTER.  He co-starred with Sandra Bullock in MURDER BY NUMBERS, directed by internationally acclaimed filmmaker Barbet Schroeder. 

Pitt’s roots lie in theatre.  In the summer of 1999, he made his Off Broadway and stage debut starring as Dalton in New York Theatre Workshop’s production of “The Trestle at Pope Lick Creek,” written by Naomi Wallace and directed by Lisa Peterson.  Pitt again worked with Naomi Wallace in the U.S. theatrical premiere of “Birdy” at Duke University in the spring of 2000.  Other theatre credits include the Off Broadway American premiere of “Monster,” an adaptation of Mary Shelley's “Frankenstein” directed by Tony and Obie Award-winning director Michael Grief.

Pitt has also worked with first-time director Faye Dunaway in the short film THE YELLOW BIRD.  Other film credits include MAMBO CAFE and HI-LIFE.  Television credits include a guest starring role on “Law & Order: Special Victims Unit” and a recurring special guest role on “Dawson’s Creek” 1999/2000 Season. 

Pitt is also an artist, writer, musician and filmmaker and is recording and performing with his band Pagoda.  He also performs the cover song "Hey Joe" in THE DREAMERS soundtrack.  He was born and raised in New Jersey.
Lukas Haas (Luke)

Lukas Haas has been acting since childhood.  He made his feature debut in Lynn Littman’s 1983 drama TESTAMENT, which was followed by his breakout performance as the title character in Peter Weir’s WITNESS.  He went on to star in Frank LaLoggia’s THE LADY IN WHITE, H. Ann Riley’s THE WIZARD OF LONELINESS, and Sterling Van Wagenen’s ALAN AND NAOMI (co-written by his mother Emily Tracy Haas).  He received an Emmy nomination for his starring role in the television film THE RYAN WHITE STORY.  Other film credits include: Martha Coolidge’s RAMBLING ROSE; Woody Allen’s EVERYONE SAYS I LOVE YOU; Tim Burton’s MARS ATTACKS!; Alan Rudolph’s BREAKFAST OF CHAMPIONS; Costa Gravas’ THE MUSIC BOX; and Stacey Cochran’s BOYS.  He will next be seen in Rian Johnson’s BRICK, and recently completed work on Nick Cassavetes’ ALPHA DOG.  On stage, he performed with Steve Martin and Robin Williams in the Lincoln Center’s production of “Waiting for Godot,” directed by Mike Nichols.  

Haas continues to pursue his other passion, music, and has recently performed with the band Outkast and with Macy Gray.

Asia Argento (Asia)

Asia Argento is a director, writer and actress.  She recently directed and starred in THE HEART IS DECEITFUL ABOVE ALL THINGS and adapted the screenplay from the short story collection by J.T. Leroy.  She made her feature directorial debut with SCARLET DIVA, which she starred in and wrote.  As an actress, Argento’s credits include Rob Cohen’s box office smash XXX, Michael Radford’s B. MONKEY, Abel Ferrera’s NEW ROSE HOTEL, and Patrice Chéreau’s QUEEN MARGOT.  The daughter of famed director Dario Argento and actress/screenwriter Daria Nicolodi, Argento began her acting career at the age of nine and has starred in three films by her father, TRAUMA, THE STENDHAL SYNDROME and THE PHANTOM OF THE OPERA.   She has published numerous short stories and is the author of a novel, “I Love You Kirk.”

Argento recently completed work on George A. Romero’s LAND OF THE DEAD.  She is currently filming Sofia Coppola’s MARIE-ANTOINETTE.
Scott Green (Scott)

Scott Green made his film debut in Gus Van Sant’s MY OWN PRIVATE IDAHO and also appeared in the filmmaker’s EVEN COWGIRLS GET THE BLUES.  
Nicole Vicius (Nicole)

Actress Nicole Vicius makes her feature film debut in LAST DAYS.  Vicius has appeared on several television programs including “Law and Order,” “Ed,” and “Third Watch,” and had a recurring role on the daytime series “All My Children.”  She also does extensive voiceover work in commercials and television and is currently the voice of the Cartoon Network.  

Ricky Jay (Detective)

Ricky Jay is one of the world’s foremost sleight-of-hand artists and an expert in his profession.  He is a popular and acclaimed stage performer, with credits including the Obie Award-winning one-man show, “Ricky Jay & His 52 Assistants” and “Ricky Jay: On the Stem.”  Both shows were written by Jay and directed by David Mamet.  

Jay, the former curator of the Mulholland Library of Conjuring and the Allied Arts, has defined the terms of his profession for The Cambridge Guide to American Theater and the Encyclopaedia Britannica. He is the author of “Jay's Journal of Anomalies,” “The Magic Magic Book,” “Cards As Weapons,” “Learned Pigs & Fireproof Women” and most recently, “Dice: Deception, Fate & Rotten Luck.”

He has written and hosted his own television specials for CBS, HBO, A&E and the BBC. As an actor, Jay is most recognizable from his roles in David Mamet's films HOUSE OF GAMES, THINGS CHANGE, HOMICIDE, THE SPANISH PRISONER, STATE AND MAIN, and HEIST.  He has been featured on HBO’s “Deadwood,” as well as the “The X-Files” and many other films, including in TOMORROW NEVER DIES, BOOGIE NIGHTS, and MAGNOLIA.  He is the host of “Jay's Journal,” a series of weekly essays on KCRW, the National Public Radio station in Los Angeles.  His consulting firm has provided expertise on numerous films, plays and television programs.

Ryan Orion (Donovan)

Ryan Orion is from Portland, Oregon.  LAST DAYS is his film debut.
Harmony Korine (Guy in Club)

Writer/director Harmony Korine made his feature directorial debut with the 1997 film GUMMO, which received a FIPRESCI Honorable Mention at that year’s Venice Film Festival.   Korine’s second feature, JULIEN DONKEY-BOY, garnered him an Independent Spirit Award nomination for Best Director.  Korine’s screenwriting career began at the age of 19, when he wrote the critically acclaimed screenplay for Larry Clark’s KIDS.  Other screenwriting credits include the 2002 drama KEN PARK, directed by Clark and Edward Lachman. 

Kim Gordon (Record Executive)

Kim Gordon is a founding member of the pioneering noise-rock band Sonic Youth, one of the most influential groups of the past three decades.  Gordon plays bass guitar, guitar, sings and writes songs in the band, whose co-founders are guitarist/singer Thurston Moore and guitarist/singer Lee Ranaldo.  

Formed in 1981 in New York City, Sonic Youth married a punk sensibility with experimental musical techniques like dissonance and unorthodox guitar tunings.  From their first eponymous mini-LP in 1982, Sonic Youth re-wrote the rules for what a guitar-based rock band could be.  The band toured exhaustively in the U.S. and Europe, bringing their guitar-noise whirlwind to shows with punk bands like Black Flag, The Minutemen and The Butthole Surfers.  The band grew in popularity and acclaim grew over the course of the 1980s, as they released key recordings such as “Bad Moon Rising” (1984), “Evol” (1986), “Sister” (1987) and the double-LP “Daydream Nation” (1989).  

At the end of the 1980s, Sonic Youth signed to Geffen Records, releasing their first major label LP “Goo” in 1990.  The group was also instrumental in focusing attention on several underground groups, including Dinosaur Jr. and Nirvana, who would become Sonic Youth’s label-mates at Geffen.  The band’s most recent recording, their 19th studio album, is “Sonic Nurse.”  

Kim Gordon was born in Rochester, NY and lived in Hong Kong, Hawaii and Los Angeles, where she was raised.  She graduated from Otis College of Art and Design in Los Angeles and moved to New York City in 1979.   Prior to founding Sonic Youth, she exhibited and curated at Anina Nosei Gallery and White Columns Gallery, and wrote for Artforum and Village Voice. 
Adam Friberg (Elder Friberg #1)

Adam Friberg is a high school student in Aberdeen, Washington, where he is active in numerous sports.  He swims and dives on the high school swim team, is on the cheer squad, and sings in the concert choir.  LAST DAYS is his film debut.  NOTE: he is not Mormon.

Andy Friberg (Elder Friberg #2)

Andy Friberg is a high school student in Aberdeen, Washington.  He recently performed in a production of “Carousel” at the local community college, and he is a member of both the concert choir and the chorale choir at school.  He plays soccer and is in the color guard.   LAST DAYS is his film debut.  NOTE: he is not Mormon.
Thadeus A. Thomas (Yellow Book Salesman)

Thadeus A. Thomas is the senior account manager for Yellow Book USA.  He was born in Jamaica, West Indies and now lives in the Bronx.  LAST DAYS is his film debut.
� *A compendium was published as “Jay’s Journal of Anomalies” by Farrar, Straus, Giroux in 2001


� **a form of electronic music developed in the late-1940s and based on natural sounds rather than conventional instruments.
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