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            Digging the Ditch

         

         A conversation between WA (Wes Anderson, screenwriter, director), WD (Walter Donohue, guide), RC (Roman Coppola, screenwriter), JR (Jake Ryan, actor, playing Woodrow), JS (Jason Schwartzman, actor, playing Augie Steenbeck/Jones Hall)

         
            wa Walter, are you guiding us through it?

            wd To some extent. The last time most of us met was just before the release of Isle of Dogs, and we did a little conversation about that film which provided the introduction to the screenplay. Here we are again, a few years later.

            wa Jake was a little boy in that movie.

            jr I played the junior interpreter.

            wd The three of you, Jason, Roman and Wes, were involved in the creation of this script. Is that right?

            wa I think Roman and I wrote it.

            wd Oh, okay.

            wa But the movie was written for Jason. The movie begins with us saying: here’s a character Jason has never played before, which draws on facets of what we know he is and can do, and we can build a whole movie around it. I’m now going to try to use the type of metaphor Jason would use, and it won’t be as good as it would be if he was making it up, but I’m saying the place on the game board that says ‘Start’: it says ‘Jason’ on it.

            js That would be a great game, by the way. A screenplay-writing board game.

            rc Write five pages. Advance three steps.

            wa ‘Lights, camera, action.’ That could be the game. It begins with the script.

            js Pick a card: unforeseen weather, storm rolling in, force majeure.

            wa Negative damage. Go back three spaces.

            rc Scheduling conflict with actor.

            wa Go to the commissary. Instead of jail.

            jr Or that could also just be jail.

            wd Which part is Jason playing?

            wa Jason is Augie Steenbeck. Also called Jones Hall.

            wd Would the script have been any different if Jason had been there while you were writing it?

            wa No.

            wd OK. One of the things I think is very interesting about the film is this issue of grief. Wes, I don’t remember in your previous films where it played such an important part. It makes the film incredibly moving – how each of these characters relates to the death of the mother. The husband, the children, the father. It just suffuses everything, even though there are many other things going on in the film. Especially Stanley Zak, and how he comes to understand why the girls have to do what they do: burying the Tupperware rather than imposing his will on it. Somehow all the characters, that family, are brought together through their grief, and it gives the film a real emotional heft.

            wa I guess maybe deaths: these are some of the biggest milestones in our lives. I think all of us can list these people just right off the top of our heads. These losses. That’s what the movie’s about, I think, possibly. The cosmic force of our lost people. (We thought about the Truffaut movie The Green Room.) At the end, Jason and Margot Robbie are playing two actors in a scene, but they’re playing an imaginary scene that was cut out of a play that doesn’t even exist. It’s really a scene between this man and the woman who was the most important person in his life. Who is dead and gone. And, in a way, the whole movie is written just to get our way to this one conversation. And I don’t even know what the conversation is. It’s a visitation.

            wd Can you imagine the script, the film, without that extra layer of the theatre?

            wa Well, I could certainly imagine the trailer without it, because if you’ve watched the current cut of the trailer, you have no idea that any of it is in black and white, or that any parts of the movie are in the theatre at all. Because it’s not in there.

            js I want to see the trailer.

            wa Can I ask a question? What is grief? Jason, Roman, Jake: what is it, exactly?

            js I always think of the word ‘grief’ and the word ‘mourning’, those two. Grieving, mourning: in this form, it seems like you’re actively going through it. Whereas ‘grief’ without the ‘-ing’: it has a kind of stillness. I don’t want to say stagnant, but like a non-moving heaviness.

            wa It’s a state. A world you’ve entered.

            js Yes. As opposed to you moving through it, it is surrounding you.

            wa It’s like water.

            wd It’s a dark cloak. Mourning seems to be something that happens after the event. Someone’s died, and you’re in a period of mourning that person. But grief, I think, is the aftermath of that. It envelops you. And, in some cases, it takes a long time for that cloak to be removed from your shoulders.

            js It’s not unlike someone’s scent that seems to stay in the fibres of a fabric for a long time. The person is gone, but there they are still in the pillow.

            wa Joan Didion talks about her magical thinking. For a period of time, even though you can say, ‘Yes, he’s gone, she’s gone,’ your body, nevertheless, can’t accept it. It changes the reality too much. You just can’t believe it. There’s no chance for a single conversation. Ever again. And how often you say: the only person who could really understand or who could tell me about this thing is gone. Like a city wiped away by an earthquake.

            rc There are the joys of something coming into your life. Like a child. Filling up the well. And then the opposite. The extinguishing effect of losing someone. It seems like a cyclical human situation. Day, night. It’s kind of a binary, these counterparts of life.

            wa Well, you have two metaphors there. The birth, you call it, is filling something up. But you didn’t say emptying. It’s extinguishing. It doesn’t just empty it out, it erases the whole container.

            rc When you have a child, you enjoy them in the moment, but, as they grow, you think: what are we going to do for next Halloween? When they find a boyfriend or girlfriend. All the future that you project. And then on the opposite end: those things receding away. It’s in the rear-view mirror, passing, but you’re looking forward to what’s unfolding. I do recall, Wes, when we first sat down, I remember, I feel like we were in the little blue room of your house in England …

            wa The Morning Room.

            rc The Morning Room (but it could have been the mourning room). I remember that little seminal beginning, whatever that was, when you’re feeling a project starting to come to life, and in our process, you (Wes) have something that’s this little seed that’s beginning, and you’re describing it, and I do remember that grief and loss. You began with: ‘He’s a widower.’

            wa That was the beginning. This character for Jason, who’s somebody who is arriving with this loss already, something’s extinguished (or emptied). This is the state he’s in when he enters. When he comes onto the stage.

            rc Stage right.

            js Jake, what do you want to say?

            jr I haven’t experienced a lot of grief in my life, fortunately, at least not so far. But I’ve watched people experience grief and, from my point of view, it looks like it’s mostly remembering certain points in time when they were there, and what it made them feel. Sometimes it can be the little things, like looking out of a window and remembering and finding some lost memory that was there that you haven’t thought of in a while.

            wa Remind me, because I remember during the movie: was it your aunt? jr Yes, it was my aunt. It was her heart. It’s very strange because it was almost like we were grieving before she had actually died. We all had a feeling that she wasn’t going to make it and when she finally died, it was like a lot of pent-up stress and maybe a little bit of catharsis at the end. Just releasing all of that. Sometimes grief is a powerful motivator. It can inspire you to change things or create things. That’s what I want to say.

            wa For me, Jake: well, you see, my father died recently. It’s two months ago.

            jr Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.

            wa He was ninety, and he sort of died over a very long period of time, because he had dementia, and he was incapacitated, so it was a slow process. And I find, in a way, the process of literally saying goodbye to him, this was a very powerful thing. This was a slightly overwhelming experience of literally saying goodbye to him while he was alive. And his death was more like, it wasn’t the end of the grief, but it was a lighter experience than the process of saying goodbye. On the other hand, there are people I think about often, such as Anjelica Huston’s husband, Robert Graham, who died, not suddenly, not in an accident, but his illness was quick, and it was harsh, and it was unexpected. We lost him over a short period of time, and he was far from ready to go. Or another one I think of is Earl McGrath, who was old, but he was full of life, you know, the day before he died. Earl fell. Over the last ten years, so many of my older friends, my friends who are twenty years older than me, twenty-five years older than me, thirty years older than me, I’ve lost most of them, along with my father. You enter a new part of your life when you join the others in that experience. Jason, you lost your father at such a young age. And I think that is a part of your view of life. It’s informed by that. I would say some wisdom comes from that experience, at that young age. Some wisdom carries on.

            js Something surreal: when I read the script for the first time, to go back to the beginning, I was aware Wes and Roman were writing it, but then when it arrived, I sat down and read where Augie tells his son and his three daughters in the middle of this road trip west, he tells them his wife, their mother, has died. Well, without [Wes] knowing it, that’s exactly what happened in my family, to my father. His mother died of breast cancer, and my grandfather didn’t tell my father or his younger brother. Their father simply didn’t know how to handle it. They moved from New York to Los Angeles, drove across the country, and, at some point during that trip, it was revealed that she was not on vacation somewhere but instead had died a few weeks before. I even found letters of my dad’s asking this other person he knew, saying: Where was I the day of the funeral? What was I doing? What was I doing while everyone was at the funeral of my mother which I didn’t know about.

            wa How old were Jack and Uncle Leonard?

            js I think twelve and ten.

            wa Twelve and ten. Oh, my gosh. Crazy. But you said to me and Roman, immediately, you said, ‘This happened to my family.’ And Roman, you didn’t know that, right?

            rc I didn’t know that story. I vaguely knew that he had suffered a loss as a young man. But that’s it. I didn’t know that story.

            wa What year do you think that was?

            js 1950.

            rc There you go. Magical.

            js Isn’t that interesting? It does seem like, in that era, like a cell phone in a movie or a type of car, it’s an indicator of the time period, what time we might be in. I think talk about death or how to handle death is also a little marker. The way it was handled in 1950 might be different. It almost put me back into that time more than anything: this was handled in this way, a less modern approach to grief and death and how to talk about it with your family, and parenting. More like: bury it. I think it’s interesting.

            rc It’s curious. I was going to say in my family, my mom, her dad died when she was a little girl, seven years old and, similarly, he sort of went away, and it was not spoken of. And she has a very searing memory when it was really at the end, they sort of kept it all away from the kids. And then at the very end, she was brought in to say goodbye, in effect, and it kind of scarred her, I think, because he was emaciated, you know, he was right at the very end moment.

            wa She didn’t know what was going on.

            rc She didn’t know what was going on. So it was a big wound for her. But it’s curious, because, in the past, you feel like, growing up on a farm, you see life, you see death, you see kittens being born, or your dog dies, and there are wakes and dead bodies in your living room and so on. I guess it depends on your culture, but the kind of American, suburban, post-war time may have had some manner in which the culture decided that everything’s great and not to share that type of news.

            wa Also: they started making very bad food.

            rc People moved out of the cities into the suburbs. Everything’s kind of sunny and happy. Plastic life.

            wa We close a curtain over death, and we’re eating baloney. I know you like the fried baloney, Roman, but the baloney sandwich is not considered a better quality of food. Whatever your people were eating back in Sicily, I think it was probably better.

            js We went from processing death to processing food. You know, another thing, too, is Augie being a war photographer: I found it interesting that someone who’s surrounded by death and violence and has probably seen some pretty intense stuff, doesn’t know how to deal with it when it’s his own family. When it’s not in a war. You’re photographing explosions, and you’ve made that a part of your life, and then, all of a sudden, it’s in your own home, and now you’ve got to actually go through it.

            wd Yes. For him, in this new context, how does he find the words?

            wa At one point, Roman and I decided all the men in the movie each needed a pistol. We started giving people guns; but Augie is different because Augie has a clinical approach. The story is filled with all these men who probably came back from Europe not so many years ago, and they were in a place where people were getting blown up. Jeffrey Wright has a speech about what he experienced over these decades. There’s something about this period in America where the country is prospering but maybe it has post-traumatic stress disorder, too.

            js It’s in grief.

            wa Maybe that’s it. Maybe the country is in a state of grief. Even though the number of backyards in America between 1945 and 1955 has grown by a factor of twenty-five or something. The country is filled with all these plots where someone has plunked down a house. But maybe there’s a little invisible dark cloud over each of them.

            js In the movie we explore grief, also, from the children’s point of view, and the spouse’s point of view, and the father’s point of view. What must it be like to lose your mother? What does it feel like to lose your wife? What does it feel like to lose your daughter? That is the sort of campfire that they’re all around; it’s the log they bring to that fire.

            wd Wes, what you were just saying about all these houses being built up in the suburbs. That was like the kind of house I grew up in in New Jersey. Our family lived on the bottom floor of the house. In the upper part, there was a woman with her child who was kind of my age at the time, about six or seven, and no father. And when I asked what had happened, where was the father, they said he was in Pearl Harbor. He was on one of those ships, and he died. Suddenly, like you say, the cloud came in above the family above us. This family that was no longer a family.

            wa Ah. Two words is all you need. Pearl Harbor. You never think of a pearl, do you? You don’t even really think of the harbor. I wonder, if you go back, was it probably some magical cove? Where you would dive in the clear waters, and there were reefs that were alive and beautiful.

            rc You cut from pearl diving to dive bombing.

            wa Were there kamikazes at Pearl Harbor?

            rc I believe that was the primary way. I was watching a documentary on John Ford not long ago. He’s kind of grouchy in this interview. It was a British TV guy. John Ford says making a movie is like digging a ditch, and you just hope that the earth is soft. When you’re getting into it, you want some soft earth. Well, when we’re writing a script, we’re digging our ditch, and we hope the earth is soft, but you just keep digging, either way. We’re very practical. It’s fun, two years later, to sit back and examine some of the thoughts and themes that were latent, but almost never discussed again after the very beginning.

            wa We have talked about grief in our lives, the three of us. Sorry not to include Jake in that combination, but we’re so much older, and we three have spent so many years together talking about everything. Well, when we’re working on a story for a movie, and now we’ve done a bunch of those together, we’re digging our ditch, and we have our tasks to do, and we have construction work to do. But the difference with the ditch digging is that our construction job is about trying to make some kind of big poem that lasts for ninety-five minutes, and when you start digging you don’t actually know what it is. Self-expression is not usually part of what we are attempting, except that usually it is part of what gives you the impetus to bother to try it in the first place. This is why the self-expression is usually not expressed. It’s more about: ‘We want to make something,’ but I guess underneath the whole reason to make something is because you feel you have to, and that’s the result of something else.

            wd Shall we end there? That sounds like the end.
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