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SYNOPSIS 


Assisted Living follows 21-year-old Todd through his final day of work as a janitor at a nursing home. Todd smokes pot frequently on the job, which allows him to enjoy the surreal environment of the assisted living facility.  He also breaks the monotony of his days with entertaining—and extremely unprofessional—diversions involving the residents: he rides through the halls in borrowed wheelchairs; he plays pool and Scrabble with them; he even “plays God” on the telephone, giving residents the illusion of speaking to their departed loved ones in heaven.  But however much these activities cheer the seniors, Todd’s behavior angers the staff and undermines the policies of the home. 

It is ultimately Todd’s interactions with Mrs. Pearlman—a beautiful resident who longs for a visit from her son—that jeopardize his job.  Mrs. Pearlman, who is in the early stages of Alzheimer’s, has difficulty distinguishing the real world from her memories of it.  As her odd friendship with Todd develops, she begins to mistake the janitor for her son. When Todd in turn begins to assume the role, he rediscovers his own humanity and instigates a transformation for them both.

A film company and crew came
To town to take pictures all around.
First they set up here, then they set up there.
With their bright lights they caused us to stare. 


Up and down the wings they go
Setting up lights and taking them down,
Filming along the way.
One shot, then two to be sure
They have a film that’s true. 


Interesting topic was chosen to use.
Could it be called the nursing home blues? 





--B.M.H., resident, Masonic Homes of Kentucky

PRODUCTION NOTES 




Elliot Greenebaum was only 22 years old when he began shooting Assisted Living, which was initially designed as an effort to explore the realm between documentary and fiction in an uncommon setting, but grew to reveal a fully fleshed-out story of compassion and redemption.  The original concept, however, remained essential to the filmmaking process. The actors were directed to blend in seamlessly with the normal environment of an Assisted Living facility. “Filming in a nursing home afforded me the unique opportunity to create scenes that were literally neither fact nor fiction,” says Greenebaum.  “I hope that the film shows the audience something they've never seen before." Many of the actors and all of the extras in the film are residents of the nursing home going about their normal lives or reacting to the action in a scene. 


Greenebaum applied this same philosophy throughout the production, deciding to cast all local actors.  Greenebaum would not so much audition them as interview them in their homes or at their jobs and then customize each character specifically for them.  In the case of Nancy Jo Boone, who plays one of the facility’s nurses, Greenebaum went so far as to weave the actress's real-life three-year-old daughter into the story.  "I still have audiences asking me who was ‘real’ and who was acting in the film. In a way, there's no right answer, because even the actors, in many cases, are just playing themselves."
The only character that does not hail from the area is Todd, who is played by New York-based actor Michael Bonsignore. "Todd is our eyes and ears for the environment," says Greenebaum. "He's in almost every scene. So I had to find someone with a commanding and compelling on-screen persona, and that’s never easy without turning to a professional."  Following numerous recommendations from actors with whom he’d previously worked, Greenebaum met with Bonsignore. “Mike showed up to the meeting covered in dirt from some early morning baseball game he had played. His body was so loose and comfortable, his talking so likeable and honest, that I almost didn't have to audition him. When we started shooting, I knew I was in good hands. My concern that he wouldn't fit in, that he would seem like an 'actor,' went away immediately." 


Maggie Riley, who plays Mrs. Pearlman, is perhaps the most wonderful combination of performer and real person.  Having worked as a circus performer  in her early years and having lived a nomadic life, Maggie was always on the outside looking in. “I was so overwhelmed by Maggie’s life story – she is this beautiful and talented woman who understands nuance and performance, yet I never knew when she was acting and when she was reflecting on her own life.”   Maggie wanted Mrs. Pearlman to be the resident who didn’t belong in that environment--who stuck out and who tried to hold onto her dignity as much as possible by staying aloof from her reality there.  Like Mrs. Pearlman, Riley was struggling with her health throughout the shoot, but kept it a secret so that the show could go on.  Halfway through production, Riley had a heart attack and two strokes.  She still proved unstoppable.  Riley herself boasts of her great working relationship with Greenebaum.  “I am still amazed that a man as young as Elliot would have the guts and understanding that it took to tell this story.  We had a serious working relationship, in that I was his marionette and he pulled my strings, and I loved him for that guidance.”

Negotiating filming locations was a particular challenge for Greenebaum. "To my knowledge, no one has ever tried to shoot a fiction film in a working nursing home before. I had always planned on making the film in my home town of Louisville, not simply because it's a more interesting location than, say, New York or Los Angeles, but because there's more trust and comfort in a Kentucky environment. People still believe that film is something magical. It's not merely an industry to them." Eventually, Greenebaum managed to conclude deals with three facilities in the area. "I explained to them that the residents would most likely love the opportunity to act in a real movie. Instead of watching TV or playing cards, they could try their hand at acting. Those who didn't feel like it, didn't have to show up on set."

While shooting, Greenebaum realized that the film would be very significant to groups and individuals interested in elder-care issues.  Because the film brings to light the fact that a large section of our society is sent away and not looked at, even though the people there continue to have difficult lives and experiences, it became all the more important for Greenebaum to insist on collaborating with real residents.  "I was very concerned with privacy issues, as I am sure many filmmakers are, but I wanted to bring to the screen that which is seldom seen so that it becomes real to people.  Which is exactly what happens to the film's main character over the course of his final day at work.  Even though he doesn't want to look, he finally has to, and as an audience we track his experience in that.  So seeing that these people are indeed real is the key to Todd's transformation, and hopefully to the audience’s transformation as well.   


Once the film was shot, Greenebaum turned to award-winning editor Alan Oxman (Welcome to the Dollhouse, Happiness, Unzipped) for help.  Both of the editors who worked on the project, Paul Frank (Get Down or Lay Down) and Adriana Pacheco (Chelsea Walls by Ethan Hawk) were instructors at the Edit Center, Oxman University’s school for editing.  "It was really great to work with experienced people during post. Once I met Alan and he began to help, in a sense, produce the film, the project's potential really started to take shape. I will always be indebted to Alan for believing in the project." 


As the editing neared completion, Greenebaum was insistent that the music be original so that the movie feels like it happens in a self-contained world.  Greenebaum was attracted to the work of Brooklyn-based composer and performer Hub Moore.  "I had heard some of Hub's work on some of Hal Hartley's films, and I knew the film needed to be rooted in guitar…Hub nailed the film's theme right away and came up with an amazing score. The sound of it evokes all these ambient-sounding hallways, as well as the gentle feel of the film itself.” 








ABOUT THE CAST/CREW

 
Maggie Riley/Mrs. Pearlman

 
Maggie Riley has lived a very bohemian lifestyle from a young age, which was not always easy.  She attended eleven different schools by the time she was in eighth grade, constantly on the move with her mother and errant father.

At the age of 18, she graduated high school and joined the circus where, as a performer, she participated with fourteen elephants in a Rimsky-Korsakov musical revue, and, later, hung by her teeth in an aerial act while four and one-half months pregnant.  She toiled as a circus “ballet girl” until her theatrical debut, which was entirely accidental: a friend fell ill, and Maggie filled in after a few days of rehearsal.   Says Ms. Riley, “I thought to myself, this is sure a lot easier than climbing hand-over-hand 30 feet in the air!”

Four years later in 1949, after the death of her husband, the financial needs of raising 5 children overtook the lure of a peripatetic gypsy existence, so she moved to Louisville and opened a candy store.

Finally, at age 60, Maggie found the theater again.  She auditioned for a play at Actors Theater of Louisville, and got a part in Marsha Norman’s play Getting Out. “It was as if I found my lost self again,” said Maggie.  “I had bouts of stage fright but my experience in the circus carried me through. The same ethics and discipline that I learned from my teacher in the circus are the same for every theatrical opportunity that I have had – I never worked with a net.” 

Since then, she has worked in Louisville at Actors Theater, Stage 1, and Children’s Theater, in addition to regional theater.

Maggie currently lives in Louisville and is 80 years old, where she is working on a book about “ballet broads” and show girls of the 40s and 50s.

Michael Bonsignore/Todd

 
Michael lives and works as an actor in New York City. Last seen on the stage as the lead in Strange Snow at the Trinity Theatre in Manhattan, he was also recently featured in the film Amnesia on the Independent Film Channel.  

  
Hub Moore/Original Music

Hub Moore has collaborated with filmmaker Hal Hartley and released two CDs commercially with his band, HUB. He lives in Brooklyn, NY. 

Alex Laskey/Producer

Since graduating from Harvard University Alex Laskey has worked as a liaison for the press and travel offices of the Clinton White House and was the director of new business for the New York-based The Romann Group advertising agency. In 2002 he joined the Economic Projections team as a producer of Assisted Living.

Alan Oxman/Producer

Alan Oxman is an editor and producer whose credits include Welcome to the Dollhouse, Happiness, and Two Girls and a Guy. He co-edited Unzipped which won the A.C.E. Award for Best Documentary Editing. He won two Emmy Awards for Outstanding Documentary Editing on the PBS series City Life. He co-produced the documentary film Children Underground (Special Jury Prize Sundance Film Festival & Best Documentary at the IFP Gotham Awards). Alan's most recent feature editing credit was on Todd Solondz's Storytelling and was Supervising Editor on the recent documentary Control Room.

Archie Borders/Producer 
Archie Borders is a filmmaker based in Louisville, KY. He recently produced the feature films The Gray and 100 Proof and has finished directing his second feature film, Paper Cut, a comedy currently in post-production. 

Marcel Cabrera/Cinematographer  
Marcel Cabrera has been a DP since 1980. He lives in Louisville, KY and has worked on numerous commercials and feature films.

Paul Frank/Editor  
Paul Frank has edited television segments for Bravo/IFC and Oxygen Media. Before editing Assisted Living, Paul edited the feature State Property (Lion's Gate Films).

Adriana Pacheco/Editor 
Adriana Pacheco has edited for Oxygen Media, The Discovery Channel, PBS, Lifetime and Nickelodeon among others. She edited Lost Dog, a short film that was a finalist at the student Academy Awards. Before Assisted Living, she was the editor of Chelsea Walls, directed by Ethan Hawke.

