MARTIN SCORSESE DIRECTS SHUTTER ISLAND

By the time Martin Scorsese and Leonardo DiCaprio had reached the last day of a long, exhausting shoot on Shutter Island they were both emotionally and physically drained. “That last night I remember we just looked at each other and I said ‘thank you’ and we gave each other a big hug and that was it,” recalls Scorsese. “We just left and went our separate ways.”

The director and his favourite contemporary actor know each other extremely well, of course and theirs is a bond forged on the frontline of filmmaking with a professional relationship stretching back almost ten years. 

They clearly share the same approach - pushing each other on to get the best results, to make the best piece of cinema they possibly can. Filmmaking is tough, says Scorsese, but Shutter Island was particularly difficult because of bad weather and the dark, troubling subject matter. “It was a hard film to make,” he says simply.

But Scorsese is no stranger to such professional adversity and he knows too, from vast personal experience, that the best movies are often those that were the most demanding to make.

Shutter Island is their fourth film together following Gangs of New York, The Aviator and The Departed, the latter a tour de force that won four Oscars including Best Picture. 

“I don’t think our collaboration necessarily changes over time,” says Scorsese “But it is getting more intense. This film was very difficult for Leo because there was so much to uncover and the more we did uncover the further there was to go. 

“And we would try things we hadn’t even thought of before, but it was really very complex. And Leo was so dedicated and for him it was like living in that world for so long.”

The journey was clearly hard for both of them but the result is stunning - a beautiful, complex, gripping thriller about an officer investigating the disappearance of a mentally ill murderess held on an island prison for the criminally insane. DiCaprio gives a remarkable performance brilliantly supported by a cast that includes Mark Ruffalo, Sir Ben Kingsley, Emily Mortimer and Michelle Williams. 

Scorsese first came across Shutter Island when he read Laeta Kalogridis’s screenplay, an adaptation of Dennis Lehane’s best selling novel of the same name, which is set in 1954 in an America still suffering from post World War II trauma and paranoid about the perceived growing threat of communism. 

DiCaprio plays Teddy Daniels, a US Marshal who travels from the mainland with his new partner, Chuck Aule (Ruffalo), to Shutter Island to probe the baffling disappearance of Rachel Solando (Mortimer), who has seemingly escaped from prison and is hiding out on the island.

Daniels is a man haunted by the tragedy and horror he has witnessed in the past – liberating a concentration camp when he served in the US army during World War II and, more recently, the death of his wife (played by Michelle Williams). He is also riddled with guilt about the events that have dominated his life and the violence that has scarred him.

He also has a hidden agenda and believes that the methods used by doctors at the Ashecliffe Hospital, led by Dr John Cawley (Sir Ben Kingsley), may be part of a more sinister experiment. The disappearance of Solando gives him the perfect opportunity to dig deeper. But once there his own sanity is called into question.

“I read the script first and then I read the book,” says Scorsese. “And I liked the story, obviously, and I liked how it resolved itself. The main character goes on this incredible journey and it’s about his acceptance of responsibility, how he handles his guilt and how he overcomes his violence ultimately.

“I was interested in what it’s like to have such a life and the choices you make, the choices that you feel are better for yourself, but not necessarily for other people. I was also interested in the story of a man who can only take so much pain.”

One of the themes of the story is mental illness but Scorsese wasn’t interested in that per se. He was, though, intrigued by exploring a character – Teddy Daniels – who has been pushed to the edge because of the traumas in his own life who then has to investigate a person missing from an institution for the criminally insane. 

Daniels may well be suffering from some kind of mental illness himself – or at least post traumatic stress caused by what he witnessed during the war - and at the same time he is dealing with medical staff who work with troubled, deeply disturbed inmates every day. Once on Shutter Island he begins to experience vivid, troubling nightmares. 

When severe weather cuts the detectives off from returning to the mainland and some other prisoners escape, Daniels begins to question what is real and what he’s imagining. 

“What I liked about it, what attracted me was that it’s about perception – the difference of perception of reality of a person who could be ill, might be ill or maybe is not just feeling well on the day. Maybe he has had some problems with drugs or alcohol and things like that and perceives life in a certain way and then cleans up and realises ‘oh my, it wasn’t that way at all..’”

Filming Shutter Island presented Scorsese with an interesting “puzzle” he says, not least when it came to creating the extraordinary scenes where Daniels is re-living his own past.

“How to approach those scenes, visually, was an interesting problem,” he says. “And they were difficult too, for the actors, so it was a big, risky game in each scene. It was a puzzle but I’m pleased with the way we did it.”

Scorsese is a renowned cinephile and revisited a number of his favourite films from the 1940s and 1950s in preparation for making Shutter Island. He also recommended several to DiCaprio and his cast. 

“Yeah, there were films that we looked at,” he says. “The mood and tone of the Val Lewton (producer) films from the early 1940s are great. I showed I Walked With A Zombie and Cat People – terrible titles but great works of poetry.

“Both of these were produced by Lewton and directed by Jacques Tourneur and there’s another Lewton picture, The Isle of the Dead, which is directed by Mark Robson, and is also very interesting. 

“And certainly we looked at (Roman) Polanski’s films – Cul-de-sac, Repulsion and the ultimate one of this kind, Rosemary’s Baby.

“Even when you know the ending of Rosemary’s Baby you can watch that film many, many times because it’s fascinating to see how everybody is behaving. The actors are extraordinary and the way he shot it is brilliant  - it’s a film that keeps revealing itself through the behaviour of the characters. So that was a big one.”

Rosemary’s Baby shares similar cinematic terrain with Shutter Island, he says, because the main protagonist – in the case of Scorsese’s film it’s Daniels – is an outsider who never quite knows what is going on around him. 

The director also referenced some classic film noir. “I showed Leo and Mark two films right away – Laura and Out of the Past. Actually, I showed them to Sir Ben Kingsley, too, and he hadn’t seen them. At the end of Out of the Past, Leo started applauding and he said ‘I think that’s the coolest movie I’ve ever seen..’”

There were documentaries, too, and in particular a John Huston film, Let There Be Light, that tells the story of real US soldiers who were emotionally scarred by their experiences during World War II.

Filmed on location in Maine and Massachusetts, Shutter Island was in production for almost four months in 2008. “The mood on set was very good and very positive,” says Scorsese. “Until the last few weeks when it became difficult for all of us because we were subjected to some bad weather and it just didn’t let up.

“It was one of those things that every time we made a decision – a very thoughtful, carefully worked out decision – to move the trucks and go to another location we would consult the weather bureau, the satellites, everything. But whenever we made a choice it inevitably turned out wrong,” he recalls.

“And we’d just start laughing, it would be ‘OK, now what do we do? OK, we re-group..’ But that’s what made it become like a real heavy chore. And that was the same for the actors, too, because it was working up hill the whole time. But you know, I think it actually worked out fine for the film and for the performances.

“There was one scene that Leo did with Jackie (Earl Haley) where he says ‘you’ve got to let it go..’ It was a Friday night and we’d been shooting all week and the weather was killing us and you can see it in his face, he couldn’t take it anymore. He just said to me ‘I hope that was good..’ And it was. It was great.”

We meet Scorsese in a hotel near his offices in New York. He’s relaxed, friendly and clearly enthused about Shutter Island. It may have been a tough shoot, but he’s delighted with the result and understandably so.

“Other directors get it tough and they don’t say anything,” he jokes. “But me, I like to complain and that’s part of the fun of it. It becomes like that Monty Python sketch, ‘we used to live in a corridor…’ ‘We dreamed of living in a corridor!’

“But actually sometimes when it gets that tough it’s really good because everybody pulls together. It was tough in another way on The Departed – we kept being knocked out of different locations, we had actors who were leaving all the time for different pictures and it was crazy. But the end result was great.

“There was one time on Shutter Island when I was actually rock climbing at 7.15 in the morning trying to find the right place for a shot. And I’m going ‘what the hell am I doing?’

“At a couple of points you get angry but at a certain point you think ‘well, how upset can I get?’ You have to go on and you have to just do it.”

Scorsese as busy as ever – he is working on a documentary about the life of the late George Harrison, another documentary about the author Fran Lebowitz, he has just finished the pilot for a new HBO series, Boardwalk Empire, and plans a biopic of Frank Sinatra. 

He also plans to work with DiCaprio, again in the future. “We’re looking for something right now,” he says. “And we definitely want to work together again.”

In a remarkable career, Scorsese, who was born and raised in Queens, New York, has delivered some of the most memorable films in contemporary cinema – from the blistering Mean Streets (1973) to Taxi Driver (1976), New York, New York (1977), Raging Bull (1980), The Color of Money (1986), The Last Temptation of Christ (1988), Goodfellas (1990), Cape Fear (1991), Casino (1995) and into the new century with Gangs of New York (2002), The Aviator (2004) and The Departed (2006).

Scorsese’s love of music has punctuated his career as a filmmaker. He was the editor on Woodstock, the seminal documentary which captured the last, great festival of the 60s, he directed The Last Waltz, the vivid document of The Band’s last ever concert. 

More recently, he directed the highly acclaimed Dylan documentary No Direction Home: Bob Dylan and Shine A Light, his beautifully shot film which captures The Rolling Stones in the habitat that they have made their very own – live on stage.

Is there a genre that he hasn’t tackled yet and would like to? “It would be interesting to do a western,” he says. “A war film. If it was the right material.”

His approach to his work remains essentially the same, he says, but now he’s older, he also admits that he’s a lot calmer than the younger Scorsese who was prone to bursts of rage.

“I think it’s happened to me in the way it happens for many people,” he says. “I’m not as prone to outbursts as I was when I was younger. Or, I can have more of a sense of humour about it now. I can see things from a different angle. What’s changed? Having a young child has certainly shifted my perspective..”

Ends .
