“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”

“Shocking...raw and potent.”  B+

-- Lisa Schwarzbaum, Entertainment Weekly

“Pitch-perfect in tone.”

-- Minneapolis-St. Paul Star Tribune

 “Terrific performances…Keen pacing.”

-- New York Magazine

 “Gummersall and Bibb have a casual and sexy allure.”

-- The New Yorker

 “A stylish and acutely knowing mood piece...Performances are formidable.”

-- Kevin Thomas, LA Times

 “A slam-bang feature debut!”

-- Toronto Star 

 “Razor-sharp.  Gummersall holds the screen like a seasoned star.”

-- Jack Matthews, New York Daily News

 “THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS is the movie HURLYBURLY wanted to be.”

-- Paul Cullum, LA Weekly

Official Selection:
Toronto International Film Festival - Discovery Section
Women in Cinema International Film Festival - Cinema Seattle

Hong Kong International Film Festival - International Cinema

Cinequest San Jose Film Festival 

Denver International Film Festival

Atlanta Film Festival

Silver Lake Film Festival

San Francisco Film Junkie Film Festival

SXSW Film Festival – Nominee, Best Narrative Feature
Oldenburg International Film Festival – Nominee, German Independence Award

Bangkok Film Festival – Winner, Best Debut Feature
The Method Fest – Winner, Breakout Filmmaking Award
Minneapolis-St. Paul International Film Festival – Grand Prize Winner, Best Narrative Feature
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costume design by Merrie Lawson  sound design by Martin Jacob Lopez

co-produced by Dan Shaner  Michael Testa  cinematographer-editor Gabor Szitanyi

producers Catherine Jelski   Eric M. Klein   Kimberley Shane O'Hara

screenplay Catherine Jelski  inspired by the Wolfgang Bauer play "Magic Afternoon”
director Catherine Jelski

Running time: 1 hour, 27 minutes.
CATHERINE JELSKI
Writer/Director

“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS,” Catherine Jelski’s debut feature film, premiered at the Toronto International Film Festival in the Discovery Section. It went on to an award-winning run at film festivals including SXSW, Denver International, Atlanta, Bangkok, Hong Kong International, Oldenburg International, and more before hitting theaters in 2003 culminating with great reviews. 

In the theater, Catherine directed Academy Award-winner Kevin Spacey in a New York City stage production of Friedrich Schiller’s “THE ROBBERS,” which she adapted in collaboration with writer Eric Overmyer. She also directed Los Angeles productions of Jean Cocteau’s “THE HUMAN VOICE” and Tom Stoppard’s re-working of Artur Schnitzler’s “UNDISCOVERED COUNTRY.” Previously a dancer, she studied ballet in East Berlin in the former German Democratic Republic, and worked as a belly dancer in Middle-Eastern night-clubs from San Francisco to San Juan. She trained as a theater director at Reed College and at CalArts. She cut her teeth in film as a script supervisor for directors such as Wim Wenders (“THE END OF VIOLENCE”), Percy Adlon (“SALMONBERRIES), Charles Burnett (“TO SLEEP WITH ANGER”), Tim Hunter (“THE MAKER”) and Richard Linklater (“DAZED AND CONFUSED”). 

Catherine was a recipient of the 2003 ABC-DGA Television Directing Fellowship, a program designed to groom television directors. Currently, she is in development on her next film, “TIGHT FIGHT WITH A SHORT STICK,” a drama set in the exotic reaches of Deep East Texas.

GABOR SZITANYI 
Director of Photography/Editor

A unique double-threat, cinematographer/editor Gabor Szitanyi recently served as the Visual-Effects Editor on the controversial film, “THE PASSION OF THE CHRIST,” financed and directed by Mel Gibson. Previously, Gabor edited the feature film “Y.M.I.” for director Marek Probosz and Desert City Film Works, as well as Kim O’Hara and Eric Klein’s “AMERICAN REUNION.” Wearing his other hat, he was Director of Photography on the black comedy, “MOTHER’S DAY,” for director Susan Emshwiller. He photographed a film installation piece for renowned still-photographer Carrie Mae Weems, and he shot the Hungarian feature, “JOHNNY FAMOUS,” which won the Grand Jury Prize at the 2000 Hungarian Film Week. He provided Additional Photography on Todd Solondz’ acclaimed “WELCOME TO THE DOLLHOUSE” and on the independent feature “1999.” He was Director of Photography on the feature “WELCOME SAYS THE ANGEL,” produced by Michael Kastenbaum, and on the feature-length documentary “LOVE IS BLIND,” directed by noted still-photographer Denis Piel. Short film credits include Director of Photography on “FAMILY REMAINS” (Best Short Film, Sundance 1994) and “FUGITIVE LOVE” (Sundance 1993), both directed by Tamara Jenkins (director of “SLUMS OF BEVERLY HILLS”); “DEVELOPING,” starring Natalie Portman; and “KALAMAZOO,” starring Adrienne Shelley and Wallace Shawn. 

HYPNOGAJA 

Music

The creation of the score and source music for “THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS” is certainly HYPNOGAJA's most comprehensive film work so far, but the band is no stranger to film and television. The three-hour NBC Movie, “CARRIE,” featured five tracks from HYPNOGAJA's latest album, “POST-HYPNOTIC STRESS DISORDER,” while songs from their first album, “REVOLUTION,” have appeared on many television shows, including “SEX & THE CITY,” “DAWSON'S CREEK,” “FELICITY,” “WOLF LAKE” and many more. Two of their tracks are featured in the film “RADIO SILENCE,” directed by Zalman King. HYPNOGAJA's new album, “POST-HYPNOTIC STRESS DISORDER,” is currently stocked in select music stores such as Amoeba Music and Virgin Megastore.  Tracks from their earlier album, “REVOLUTION,” reached the top slots on college radio nationwide, as well as making it onto MP3.com's Top 5 charts. Also known as producers and remixers, HYPNOGAJA members Shyboy, Nubar and Jeeve's collective credits include projects for Lina, Darius Rucker, Donna Summer, Nobody's Angel, Santana, Paulina Rubio, Tweet, Ozomatli, Eden's Crush and Snakefarm.

“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”
PRINCIPAL CAST

DEVON GUMMERSALL - Charlie 

Devon Gummersall’s latest role is in the horror-comedy, “DEAD AND BREAKFAST,” starring David Carradine as well as Jeremy Sisto and Portia de Rossi coming out via Lions Gate. Additional credits include the Theatrical release, “THE ANARCHIST’S COOKBOOK,” the Toronto Film Festival selection, “NEVER GET OUTTA THE BOAT,” directed by Paul Quinn (“THIS IS MY FATHER”) and produced by John Cusack. He played “the Spider” opposite Dan Aykroyd in the Columbia Tristar release, “EARTH VS. THE SPIDER.” He rejoined Eion Bailey [below] in the indie comedy, “SEVEN AND A MATCH,” with “BLAIR WITCH” star Heather Donahue. Other big-screen roles include the Sony/Tristar comedy “DICK,”  “LURED INNOCENCE” with Dennis Hopper and “DO ME A FAVOR” with Rosanna Arquette and Cuba Gooding, Jr. On television, Devon captured the hearts of millions of American girls when he played Claire Danes’ love-struck next-door-neighbor on “MY SO-CALLED LIFE.” He has appeared as a series regular on “RELATIVITY,”  “FELICITY” and HBO’s “DREAM ON.”  Other small-screen appearances include episodes of “TWILIGHT ZONE” and “CSI:MIAMI” and the television film “HOMEWARD BOUND,” starring JoBeth Williams.

EION BAILEY - Joe 

Eion Bailey is currently in the Renny Harlin actioner, “MINDHUNTERS,” starring opposite LL Cool J and Val Kilmer. He stars in the upcoming Ken Kwapis comedy, “SEXUAL LIFE,” with Anne Heche, Shirley Knight and James LeGros. He’s also just completed Warner Brothers’ “GLORY DAYS” for director Barra Grant and producer Mark Gordon. Previously, Eion played Frank Thayer, the Hollywood filmmaker in pursuit of Antonio Banderas' Pancho, in the HBO Films “AND STARRING PANCHO VILLA AS HIMSELF,” directed by Bruce Beresford. He portrayed the patrician David Kenyon Webster in the HBO mini-series “BAND OF BROTHERS” for producers Steven Spielberg and Tom Hanks. He played Rolling Stone magazine founder Jann Wenner in Cameron Crowe’s “ALMOST FAMOUS,” and co-starred in Nicholas Hytner’s “CENTER STAGE” and David Fincher’s “FIGHT CLUB.” He stars in “THE SCOUNDREL’S WIFE” with Tatum O’Neil, Julian Sands and Tim Curry, and shares the screen with Devon Gummerall in the indie film “SEVEN AND A MATCH.” 

LESLIE BIBB - Cassandra 

Leslie Bibb stars in NIP/TUCK and the upcoming ABC dramatic series, “SILVER CITY,” created by writer/director Rod Lurie (“THE LAST CASTLE,” “THE CONTENDER”). She starred as Erin Harkins, on NBC's “ER.” And before that, she had immortalized the maddeningly perfect Brooke McQueen on the WB Network series “POPULAR,” spawning a frenzy of Internet fan-clubs and adulation. On the big screen, Leslie starred opposite David Arquette in the Warner Brothers comedy “SEE SPOT RUN.” She played the sole female heroine in Universal Pictures “THE SKULLS,” opposite Joshua Jackson. She appeared in the Howard Stern bio-pic “PRIVATE PARTS,” and in the feature films “TOUCH ME” and “THIS SPACE BETWEEN US.” Earlier television appearances include “Line of Fire”, “Just Shoot Me,” “Home Improvement,” and “THE BIG EASY.”

ARLY JOVER - Paloma 

Arly Jover, a native of Melilla, Spain, made a striking American debut as Stephen Dorff’s bleach-blonde girlfriend Mercury in the original “BLADE.” She then starred in Sony Pictures’ “VAMPIRES: LOS MUERTOS,” produced by John Carpenter, with Jon Bon Jovi and Natasha Gregson Wagner. More recently, Arly co-starred in the indie film “APRIL’S SHOWER,” Burt Reynold’s directoriaL debut, “HARD TIME” and “Empire of the Wolves”. Recent television credits include, a guest starring roles on “DRAGNET” and in LAW & ORDER”. Arly came to the U.S. on a dance scholarship with the American Ballet Theater. She has worked as a model in Paris and has appeared in the Spanish films “TANGO” and “THE BALLAD OF JOHNNY/JANE.” 

“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”
DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

FAQs

The most Frequently-Asked-Questions to writer/director Catherine Jelski about her film “THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”:

· “Why did you write “THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS?”

· “What were you trying to say with “THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS?”

·   “Why did you use Wolfgang Bauer’s stage play, Magic Afternoon, as an inspiration for the film?”

- Why did I write “THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS?”

- What was I trying to say?

Men keep asking me these questions, looking sideways at me with a mixture of amusement and suspicion. And women ask me, too, but with deeper irritation and hurt. And, the women continue:  “Why doesn’t she leave him!?” (Meaning Charlie’s girlfriend, Paloma, locked in this horrible relationship.) “How can she let him talk to her like that!?”

This is how it all started: I wanted to write a script for my niece, sort of an open letter to her. Extremely pretty, brimming with life, and smart as a whip. And I kept thinking about how hard her life is going to be. Unavoidably. Just by virtue of being a pretty, lively, intelligent female growing up in this world. Growing up to love men, and to want men’s love in return more than anything. But being headstrong and intelligent at the same time. A recipe for disaster!

I well remember those disastrous years looking for respect and self worth from men with T-R-O-U-B-L-E written across their forehead. Always seeking out the most emotionally damaged, most viciously interesting, most frighteningly talented men I could find. The most abusive. There, I’ve said it. That word. Abusive. What is it in some women that makes them susceptible to that thing, that subjugation, that abandonment of self, that little bit of death? Did their fathers not love them sufficiently? Do they have too little ‘self-esteem?’ Or is it something darker, something more existential, something more. . . 

In a society where women still fight to be equals I wanted to explore their motives, as young women continue to pursue this strange, intimate agenda, from men with a comic-book machismo. As women fight to command respect in a day and age when it should be given as naturally as it is to men, sadly I find women tolerating abuse… Why?

 These were the things I was thinking about when I started to write “THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS.” My niece was supposed to be the main character, of course, embodied by Charlie’s girlfriend, the beautiful, intelligent, emotionally-abused (yes, I’ve said it!) Paloma. The movie was supposed to be about her.

But that was before the character of Charlie himself took over. Charlie’s bravado, his fear of abandonment and his touching sadness started creeping into my heart and onto the page. The death of my mother twelve years ago turned into the death of Charlie’s mother. The coldness of my father toward me turned into Charlie’s father, a distant voice on the phone. The definition of “abuse” started to melt away as Charlie and Paloma seemed increasingly to occupy the same tragic space in the world, a space cleared for them by their parents, a space in which they would spend their lives trying to maneuver. Nobody can win this battle. 

- Why did I use Wolfgang Bauer’s stage play, Magic Afternoon, as an inspiration for this film?

Magic Afternoon had stuck in my mind ever since I first read it in the early seventies. It is a brutal, unappealing play. In it, as in most of his work, Bauer reserves his most scathing rage for his female characters. His main themes of female faithlessness and male sexual impotence are broadly drawn. Both the boys and the girls are drunk and/or stoned through most of it, and they spend their time aimlessly insulting and hurting each other. I hated Magic Afternoon, but was also fascinated by it. It got under my skin.

I thought that this claustrophobic, relentless play could form a good framework for my own exploration about men and women. But where Bauer rejects psychology and embraces pure action, I would turn toward melodrama, toward ‘back-story.’ Where he refuses all emotion, I would attempt pathos. I would steer closer to Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf and further away from any kind of hip formalism.

Wolfgang Bauer is a male playwright the way Oliver Stone is a male filmmaker. Initially, I set out to write an ‘answer’ to Bauer (or my idea of him!), to all the heartless ‘Bauers’ (or ‘Stones’) of my insecure, private imagination. In that way, I thought I could write an answer to all the loves I had lost or never achieved, to all the boys who had spurned me or done me wrong. Things don’t work out that way when you’re writing, of course. But ultimately I think that by rubbing my own ‘female’ rage up against Bauer’s ‘masculine’ object, at least something interesting has resulted. A rumination about loss and grief between young men and young women in contemporary L.A. Written by a woman, but told through the heart of a boy.

- What am I most proud of in “THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS?”

The awful intimacy between Charlie and Paloma, which is so strong and so pervasive that it is almost unbearable. I love that about the film. And the actors, who do such a beautiful job, each one of them defending their own character completely and truthfully.

“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”

PRODUCTION NOTES

When you’re making an independent film, one of your biggest hurdles is finding the right location for the “wrong” money. That was especially true for “THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS.” Set in a London-based commercial director’s Los Angeles pied-a-terre, the location had to convey more than just the emptiness of an untended home. As writer/director Catherine Jelski insisted, “To me, the house was like another character in the story. It had to be this uncaring, indifferent space, where our main character’s loneliness and grief could really hit bottom.”

That’s why Catherine and her producers Eric Klein and Kimberly O'Hara were so excited to find the “unloved, un-homey” house-with-a-pool perched on the northern fringe of Beverly Hills. “A tony address with a seedy vibe,” is how Catherine put it. “Totally L.A. Totally perfect.”

Of course, “THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS” falls outside the parameters of what is cool. This shows the flipside of life for the Paris Hilton set – the emotional vacuum created by the lack of parenting from the Children of the Rich and Famous. I don’t see our main character, Charlie, as ‘privileged’ in any way,” Jelski says. “He’s poverty-stricken when it comes to parental love. Trust me, this is the real L.A., not the “Access Hollywood” version!”

“It was difficult raising money for this film,” she continued. “Everyone was scared off by the toughness, the realness of the script. Everyone except the actors. That was the most exciting thing for me.” The movie was cast by casting directors Dan Shaner and Michael Testa, known for their work on Marc Forster’s “Everything Put Together” and Valerie Breiman’s “Love and Sex.” Dan and Michael spent two-and-a-half months with Catherine, meticulously pulling together the perfect ensemble. “We were so lucky to get this cast,” says Catherine, referring to actors Devon Gummersall, Arly Jover, Leslie Bibb and Eion Bailey. “They were fearless. They were completely unafraid of the dark places.”

The film was shot in seventeen days. Gabor Szitanyi provided the beautiful, atmospheric cinematography and, later, Hypnogaja created the haunting, techno-pop score. Through it all, producers Kim O'Hara and Eric Klein re-wrote the book on low-budget filmmaking, carefully plotting out neighborhood parking spots to avoid renting a lot and a shuttle van, fearlessly taking every prop, set-dressing and costume back to the store they’d come from, no matter how battered and worn. 

And somehow it didn’t surprise anyone when, half-way through the shooting, they found out that their “perfect location” had once been occupied by Hollywood madam Heidi Fleiss. “That seedy vibe!” Catherine crowed. Eric Klein added sardonically, “There were one-hundred-and-twenty-eight phone lines in the place. I can’t imagine what she was doing in there.”

“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”
INTERVIEW 

Filmmaker Magazine 

Spring 2003

PLAYER HATERS -- A bitter and bracing look at Hollywood lost souls, Catherine Jelski’s The Young Unknowns has polarized audiences on the festival circuit.  Matthew Ross talks with Jelski about her three-year struggle to complete and release her debut feature.

 
It’s been a weird, surprising journey for writer-director Catherine Jelski and her debut feature, The Young Unknowns. A dark drama about the Hollywood Hills’ Less than Zero set, the film chronicles one day in the life of Charlie (Devon Gummersall), the spoiled but emotionally neglected 20-something son of an A-list British television commercial director, and Paloma (Arly Jover), Charlie’s put-upon production coordinator girlfriend. The film was completed in March 2000 and premiered the following year at SXSW, where reactions ranged from ecstatic to accusatory as many audience members had trouble accepting Jelski’s unsentimental portrait of an emotionally abusive relationship. Yet her assured direction and the intense performances of the young cast (which also includes Eion Bailey and Leslie Bibb) impressed Toronto Film Festival director Piers Handling, who selected the film for his 2001 program. The high-profile Toronto berth resulted in several other festival invitations, and the film eventually wound up in the hands of micro-distributor Indican Pictures (Hybrid, Down and Out with the Dolls), which will give The Young Unknowns a limited theatrical release in April – more than three years after it was finished. 

The 50-year-old Jelski worked as a nightclub dancer in Europe before coming home to the U.S. to study theater directing. She then cut her teeth on film sets as a script supervisor for the likes of Wim Wenders, Richard Linklater and Charles Burnett before embarking on The Young Unknowns, which is loosely based on Wolfgang Bauer's play Magic Afternoon. Filmmaker’s Matthew Ross spoke with the director about overcoming naïveté, dealing with the industry and why she thinks her film has elicited such extreme reactions from audiences on the festival circuit. 

Filmmaker: This film has taken a rather unusual journey in terms of its festival run and its eventual acquisition. What have the past three years been like for you? 

Catherine Jelski: Well, this is my absolute first film. I was a complete virgin at this whole festival game, so of course there were a lot of things that I didn’t understand, like, whom you have to get in your corner before you even start applying. I was really pretty naïve about it, and I stumbled out of the gate. I sent in a copy to Sundance – I was one of those foolish people who walked in their unfinished film off the Avid on the last day. I could have just thrown it in the garbage as easily. 

When we got into Toronto, I felt like we existed on a different level. My confidence started to grow when I realized that I had been validated by a programmer who is a sophisticated voice in contemporary world cinema. Gradually, as I went to more and more festivals and got some good press coverage, I started thinking that it was ridiculous for this film not to be seen. Even though there hadn’t been that "Sundance moment" or anything like it, I got to the point about a year and a half into my festival run where I bought the Hollywood Creative Directory’s guide to American distributors and went through it from A-Z. I made little check marks next to everyone who’d seen it and passed, and check marks next to the people I still wanted to get in touch with. 

I was determined that I was going to get distribution for the movie. But I was not expecting to get a national theatrical [release] – that really surprised me. And since I’d been doing a lot of learning and reading on the festival circuit, I initially was very skeptical of Indican Pictures wanting to go theatrical. I thought they should just sell video and cable, and we should try and recoup as much as we could. But they were adamant that they felt that the film could play. And as the bookings have started coming back in, I’m starting to feel that way too. 

Filmmaker: What were your expectations going in? 

Jelski: Well, my expectations were of course that the actors and I were going to do beautiful work and we were going to be duly rewarded by a small audience. I guess I was just blissfully ignorant of the realities of the festival world and the independent marketplace. 

Filmmaker: Yet at the same time you raised enough money to shoot on film and to cast some young, experienced television actors. How did you line up the resources to get this into production? 

Jelski: Well, the financing was just one stumbling block after the next. Basically, it was money from family and friends. I joked that I couldn’t raise a nickel from anyone that I either wasn’t related to or hadn’t slept with. I inherited some money from my mother, who had passed away a few years ago, and I spent all of that. And then I wound up putting postproduction on my credit cards. I would have to stop to earn the money to cut the negative and do my opticals. It just went on and on, but we pieced it together. 

From soup to nuts, it cost us $200,000, and we hired the actors on a limited exhibition contract, so we paid them $75 a day, and I still owe them. SAG is being fairly nice to me so far with the theatrical [release]. Once I get to video and cable, they’re not going to be so nice – I’m going to owe [the actors] deferrals. But I’m trained and experienced as a theater director, so I’m very, very picky about my actors. I knew straight away that I needed casting directors to help me get to people who could play these roles. And I was fortunate to be guided to Dan Shaner and Michael Testa, who specialize in young Hollywood, and they earn a living doing television. 

Filmmaker: Obviously the story of the film is about people who either work in television commercials or are trying to get in the door. Was the script based on your experiences as a script supervisor in that world? 

Jelski: It really was in certain aspects. I worked for this British commercial director who was quite successful. I think he was on his fourth wife and fourth family. And every once in a while on the set, his oldest son would show up, this strange half-British, half-Hollywood boy, and I just kept thinking: What must it be like to be this guy’s firstborn child? [The film] kind of grew out of that question. The whole commercials world is so odd, but it seemed such an analogy to sort of the consumerist mess we’re in. It seemed to speak so much to our times. 

Filmmaker: In the past you’ve mentioned that you’ve been in your share of emotionally abusive relationships, and that this film is in part based on those experiences. 

Jelski: Well, I’ve always said that any woman who hasn’t been in some kind of emotionally abusive relationship has either been very lucky or else she’s lying. I think for young people in our society living within this late stage of capitalism, there’s just so much estrangement and hostility. I think it’s hard for young people to learn how to love someone. 

Filmmaker: You push the boundaries in this film in terms of not making the character sympathetic or likeable. Was that a concern for you going in? Or was it purely intentional? 

Jelski: No. Again, I guess it was just gross ignorance or naïveté about market forces in the cultural world today in America. The character that Arly Jover plays certainly is the voice of the author in many ways, but then, I found myself gradually writing harder and harder into the heart of Charlie, of Devon Gummersall’s character, where every inch of his jealousy, bitterness, anger and feelings of abandonment and betrayal really are things that I have felt in my own heart. I mean, yeah, he’s a guy, he behaves like a guy. But other than that small detail, I see his sort of damaged soul as being very similar to a lot of the stuff that I went through. I did not have a happy home life so that kind of jealousy and rage at being deprived of something, that’s very close to me. I was just so surprised that the response to him and to the film has been so vehement, so extraordinary. 

Filmmaker: Extraordinary in what way? 

Jelski: I mean, people have been furious. At SXSW, after the very first screening of the film, the Q&A was just packed. Nobody left. Afterwards, I was in the lobby, and this producer comes in and says: "Hey, I didn’t see your movie, but I have to compliment you on your lobby. They’re all out there fighting with each other." People were really arguing, and both the supporters of the film and the people who were appalled would not leave. 

Filmmaker: I assume they were appalled at the fact that Arly Jover’s character is so masochistic. Is that it? 

Jelski: Yeah, that’s the way they view it. I mean, we’ve all [behaved like her]. Not in such an exotic or elaborate way, perhaps. I don’t believe we live in a society of victims, but I believe women are as flawed as men are. I think we’re hurting each other, and it’s very complicated. People don’t like to get close to that – they don’t like to feel that things are complicated. 

“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”
REVIEW

Entertainment Weekly review 

Movie Review 

-- By Lisa Schwarzbaum, Entertainment Weekly 

There's a shocking, casual quality to the self-destructive narcissism of the pretty, petty kids squandering their lives in the L.A. sunshine of The Young Unknowns. Lounging at his father's swank Hollywood house while Dad is off making a movie in London, Charlie (“My So-Called Life”’s Devon Gummersall) fills the emptiness in his long, aimless days by cruelly belittling his girlfriend Paloma (Arly Jover), roughhousing with his hanger-on buddy Joe(Eion Bailey), and treating Cassandra (“ER”’s Leslie Bibb), an in-over-her-head new girl in town, with such mirthless disdain that the coked-up colt retreats deep behind the fortress of drugs she has stashed in her purse.


This raw and potent feature debut of writer-director Catherine Jelski is by no means the first indie to pin a generation of wriggling credit-card brats to the screen (think “Igby Goes Down”), and it says nothing new about parental negligence among the rich and name-dropping. But from her very first scene -- a David Hockney-esque expanse of L.A. swimming-pool blue – Jelski decisively establishes a dispassionate insider's voice. The miseries that accrue for this foursome during their wasted time together are stupid, sad, and -- most intentionally disturbing of all – unexceptional.  The performances, meanwhile, especially those of Gummersall and Bibb, are impressively natural and uncensored.  GRADE:  B+
“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”
REVIEW

Salon.com 

Catherine Jelski's debut feature takes a cool, intriguing glance at a decadent Hollywood Hills party where the drugs go bad and the news gets worse, in "The Young Unknowns.”

-- By Andrew O'Hehir, Salon Arts & Entertainment editor

"Story is dead. Image is everything," says Charlie (Devon Gummersall), the baby-faced party animal at the center of "The Young Unknowns." But Catherine Jelski, the middle-aged film industry veteran who makes her directing debut with this crisp and dark little film set in the decadent youth culture of the Hollywood Hills, isn't buying much of anything Charlie says. 

Jelski is in fact telling a story. It's about what happens to Charlie, the aspiring director who is the not especially likable protagonist of her film, on the day he gets some very bad news. It's easy to read too much into the random biographical circumstances of any artist, but I think the fact that Jelski is significantly older than her 20-ish characters works to her benefit here. She stands back and sees them with clear eyes; she isn't seduced by their intensely romantic view of themselves, but she doesn't hate them for being young, beautiful and stupid. She doesn't offer Charlie any cheap redemption for his selfish and careless behavior, but she also avoids easy condemnation. By the end of the movie, she's thrown him a rope. Whether he decides to grab it or not is up to him. 

If a movie about a bunch of loud young fuck-ups doing drugs and derailing their lives can be contemplative, that movie is "The Young Unknowns." It isn't a masterpiece; there are occasional clunkers in Jelski's dialogue (adapted from a play by Wolfgang Bauer) and the acting, although superior to maybe 85 percent of Hollywood movies, is a little uneven. But those are the kinds of honest artistic wobbles I'm inclined to forgive without much reservation. 

For one thing, Jelski's casting is daring, in its way, and I wish more American filmmakers would follow her example. She's taken four semi-familiar performers from the fringes of the Hollywood starmaking machine -- the kind of people who probably know the kind of people they're playing here -- and trusted them to do some real acting. Gummersall has appeared in more than two dozen minor movie and TV roles, but here he's rubbed raw, a spoiled kid who wants to be a hard-ass, does a lot of drugs, and talks "black" with his moronic best friend Joe (Eion Bailey), but who also hasn't remotely gotten over his parents' divorce and his mother's alcoholism. 

As the movie and the day begin, Charlie is lounging around his dad's poolside house in the hills with his Spanish girlfriend Paloma (Arly Jover). She gets out of bed, fixes herself a blender drink and then another (and I think one more after that), but Paloma is nonetheless a little detached from the household's atmosphere of downward spiral. Debauched-party movies by now constitute virtually their own genre, and one of its conventions is that there has to be somebody at the party we can trust, somebody we know (or at least suspect) will survive the coming blowout, both physically and emotionally. 

Paloma is that figure here -- Gábor Szitanyi's camera tends to linger on her for a few seconds, after the so-called action has moved elsewhere -- and Jover is the great discovery among this movie's four principal actors. A bony, slightly horsy gamine with a world-weary manner that makes her seem like the oldest of the four, she makes us understand that Paloma is carrying around something painful. It's something bad enough and self-defeating enough that she keeps hanging around with Charlie and putting up with his childish fits and petulant abuse, and we never get the slightest clue what it might be. 

Charlie's father, Sebastyn (the voice of Simon Templeman, heard only on the phone), is an English director of TV commercials who's off shooting something in Europe and checks in occasionally in pitch-perfect semi-interested professional dad manner. Charlie's mother is in Vermont with a new boyfriend or husband and has apparently fallen off the wagon again. Charlie's refusal to listen to the messages or pick up the phone for anybody but Sebastyn -- it's an old device, but it works here -- means he doesn't find out how bad things are with Mom for most of the day. 

Meanwhile Joe, an irritating über-hipster with close-cropped hair, retro aviator sunglasses and an unhealthy supply of crystal meth, has shown up with an aspiring model named Samantha (Leslie Bibb). Seconds after Joe comes through the front door, he and Charlie are wrestling in the foyer like stoned puppies. One of the many topics Jelski handles gracefully in "The Young Unknowns" is the question of Joe and Charlie's relationship, which, like so many friendships between young men, is not quite homoerotic but also not quite innocent. 

Everything that happens in "The Young Unknowns" is ordinary and to some extent predictable, given a house full of rootless young people, bad drugs and alcohol. Joe tries to wheedle the hapless Samantha out of her clothes a bit too aggressively and ends up breaking her nose; she goes to the emergency room and then actually comes back to the party, sporting two black eyes and a bottle of painkillers. (Bibb does well with this small and difficult part, making this girl who's simultaneously innocent, willfully self-destructive and not too bright seem like a real person.) Paloma knows she has to get out of Dodge but can't quite tear herself away. Charlie finally gets a call from Sebastyn and starts drinking tequila out of the bottle. Joe scores more drugs. 

But it isn't the dope, the anomie or the moral murkiness that makes "The Young Unknowns" memorable. It's the fact that Jelski has the eyes and ears -- the feelers, maybe -- of a legitimate artist. She's not trying to teach some bogus lesson about Kids These Days; this story (actually filmed in 2000) could be set at almost any point from the mid-1960s onward, and only the telephones, haircuts and clothes would have to change. 

Jelski has clearly seen the films of Larry Clark ("Kids" and "Bully") but avoids the soft-porn quandaries he so willingly wallows in. She gives her characters the space and time to be themselves and make their own decisions; her feeling for empty, ordinary moments -- even on an extraordinary day -- is nothing short of exquisite. Most of all, Charlie, Paloma, Joe and Samantha feel like real people, not like movie pawns with clear "character arcs." In other words, most of the time they have no idea what they want -- except to get high and not think about things so much. Charlie gets through this very tough day the best he can, which means, frankly, he does a lot of things he's going to regret later. Can any of us claim that doesn't sound familiar? 

“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”
REVIEW

LA Times review 

Devon Gummersall's performance anchors the bleakly perceptive "The Young Unknowns." 

-- By Kevin Thomas, Los Angeles Times Staff Writer 

Anyone with a passing acquaintance with the offspring of celebrities and industry figures, or their wealthy friends and associates, can attest to the painful accuracy of Catherine Jelski's bleakly perceptive "The Young Unknowns," inspired by the stage play "Magic Afternoon" by Wolfgang Bauer. (Neither title quite fits.) It is a harrowing experience, anchored by the solid portrayal by young Devon Gummersall.

Gummersall's Charlie Fox is the 23-year-old son of a busy, London-based commercials director who is on his third wife and fourth child. Charlie has maxed out his credit cards to make a "spec spot," with which he hopes to launch his own career. He proclaims himself a "happening" director to his girlfriend, Paloma (Arly Jover), a production coordinator, and wonders if that's the only reason she's with him.

He has reason to doubt. Paloma is a sophisticated, goddess-like Spanish beauty who would certainly not be the first lovely woman in Beverly Hills to hook up with the emotionally immature and not notably handsome son of a movie or TV big shot. However, the sympathetic way in which Paloma is presented suggests that, even though she's just about fed up with the obnoxious Charlie, she apparently actually has cared for him. It's the film's most serious drawback that Jelski never really establishes why Paloma would ever become involved with such a jerk, even if he does exhibit rare tender moments; perhaps he elicits maternal feelings in her.

His own mother is at the heart of Charlie's problems. An alcoholic who deserted the family when he was 12 and has moved on to many places and men, she is the one woman Charlie believes ever loved him, and he remains hurt and angry at her departure. He cannot, however, accept that he is but a gofer for his glibly manipulative father. Charlie lives alone in his father's L.A. house, a slightly rundown and under-furnished but expensive '60s residence that in fact was the notorious Hollywood madam Heidi Fleiss' estate, equipped with 128 phone lines.

In the course of the film's 24 hours -- or perhaps it's 36 -- Charlie will be required to act like an adult for the first time in his life. When his crazed, misogynistic pal Joe (Eion Bailey) arrives ready to party with a blond model, Cassandra (Leslie Bibb), Charlie's story begins in earnest.

Jelski is a skilled filmmaker, and her sense of reality is so uncompromising that, even when tempered by a touch of dark humor, her film is a grim, hard-to-take business. Many will understandably not see much point in sitting through "The Young Unknowns," but some will experience a surprisingly compelling sense of recognition in these people who seem dismally pathetic when they're not otherwise off-putting.

It is in fact possible to come away from the film with admiration for the degree of understanding and compassion Jelski has managed to bring to them, the self-deluding Charlie in particular.

“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”
REVIEW

TNMC.org

-- By John Shea

The beauty of indie films is that they can tackle issues and stories that major studios would find too uncomfortable or controversial to touch. The Young Unknowns is a perfect example; an indie film that takes a cold hard look at a thoroughly unsavory lifestyle that exists in Hollywood's own underbelly. Not only is a studio unlikely to tackle such a story, it would be even more unlikely to let it be so raw and grim a tale.

The movie follows four young people, all attempting to work in some capacity in the film business. Charlie is the son of a producer and an aspiring director himself. His friend Joe (Eion Bailey) seems to be aiming towards casting or producing. Charlie's girlfriend Paloma (Arly Jover) holds the uninspired title of production coordinator. Finally there is Cassandra (Leslie Bibb), the aspiring actress that Joe brings back to Charlie's place one night. Charlie and Paloma seem a horrible match at first. She seems disgusted by him and he can't stand her condescending attitude. Joe seems thoroughly lacking in any sort of moral code and Cassandra seems an innocent, attempting to make it in a vicious system.

Charlie is the focus of the film. He is a lost soul who wants to make something of himself but has been left adrift so long he doesn't know the way. His father is in London and rarely calls. His mother is unbalanced and has lived away from them for years. Charlie is so desperate for the brief contact with his father that he refuses to let anyone else use the phone for fear of missing a call. When he is alone with Paloma he allows himself to be vulnerable and caring, albeit briefly. When Joe appears though, we see another Charlie entirely, one of pure bravado and trash talk. He protects himself with it, pushing everyone away.

The film has a fascinating emotional dynamic as everyone seems to be hiding their emotions while simultaneously existing as raw nerves. Watch the way Paloma keeps coming back to Charlie because she can see something good in him, only to be driven away by his sudden hateful tirades. Watch how Cassandra attempts to hide her shy naivete with sudden rash moves that inevitably backfire. When Charlie lets his guard down you can just barely make out a decent person, one that has opted for deep distrust of others over some other means of dealing with relationships.

Sex is a near constant topic or thought for these people but there is virtually none of it in the movie. Charlie and Joe are their own worst enemies in pursuit of the opposite sex. Be it poor behavior or the inability to put aside their macho strutting for a moment, they seem determined to undermine themselves at every turn. Paloma and Cassandra alternately face the problem of fending off advances or trying to keep the men on the right track.

Acting in the film is uniformly excellent as all four young actors hit the perfect note for their characters. Devon Gummersall as Charlie is the standout, showing remarkable range to display his rage and desperate search for love equally well.

Drug use is prevalent in the film and speaks to how lost these people are. Unable to find success at work and unable to conduct meaningful relationships, they turn to drugs to give them something that they can really feel. These are people who seem to have no emotional anchor in the world. Charlie for example suffers a distracted father and mentally unstable absent mother. It's no wonder he drives others away with displays of hateful disrespect.

The ending of the film is particularly effective as a disturbing sense of doom settles in over the characters. You can just sense that things will end badly, the only question is how. The director has the sense not to rush this either, preferring to let that sense of impending disaster hang there and grow until it is near impossible to stand any longer.

The Young Unknowns is a sharply made, written and acted film. Everyone in it deserves to go on to bigger things, using this film as a springboard. It's painful and disturbing to watch but it's so honest in its emotion that you simply can't look away. A film of such quality should be rewarded with your attention.

“THE YOUNG UNKNOWNS”
REVIEW

filethirteen.com

-- By Lodger Reviews

Perhaps this film would have been called "Hollow Man" if that particular title hadn't been co-opted by a sci-fi film starring Kevin Bacon a couple of years ago. For the protagonist here, an aimless and wasted young man named Charlie and played by Devon Gummersall, seems to have nothing inside of him, nothing worthwhile anyway. 

His life is simply fucked-up.  Like much of today's wealthy and spoiled youth, he aspires to work in the entertainment industry but really has neither the talent nor the work ethic to do so. His father is a commercial director and his mother, who "fucked it all up" and left him when he was 12, is a waste case unworthy of his forgiveness. "Now she must be punished," he tells his girlfriend. It is no accident that we see neither parent during the film.  Charlie has been left alone and is adrift in a world that seems to care little about him. And, truth be told, he doesn't have a clue about what to do, let alone how to do it. 

Over a night of aimless, boring, wasted time, Charlie and his girlfriend, his best male friend, and a drugged-out model expose us to an existence so vapid and devoid of anything resembling humanity that it is almost unbearable viewing. 

We spend much time, in the early stages of the film, watching Charlie and his skinny-ass girlfriend (imagine Isabella Rossellini as a young heroin chic model) engaging in verbal and physical give-and-take that is troubling and depressing. The script, written by director Catherine Jelski, is quite adept at skirting around these two characters and showing us the surface of their inabilities to relate to one and other without ever blowing the situation wide open. Perhaps it is because these two people really have no idea how to treat a member of the opposite sex that their relationship is as absurd and vapid as the rest of their measly existences. The film here reminds one of some sort of post-millennium "Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf" tinged in Mamet and put in the blender of MTV accelerated youth culture. The result is a dark, bruised mish-mash of vacuous nothingness that seems constantly in danger of imploding upon itself. The perfunctory, poser, blandness of the lives we are seeing here are so shallow and so vapid that they remind us that MTV culture, with no other personal experience to juxtapose itself against, is, in fact, no culture at all. 

Gummersall is simply awesome here. This is a career making performance. With only the smallest hint of the sweet young man he played so wonderfully on TV's "My So-called Life," Gummersall provides a Hollywood kid that seems to mirror Brad Renfro almost to a tee. It's as if the spirit of every nameless and pathetic Hollywood kid he ever met invaded his body and gave roost to the most apathetic and shallow character imaginable. Gummersall's Charlie is fueled by the anger he feels as a child orphaned by parents who just aren't there and his own inability to cope with reality - and seemingly nothing more. But Gummersall, with puppy-dog eyes sloppily masked by the false bravado of wigger culture, gives the character so many levels it is almost impossible to imagine what he might do next. He is much more than simply pure anger or pure angst or simple despair. 

In almost every scene, Gummersall is supported by one or more of the three amazing young actors who share billing here. Arly Jover provides the perfect female counterpart of Gummersall's male bullshit bravado. Both heartfelt and yet as fucked up as Gummersall's Charlie, the character she plays might come across as victim or idiot in another, less talented, actress' hands. Jover makes it easier for us to understand why she stays and puts up with Charlie's stereotypical male dominance and argumentative nature with a simple shrug of her shoulders or batting of her shadowy, elongated eyelashes. Eion Bailey ("Band of Brothers"), meanwhile, provides a less self-conscious, more ignorant version of Charlie. He's the idiot that Charlie could be if he didn't have that one iota of cognizance. And then there's Leslie Bibb ("Popular"/"ER") who provides the victim that Jover's Paloma is just a tad bit too smart to become. When Paloma leaves the scene late in the film, Bibb is left with no one to protect her or guide her. Just as Gummersall could be Bailey if he were only slightly less sentient, Jover could be Bibb by the same account. This foursome of characters provides ample chemistry and psychological twist to keep the film on its toes. 

Jelski does a decent job here even if her cinematic choices are a bit questionable at times. Evoking many influences in dialogue, from Edward Albee to Mamet to David Rabe to Bret Easton Ellis, Jelski's script twists the story up in knots and doesn't allow the audience to get too comfortable before sticking us with a new question or troublesome situation.  Delving into the psychological games the main characters are playing, so that we can figure them out, keeps us as intrigued by what goes on as by what is said here them out, keeps us quite intrigued by what goes on a what is said here. 

But Jelski can too often rely on the dialogue to propel the film. Don't get me wrong, the dialogue and story here is awesome, but this is a film, not a play. The first hour of the piece is quite claustrophobic, taking place at the same locale, and we get to feeling staginess of the work. (It is based on a play by Wolfgang Bauer). It takes her far too long to take the film out on the street and out into the open air and the cramped settings begin to wear on us as much as it does the characters and the story. 

Jelski also doesn't do very much of interest with the camera or the cinematography. The film is as bland and uninteresting to look at as the character's lives that it portrays for much of the film. There are a few cool shots here and there but not as many as there should be. 

Wrapping up with a scene as troubling and pointed as the rape scene in Kubrick's "Clockwork Orange," "The Young Unknowns" is quite a disturbing film. It's too bad that the powers- that-be, including whoever entitled the film, are trying to sell it as a film about Hollywood kids without conscious running amuck. That is only a sliver of what goes on here. The film isn't about some sort of post-millennium brat pack, as the title seems to imply, raping and pillaging in the Hollywood hills. Instead the film really focuses only on one character, even if the three others in the film also work in the entertainment industry, or want to. 

This is the most disturbing commentary on wealthy, white, suburban youth culture imploding in upon itself that you will likely see on a film screen. Discounting Larry Clark, of course. 

Report Card 

Script: A-

Acting: A+

Cinematography\Lighting: C

Special Effects\Make Up: B+

Music: C+

Final Grade: A-

