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Willem Dafoe: ‘I flirted 
with Van Gogh’s ghost’

Van Gogh was murdered claims new film at Venice
Anew film about the artist Vincent Van Gogh

claims that he was murdered rather than hav-
ing shot himself. “At Eternity’s Gate” starring

Willem Dafoe as the tortured genius, was premiered
Monday at the Venice film festival. In it the painter is
shot after a struggle with local youths near the vil-
lage of Auvers-sur-Oise outside Paris, where the

artist spent his final months in 1890. He died 36 hours
later after staggering back to the local inn in the dark.
While most historians agree that Van Gogh killed
himself, renowned painter and Oscar-nominated
director Julian Schnabel fuels a theory that he was
killed in the film.

Legendary French screenwriter Jean-Claude
Carriere-who co-wrote the script with Schnabel-
told AFP there “is absolutely no proof he killed
himself. Do I believe that Van Gogh killed himself?
Absolutely not!” “He came back to the auberge
with a bullet in his stomach and nobody ever found
the gun or his painting materials,” Carriere added.
“What we have been fighting against is the dark
romantic legend of Van Gogh. In the last period of
his life Van Gogh was working constantly. Every
day he made a new work,”  he said. His final weeks,
when he painted the “Portrait of Dr Gachet”-which
set a world record when it sold for $82.5 million
(77 million euros) in 1990 — were “not at all sad”,
the writer argued.

Not suicidal 
Schnabel insisted that a man who had painted 75

canvasses in his 80 days at Auvers-sur-Oise was
unlikely to be suicidal. The theory that Van Gogh did

not commit suicide was first raised in a 2011 biography
of the painter by Steven Naifeh and Gregory White
Smith. Schnabel said neither the gun nor “the painting
material he had that day were ever found. It is strange
to bury your shit if you are committing suicide.” “At
Eternity’s Gate” is also likely to open a new front in
the row over Van Gogh’s “lost” sketchbook, which
purportedly resurfaced after 126 years in 2016 and
was authenticated by two eminent art historians last
year. Veteran British expert Ronald Pickvance
claimed the book was “the most revolutionary dis-
covery in the history of Van Gogh” studies.

But the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam hotly
disputes its provenance and dismissed the drawings
as fakes. The book, originally a ledger from the Cafe
de la Gare in Arles where Van Gogh stayed at vari-
ous times between 1888 and 1890, features promi-
nently in the film. Schnabel and his team examined
the drawings for themselves with the director press-
ing Dafoe’s hand down into them, he told AFP, to
“force a transmission-a connection between me and
Van Gogh.” It clearly worked, with Defoe, who
looks uncannily like the Van Gogh the film, already
tipped for the best actor prize at Venice.

‘All history is a lie’ 
The actor said in shooting the film in the fields

around Arles where the artist painted and in the
asylum at Saint-Remy where he was held, “we flirt-
ed with Van Gogh’s ghost”. Schnabel said the film
was not meant to be a factual biopic, because “all
history is a lie”. “I don’t care if the notebook is real
or not real, if he killed himself or didn’t kill himself.
It’s irrelevant. But in the film it is nice to know there
is another set of possibilities...” The film was also a
chance for “me to say things about painting... and it
was a lot of fun to speak through Von Gogh.” The
ebullient New Yorker also wanted to correct the
“bad wrap” that Van Gogh’s friend Paul Gauguin
gets from history. Van Gogh may have cut off his
ear when the painter announced he was leaving him
to return to Paris, but “Gauguin really cared about
him,” Schnabel said.  “He is portrayed usually as an
arsehole. Anthony Quinn (in the 1956 film “Lust for
Life”) played him like that, but he wasn’t.” — AFP
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When Willem Dafoe was limber-
ing up to play Vincent Van
Gogh in a new film about the

famously tormented painter, he did some-
thing that will give museum curators
nightmares for years to come. He was
leafing through a “lost” sketchbook of the
artist’s from his time in Arles, when the
film’s director-the flamboyant American
painter Julian Schnabel-looked at him like
a man possessed. “We had the white
gloves on and everything,” Dafoe told
AFP, “and we were gently going through it
looking at the drawings. Then at one point
Julian grabbed my hand and slammed it
down on one of the sketches.

“It was like something out of ‘The
Exorcist’,” the actor said. “He was forcing a
transmission-a connection between me and
Van Gogh-and I think it worked.” Critics at
the Venice film festival agree, with Dafoe
an early favorite for the best actor prize
after “At Eternity’s Gate” was premiered
here on Monday. While the authenticity of
the sketchbook is disputed-the Van Gogh
Museum and two major experts on the
artist are at war over the issue-Dafoe
believes it is genuine. Both he and the mer-
curial Schnabel-a famed neo-expressionist
artist best known for his huge broken plate
paintings-are on familiar territory tackling
the furies that drive and sometimes dog
great artists. Dafoe had to grapple with
the demons of the great Italian director
Paolo Pasolini in Abel Ferrara’s 2014 film
“Pasolini”.  Schnabel also brought the tor-
tured life of his old friend on the New
York art scene, Jean Michel Basquiat, to
the big screen in “Basquiat”.

‘It was a trip, man!’ 
In that film, the painter-who got four

Oscar nods for “The Diving Bell and the
Butterfly”-did not pull back from the hell
Basquiat endured before his early death
from a heroin overdose. But Dafoe said his
Van Gogh film is more than a simple
biopic. “I hate to be a cheerleader for my
own movie but this is quite radical and
emotional, it is not conventional in any
way. “It is not an awards movie” made
with one eye on the Oscars. “It is about
painting, it is about being an artist, it is
about nature and spirituality... because
Van Gogh wanted to be a pastor before
he became a painter. He thought the bible
was the greatest book ever written,”
Dafoe added.

“Painting is something Julian really
knows-this is where his two loves come
together: painting and film-making.”  “I
was painting, Julian was painting, Van
Gogh was painting,” declared Dafoe with
a laugh-”It was a trip, man! “It is shocking
how much I paint in it. Julian was teaching
me how to paint and then we were paint-
ing together in Van Gogh’s style.  “You
think, ‘How interesting can painting be?’
But if you have been in the studio with
someone like Julian it is beautiful to
watch.”  “I had a shift in my way of seeing
and my relationship to nature through
playing Van Gogh and reading what he
wrote,” he said.

Dafoe, who first learned to paint three
decades ago for “To Live and Die in L.A.”,
when he played an art forger, said shoot-
ing in the fields around Arles and in the
asylum at Saint-Remy where Van Gogh
wrote that “one continually hears shouts
and terrible howls as of animals in a
menagerie”, gave him goosebumps. “I felt
close to him,” said the actor, who looks
spookily like the painter on screen. — AFP

(From left) Producer Jon Kilik,
actress Anne Consigny, actor
Mathieu Amalric, actor Mads
Mikkelsen, actor Vladimir Consigny,
actress Stella Schnabel, actress
Emmanuelle Seigner, screenwriter
and film editor Louise Kugelberg,
director Julian Schnabel, actor
Willem Dafoe, screenwriter 
Jean-Claude Carriere, actress Lolita
Chammah, cinematographer Benoit
Delhomme and Carriere’s wife, Nahal
Tajadod arrive for the premiere of the
film “At Eternity’s Gate” presented in
competition on September 3, 2018
during the 75th Venice Film Festival
at Venice Lido. — AFP photos

Member of the Venezia 75 competition jury, English
actress Naomi Watts arrives for the premiere of the
film “At Eternity’s Gate”.

Screenwriter Jean-Claude Carriere (center) and his
wife, Nahal Tajadod (right) arrive for the premiere of
the film “At Eternity’s Gate”.

Actress Stella Schnabel and actor Mads
Mikkelsen arrive for the premiere of the film “At
Eternity’s Gate”.


