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SYNOPSIS

Samuel Alabaster (Robert Pattinson), an affluent pioneer, ventures across the American Frontier to marry the love of his life, Penelope (Mia Wasikowska). As Samuel traverses the Wild West with a drunkard named Parson Henry (David Zellner) and a miniature horse called Butterscotch, their once-simple journey grows treacherous, blurring the lines between hero, villain and damsel. A loving reinvention of the western genre from the Zellner brothers (Kumiko, the Treasure Hunter), DAMSEL showcases their trademark unpredictability, off-kilter sense of humor, and unique brand of humanism.
ABOUT THE PRODUCTION
**Note there are Major Spoilers included below. Please do not read until after you’ve seen the film.**
 

About DAMSEL
The Zellner Bros. – David and Nathan – don’t see things the same way the rest of us do.  In their last Sundance entry in 2014, Kumiko, The Treasure Hunter, the brothers took us on a journey with a Japanese office worker who, being the square peg in a world of round holes, abandons her life there to journey to America to find the apparent treasure she’s seen in an old VHS tape of Fargo, believing it to be a documentary.  Filled with rich performances – including ones by the Zellners themselves – the film garnered numerous awards and much acclaim – including from the stars of their next feature.

The Zellners, it turns out, are great aficionados of westerns.  “We’re HUGE fans,” David enthuses.  The brothers began churning around ideas for one, but he notes, “We didn’t want to do an ersatz version of the classic western.  We knew we wanted to come up with an approach that would be interesting to us and do something different.”  They looked not simply to the beloved Sergio Leone spaghetti western classics of the 60s, but also to the films of another favorite, director Budd Boetticher, whom, David notes, “They bridge the classic John Ford type of western into the Leone or Sam Peckinpah era, almost a merging of those two.  On the surface they can seem wholesome, with a simple black and white morality, but underneath it’s much more complex and murky.”  In other words, right up Zellner alley.

So what’s the classic western setup?  How about a damsel in distress?  And maybe one whose degree of distress depends on who’s telling the story.  “We liked the idea of taking some of the tropes that are all too common – the hero and the villain, the damsel in distress – and giving them more levels, making it more complex,” David explains.  Damsels, he notes, are so often weak and simplistic in these films, or they’re just there to supplement the heroic male character.  “So we wanted to come up with a dynamic that would honor the tropes of the genre, but have it be more relatable on a human level, instead of these one-dimensional archetypes.”

They began building their tale around a shift in the story – one which, in any other film, might occur at the end.  “We liked the idea where the information that you’re taking in is not what you’re given initially, and becomes more complicated as the story moves along.”  In Damsel, the story is driven by the hero archetype character, Samuel, for the first half of the film.  “He’s the protagonist, and, in a way, the narrator – all of the information you’re getting is through him, it’s filtered through his perspective.  And he’s the catalyst for everything that happens in the movie.”

Further placing the viewer in an unsure world is the unclear definition of where and when the story takes place.  “We never say where it happens,” David explains.  “It’s 1800s American West, but we don’t say the exact year, and we don’t say the exact place,” with geographies that shift wildly from a lushly forested beach to a desert within a day’s (?) ride.  “It’s intentionally ambiguous, something that gives it a kind of a mythic scope.”

Cast and Characters 
To enable their kind of subtly absurd style of storytelling, the Zellners had a certain kind of actor in mind.  “We wanted two people to do something they hadn’t done before,” David explains, “so that the audience comes into it with certain expectations of them and sees them do something else,” comedy, in particular.  “We’d rather people come to this looking at it as a drama that gets really absurd and funny, rather than a comedy that then gets a little heavy.  And we wanted that to be reflective of the cast.”

While ROBERT PATTINSON is probably best-known for his work earlier in his career in the Twilight film series, the Zellners were drawn to him for his more recent work.  “He’s made very interesting choices, as an actor, as he’s gotten bigger, both in the roles he accepts and the filmmakers he chooses to work with,” David notes.  “You can tell his decisions are very curated, much more complex, auteur-driven work.  He’s very particular about what he’s part of, and has a very distinctive point of view, something that made us very interested in him.”

Pattinson was already a fan of the Zellner Bros., having found himself quite taken with Kumiko.  “It just felt very, very unique,” the actor explains.  “There’s just something so odd – but doesn’t feel like it’s being odd just for the sake of being odd.  There’s a lot of heart to it, and it has wonderful performances.  They have a unique style, and that’s all I’m looking for in scripts.”  In fact, when he read the script for Damsel, Pattinson didn’t make the connection of who its potential filmmakers were.  “I’d seen the script for Damsel, which was so odd.  And it took me a second to connect when I met with them.  ‘Oh – these guys made Kumiko, and they’re making this – a completely bizarre western?’  I just loved the idea.”

The subtle story and underlying levels of Samuel’s character were especially appealing.  “There’s something very off-kilter about him – I’ve never really seen a character like Samuel before.”  Adds David, “We knew he could deliver a character that looked a certain way on the surface, but had a lot more going on underneath.”

And what about the thought of playing a lead character who gets killed off before the film is halfway through?  “When you read something like that, just a surreal comedic western, where the main character dies in the middle of it, you tend to think, ‘This is never gonna get made,’ until you realize, ‘It is being made.’  I’m always just trying to find something different, which doesn’t follow the same tropes, where you’re just trying to surprise people.  That’s always the type of film I want to be a part of.”

Pattinson also liked the idea of a more physical role, as the part required (horseback riding and elsewhere), something he took quite seriously.  “It’s my attempt at slapstick,” he laughs.

The brothers were pleased that an actor of Pattinson’s reputation was so engaged in the idea.  “He was really willing to stick his neck out with it, and it’s a challenging role to do,” David relates.  “He was up for the adventure, and fully committed.  We loved working with him.”

Samuel Alabaster is indeed an interesting character.  He’s honor-bound, and presented as heroic, virtuous and dedicated.  “He’s very driven in what his goals are – everything from laying out his plans to just his presence,” David explains.  “We wanted to play with the idea of someone with those kind of virtuous, heroic qualities that you can buy into without even having a lot of backstory. . . and then it shifts.”  Notes Pattinson, “He believes he’s the hero of the piece, up until the very end.”

Samuel speaks with a kind of western dialect – as do most of the characters – which the Zellners had much fun writing.  “It came from seeing a lot of westerns over the years – as well as a lot of Looney Tunes, Yosemite Sam, in particular,” David notes.

“There’s a confusion about where he’s actually from,” Pattinson details.  “He presents himself as a bit of a dandy and kind of educated, as somewhat ‘East Coast.’  But he isn’t particularly smart at all.  Literally, he’s just a hustler.”  Delivering such classic-western language also came intuitively, from watching the same westerns.  “There’s something very familiar about that kind of dialect.  But I also like the fact that the Zellners would keep the traditional western verbiage, and then put in completely modern phrases – which have clearly been deigned from a therapist.”

For their Penelope, the Zellners turned to actress MIA WASIKOWSKA, whom they knew had the precise qualities needed to tell her side of the story.  “Penelope is blindsided by what happens – she’s human and deeply affected by the situation, but at the same time, is strong enough to take charge of the situation,” says David.  “We wanted an actress who, from the foundation of her performance, could play it very straight and sincere, and then let things get absurd naturally, and just allow herself to be vulnerable,” he notes.  “Mia’s able to be very strong and vulnerable at the same time, and that’s what we needed.

The actress read the script and, like her co-star, was taken with the unusual structure of the story.  “I thought it was really clever and bold, swapping characters halfway through,” she says.  “I was super-excited.”  Of Penelope, upon first reading, she notes, “She was quite angry and feisty, and was not going to be bought by anybody.  She doesn’t compromise herself, particularly after what happens to her.”

Both actors’ ability to play their characters straight and just allow the absurdity to show up served the Zellners’ style and sense of humor perfectly.  “One of the things that Dave and I talked about in pre-production was about making sure every character had a quality of truth and sincerity,” Nathan Zellner explains.  “We’re introducing weird elements, like odd characters or a miniature horse – and if the lead characters are not sincere, then it’s easy to write those off as a one-note jokes.  So it’s important, from the audience’s standpoint, that they really believe them as true characters, which Robert and Mia are able to pull off so well.  It helps the humor of it, without coming across as a spoof.  They come across as real people with weird stuff going on.”

Wasikowska agrees.  “I love films that have a sense of humor, even though they deal with serious issues.  The scenario David and Nathan wrote is incredibly humorous – but they wanted it all played very seriously, so that you’re not playing the humor.  It has more impact that way and more nuance.  And it’s more real to life – where there’s both comedy and tragedy.”

Aside from such moments written into the script, The Zellners, along with their editor, Melba Robichaux, would keep an eye open for opportunities for comedy.  In a beautiful wide shot by cinematographer ADAM STONE, following Samuel and Parson Henry as they pass across a meadow, for example, the head of Samuel’s guitar, strung upon his back, happened to catch on a twig from an overhanging tree – prompting the addition of a ridiculous “twang” in the middle of their discussion, to remind the audience not to take everything too seriously.  “We actually had a straight take of that,” David reveals, “but we liked that much more.  Technically, it was a gaffe, but when happy accidents show up, it’s important to know when to embrace them.”

Accompanying each character is Pastor Henry, played with the perfect level of “pathetic” by David Zellner.  “In general, you worry when a director says, ‘Yeah, I’m just gonna play the part. Don’t worry about it,” Pattinson laughs.  “But David is a great actor, as I saw in Kumiko.  He’s incredibly generous and fun to work with.  He plays him very sincere and earnest.”

Of the character, David says, “We just wanted someone to contrast Samuel, to contrast the macho archetype of westerns.  And someone who’s been beaten down by the elements.”

When we first meet Henry, at the start of the film, waiting for a stagecoach, he says, “He’s someone that has an idealistic view of the west, as a way to start afresh with a clean slate.”  But his fate changes when he meets what he is about to become, in the form of an old preacher, who has been through the mill and had enough, and decides to deposit his “uniform” and appurtenances on the unsuspecting Henry, before wandering off half-naked into the desert and letting the elements have their way with him.

The old preacher is played with full crusty gusto by veteran actor ROBERT FORSTER, to whom the role was suggested by co-producer Zack Carlson.  “I’m a guy who has gone out west, has done it as good as he could, and is at the end of his rope,” Forster tells.  “I’ve done my best, I’ve tried helping the natives, but most of them don’t want any part of Christianity – as he says, ‘We got enough Christians already.’”

“We liked playing with the ‘drunk preacher’ archetype that’s in a lot of westerns,” David explains.  “We wanted an older actor, and both Nathan and I had been big fans of his for a long time, both from Quentin Tarantino’s Jackie Brown (1997) to even earlier, this horror movie called Alligator (1980).”  The old preacher turns his clothes and his bible over to Henry (the bible missing quite a few pages, the old man having used them for rolling papers and for. . . “personal hygiene”), and – thus, we have Parson Henry.  “He basically becomes an imposter, just as a means to get by,” says David.  “He kind of gets thrown into it.”

Quickly the role he never expected (Henry, not David. . . ) has taken its toll, and Parson Henry himself is now the unrespected drunk – though he is, on occasion, able to offer the fruits of his supposed persona.  “He can occasionally be seen offering empathy, though I don’t know how much of it is actually serving anyone,” chuckles David.  “I wanted to stay ambiguous with it, in terms of how much of it is driven by guilt and self-preservation.  But there is a level of empathy there, though it’s not always dealt with in the best way,” his often inappropriate “help” finding itself met with disdain and dirty looks from its recipients.

Though on the surface, Parson Henry is more or less a hired hand to Samuel, he does serve a purpose, other than the hopefully-eventual nuptials.  “I don’t know why Samuel picked him – maybe because he is completely inept,” opines Pattinson.  “Or maybe because he’s a drunk, so he wouldn’t realize what’s happening.  Maybe Samuel has no idea what’s happening, other than he is, 100%, going to marry this girl.”

The two have moments, while on the trail, that are revealing.  “Even though Samuel is basically a sociopathic liar, he still really wants to have a genuine relationship with the parson – as far as he’s capable of having a genuine relationship.  I just love those scenes where Samuel is just so desperate to convince the parson of his lie.  Samuel just needs to have that emotional connection.  He needs to think he’s the hero in this fairy tale.  And he needs a witness.  They’re a kind of Don Quixote and Pancho.”

The parson’s relationship with Penelope is a decidedly different one, who, after the death of her husband, doesn’t quite know what his role was in the debacle.  “He’s a burden to her.  She doesn’t quite know what to do with this guy,” Wasikowska explains.  “There’s an ambiguity in not knowing how angry she should be at him, or how much she should believe him or not.”  Notes David Z, “There’s this subtle thread that runs with Parson Henry, of not always being up front and telling the truth.  There’s never a confession of really what his role in killing her husband was.  You don’t know what Penelope knows or what she doesn’t.”

After Anton is killed, she, in fact, takes him as a de facto prisoner, devising a vest made of dynamite for him to keep the poor parson in check.  “It was more interesting than just having his hands tied,” David explains.  “Plus, we grew up watching a lot of Looney Tunes. . . “ 

“It’s good for keeping him in a constant state of anxiety,” Wasikowska explains.  Plus, his natural cowardice helps make sure it’ll never come off.  “He’s the classic put-upon guy, that is so passive, he just goes along with whatever’s sweeping him up in the story or whoever’s will is slightly stronger than his.”  Adds David, “He’s so beaten down, by that point.  He’s never in charge of anything.”

If one schlep isn’t enough, there’s always Penelope’s brother-in-law, the late-Anton’s sibling, Rufus – played by the other available Zellner, NATHAN.  “He’s kind of a sad sack of a mountain man,” Nathan explains.  “He tries to be tough, sort of a Yosemite Sam, rootin’-tootin’ kind of guy.  But he can’t tie a noose or get anything right.  It was a fun character to play – just really pathetic and insecure.  So we gave him the most pathetic death,” stumbling onto the pastor’s dynamite vest, after being shot with an arrow, and blowing himself up.  “It’s a pretty ridiculous life.”

He is first introduced to the audience when Samuel spots him early in his journey, while rinsing out his handkerchief at the river, after the young lothario has . . . pleasured himself to a stoic photograph of Penelope.  “That was something we came up with on the day,” Pattinson laughs, more Zellner humor making its way to the screen.  “And then Samuel wraps Penelope’s wedding ring up in the hankie!  There is something seriously wrong with this man.”

The two men begin fighting, with Rufus attempting to kill Samuel, before a foot chase ensues, Rufus eventually falling off a cliff and splattering himself below. It’s a telling moment, Pattinson opines.  “For Rufus to want to murder someone as soon as he sees them, you have to have done something significantly bad.”

Acting while directing is not new to filmmaking, and is certainly not new to the Zellners.  “We’ve been doing this so long, it just kind of happens,” David explains.  “We just try to make sure we have our act together, regarding our own parts, so that as we’re doing a scene, the other cast members get what they need and we can be there to serve them.”  The brothers have explicit discussions with the cast during the two weeks of rehearsal prior to shooting, to build a foundation of tone that stays constant, once filming begins.

“They have a particular style, and they know what they want, very clearly,” Pattinson states.  “It’s always interesting to see how people delineate their roles, but they’re pretty good at being even, even when one of them was acting.  They switch hats pretty easily.”  If one is acting before the camera, Wasikowska says, the other is there to keep watch for technical, though David would also be directing while doing scenes with her.  “They’re always both directing, even if one of them is in front of the camera.”

The arrow which sends Rufus to his demise comes from the bow of a Native American, named Zachariah Running Bear, who happens upon Rufus while he’s arguing with Penelope and Parson Henry, busy blaming her for what happened to his brother.

Clearly the most grounded and most intelligent – and seemingly the most educated – of the cast of characters, David explains, “Most classic westerns, the Indians are either a kind of one-note evil savage, or it goes to the other extreme, where they’re put on a pedestal.  We just wanted him to be a human, like everyone else there.  And with good intentions, but without all the complexity of anyone else.”

Zachariah is played by Native American actor JOSEPH BILIGIERE, who, sadly, passed away in June 2017.  “He had a really good sense of humor, very dry,” Nathan says.  “Sometimes, when we were talking, you realized he was telling a joke!  But he did his role really well, with just the perfect deadpan and dry responses to Parson Henry.”

The good parson indeed elicits such a response from his native traveling companion, when, sitting at the campfire, he begs Zachariah to “Take me with you – teach me your native tongue, show me your ancient traditions,” drawing a straight-faced, “What’s wrong with you?” from the Indian.

“There’s this ‘white savior’ notion in a lot of westerns, where the white guy incorporates himself into their culture,” David explains.  “Usually, he enters another culture, and then appropriates it, and then becomes better than them at their own skills and becomes the leader.  He enters, they take him in, and then he takes over.  Even films that have the best intentions, it feels off.  It’s like mixing appreciation with appropriation.  So we liked the idea of Parson Henry wanting to do that, and it not being welcomed,” he laughs.  “As if he was doing them a favor by incorporating himself into their culture, when it’s really just out of his own desperation or ego or loneliness.  It’s self-serving, and it was fun playing with the absurdity of it.”

There is one other important co-star, of course – Butterscotch, the miniature horse.  “Well, we knew we were gonna have horses in the film,” David says, “and we’ve always liked miniature horses.”  For Samuel, who likes to point out that “They’re rare!” he notes, “there’s a certain objectification and fetishization that runs through his character.  This is another thing that’s almost like a status symbol for him.  It’s a gift for Penelope, which he thinks will somehow endear her to him.”

Butterscotch is played by DAISY, who spends a lot of her time in real life as a service animal, visiting sick patients in hospitals.  “This was her first movie,” David reveals.  “She was very low energy, very easygoing.  And she got along well with Rob,” who notes, “Yeah, she was great – even when there were explosions going off around her, she was very professional.”  Clearly a union member.  She was nonetheless a perfect fit for Zellner storytelling.  “I remember my first day on the shoot, I just saw David and Mia riding through this beautiful meadow, just trailing little Daisy behind.  And there’s just something strange about the image of it.  It was surreal.”


Making DAMSEL

DAMSEL was filmed on location over 33 days in August and September 2016, filming six weeks in Utah, before moving on to Oregon.  “The locations were the most important element in the design of the film,” says production designer SCOTT KUZIO.  “Nature was our set, and anything we built just supplemented it.”  The Zellners scoured the Western U.S., searching for distinct locations to help tell their story.  “The multiple ecosystems were important in showing the expanse of the story, and the Zellners had their minds set on exactly what those needed to be.”

The opening sequence, between the old preacher and Pastor Henry, was photographed at the end of the Utah shoot, in Goblin Valley, in the southeastern part of the state, some 40 miles west of Canyonlands National Park.  “We were scouting, and Nathan saw the road sign for this place with a really appealing name,” David laughs.  Adds his brother, “It’s known for these crazy rock formations, which as David said, plays into the mythic quality – the untamed, raw landscape that we start in, and set people’s expectations for what a western to be,” before jumping to the Oregon coast.

“It was one of the most beautiful places in the world to commit suicide,” Robert Forster states, on behalf of his character.  “We were out in the middle of the desert with this small, but hearty crew.  We had to hand-carry everything from base camp out in the middle of that valley.  That place is so picturesque.”

The oceanside beach sequences were shot at Oregon’s breathtaking Coos Bay.  “We wanted the beginning to contrast with the rest of the film, which is more like a pioneer mountains feel,” David says.  Notes Pattinson, “It gives the film a very strange tone – ‘Where are we?  It’s a western, but you’re landing a boat in the middle of a. . . canyon somewhere?  Is this Narnia??’  It’s a fun world.”

Those worlds play into the overall look of the film, with director of photography ADAM STONE, whom the brothers have known for years but never had the chance to work with, using the overwhelming beauty of the worlds the characters inhabit as a large part of the tale, much as they did in Kumiko.  “The visual elements of the story are a big part of what interests us to do a film like this in the first place,” David says.  “It’s a dark comedy, but it’s a really beautiful film.  There are a lot of absurd elements to the movie, but we still want the visual language of the movie to set the bar high for it.”

The splendor of the environment was one not lost on the cast.  “That was one of the most beautiful shoots I’ve ever been on,” Pattinson relates.  “It’s one of the great luxuries of acting, getting to work in places like we did.”  Wasikowska agrees.  “It’s one of the great things about doing what we do, going to places we’d probably never otherwise have gone to on our own.  And you’re forced to get to know it, spending so much time there.  It’s a great privilege, shooting in these awesome exterior landscapes.”

The Zellners, Stone and Kuzio made a point of avoiding the gritty, dark, brown color palettes so common in more recent westerns.  “They get really dark,” says Nathan.  “We wanted to go back to that classic feel.  We’re shooting in the mountains in the summer, and there’s blue skies and green grass and white aspen trees.  We tried to embrace the color, as opposed to making it feel dark and moody.”

That color approach extends into Kuzio’s design for the town – which, you might notice, has no name – where the palette is anything but monochromatic.

While most westerns working on an indie budget would find themselves filming on prebuilt towns in Arizona or New Mexico, the Zellners wanted nothing to do with a “Hollywood lot” western look, insisting instead on building the set from the ground up.  “This gave us enormous freedom,” says Kuzio.  “The stranger the better.”

The approach was a town that was hardly developed, David explains.  “We wanted it to be on the fringe, the edge of the frontier – and full of people that are on the edge.  So it’s barely even a town.”  Notes Kuzio, “We wanted the town to feel primordial and on the edge of civilization, to show the distances and extremes of the characters’ journey.”

Kuzio and the brothers drew inspiration both from historical research and favorite western films.  “The Zellners live and breathe westerns,” the designer says.  “So our primary focus was looking to westerns – they gave me a whole new appreciation for the genre.”  The group focused on films that had a blend of comedy, surrealism and darkness, something Kuzio notes is often prevalent in the Zellners’ previous work.  “We would notice details from these westerns that were both absurd and grotesque and incorporate them into our world.”  Things such as the bath house from Sam Fuller’s 1957 pic, Forty Guns, with men bathing in an outdoor bath house in giant barrels filled with suds, finding a clear homage in Damsel.  “They’re singing and whistling while farm animals watch on – we built our own bath house to embody that bizarre moment.”

Countless other details would find their way in – including hand-painted signs with ridiculous Zellner-composed names and slogans, whatever seemed to fit in, from whatever time.  “We wanted things to just be of that period, within 100 years,” David explains.  “We would cherrypick anywhere in the 1800s whatever felt like ‘period,’ but without being bound to a particular time,” allowing a plethora of creative choices.

While it was expected that a contractor would be building the expansive set, the arrangement feel through, forcing Kuzio and art director MILES MICHAEL to find a way forward.  “We brought in a handful of our closest and scrappiest friends and essentially lived on the land together, building the town ourselves by any means necessary,” over the course of about three weeks, the designer recalls.  “We just kept building until time or money ran out.  The Zellners put their full trust in us.  It was definitely a case where a limitation produced innovation,” the team delivering a main street with about 10 buildings, workers’ encampments and subsidiary structures.

One important set of details the Zellners were certain to include was a plethora of miscreant oddball characters, the type who often find a place in their films.  “This is a place on the edge of the world,” David reveals.  “So we wanted a variety of people that. . . with all kinds of different looks.  There aren’t a ton of people in the movie, so whoever is there really has to count.  Every person was curated, based on some distinct look or ability – some just playing a version of themselves,” with the whole lot fitting together like the pieces of a misfit puzzle.

Folks like Morgan Lund’s “Bar Creep” (with his memorable line to Samuel, who, unable to handle his liquor, is offered, “Is your stomach a pussy??”) and Barkeep Ray Kelleher (“He was very into internet Yahtzee – that’s all we talked about,” recalls Pattinson) begin to fill in the town universe.  Another interesting fellow, the saloon’s unique-looking piano player, 20-year-old Landon Weeks, who, despite being born with phocemilia, giving him extremely short arms, is a masterful pianist.  Says David Z, “Nathan had found him – he lives in Utah, and had been on America’s Got Talent.  And he is actually quite talented.”  As Samuel and Henry set off to go find Penelope, they pass a town hanging where a prairie crooner played by Russell Mael, one half of the sibling duo Sparks, provides a eulogy in the form of a solemn cowboy yodel.

Costuming the whole lot fell to designer TERRY ANDERSON, who, due to the small size of the cast, was able to convince the producers to allow him to, like the sets, build everything from scratch, and, he says, made as real period clothing, and not as heavy-duty theatrical wear.  “They’re real clothes, that just happen to be correct for the period.”

Researched not only from period photographs, but from actual clothing he found from the period, Anderson gave the principals an appropriate costume to essentially wear throughout the film.  “Like with Kumiko,” David explains, “everyone has their distinct ‘uniform’ – we wanted their costumes to be part of their identity,” giving the main characters distinct looks, but something that was not actually too out of the ordinary for the time.  “Even at the turn of the century,” Anderson notes, “a guy might have three suits – or one suit and some work clothes.”

Samuel already was coming to the table with an “outfit,” due to his general approach to things.  “He’s vain in a way that he doesn’t even realize,” the designer states.  “He’s essentially getting dressed up for his wedding.  He has an outfit that’s a bit too done.  You don’t believe he’s a tough guy,” something the townspeople clearly don’t either.  Anderson not only built his leather jacket, a classic double-breasted cavalry jacket, but also his gun belt, holster, hat band, guitar strap – and even Butterscotch’s bridle, all with the same tooled leather pattern.  “In his mind, he’ll arrive, and Penelope will think, ‘Oh, my God, this is the guy of my dreams.’  Of course, it doesn’t quite work out that way.”

As Samuel and Pastor Henry prepare for their approach to Penelope’s home/rescue, he changes into his fine blue jacket, to complete his choreographed outfit, and adds one final manly touch.  “He puts on those classic pinwheel spurs, something the Zellners wanted, which jingle on him with every step, which is very funny.  He doesn’t wear them until he gets to the cabin.  He thinks that’s gonna really seal the deal with the girl.”

Robert Pattinson added his own touch – a gray metal front tooth.  “I wanted to have something to do with the teeth, either a gap or metal,” the actor relates.  “Something persnickety, because he’s quite anal.  And there’s something about the tooth that just makes your face look wonky.”  The Zellners not only welcomed, but encouraged their actors to contribute, David says.  “Rob and Mia were both involved in their wardrobe, and both had really great ideas.”

Penelope was giving a riding coat Anderson fashioned out of the classic Pendleton blankets of the day, along with a blouse and aprons she wears throughout the film, part of the few items she takes with her upon abandoning her and Anton’s cabin.  And, like all good costumers, Anderson built her a lightweight petticoat, as ladies of the day would wear, with three buttons down the side, unseen by the audience, but adding to the realism of the character for Wasikowska.  Her old gray hat was one Anderson found in the Sony wardrobe collection, which, he notes, “That’s been in a million westerns.”

Pastor Henry’s look might seem familiar – think Robert Mitchum’s evil “pastor” from Charles Laughton’s Night of the Hunter, complete with a shirt, which functions almost like a nightshirt which can be tucked in.  “It’s completely period-correct,” Anderson states proudly.

Rufus, he describes as “the iconic mountain man,” with an outfit built completely of buckskin.  And how about that hat?  Much like the classic John Wayne raccoon hat, with its face smack in the middle, above the Duke’s, this one is “full-on coyote,” Anderson reveals.  “We figured Rufus would have made his hat, almost like a turban, wrapping this animal around his head – though we thought it would be funny to have the coyote’s face sticking out sideways.”

Anderson certainly had fun with the townspeople, though being careful to avoid getting too silly.  “You don’t want to go too Mel Brooks silly.  So it was a fine line between making it look real, but also look funny.  Like an outpost of humanity,” or mishumanity, to be more precise.

Another group, a quartet of musicians, appears during the opening titles, providing the music for the title sequence where Samuel and Penelope are seen dancing together.  The combo seen onscreen is actually the group playing the music – THE OCTOPUS PROJECT, who also provide the score for the entire film.  Old friends and longtime collaborators of the Zellner Bros., the group was formed in 1999 and have been working with the brothers since 2005.  “They’re very film savvy,” David says.  “They get what we’re going for, and really fit with my taste of music.”

The musicians discussed the approach to the score with the Zellners, even before filming began.  “We traded various music amongst ourselves, [Indian filmmaker] Satyajit Ray scores, obscure psych stuff and old western soundtracks,” says founding member Josh Lambert.  “We knew that we wanted to work with real instruments and keep the palate relatively simple, so we settled on instruments that would have been available in the world in which the film exists,” musical saw, banjo, fiddle, guitar, flute and wine glasses, which the band modernized slightly by running the recordings through tape machines in their Austin studio, to add a slight 60s/70s film edge.

They also wrote the music for Samuel’s one musical interlude, where, around the campfire, he plays Pastor Henry the song he intends to play to his intended betrothed upon their meeting, a little ditty called “Honey Bun.”  Started as a recording David Zellner had sung into his phone and further mapped out by The Octopus Project, Pattinson, a fine guitar player, was quick to learn the tune to perform it for the camera.  “It seemed fun to have a campfire ballad, in the vein of Ricky Nelson’s song in Rio Bravo,” Zellner says.

“There’s just something odd about a character suddenly breaking into song, like you’d see in a lot of 40s and 50s westerns,” Pattinson notes.  With lyrics like “You’re the horseshoe to my hoof,” Samuel’s sense of romance could use a little tweaking (though, David defends, “It’s as sweet a song as Samuel could possibly write”), but he believes in his intention.  “He’s so in love with the idea of being in love; the reality doesn’t matter.  And he brings a guitar on this epic journey, just so he can sing this song!  You can spin this yarn of how you want a fantasy to work out.  Even if it’s revealed that he’s a significantly darker character than you think.”

The song is the last moment before the wheels finally come off the wagon, so to speak – the calm before the storm.  Samuel and Pastor Henry finally make their way to the homestead where Penelope is found.

Built in a beautiful mountain meadow in the Wasatch National Forest and Uinta Mountains, just east of Park City, Kuzio was keen to stick to what he’d discovered in his research for a 19th century cabin such as this.  “In the 19th century land rush, there were strict guidelines on what a homestead needed to be in order to claim the land it sat on,” he explains.  Using a 19th century settler’s manual he had found, which gave detailed descriptions on how to construct a legal homestead, his art department constructed the cabin from rough cut lumber from the local mill, “to mimic the only available lumber they would have had access to.  We then incorporated found materials at our location to round out the rest.  These characters had purposely removed themselves from civilization, and lived simple off the land.”

The idea for having the main character in the film, through whose eyes the audience has been watching the story unfold, killed off halfway through the movie was actually the seed from which the Zellners originally started their story.  “That was the impetus for the whole thing, and we always wanted it to occur at that point in the film, and then build it out from there,” David informs..  “We liked the idea of putting it in the middle, and then dealing with the aftermath of it all thereafter, where you really sit with this mess that’s been created, while it’s sinking in for both the audience and the characters.”  Throwing the audience off is always a “win” for the Zellner Bros.  “Nathan and I like to take something that seems, on the surface, pretty straightforward, and turn it upside down. With westerns, you usually know the way it’s going to go.  So it’s fun to do something that subverts people’s expectations, and have it take a different direction.”

From Penelope’s point of view, Wasikowska explains, she and Samuel met at the Cake Walk, and “They probably had a great time for, say, a week.  For him it was ‘love of my life,’ and for her, it was, ‘Uh, this isn’t quite right.’  And Samuel just can’t move on.”

“The whole thing is a metaphor for how people deal with heartbreak, and how they get over it – or don’t,” Pattinson explains.  “For Samuel, he’s just been broken up with, and instead of getting over it, he goes the opposite direction, and creates this intricate fiction, just so he doesn’t have to deal with being broken up with.  That was something I weirdly related to. . . “  Notes Mia, “Samuel is a psychopath, he’s so full of delusion.  He just can’t get it through his head that she doesn’t want to be with him.  So he’s created this whole fantasy of ‘She’s been kidnapped.  If I just eliminate that guy, it’ll be good – we’ll be back on!’  Just the humor that that creates – the frustration of someone not hearing you, is so perfect.”

For Pattinson, it was an opportunity to play a character in a way an actor can only relish.  “As an actor, it’s always fun to play a character who not only knows something the audience doesn’t know, but, in his case, he’s also hiding the secret form himself.  It’s fun playing a character that is also playing a character.”

Things don’t go well from there.  “He’s spent years convincing himself, ‘I am the romantic hero. I AM. I AM. I AM.’  Reality keeps encroaching on poor Samuel, and he’s trying his best to keep it at bay.  But when the rug is severely ripped out from underneath you, well. . . that’s not good.”

There’s a sudden shift in the story – from that point on, it becomes Penelope’s.  “The audience instantly has to reevaluate Samuel’s sanity,” Wasikowska notes.  “They’ve suddenly got a whole new narrative to try and understand, in this very quick scene, which is really genius on the Zellners’ part.”

The scene was a tough one to film, taking several days, and involving poor Anton left. . . with his hose running. So. . is that a prosthetic prop? “We’ll leave that a mystery,” David chuckles.  Its first day was also Wasikowska’s first day on the film – and represents the only days she worked directly with Pattinson, whom she has known for a number of years, since the two worked on David Cronenberg’s 2014 film, Maps to the Stars.  “By the time that scene was over, I had lost my voice,” she recalls.  “There was a lot of yelling.”

Notes Pattinson, “That scene was so well-written – we both loved it.  And, it’s funny, the whole time, we were both working at the same time up there on location, but this is the only scene in which we interact – at an extreme crisis point.  But it’s an important one.  How that scene plays dictates how the audience perceives Samuel’s entire character. So we talked about it a lot.  Neither one of us had ever played anything like that before.”

On her way out, Penelope blows up the cabin.  “It’s her way to move on from the past, in a dramatic way,” David says.

After she and Parson Henry finally make their way to the edge of town, before they part ways, the lonesome parson offers her one last pitch:  perhaps the two of them should make a go of it?  Her response:  she gently climbs down off her horse, smiling, and then picks up a rock and slams it into his face. “She’s in total disbelief that here’s yet another person propositioning her – more from their own loneliness than from any affection or intimacy that’s developed between them,” the actress states.  Adds David Z, “Every guy in the film wants something from her at some point, without any consideration for how she feels.  Finally, at the end, it came to him.  And it makes perfect sense for her to smash him in the face with a rock.”

While Parson Henry falls back into the town from whence he came, Penelope returns to the beach with Butterscotch where the story began and heads back out in Samuel’s boat.  “From the start, we wanted to have a cyclical story structure,” David says.  “It starts off at the ocean, and then it goes back to the ocean.  It’s just the natural way to go.”

The film is a western fairy tale of sorts, all because of a cowboy who thinks he’s found his girl.  “Samuel is just a childish romantic,” says Pattinson.  “You just want to believe, ‘Ah, at the end of the day, all he wants is to be in love.’  Even if you have to kill a couple of people along the way.  The movie just feels like you’re in a dream world.  And you’re in one of the Zellners’ dreams.”

CAST / CREW
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DAVID and NATHAN ZELLNER (Directors / Writers / Producers / “Parson Henry” and “Rufus Cornell”) are Austin-based filmmaking siblings who have written, produced, directed and edited numerous films and music videos that have screened at festivals worldwide.  This includes five shorts (FLOTSAM/JETSAM, REDEMPTITUDE, AFTERMATH ON MEADOWLARK LANE, FIDDLESTIXX, and SASQUATCH BIRTH JOURNAL 2), which premiered at the Sundance Film Festival ('05-'11). GOLIATH, their first feature film, premiered at the 2008 Sundance Film Festival and was distributed theatrically by IFC Films.

KID-THING, a fable-like drama starring Sydney Aguirre and Susan Tyrell, premiered at Sundance in 2012 followed by an extensive festival run, including an international premiere at the 62nd Berlinale and a retrospective of the Zellner Brothers' work at the 2012 Buenos Aires Film Festival.  KID-THING received a 2012 Gotham Award nomination and was followed by KUMIKO, THE TREASURE HUNTER starring Rinko Kikuchi, which premiered in U.S. Dramatic Competition at Sundance 2014 and internationally at the 64th Berlinale. It was nominated for two Independent Spirit Awards (Best Actress and Best Director).

The brothers premiered their latest feature, Damsel, starring Robert Pattinson and Mia Wasikowska, at the 2018 Sundance Film Festival. It is their first Western.

In addition to their work behind the camera, David and Nathan have also had notable roles and cameos in several independent films including: AIN'T THEM BODIES SAINTS, SHIT YEAR, BEESWAX, KID-THING, KUMIKO, DAMSEL among many others.

Much of their work can be viewed at zellnerbros.com.
ROBERT PATTINSON (“Samuel”) maintains a fearless pursuit of challenging roles, evolving with each new project and captivating global audiences with his transformative performances. 

Pattinson recently received Best Actor nominations from both the Independent Spirit Awards and the Gotham awards for his role as “Constantine Nikas” in Josh and Benny Safdie’s Good Time. The film, released by A24, premiered at the 2017 Cannes International Film Festival to a six-minute standing ovation. He previously starred in James Gray’s The Lost City of Z opposite Charlie Hunnam, Sienna Miller and Tom Holland. The true-life drama follows British explorer Percival Fawcett, who disappeared while searching for a mysterious city in the Amazon in the 1920s. 
Pattinson recently wrapped production on Claire Denis’ High Life. He will star alongside Mia Wasikowska in David and Nathan Zellner’s western Damsel, which will premiere at the 2018 Sundance Film Festival. In 2015, Pattinson appeared in Anton Corbijn’s Life, a film about the friendship between Life magazine photographer Dennis Stock, played by Pattinson, and James Dean, played by Dane Dehaan. He also starred in Werner Herzog’s Queen of the Desert opposite Nicole Kidman. 

In 2014, he starred in David Cronenberg’s Maps to the Stars opposite Mia Wasikowska, Julianne Moore & John Cusack as well as with Guy Pierce in David Michôd’s The Rover. Both films premiered at the 2014 Cannes International Film Festival. 

Additional film credits include David Cronenberg’s Cosmopolis; he also joined Francis Lawrence and costars Reese Witherspoon and Christoph Waltz in bringing the New York Times bestselling novel Water For Elephants to the screen for Fox. Prior, he headlined the drama Remember Me, directed by Allen Coulter, appearing opposite Pierce Brosnan, Chris Cooper and Emilie De Ravin. Pattinson also starred in Bel Ami, a film based on the novel of the same name written by Guy de Maupassant in which he played a young journalist in Paris who betters himself through his connections to the city’s most glamorous and influential women, played by Uma Thurman, Kristin Scott Thomas and Christina Ricci. 

Pattinson gained industry notice at 19 years of age when he joined the Harry Potter franchise in Mike Newell‘s Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, playing Cedric Diggory, Hogwarts’ official representative in the Triwizard Tournament. He is known for his portrayal of the vampire “Edward Cullen” in The Twilight Saga.

Pattinson began his professional career with a role in Uli Edel’s Sword of Xanten, opposite Sam West and Benno Furmann. He also appeared in director Oliver Irving’s How to Be, winner of the Slamdance Film Festival’s Special Honorable Mention for Narrative Feature. Pattinson played the lead role of Salvador Dali in Little Ashes, directed by Paul Morrison. His television credits include “The Haunted Airman” for the BBC.

As a member of the Barnes Theatre Group, Pattinson played the lead role in Thornton Wilder’s

“Our Town.” Other stage credits include Cole Porter’s “Anything Goes,” “Tess of the D’Urbevilles” and “Macbeth” at the OSO Arts Centre. 

He has been the face of Dior Homme’s fragrance since 2013 and is the face of Dior Homme ready-to-wear. Additionally, Pattinson is actively involved with the GO Campaign, an international charity organization improving the lives of orphans and vulnerable children around the world through local solutions. He was named as their first ambassador in 2015.

MIA WASIKOWSKA (“Penelope”) gained international recognition as the title character in Tim Burton’s 2010 retelling of the Lewis Carrol novel, “Alice in Wonderland,” starring Johnny Depp, Anne Hathaway, Michael Sheen and Alan Rickman, as well as in James Bobin’s sequel, “Alice Through the Looking Glass.” 
Wasikowska recently completed filming David and Nathan Zellner’s “Damsel,” opposite Robert Pattinson. She also completed production opposite Christopher Abbott in Nicolas Pesce’s “Piercing,” based on Ryu Murakami’s 1994 novel of the same name. Both films will have their world premieres at the January 2018 Sundance Film Festival, and “Damsel” will also premiere at Berlin International Film Festival the following month. 

In 2017, Wasikowska starred in “The Man with the Iron Heart,” a World War II thriller by director Cédric Jimenez, adapted from Laurent Binet’s novel “HHhH” about the assassination of a Nazi leader in Prague. Wasikowska stars alongside Jason Clarke, Rosamund Pike, Jack O’Connell and Jack Reynor. 

In 2015, Wasikowska led a stellar cast in Guillermo Del Toro’s period thriller “Crimson Peak,” also starring Tom Hiddleston and Jessica Chastain. Wasikowska also starred as the title character in “Madame Bovary,” based on the Gustave Flaubert novel, alongside Paul Giamatti and Ezra Miller and directed by Sophie Barthes.  

In Fall 2014, Wasikowska starred in the John Curran film “Tracks,” shot in rural Australia. Based on a true story, Wasikowska portrays “Robyn Davidson,” a young woman who embarks on a 1,700 mile trek across the deserts of West Australia with her four camels and faithful dog.  Adam Driver plays the photographer assigned to document her adventure.  Wasikowska also starred in “Maps to the Stars” which premiered at the 2014 Cannes Film Festival.  The satire drama was directed by David Cronenberg and stars Julianne Moore, John Cusack and Robert Pattinson. 

In March 2013, Wasikowska starred opposite Nicole Kidman and Matthew Goode in the Fox Searchlight dramatic thriller “Stoker,” directed by Chan-wook Park. In August 2012, Wasikowska appeared in a supporting role in “Lawless” opposite Shia LaBeouf, Tom Hardy and Jessica Chastain. 

In September 2011, Wasikowska tackled the title role in “Jane Eyre,” director Cary Fukunaga’s screen adaptation of the classic novel by Charlotte Bronte, opposite Michael Fassbender (as “Rochester”). Wasikowska ended 2011 co-starring opposite Glenn Close and Janet McTeer in Rodrigo Garcia’s period drama “Albert Nobbs.” 

In May 2011, Wasikowska starred in the Gus Van Sant film “Restless” as a terminally ill girl who falls in love with a death-obsessed teenage boy, played by Henry Hopper. An official selection of the 2011 Cannes Film Festival, “Restless” was released by Sony Classics.

In July 2010, Wasikowska co-starred in the Academy Award nominated film “The Kids Are All Right” with Annette Bening, Julianne Moore and Mark Ruffalo. The Lisa Cholodenko film was also recognized with an Independent Spirit Award and Golden Globe Award for Best Film. 

Wasikowska’s additional film credits include “Defiance,” “Amelia,” “That Evening Sun,” “The Double,” and “Only Lovers Left Alive.”

Wasikowska made her debut to a US audience as the tormented and suicidal teen “Sophie” in HBO’s series “In Treatment.”  Directed by Rodrigo Garcia, “In Treatment” focused on the relationship between a therapist (Gabriel Byrne) and his patients.  In recognition of her performance, Wasikowska was honored by the Los Angeles based organization Australians in Film (whose Host Committee includes Cate Blanchett, Naomi Watts, Nicole Kidman and Hugh Jackman, among others) with the “Breakthrough Actress” Award.  The series was also nominated for a Golden Globe Award for “Best Drama Series.” 

Wasikowska began her acting career in her home country of Australia, landing a recurring role on the popular medical drama “All Saints.”  Upon securing her first major role in the independent film “Suburban Mayhem,” Wasikowska was recognized by the Australian Film Institute Awards for Best Young Actor.  She followed up these projects with acclaimed performances in “Lens Love Story,” “Skin” (a short film,) “September,” and in the Australian horror film “Rogue” alongside Michael Vartan and Radha Mitchell.  

In 2016, Wasikowska made her directorial debut (with individual but connected segments) in “The Turning,” an adaptation of Tim Winton’s best-selling short story collection. Wasikowska went behind the lens a second time for “Afterbirth,” a selection of short stories which she also wrote.

Wasikowska resides in Sydney, Australia.


ROBERT FORSTER (“Old Preacher”) is an Academy Award® Nominee and “Grindhouse Giant” (according to the NY Times) known for his solid work in films from the top to the bottom of the business.  Robert’s Oscar-nominated role of ‘Max Cherry’ in Quentin Tarantino’s JACKIE BROWN marked the beginning of what he calls the ‘third act’ of his career -- now spanning over five decades. Most recently, he starred as ‘Sheriff Frank Truman’ in David Lynch’s TWIN PEAKS: THE RETURN.

Robert has appeared in over 100 films. The old ones, starting in 1966, include REFLECTIONS IN A GOLDEN EYE, MEDIUM COOL, THE STALKING MOON, ALLIGATOR, VIGILANTE (the Blu-ray release of which earned him the moniker “Grindhouse Giant”), THE BLACK HOLE and STUNTS, and the TV series BANYON.  Then for 13 years he played villains – starting with DELTA FORCE (1985), ending with one of his all-time favorites, AMERICAN PERFEKT (1997).

Since his Oscar-nominated role of Max Cherry in JACKIE BROWN (1997) his films include upcoming AUTOMATA and SURVIVOR; OLYMPUS HAS FALLEN; Best Picture Nominee, THE DESCENDANTS; MIDDLE MEN; GHOSTS OF GIRLFRIENDS PAST; THICK AS THIEVES; LIKE MIKE; ME, MYSELF & IRENE; FIREWALL; LAKEBOAT and DIAMOND MEN; and TV series including upcoming BACKSTROM; LAST MAN STANDING; BREAKING BAD; INTRUDERS; ALCATRAZ; HEROES; HUFF!; KAREN SISCO and FASTLANE.

In addition to his work in film, television and theater, Robert records audio books, including the best-seller "Hit Man," and Elmore Leonard's "Mr. Paradise," and delivers his speaking program, INTERACTING, to a variety of groups – from acting classes to graduating classes; baggage handlers to CEOs; and once (he’s pleased to report) to a group of white-collar criminals in a detention facility. He developed this program during the self-termed "sliding second act" of his career. INTERACTING is like a stand-up act with a "Menu" of positive stories instead of jokes ... and a few jokes too. The stories are the lessons of his life and outline several guiding principles -- respect, responsibility, parenting and raising any job to the level of an art form.
CHRIS OHLSON (Producer) is excited to share DAMSEL, starring Robert Pattinson and Mia Wasikowska, a film he recently produced alongside the Zellner Bros, which will premiere at the 2018 Sundance Film Festival. In 2017, Chris produced MR. ROOSEVELT, which premiered at the SXSW Film Festival, where it won an audience award, as well as the Louis Black Lone Star Award.  The film also won the Founders Prize for Best US Fiction Film at Michael Moore’s Traverse City Film Festival before being acquired by Netflix and released theatrically by Paladin.  Chris also produced DISCREET, a film that world premiered at the 67th Berlinale and sold to multiple countries around the world and will be distributed theatrically in the U.S. in early 2018.  

In 2015, Chris received the Piaget Producers Award from the Independent Spirit Awards, honoring a producer who demonstrates the creativity, tenacity, and vision required to produce quality, independent films.

Previously, Chris produced KUMIKO, THE TREASURE HUNTER, released in more than 80 countries and nominated for Independent Spirit Awards for both Director and Actress.  In 2014, Chris produced THANK YOU A LOT, which premiered at the SXSW Film Festival and was released by Gravitas Ventures.  In 2009, he produced John Bryant’s’ THE OVERBROOK BROTHERS, which also premiered at SXSW in the narrative competition and was acquired by IFC Films.  Chris was a co-producer on LOVERS OF HATE, a 2010 Sundance Film Festival U.S. Dramatic Competition film, and was an executive producer on both GOOD NIGHT and the critically acclaimed THE HAPPY POET.

Chris is a partner at REVELATOR, a creative production boutique that has created dozens of award-winning campaigns for both television and the web, for clients such as Capital One, Pandora, Samsung, IBM, Dell, Google, Hewlett-Packard, Cisco, Dun & Bradstreet and many, many more. Chris is a member of the Producers Guild of America (PGA), and was previously a Sundance Institute Creative Producing Fellow, as well as an alum of the Independent Filmmaker Project (IFP) Narrative Lab Program and the Rotterdam Labs.  Chris has lectured at the University of Texas at Austin and has been a mentor and speaker for the IFP Filmmaker Labs and Film Independent.
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Samuel Alabaster - Robert Pattinson

Penelope - Mia Wasikowska
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Scalped Traveler - Larry Zeng
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Bell Madien - Luana Zellner

Photographer - Ronald Zellner

Bathhouse Madam - Deanna Milsap
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