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Sound Unseen: Film Review
Thursday 30 September @ 12:15:17
“Elliott Smith in Olympia, Washington” 
Director: Elina Shatkin
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2004, U.S., 45 minutes
A straightforward, no-frills concert film documenting Smith’s solo acoustic gig at the 1999 Yo-Yo A-Go-Go festival in Olympia, Wash., the picture is still noteworthy despite its complete lack of bells and whistles, thanks in large part to its historic significance and Smith’s undeniably magnetic stage presence. The gig caught Smith, hailed by most of the indie-rock community as its finest songwriter until his tragic passing at the age of 34 last fall, in one of his final solo acoustic performances (he nearly always performed with a full band in subsequent years). Running through much of the material that would turn up on his then forthcoming Figure 8 album, Smith’s short concert (just a dozen songs) is completely mesmerizing, the stripped-down performances highlighting the unique nature of his songwriting and presenting a musician equally likely to pen a complicated and intricately finger-picked tune as a simple three chord strum. Despite all the other problems he may have faced, Smith’s songwriting instincts never failed him, a point this film brings home powerfully. Smith’s quickness to reprimand himself for even the slightest performance error provides a glimpse into the troubled depths of an artist who was never comfortable in his own skin or with the widespread attention his unflinching and scathingly personal work garnered in his final years. Expertly shot and thankfully avoiding the “let’s ignore his hands and just go for a face close-up” school of camerawork that seems to mar so many acoustic concert films, “Elliott Smith in Olympia, Washington” is a modest film guaranteed to bring a tear or two to the eye of anyone already touched by Smith’s music and grab the attention of those in search of a distinctive and captivating new musical voice. With the forthcoming late October release of From A Basement On A Hill, the album Smith was working on at the time of his death, the timing of this concert film presentation (which is rumored to be coming to DVD sometime towards the end of the year) couldn’t be better. 

Memorable line: “What I used to be will pass away and then you’ll see / That all I want now is happiness for you and me.” – Elliott Smith, from his song “Happiness.”

Showtimes: Tuesday, October 5, 9:30 p.m., Bryant Lake Bowl
Thursday, October 7, 6:30 p.m., Bryant Lake Bowl ||

