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            Introduction

         

         The following took place in London during the post-production of Isle of Dogs. The conversation included Wes Anderson, Jason Schwartzman, Roman Coppola, Kunichi Nomura, and Faber’s editor, Walter Donohue

         
            WALTER How do four people write a script?

            WES We learned from our colleague Lauren that in his writers’ room Kurosawa had one special collaborator named Oguni who was called – what was the name of it?

            ROMAN The Command Tower.

            WES Kurosawa and his co-writer or team of co-writers worked together to form the initial ideas and scenes of the films – but, as they progressed, they would periodically show them to the Command Tower, Mr Oguni. He would then tell them what was good, what was bad – basically critique their work and steer them back on track when they were off the rails. And that’s how they shaped the scripts. It’s quite a common thing in Italian cinema as well – writers working in teams. I think more or less all the Fellini movies and the Rossellini and the DeSica and the Pietro Germi: you even see their names on each others’ movies. I think maybe even Pasolini worked on Nights of Cabiria. Anyway, obviously, it can be a good system! We’ve worked together on several scripts. Kun, of course, is the only one among us who is actually Japanese. Half the movie is in Japanese, and it’s set there, and Kun is the only one who actually knows what anyone is saying. He translated most of it and helped us try to always look to Japan as the inspiration for our little reality.

            WALTER Was it all four of you at the same time or just three of you working up the story?

            ROMAN Well, even going way back to our earlier collaborations on The Darjeeling Limited and Moonrise Kingdom, so much of it seems to start with life stories. We start with memories and people and so on. Things that seem relevant bubble to the top, and you grab on to them. It’s never been a one-step-after-the-next format for us.

            WES It’s more like an ongoing conversation. The conversation, in this case, began on a boat.

            WALTER A boat at sea?

            WES A boat at sea. We were afforded the opportunity to go on a wonderful ocean liner to show some of our movies and do talks about them, which we all did together.

            WALTER Where was this? The Mediterranean?

            WES No, it was transatlantic.

            KUN I was in New York and you wrote me and said, ‘We’re taking the Queen Mary, want to come?’ But I couldn’t make it.

            WALTER It takes a week, doesn’t it?

            WES Eight days. So that’s where we started, though we had done a bit before.

            JASON In a way, it was a metaphor for the creative process: out at sea, no land, will we get there? Who knows.

            ROMAN I can remember there were lots of conversations before that, too. I was on the phone with you from Palm Springs, and I remember we were talking about fleas and rats. I was on the phone with you from a balcony in Brooklyn, and we talked about Chief nearly biting off the hand of the child of the family that had adopted him.

            WES We wrote that part over the speakerphone.

            ROMAN There was also the train ride where we watched the Studio Ghibli animated film, the one with the small princess.

            KUN Arrietty.

            WALTER In French cinema there’s a tradition of having two writers on a film. One works out the structure and plot and the other does the dialogues. Do you three divide up the writing like that?

            ROMAN No, we talk around it. Maybe, Jason will say something that’ll spark off an idea, or a piece of dialogue. Wes is pretty meticulous about taking notes. He writes it all out. And then, sometimes, we’ll assume the roles of the characters. We did this a lot on Darjeeling because there were three main characters, and three of us.

            JASON When we were writing it, I expected to play one character, and I ended up playing another! Often Wes might have a notion or an idea about what the movie is – something very basic, a feeling for what it’s about. So our process is to figure this out. That’s what is interesting to me: trying to understand what this feeling is about. What he thinks he’s looking for.

            WALTER Did the project start with dogs? Or Samurai dogs?

            WES It started with dogs before it moved to Japan.

            ROMAN It was always about dogs who were decrepit and abandoned and wasted.

            WES Yes, and a pack of dogs who all saw themselves as the alpha.

            ROMAN And there was always a boy.

            JASON And a garbage dump. With fleas and rats.

            ROMAN The setting was always a blighted, urban, garbage dump. And the dogs sent away from their masters. That was there from the beginning.

            WALTER So when did it become Japanese dogs?

            WES Kun, when did we first talk about this?

            KUN From time to time I suddenly get a very short email from you, and it’s the start of something big. When the email is short, I know it’s a bad sign. You said you were thinking of an animated movie taking place in Japan, and you needed my help. Just a two-line email. Three years later, it’s not over yet.

            WES It’s not over yet, but it will end. One day.

            kun You wanted me to help work on the script and the story. Also, someone else was working on the translation, but we knew I had to make it sound like you.

            WES Yes, the translations needed to have the voice of the movie.

            KUN You have your own voice, so the translating was really hard. Then you asked me to record some of the characters to see what they sounded like. Kobayashi, the Professor, some of the women.

            WES We had characters speaking Japanese, so we needed to start recording voices so we could do the animatics of our storyboard version of the movie. One of the voices Kun did was Mayor Kobayashi, and we ended up keeping Kun’s voice, because he has such a low, powerful voice. Nobody sounded as formidable as Kun. Although Kun is much younger than the character.

            JASON His voice records even lower and more powerful than his normal voice.

            KUN I have my own radio show, which I do every week. Wes asked if I could record the voices properly. So when I was recording the show, I asked the technicians if they could stay half an hour more so I could record the characters’ voices. They were really curious because I was in the studio alone, yelling, ‘Banish all dogs!’ And they asked me, ‘What’s it all about?’

            WES And then I asked you to help me direct all these performances!

            WALTER Do you remember when you made the decision that it should take place in Japan? What was there in the story that would make it work better if it was located in Japan?

            ROMAN Something about the sci-fi genres of Japan. It’s funny, when we started it wasn’t necessarily a feature film. It was just a story, a part of a bigger piece.

            WES Originally, it was a short story that was part of a little collection of movie short stories. But maybe the Japanese setting was more to do with being inspired by Japanese movies – a whole world of cinema that is so interesting and vast and complex. Kurosawa, in particular, is the biggest influence on this movie. It’s really as simple as: we love these movies, and wouldn’t it be nice to make our version of being in the Kurosawa world. When you’re doing a stop-motion movie, you can say a character should be played by someone like Toshiro Mifune, and you can make your own Toshiro Mifune. More or less.

            WALTER Whenever there’s a novel or film set in the future, you take something that people are especially used to now and say: what if we no longer have it? Or what if we have something else instead?

            WES Well, I guess our film could really be set today. It’s not really very far in the future. The futuristic aspect of it is pretty limited. In fact, the original situation we began with was that the story began in the year 2007, except the movie has supposedly been made in 1962. So it was only the future from that perspective.

            WALTER Like Blade Runner was made in 1982 but set in 2019?

            WES More like if the new Blade Runner pretended to have been made in 1983. Frankly, it became a bit of a struggle to communicate this idea, pretending to be an old movie set in 2007. I’m confused even trying to explain what we failed to do. Anyway, I guess we thought of the setting as being the Japan of The Bad Sleep Well (1961) or High and Low (1965). We were trying to make it look like that period of Kurosawa’s work. Also, the movie reflects the genre of Japanese disaster movies – the Godzilla world of movies. It has quite a few links to that kind of thing too, which is not exactly science fiction; it’s more like disaster fantasy, monster fantasy. Isle of Dogs is about a political monster.

            WALTER Because it’s animation, did a lot of the decisions have to be made early, or was your particular way of working together an ongoing thing all the way through?

            WES We had a script. My impression is that sometimes when they do an anim ated movie they don’t exactly start with a script. They just start storyboarding. They have a story, and then go directly to a storyboard. But we had a finished script first, and then we did the storyboard version.

            ROMAN But there’s another layer to the writing where we may feel the need for another scene or to clarify something. There was a complete script, which you would have for any normal feature, but it shifts and grows and shrinks more this way.

            WALTER So when you started storyboarding it, it might suddenly become clear that you needed another scene or a flashback.

            WES Right. As you make the movie, you mock up the movie, edit it so you can see how it works. And, in this case – with many of the voices not being actors – with drawings, which is sort of a simulation of the movie, which is sometimes a complicated thing to make, which is why it takes a long time to do. You end up rewriting and revising. You have much more freedom when it’s drawn, you can change it readily. There’s a lot you have to figure out in advance because it takes a long time to make the puppets, to make their faces, etc. You’ve got to know some weeks before shooting the scene that this puppet has to be angry, or have a frown, or have a certain gesture, depending on what range of faces you have for that puppet, because some of the puppets have replacement faces. You can’t just say, ‘I want him to be wide-eyed,’ as that face doesn’t exist to put on him; it has to be sculpted and painted and prepared. You have to make a mould. Many of the faces are made of resin, they’ve got to be painted – it’s a whole process. And then you look at it, and it might not have turned out very well. In that sense, you have to think in a long-term way, on a different time-line.

            WALTER Does that process help shape the dogs’ very specific personalities?

            WES Actually, it’s only the human characters who have the cast-moulded faces. The faces of the dogs: the animators can do what they want with them. They have the equivalent of muscles in their faces. The faces of the humans are cast. It’s a different method. They’re more like dolls, really. Hundreds of chang ing doll faces.

            WALTER How did you work out which personality each dog had?

            WES Basically, you have to dream up a cast of characters. So we started by figuring out where they came from. We knew we wanted a gang, before we knew who they were individually. First of all, we probably had a sense of Chief and Spots. The two brothers.

            ROMAN Though we discovered that they were brothers later, along the way.

            JASON I recall that Duke’s ability to overhear and know about gossip became part of his character.

            ROMAN That’s because I would say to Jason, ‘Did you hear about the guy and what he said about this thing?’ and Wes would say, ‘What’s that? …’

            WALTER It’s a good device for revealing information.

            JASON Dogs have really good hearing; they’re the best animals for eavesdropping.

            WALTER When you’ve got the characters, do you say, ‘Well, Bill Murray could play this part’?

            WES We didn’t really write this one for actors. We just wrote characters.

            ROMAN At one point, we talked about having a cast of all very, very alpha men: Bruce Willis, Sylvester Stallone, Arnold Schwarzenegger. All action stars. But then we decided to go in another direction.

            JASON We’d have conversations and one of us would say to the other, ‘I thought you were going to say …’ Someone will say something, and then we’ll do an inversion because you’ll misunderstand or you’ll take another train of thought from what has just been said.

            WES An idea can sort of come from any direction: ‘I thought you were going to say the opposite of what you just said, but this is better!’

            ROMAN Jason will sometimes say, ‘Here’s the worst, corniest Hollywood version …’ and we immediately perk up and say, ‘Give it to us,’ because it usually means it’s a nuts-and-bolts version of what we want to say. We’d say, ‘Well, that’s a good start. That would actually work.’

            WALTER Does the fact that there’s three of you mean that you don’t get deadlocked because if two of you get deadlocked, the third one can unlock it?

            WES/ROMAN/JASON Command Tower!

            WALTER Given the series of conversations on trains, phones, etc., was there a point where you had to be in one room?

            ROMAN The crucial work is almost always the work we do in a room together.

            WES As cousins, Roman and Jason have known each other since the occasion of Jason’s birth. Roman occasionally prefers to take up a position on the floor, and Jason often seems to find his stocking feet resting on top of Roman like an ottoman. They’re very comfortable together in a confined space.

            WALTER The fact that all three of you have worked together for so long suggests that you share something which probably couldn’t be articulated.

            WES We’ve been trying to articulate it to you for the past hour. So, if we haven’t succeeded, then it’s probably time for this interview to come to an end.
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               The Screenplay

            

         

         
            EXT. ROOFTOP. NIGHT

            A densely populated coastal city. In the foreground: the old district of wooden shrines, red-light streets, and jingling bicycles. In the background: the new business-complex of high-rise super-structures, signal-towers, and rapid-transit skyways. A massive, stone edifice topped by a wide hemisphere of glowing, vaulted glass dominates the middle-distance. Our narrator announces ominously:

            NARRATOR (V.O.)

            The Japanese archipelago, twenty years in the future.

            INT. MUNICIPAL DOME. NIGHT

            A crowded hearing-room in the building’s central rotunda. Hundreds of spectators murmur in the high galleries which circle the chamber floor. The officers of various legislative committees and members of the press mill about at their desks, whispering and shuffling, anxious. There is a burst of applause as a stout and powerful silver-haired politician in his early sixties ascends to the podium and stands before the assembled audience. He is Mayor Kobayashi.

            The mayor puts on his glasses, adjusts a microphone, activates a teleprompter, and begins his speech: a ferocious, furious diatribe. The hushed audience watches and listens.

            (NOTE: the humans in this story are, by and large, Japanese citizens, and speak primarily in their native tongue. The dogs bark in English.)

            NARRATOR (V.O.)

            Canine Saturation has reached epidemic proportions. An outbreak of Snout-Fever rips through the City of Megasaki. Blizzards of infected fleas, worms, ticks, and lice menace the citizenship. Dog-Flu threatens to cross the species threshold and enter the human disease-pool.

            Above the mayor’s head, a projected montage flickers onto a huge viewing-screen showing: a propaganda portrait of the mayor; footage of a horde of drooling street-dogs flooding a narrow street; angry dog-patients with blood-shot eyes and runny noses; bugs and parasites crawling on microscope slides; and a subway-car crowded with frightened people wearing surgical-masks, all staring at a lone terrier growling ominously.

            (ADDITIONAL NOTE: photographs and still-images in this story are generally presented in the form of traditional, full-color Nishiki-e wood-block-prints.)

            NARRATOR (V.O.)

            In a special midnight-session at the Municipal Dome, Mayor Kobayashi of Uni Prefecture issues emergency orders calling for a hasty quarantine: the expulsion and containment of all species, both stray and domesticated. By official decree, Trash Island becomes an exile colony.

            The mayor builds to an impassioned, rabble-rousing crescendo. His hands slice through the air as he bellows with finality (in English):

            MAYOR KOBAYASHI

            Banish all dogs! Save Megasaki City of Uni Prefecture!

            The crowd erupts, cheering and roaring as the mayor unfolds a document at his podium. The projected image of the document appears on the viewing-screen with a heading in bold at the top of the page: The Trash Island Decree. Confetti falls from the rafters. The narrator concludes:

            NARRATOR (V.O.)

            The Isle of Dogs.

            The mayor pauses gravely. He raises his hand for silence and explains (subtitled in English):

            MAYOR KOBAYASHI

            Our legal-system provides for Dissenting Opinion. Science-Party Candidate Professor Watanabe.

            As the mayor steps down from the lectern, he crosses paths wordlessly with his younger, taller, skinnier, handsomer colleague. Professor Watanabe wears a short white lab-kimono and dark sunglasses. He withdraws a thin stack of index cards out of his pocket. The room waits, doubtful. He begins calmly with one quiet sentence.

            Up above the nosebleed section, a woman in a glass booth with an electronic head-set on her ears translates into a bouquet of microphones labeled with international flags and media-symbols. She speaks with a strong, Midwestern-American accent:

            INTERPRETER

            It’s not fair to the dogs.

            The professor furthers his argument in Japanese as the interpreter furthers her translation:

            INTERPRETER

            The path favored by Mayor Kobayashi is cruel, cold-blooded, and unscientific.

            On the screen, commemorative wood-block-prints of: a heroic rescue-dog posing with a child in front of a burning building; a seeing-eye-dog posing with a blind man in a city park; a team of sled-dogs posing in a blizzard; a police-dog posing in uniform with a garland of flowers around him and R.I.P. printed below; a symbolic tsunami crashing over the city.

            INTERPRETER (V.O.)

            For a thousand years, these resilient animals have loved, served, and protected us. Now, in their time of greatest need, we forsake them? A tidal-wave of Anti-Dog hysteria has crippled our moral judgement.

            The frowning audience listens: bitter, old men in business suits; protesters in Anti-Dog head-bands; reporters and photographers, students and teachers, workers and bosses. One solitary figure listens to the professor with interest, hope, and respect: a fourteen-year-old American girl with a wild mass of curly, golden hair and the sole Pro-Dog head-band in evidence. (We will later come to know her as Foreign-exchange-student Tracy Walker.)

            INTERPRETER (V.O.)

            Give me six months, and I will deliver a serum. I’m this close, dammit. Dog-Flu will be eradicated. Snout-Fever will be defeated. Canine Saturation will be returned to sustainable levels -- and without mass-neutering!

            The professor stares at the audience. There is a catch in his voice as he concludes, almost inaudibly. The interpreter pauses, moved. She swallows.

            INTERPRETER

            Whatever happened -- to man’s best friend?

            The mayor watches coolly. A woman in her own white lab-kimono wrings her hands as she listens. (She is Professor Watanabe’s Assistant-Scientist, Yoko-ono.) The professor tucks his index cards back into his pocket and folds his arms across his chest.

            Silence.

            The crowd explodes, jeering and chanting. People jump to their feet and shake their fists. Professor Watanabe stands, stoic, as the protesters hurl open trash cans in his direction, littering the stage with filth and debris. Chairs fly. Ballots and propaganda flyers flutter. Yoko-ono rushes to shield the professor from the barrage. The interpreter continues her commentary:

            INTERPRETER (V.O.)

            No, no, no! The crowd is calling for the immediate ratification and approval of the mayor’s proposal.

            Mayor Kobayashi gently guides Professor Watanabe and Yoko-ono aside. He signals again for order, but the mob continues its frenzied demonstration. He motions to the wings; and a tall, crooked man with white hair and a ghostly, powdered face emerges from backstage carrying a large plastic dog-cage. He is Major-Domo.

            INTERPRETER (V.O.)

            As a gesture of public solidarity, Mayor Kobayashi is calling upon his Assistant Hatchet-Man, Major-Domo, to furnish the personal bodyguard-dog of the mayoral-household, Spots Kobayashi, into the possession of the Committee for Canine Desaturation. Spots will be the first dog to be officially deported from the city.
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