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 ABOUT THE STORY

Set in Manhattan’s fashionable Chelsea district, among the neighborhood’s large and varied gay population, THE EVENT is an intricately structured inquiry into one man’s death that becomes a celebration of his life.  Directed by Thom Fitzgerald, who earned worldwide acclaim for his haunting debut feature, THE HANGING GARDEN, THE EVENT confirms his status as a filmmaker of rare sensitivity, elegance, and heart.  At once utterly contemporary, yet completely timeless in its concerns, the film boasts a large ensemble cast headed by such award-winning actors as Parker Posey, Olympia Dukakis, Sarah Polley, Don McKellar, Jane Leeves and Brent Carver, all of whom contribute enormously to the film’s towering emotional power. THE EVENT is a bittersweet drama of love, loss, and the amazing capacity we have to prevail in the face of tragedy.  Fitzgerald co-wrote THE EVENT with Steven Hillyer and Tim Marback, and produced the film with Bryan Hofbauer.  

THE EVENT starts as Assistant District Attorney NICOLE “NICK” DEVIVO (Parker Posey) launches an investigation into the death of MATT SHAPIRO (Don McKellar), a young man whose apparent suicide bears striking similarities to a number of other recent cases.  The speed with which Matt’s body was cremated, and the conspiratorial silence that enshrouds his friends and family, are more than enough to prompt Nick’s suspicions.  Though she has recently lost her own father to a lingering and painful illness, she believes that assisted suicide is wrong.  It is also against the law, and she is obliged to ferret out the facts.  Her interviews with Matt’s loved ones trigger a series of flashbacks that bring Matt back to life for them--and for us.

From Matt’s best friend BRIAN (Brent Carver) we get an overview of Matt’s struggle with HIV. When Matt first learns he is sick, Brian, who runs an AIDS hospice, is especially helpful and the two form a very close bond.  For the most part, life for these men and their wide circle of friends, both gay and straight, remains “normal.”  Then, the various drug treatments Matt experiments with stop working, and the quality of his life is severely lessened.  The question is whether Brian did anything about it.

From Matt’s family, many other pieces of the puzzle are provided.  His mother, LILA (Olympia Dukakis), is the typical middle-class Jewish nurturer, unsurprised when her son comes out, but devastated when she learns that her “boy” is sick.  Younger sister, DANA (Sarah Polley), like her mother, is heartbroken when she learns of Matt’s illness, but is completely supportive: what Matt wants is all that matters.  Only older sister GABY (Joanna P. Adler), a divorcée with two young children, breaks rank with her family’s acceptance and resignation.  It is she who confirms to Nick that some aspects of Matt’s death took place without her knowledge or blessing.

The chief revelation is that, as Matt’s condition became untenable, he and his loved ones organized a special, by-invitation-only event—a goodbye party at which Matt would say “goodbye” forever.  What Nick needs to know is whether Matt’s final “performance” was a solo, or whether he had back-up.  In ensuing interviews with friends, she learns that RORY (Rejean J. Cournoyer), a colorful drag queen who hosts a gay cable access show, videotaped the “event.”  Through a ruse Nick obtains a copy of his tape.

Given the peculiarity of the occasion, the big surprise is that the “event” seems to have been a fabulous party. Preserved forever on tape, everyone seems to be having a blast, including Matt, who has never been more alive.  Glasses are raised in toast, disco music blares, drunken though heartfelt declarations are made, secrets are revealed.  But the exact circumstances of Matt’s death—how, when, and with whom he actually died—took place off-camera and remain a mystery.

Rounding up all the interviewees, Nick conducts one final interrogation at the local precinct.  By now, her conflicted feelings about her father’s painfully similar death have gotten the better of her and she is ready to hear the truth. What unfolds is not a scenario she – or we – would have guessed, but it is supremely fitting.  Nick closes the case knowing that how Matt died is irrelevant.  All that matters is how he lived, how he loved, and how he was loved. 

About the Production

One of the most interesting filmmakers to emerge from Canada in the last decade, Thom Fitzgerald is, in fact, a born and raised American who just happens to reside and work primarily in Halifax.  THE EVENT is Fitzgerald’s first film set in New York City, where he went to college, and it is based on an original screenplay by his schoolmates Steven Hillyer and Tim Marbach, which Fitzgerald then re-worked when he came on board to direct. Shot extensively on the streets of Manhattan and New Jersey (with interiors shot in Nova Scotia), THE EVENT is thus the quintessential American independent film, as well as the typical foreign film  --  one that is infused with the energy and vibrancy of the former, while also informed by the intimacy and delicacy of the latter.

Apart from its setting, the most American aspect of THE EVENT is the motor of its plot  --  a detective/whodunit/police procedural about the circumstances surrounding a mysterious death.  In this instance, the deceased is Matt Shapiro (Don McKellar) a young man who has been sick with AIDS for years, but who, in fact, does not die of AIDS.  But, as Fitzgerald freely admits, the detective aspect of THE EVENT is really just a pretext.  “I never get caught up in whodunits,” he says, “because my heart always goes out to the victim.  Most movies of the genre never stop to explore that character, yet this one does.  So, I guess this is a mystery for people who care more about the victims than the perpetrators.”  

He goes on to say, “Matt’s death is the tie that binds every character in the film.  Even those who don’t know Matt are affected by his death   In some ways, “the event” of the title is the moment of Matt’s passing. It is the one moment in time that every character will recall for years to come.”

Much as he did in his highly acclaimed debut film, THE HANGING GARDEN (whose central character is also dead for most of the film), Fitzgerald seems interested in finding universal ways to examine the subject of mortality.  “We all die,” he stresses.  “It’s one of the very few experiences that every human being shares.  Our culture is so horrified at the notion of illness or dying, but that just doesn’t make sense to me.”

THE EVENT is not merely a story about a man who dies, it is a story of a man who chooses the moment and manner of his death, and who is supported in that choice by friends and family.  “We’ve all lost friends and family to terminal illness,” says co-scenarist Hillyer.  “My dad had cancer and I was present when he died.  It was a painful death and there was nothing any of us could do to help him.  Nobody in the family thought about or discussed helping him die another way.  In retrospect, I wish we had.  We read stories in the newspaper about spouses being charged with the murder of their terminally ill significant others, and we realized that the legal and moral issues of assisted suicide could really be explored by starting with the character’s death and then working backwards in time to see the full scope of the decisions he made.”

That said, Fitzgerald insists that THE EVENT is not just an issue-oriented polemic.  “As a director, I couldn’t have done a simple ‘right to die’ movie.  There have been many films about people cutting their lives short by a few hours or days of suffering.  Matt plans to end his life  -- and he is careful and deliberate about it --  when he is perfectly healthy.  His illness is a roller coaster and, though it will eventually kill him, there is no indication that it is going to happen next week, or next month, or even within the year.  Matt feels fine, and his decision is to commit suicide, not before he dies, but before he gets sick again.  To me, Matt is a hero because he embraces dying as his natural path in life, and he is lovable because he follows this path with grace and humor.”

Fitzgerald takes pains to downplay the specifics of Matt’s illness, just as he downplays the fact that Matt is gay.  “I don’t think THE EVENT  has anything significant to say about AIDS.  In fact, AIDS is rather mundane in this film.  It’s a given.  Everyone in the movie seems somewhat inured to AIDS, offhandedly cynical about it.  Only 76 year-old Uncle Leo (Dick Latessa) seems ignorant of it. That struck me as fresh,” the director says, identifying a quality that distinguishes his film from such earlier related works as PARTING GLANCES, LONGTIME COMPANION, or IT’S MY PARTY  --  all films about men who are dying of AIDS -- while THE EVENT is about a character, and a community, who are living with AIDS.  “One major point of our film,” he adds, “is how AIDS has become ordinary.  Suicide has become commonplace, accepted, preferred.  Almost everyone in Matt’s circle supports his suicide completely.  Brian (Brent Carver) admits to knowing a whole roster of former clients who chose suicide.  Fifteen years ago, this may have seemed shocking.  Today, these suicides are so frequent, we’ve given them a name; we call them ‘events’! Matt even has a sense of one-upsmanship. He throws quite a big party and invites the press.  In reality, ‘events’ happen every weekend in major cities.  But it is still illegal and underground, and when things are underground, there’s more room for mistakes and more possibility of legal intervention.”

Just as Matt’s illness is simply another one of his defining characteristics, so is his sexual preference.  “I tried very hard to subordinate these characters’ sexuality, which is almost superfluous to the plot, story, theme, or even dialog,” Fitzgerald says, noting that, in this day and age, a character’s gayness in a film can and should be taken for granted.  The ease with which Matt comes out to his mother (“Ma, I’m gay.” “Yes dear, I know.”) is at the heart of the film’s perspective. “One of my attractions to this project ,” says Fitzgerald, “was that my 63 year-old Catholic mother would watch it, be moved, learn, and love the experience.  And, I can guarantee my mother would normally avoid any movie that is touted as ‘a gay film.’”

Emphasizing his goal of making an emotional drama, based on universal experiences, the director continues, “Surely, in 2003, we can make a movie with a few gay characters in its ensemble and not have sexuality as our focal point.  This is a story about one gay man, as told to a straight woman, almost entirely through the recollections of three straight women and one gay man.  Bits of the story are told by a married straight couple, a married lesbian couple, and a drag queen. Yes, there are two scenes set in a gay bar, but there are twenty scenes set at the district attorney’s office and much of the film is set in Rutherford, New Jersey.  How gay is Rutherford, New Jersey?  The central focus of the film is the ethical dilemma surrounding the assisted suicide of someone with a long-term fatal illness. Dying is not a particularly gay experience; coping with the impending death of someone you love is not a particularly gay experience; living on after the death of someone you love is not particularly gay.”  

How we carry on in the face of tragedy lies at the heart of THE EVENT, and the fact that it was shot in downtown Manhattan just a few months after 9/11 quite naturally worked its way into the film, adding extra resonance to its themes. “Shooting so soon after the destruction of the World Trade Center permeated every moment and every aspect of the shoot,” observes Fitzgerald.  “Our story takes place over an entire year and the characters couldn’t possibly live through that amount of time and not be affected.” Steven Hillyer notes that “The city was trying to heal a very deep wound and there was a certain newfound grace in the way people dealt with each other.  The last night of the shoot turned out to be the first night that the Towers of Light were illuminated.  It was such an incredibly positive moment that it became embedded in the story itself.”

Since THE EVENT is ultimately a film about the resiliency of the human spirit in the face of loss, Ground Zero became one of the film’s most potent symbols. Spanning an entire year, from one Thanksgiving to another, the film has an intricate flashback structure that constantly shifts back and forth in time, from the months preceding Matt’s death, to the weeks following it.   In light of this, the Twin Towers keep appearing and vanishing from the sky line from sequence to sequence. (There is even a dissolve connoting the passage of time, in which the buildings simply vanish into thin air.)  In much the same way, Matt himself is alternately present and absent from the film, brought back to life, as it were, every time one of his loved ones remembers him. Fitzgerald’s point, in the end, is that the people, places, and things that are important to us never really disappear.  By commemorating every life – by endowing each one with a sense of “event” – we ensure that those we love will live forever.     

ABOUT THE CAST

PARKER POSEY (Nick) 

One of the leading lights of independent film, Parker has made a name for herself as a dedicated actress with a broad range. Beautiful, yet not afraid to get ugly, she has created some of the more memorable film roles of the last decade. Standout performances in PARTY GIRL, FLIRT, DAZED AND CONFUSED, BASQUIAT, WAITING FOR GUFFMAN, CLOCKWATCHERS, THE HOUSE OF YES (for which she won a Special Recognition Award at the Sundance Film Festival), BEST IN SHOW, THE ANNIVERSARY PARTY and PERSONAL VELOCITY have demonstrated her comedic, dramatic, and even singing abilities. She has also been seen in studio films such as SCREAM 3, THE SWEETEST THING, JOSIE AND THE PUSSYCATS, YOU’VE GOT MAIL and SLEEPLESS IN SEATTLE. Most recently Posey has appeared in the New York stage revival of Lanford Wilson’s THE FIFTH OF JULY and in A MIGHTY WIND which reunited her with her “Guffman” and BEST IN SHOW cohorts.  A live “Mighty Wind” folk-singing tour will play throughout the country as THE EVENT opens. 

DON MCKELLAR (Matt)

Actor, Writer, and Director Don McKellar has appeared in numerous films including 32 SHORT FILMS ABOUT GLENN GOULD, the cult classic HIGHWAY 61, Atom Egoyan’s EXOTICA, THE RED VIOLIN (which he also co-wrote), and David Cronenberg’s eXistenZ.  He created and starred in his own highly-acclaimed TV series, TWITCH CITY, in his native Canada, which aired on the CBC Network. His film, LAST NIGHT, which he wrote and directed (as well as starred in), won numerous awards, including Best Canadian First Feature Film at the 1998 Toronto International Film Festival. McKellar continues to remain active as a performer while also writing and staging plays and short films.  He is currently preparing his next feature.  

SARAH POLLEY (Dana) 

The most artistically minded member of today’s young Hollywood, actress Sarah Polley has shown tremendous depth and maturity in all her roles.  As the lead in GO, she proved she could carry a studio film, but she continues to devote most of her time to independent productions.  Some of her most critically acclaimed work includes powerful roles in THE CLAIM, GUINEVERE, Thom Fitzgerald’s debut film THE HANGING GARDEN and Atom Egoyan’s THE SWEET HEREAFTER, and EXOTICA.  Most recent roles include the lead in Hal Hartley’s NO SUCH THING and in Isabel Coixet’s MY LIFE WITHOUT ME, produced by Pedro Almodovar.

JANE LEEVES (Mona)

Best known as the sassy and smart British caregiver Daphne on TV’s “Frasier,” Jane Leeves has also enjoyed success on the big screen in films such as MIRACLE ON 34TH STREET, TO LIVE AND DIE IN LA and MUSIC OF THE HEART. She also leant her voice to the character of “Ladybug” in JAMES AND THE GIANT PEACH.

BRENT CARVER (Brian)
A shining star in his native Canada, Brent Carver has shown tremendous range in a variety of roles, including the films LILIES and THE LEGEND OF SLEEPY HOLLOW. He was recently seen in Atom Egoyan’s ARARAT, which focused on a filmmaker dealing with the Armenian genocide.  Carver won a Tony as Best Actor in a Musical for his role in the original Broadway production of “Kiss of the Spider Woman.” He appears frequently on stage in New York and Toronto.

OLYMPIA DUKAKIS (Lila)

Oscar-winner Olympia Dukakis has enjoyed a long and distinguished career on stage 

and screen. Some of her most noteworthy film roles have been in MOONSTRUCK (for which she won the Best Supporting Actress Academy Award), WORKING GIRL, LOOK WHO’S TALKING, STEEL MAGNOLIAS, JEFFREY, MIGHTY APHRODITE,  JERUSALEM, PICTURE PERFECT, and most recently, THE INTENDED. Ms. Dukakis earned an enormous following playing Mrs. Madrigal in the hugely popular miniseries, “Tales of the City,” based on a book by Armistead Maupin.  Her autobiography, ASK ME AGAIN TOMORROW, has just been published.

THE EVENT

ABOUT THE DIRECTOR

Thom Fitzgerald’s 1997 debut feature “The Hanging Garden” won over twenty international and Canadian prizes, including four Genie Awards including Best Screenplay, Supporting Actor (Peter MacNeill) and Supporting Actress (Seana McKenna). The film also won the FIPRESCI European International Critics Prize and The People’s Choice Award for Best Film at the Toronto International Film Festival, had its world premiere. 

Fitzgerald’s docu-comedy homage to 1950s physique magazines, “Beefcake,” featuring Jack LaLanne and Joe Dallesandro, premiered at the 1999 Sundance Film Festival and enjoyed a U.S. art house run that year. Along with several Genie nominations, “Beefcake” garnered an ACTRA award for supporting actor Jonathan Torrens. 

Fitzgerald directed the television freak show “Wolfgirl,” featuring Tim Curry, Grace Jones and Lesley Ann Warren, which premiered on USA network in 2001, followed by a specialty NC-17 rated video/DVD release.  While filming that project in Romania, hew found the inspiration for his next film “The Wild Dogs,” a digitally-shot, semi-improvised drama surrounding the cull of 200,000 stray dogs wandering the streets of Bucharest, Romania. The vivid ensemble cast features Rachel Blanchard (“Road Trip”), David Hayman (“Sid and Nancy”), and Alberta Watson (“Spanking the Monkey”).

Following the completion of THE EVENT, Fitzgerald filmed the epic drama THREE NEEDLES, starring Chloe Sevengy and Olympia Dukakis.  The film, which deals with the global AIDS crisis, will be released in 2004.

THOM FITZGERALD

AWARDS AND HONORS 

2003 Sundance Film Festival ‘Premiere’ selection – The Event
2002 Atlantic Film Festival (Canada)

· Award for Best Canadian Feature – The Wild Dogs
· Award for Best Direction – The Wild Dogs
· Award for Exellence in Editing, Michael Weir – The Wild Dogs
· Award for Excellence in Sound Design, Hayward Parott – The Wild Dogs
2000 Academy of Canadian Cinema and Television Awards (Genies) 

· Best Editing Award Nomination, Susan Shanks and Michael Weir - Beefcake

· Best Music Award Nomination, J Chisholm, M Diabo, and J Roby - Beefcake

· Best Original Song Award Nomination, “Beefcake”, JW Chisholm - Beefcake
1999 ACTRA Award for Best Supporting Performance in a Feature - Jonathan Torrens - Beefcake
1999 Atlantic Film Festival (Canada)

· Award for Best Music, John Roby, JW Chisholm, Mike Diabo - Beefcake

· Award for Art Direction, D. Poultney, J. Stewart, A. MacLeod, D. Shiels - Beefcake

1999 Sundance Film Festival World Cinema Selection - Beefcake
1999 Berlin International Film Festival Official Selection - Beefcake
1999 GLAAD AWARD nomination (USA) - The Hanging Garden
1998 Sundance Film Festival World Cinema Selection - The Hanging Garden
1998 Rotterdam Film Festival Official Selection - The Hanging Garden
1998 Troia International Film Festival (Portugal)

· FIPRESCI European International Critic's Prize - The Hanging Garden
· City Hall Grandola Prize (Best American Film) - The Hanging Garden
1998 Academy of Canadian Cinema and Television Awards (Genies)

· Best Screenplay Award, Thom Fitzgerald - The Hanging Garden
· Best Supporting Actress Award, Seana McKenna - The Hanging Garden
· Best Supporting Actor Award, Peter MacNeill - The Hanging Garden
· Claude Jutra Award for Direction of a Debut Feature Film - The Hanging Garden

    
Additional Genie Nominations:

· Best Film - The Hanging Garden
· Best Director, Thom Fitzgerald - The Hanging Garden
· Best Supporting Actress, Kerry Fox - The Hanging Garden
· Best Supporting Actress, Joan Orenstein - The Hanging Garden
· Best Editing, Susan Shanks - The Hanging Garden
· Best Overall Sound - The Hanging Garden
· Best Production Design, Taavo Soodor - The Hanging Garden
· Best Costumes, James A. Worthen - The Hanging Garden
1997 Toronto International Film Festival Perspectives Canada Opening Night Selection

· People's Choice Award for Favourite Film of the Festival - The Hanging Garden
· Best Canadian Film Award (with The Sweet Hereafter) - The Hanging Garden
1997 Mar del Plata Film Festival (Argentina)

· Best Screenplay Award - The Hanging Garden
1997 Vancouver International Film Festival (Canada)

· People's Choice Award for Best Canadian Film - The Hanging Garden


· Best Canadian Screenplay Award, Thom Fitzgerald - The Hanging Garden
1997 Sudbury Film Festival (Canada) 

· Best Canadian Film Award- The Hanging Garden
1997 Atlantic Film Festival (Canada)

· People's Choice Award for Best Film of the Festival - The Hanging Garden
· Best Canadian Film Award (with The Sweet Hereafter) - The Hanging Garden
Moonsnail Awards (Atlantic Canada Awards)

· Best Atlantic Canadian Feature Film - The Hanging Garden
· Best Director, Thom Fitzgerald - The Hanging Garden
· Best Screenplay, Thom Fitzgerald - The Hanging Garden
· Best Actor, Troy Veinotte - The Hanging Garden
· Best Actress, Joan Orenstein - The Hanging Garden
1997 Pink Triangle Award (Toronto, Canada), - The Hanging Garden
1996 Nova Scotia Department of Education Script Writing Grant

1995 Linda Joy Busby Media Arts Foundation Video Production Grant

1995 Nova Scotia Film Development Corporation Special Project Grant

1993 Centre for Art Tapes Audio Production Scholarship

1991 Centre for Art Tapes Video Production Scholarship

1990 Atlantic Film Festival (Canada)

· Goldstar Award (Most Promising Filmmaker) - The Movie of the Week
· Award for Excellence in Editing - The Movie of the Week
· Award for Best Special Effects - The Movie of the Week
1989 Atlantic Filmmakers' Cooperative Film Production Grant

1987 Cooper Union for the Advancement of Science and Art, Full Scholarship (‘86-’90)

1986 New Jersey Student Film Festival Second Prize - Hokumz
1986 New Jersey Governor's School of the Arts Scholarship (‘86)

1986 Bergenfield High School Yearbook Most School-Spirited Boy Award!

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

BRYAN HOFBAUER (PRODUCER)

An alumnus of NYU Film School, Hofbauer was supervising producer of Thom Fitzgerald’s THE WILD DOGS and Daniel McIvor’s PAST PERFECT, both of which had their world premieres at the 2002 Toronto International Film Festival.  The former film went on to win prizes for “Best Canadian Picture,”  “Best Director,” and “Best Editing” at the 2002 Atlantic Film Festival while the latter won ”Best Actor” for McIvor.  Following completion of THE EVENT, Hofbauer started pre-production on Fitzgerald’s next film, THREE NEEDLES, an epic ensemble drama that will shoot in North America, Africa and China.

STEVEN HILLYER & TIM MARBACK (SCREENWRITERS/CO-PRODUCERS)

Hillyer and Marback have been creative partners in New York City based Arkanjel Productions for ten years.  They have collaborated on numerous video and theatrical projects as authors, directors, and producers.  A sampling of their work includes several off-Broadway theatrical productions, video documentaries, and a cable television comedy show.  After finishing THE EVENT they began development on two other feature film projects that they also wrote; THE BUTTON MAN, an action thriller, and BOSTON CORBETT, a civil war epic.  In addition, they are currently developing a sitcom, entitled  “The Spinsters.”

VICKY MCCARTY (EXECUTIVE PRODUCER)

McCarty has been a highly respected personal manager for twenty years, representing talent from television, film, and Broadway.  Having cut her teeth in the studio system, McCarty has worked with such notables as Ray Stark, James G. Robinson of Morgan Creek, and Stephen Friedman of Kings Road Productions.  She served for several years on the Board of Directors of the Conference of Personal Managers, which actively participated in the legislation of the Talent Agency Bill, as well as the Stalker Bill.  As a child actor, McCarty starred opposite Elvis Presley in HAREM SCAREM.

ROBERT FLUTIE (EXECUTIVE PRODUCER)

Robert Flutie founded Flutie Entertainment as an outgrowth of his family’s highly successful management firm, Company Model.  The company manages the careers of many top models as well as such performers as James King, Alexis Bledel and Arron Himmelstein.  Since branching into film production, Flutie has served as Executive Producer on COLORZ OF RAGE and HIP HOP WITCH and as Co-Executive Producer on URBAN MASSACRE.
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