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Conversation Five

Let’s talk about another movie. What did Silence mean to you? Did it have an impact on your life? Both in thinking about it and in making it? And do you view it as a step forward from The Last Temptation of Christ?

 

Both films were incredibly important to me. Getting them made was very difficult and in both cases the budgets and the schedules were tight.

At one point late in the process of making The Last Temptation of Christ, we organized a screening of the rough cut for people from different religious groups. The people behind the film were there, of course – my producers, my editor Thelma Schoonmaker, and Tom Pollack, who was running Universal at the time. My old friend Father John Keenan came along with us. He and I were in the preparatory seminary together.

It was a very tense situation, because the film was already extremely controversial, before anyone had actually seen it. There were people in that room who were going to hate it, and we knew that. Before the film started, I got up and said a few words about the picture, I explained that it wasn’t quite finished, and I said that after the film there would be a gathering and whoever wanted to join us for a little dinner and a discussion was welcome. Among all the people who had watched the film, the only two who showed up for the dinner were the Episcopal bishop Paul Moore and his wife. He mentioned that he thought the film was “Christologically correct,” which was encouraging.

So, we all sat down and shared a meal and talked. Bishop Moore and I spent quite a bit of time talking to each other about our lives. I told him about growing up where I did. He told me about serving in World War Two, which had a profound effect on his life. I felt that my own experience of life could never even begin to compare to his.

He said, “I’m going to give you a book, it’s called Silence,” and then he described it to me. This was in 1988. I received the book by Shūsaku Endō and I held onto it – I didn’t read it right away. I took it with me to Japan in 1989 when I played Van Gogh for Akira Kurosawa in his film Dreams (1990). I was late, because I had to finish GoodFellas (1990) and we had gone over budget and schedule.

As an aside, I made GoodFellas at Warner Brothers because I owed them a film – they had agreed to let me go and make Last Temptation at Universal. All the studio heads in Hollywood knew how much I wanted to make that picture and I really drove them crazy! And they made it all work, those guys. It was quite something to see the different studio heads come together and say, “Alright, we’ll forgive that debt, go ahead, and when you’re done make this other film.” Which was GoodFellas, and which was also extremely difficult to get off the ground.

At any rate, we were racing to finish and the great master Akira Kurosawa was eighty-two years old and he was waiting for me. I was late! So, I took Silence with me, and I read it through for the first time on the bullet train in Japan. The story of Rodrigues – a Portuguese Jesuit priest sent to seventeenth-century Japan, who is forced to choose between following the tenets of his faith and saving the lives of his congregants – was so disturbing, so profound to me, that I didn’t know if I could ever even attempt to approach it. But, when I came to the passage where Jesus says, “Step on me,” to Rodrigues, I was overwhelmed. If he stepped on the fumi-e, a likeness of Jesus on which Christians were forced to step and thereby deny their faith, would he be betraying everything he believed in? In the end, he let Jesus guide him. That was the moment when I realized that I had to make it into a film.

That began a twenty-year odyssey of different producers and different actors, trying to write the script, trying to understand exactly what Endō was going for, the whole concept, and what Rodrigues, Garrupe, Kichijiro, all of them went through. In addition to that, I had to learn more about Japan’s history and the history of the Jesuits in Japan. So, there was a lot to do. During all those years, I started to believe that there was no way I would make the picture. It would have felt . . . presumptuous of me. I didn’t know how to deal with the themes.

In retrospect, I think I started writing the script a little too soon. We got stuck on certain scenes and I put it away and went off and made a few other films – quite a few other films. We finally obtained the rights around 1990 and about a year later, my friend and writing collaborator Jay Cocks and I tried to write a draft. But really, I just wasn’t ready. It was the beginning of a long process that led to the first real draft of the script in December 2006 – that was when we came up with a real structure for a movie.

The problem then was legal issues. There were so many producers and people that had claims on it, and it took another four or five years before some old friends came aboard and cut through the Gordian knot of legal claims and issues. This is why you see so many producer credits on that film. They each did something, but in certain cases it was a matter of simply staying with the film for all the years when nothing was happening with it. Then, there was the problem of actors. I’d find actors I liked and who were “bankable” – actors who guaranteed a certain amount of money necessary to make the picture and who actually wanted to play the roles – they agreed to do the picture, and then time would pass, and they were either no longer “bankable” or they were too old, or both. And this whole time I was trying to come to terms with what Rodrigues did, and everything that built to that one moment when he steps on the fumi-e.

Then we got to pre-production. We looked at quite a few locations around the world before we settled on Taiwan. We started with the real places in Japan where Shūsaku Endō’s novel takes place – Nagasaki, Sotome, Unzen Hot Springs – but we didn’t end up filming there because it would have been prohibitively expensive. In addition to Japan, my production designer, Dante Ferretti, scouted New Zealand, Vancouver, Northern California and then, finally, Taiwan, which has extraordinary landscapes and coastlines that are virtually untouched, and that are visually close to the places in the novel. Right away, we realized that this was where we could make the picture. And Ang Lee suggested Taiwan, too. He said, “Go there, we have everything.” We wound up using Hou Hsiao-hsien’s sets from The Assassin (2015).

The whole experience was extraordinary. The making of Silence had an impact on everyone who worked on it. It was another very difficult shoot, even harder than Last Temptation. But I never saw people work so hard and with such good humor as they contended with earthquakes, typhoons, and the Taiwanese cobra – apparently, they were in season, which people kept from me. We actually shot in a typhoon, and the Japanese actors who had to get onto the crosses, with the water constantly hitting them, insisted on staying up there. “Come on down,” I said. “No, I’ll do more shots for you,” they said. These were remarkable actors.

And it was a very beautiful experience with Andrew Garfield and Adam Driver. The night when we shot the scene where Andrew Garfield has to step on the fumi-e, the stunt people were playing Christians who were hung upside down in pits . . . and they really were hanging upside down in pits. It was extremely difficult for them. It was around five in the morning when we shot. And the instant he stepped on the fumi-e, we heard the cock crow – for real! And Andrew did it so beautifully. It was something that no one who was there will ever forget. It was around six in the morning when we all stumbled back to the hotel. There’s still so much in my head about Silence, so much about the missionary work at that time that was depicted in the novel. And it connects directly to when I was young, to seeing the behavior and the example of Jesus in the actions of others. In the example that Father Principe set for me, and in the times when I was sick and my mother stayed in the room with me and didn’t leave.

“Why is that person that way?” you ask yourself. “Why are they going so far, giving that much of themselves?” Then you start to explore it, and you see the role and the actual presence of faith. And if you have a measure of faith yourself, as I did when I was young, you might go deeper, become more interested. And you might come to understand, one day, that we each have to find our own way to becoming capable of that love. I think that’s probably something that Rodrigues finally understood: that his immediate response to the situation he faced, his way of following Jesus, may have been right for his own culture but not for the situation in Japan.

Looking back, I think that the long gestation process for the movie became a way of living with the story, and living life – my own life – around it and around the ideas in the book. I was provoked, by those ideas, to think further about the question of faith. The film has been with me, I’ve lived with it. So, it’s informed everything I’ve done. Choices I’ve made. Ways of approaching certain ideas and scenes in other pictures I’ve made over the years. There was the desire to make the actual film on the one hand, and on the other hand, the presence of the Endō novel, the story, as a kind of spur to thinking about








































































Conclusion

What better way to conclude this book than to share Scorsese’s contemplation of faith in the format through which he best expresses himself? The following screenplay was an integral part of these conversations in the sense that the idea of its drafting was born within them. This draft is a standalone work, representing the director’s decision and need to “show us Jesus.” A fundamental criterion in its drafting is the immediacy of the figure of Christ. For Martin, Jesus would never be represented as the King of Kings. Indeed, Jesus’ divinity erupts from his humanity.
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