












Q&A WITH THE DIRECTOR 
 

 
What was the inspiration for writing The Vessel? 
 
I was raised a very devout Catholic, so I don’t think very many people who knew me were shocked when I went to college and chose to major in Religious 
Studies. I jumped head first into my studies, devouring books on the history of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. I thought that if I just read enough books 
and ancient manuscripts, eventually I would figure out what was “true”. But anyone who has studied religious history knows how murky those ancient 
waters are, and for every historical document affirming one religion, there are three more affirming the other religions. So at twenty years old, I was faced 
with a serious dilemma: if my most fundamental questions are unanswerable, what is my purpose and how can I find meaning in my life? 
 
This question became the central theme as I wrote The Vessel, and I created a fictional community that is faced with a powerful and mysterious event, and 
is forced to struggle with its meaning. Is this a sign from God, or just a meaningless string of unrelated events? 
 
Where was the film shot, and why did you choose that location? 
 
We shot 99% of the film in a tiny coastal slum in Puerto Rico called La Perla, a poor community located right in the heart of San Juan. Historically 
outsiders don’t go there due to drug related crime, and a lot of local Puerto Ricans really tried to talk us out of shooting there, telling us the police don’t 
even enter there. But visually it was such a magical looking place with so much texture and color that I couldn’t imagine shooting anywhere else, so we just 
jumped in and started introducing ourselves to members of the community. We rented their houses to use as sets, and several of their garages for storing 
wardrobe, set dressing, camera and lighting gear, and even our production office. This approach allowed us to shoot without big equipment trucks since all 
the locations were walking distance from each other, almost like working on our own giant studio lot. And we also cast all of our extras within the 
community as well, so by the end we felt a very close connection to the people there, and it felt like they really embraced us and protected us. 
 
For example, our art department built a beautiful wooden playground by the beach, and all the neighborhood kids spent the afternoon playing on it. But 
the playground was supposed to look like it had been hit by a tidal wave, so after all the kids left, we took out our hammers and crow bars and destroyed it 
to pieces. The next morning, the people in the community were furious, thinking that someone in the neighborhood had destroyed our set during the 
night. “We’re going to find whoever did this to you!”, they yelled. We explained the situation and all had a good laugh over it, but it was a great feeling to 
know that they actually cared about us and what we were trying to do.  
 
When was the decision to shoot the film in both Spanish and English made? 
 
The language debate began early on when we started looking for financing. From the beginning Martin was adamant that a Spanish version wouldn’t do 
well in the U.S., but we didn’t think the English version would feel very authentic internationally, especially in Spanish-speaking markets. Both my wife and 
I grew up in completely bilingual families where it was totally normal for everyone to switch back and forth between English and Spanish, so we figured, 
“Why not shoot both?” People thought we were crazy at first since they assumed it would double the amount of time required to shoot a dialogue scene, 
but in practice, once the actors nailed the scene in one language, it was really simple to just do a couple more takes in the other language. Several of the 
actors even said they found it useful to switch back and forth because it kept them from falling into a mechanical routine, which is always a risk when 
doing multiple takes. The only potential limitation to shooting both languages is that all the actors had to be bilingual, but since we shot in Puerto Rico 
where most people are bilingual, it was never really an issue for us.  
 
While shooting both languages was relatively painless, editing was a totally different story. We cut the English version of the film first, which was already 
an enormous task since this was my first feature. But having to then go back and recut the whole movie in Spanish, it felt like climbing Mount Everest in a 
green jacket, then going back down and climbing back to the top in a red jacket. In the end we got it done and the films are nearly identical, which has 
definitely proven to be a valuable asset with exhibitors since the different versions will appeal to different audiences. For example, we always assumed that 
U.S. theaters would want the English version, but to our surprise some of the arthouse theaters actually prefer the Spanish version with English subtitles 
because their audience finds it more authentic. 
 
What advice did you receive from Terence Malick either before shooting or during production? 
 
I first met Terry as a young intern on The Tree of Life, and his influence on me was immeasurable. Aside from the obvious aesthetic impact his work had on 
mine, it is no exaggeration to say that Terry single-handedly transformed what I believed was possible with filmmaking. As an editorial intern during the 
first few months of their post-production, I had the privilege of reading the screenplay for The Tree of Life, and I remember getting to the end and thinking, 
“This isn’t intended to generate box office numbers on some opening weekend. It’s intended to be studied by philosophy students five hundred years 
from now!”. But even after reading the script and seeing all the raw footage, I was still completely shocked when I went to the premiere and saw the 
completed film. When I tried to talk to Terry after, for some reason I found myself getting choked up. I was so overwhelmed by what Terry had done, that 
for the rest of the night I seriously considered never making a movie again. What could I say that this film didn’t already address?  
 
What was it like working with Martin Sheen? What did he bring to the role that surprised you? 
 
I knew Martin was a devout Catholic and that he and Terry had been close friends since they made Badlands together back in the seventies. So when I 
decided to write a role for a priest, Martin seemed like the perfect candidate. For two years I wrote the script for Martin without his knowledge, and every 
time I saw Terry he would say, “Let me know when you want to talk to Martin Sheen”, which of course was a huge motivation for me. When I finally 
finished the script, Terry immediately sent it to Martin. Martin received it on a Friday, and on Sunday he called me to say that he wanted to do the project.  
 
I immediately flew out to his home in Malibu with my wife and producer Marla, and I think he could sense how nervous I was because he said, “You’ve 
got something really special here. There are only a handful of projects I knew I had to do as soon as I read them: Badlands, Apocalypse Now, The West Wing, 
and now your film”. I remember thinking, “My God. Martin Sheen loves my movie more than I do!”.  
 



And that’s the way Martin always was with me and all the young people working on the film, which was an enormous blessing since the majority of us had 
never done our particular job on a project of this size. For example, our brilliant cinematographer was Santiago Benet and The Vessel was his first feature 
film, and Martin would walk onto the set and compliment the lighting. Or Martin would be acting with my brother Lucas, who was acting in his first 
starring role, and Martin would say, “Kid, if I had a face like yours I could’ve been a star!”. I think that warmth came through in the character in a way that 
I never could have written or directed. Martin is just such a loving person that any character he plays is naturally lovable as well. 
 
The only hard thing about working with Martin is having to interrupt his incredible stories! He would be sharing some amazing anecdote about Marlon 
Brando or Bob Dylan or Martin Scorsese, and I would reluctantly have to interrupt him because the sun was setting or because we only rented the donkey 
for an hour. And Martin would just laugh and jump straight into whatever dramatic moment we were shooting. It was such a wonderful experience for all 
of us and I’m forever grateful for it. 
 
As a director, do you allow your actors to improvise on set or did you want them to follow the script? 
 
Over and over again I would tell my team, “Worst case scenario, we’ll just shoot the script”. In my experience, the magical moments happen when we go 
to set with a solid plan, but are prepared to abandon that plan when something better presents itself. I always give the actors the flexibility to suggest and 
try anything if they think it can improve the scene. Martin, for example, liked to improvise small lines or touching moments on set that made the character 
feel fresh and surprising. For example, there’s a quiet moment in the script that says, “Father Douglas gently takes the string from Fidelia's hands, ties a 
knot at one end and hands it back”. As Martin did the action on camera, he surprised us all by quietly singing the hymn “How can I keep from singing”, 
and it became a beautiful detail that gives the moment new meaning.  
 
Aris Mejias, who played Soraya, was a huge resource for me before and during shooting, suggesting countless details that helped make Soraya a more 
complex and interesting character. Intelligent and passionate actors like Aris are a goldmine for directors, so I would be crazy not to include them in the 
creative process.  
 
There will of course always be suggestions that don’t work for whatever reason, and my job is to recognize that and redirect, even when the bad ideas 
come from me. It’s pretty common for me to say, “Cut! Okay, my idea didn’t work at all. Maybe let’s try it like this...” The important thing is to create a 
safe environment where people can take risks and know that it’s okay to mess up because I will never use anything that they wouldn’t be proud of. 
  
The film is beautifully shot - did you storyboard the film beforehand, or did you make those decisions on location? 
 
I typically don’t find storyboards very useful because I prefer to make final decisions on location, but the process of creating beautiful images starts way 
before we get to set. The very first crew member we hired was the prodigy cinematographer, Santiago “Chago” Benet, who is a true artist in every sense of 
the word, and he was my key collaborator for three months before we ever shot a frame. Like all great cinematographers, Chago knows that his images can 
only be as beautiful as what is in front of his camera, so he was involved in choosing locations, coordinating color palettes, even looking at audition tapes 
as I was choosing actors.  
 
We also designed our entire shooting schedule around natural light, shooting interior scenes in the middle of the day and saving our exteriors for early 
morning or late afternoon magic hour when the sun is lower on the horizon. This meant we usually had a very short window of good light for our 
exteriors, and everyone had to be at the top of their game so we could shoot those scenes very quickly. At the end of our shoot, the producers made t-
shirts for us that said “Magic Hour Monsters”, a playful reference to the way Chago and I would race and yell at crewmembers to run out of our frame 
when we were losing the light. It was pretty common for all of us to be covered in sand by the time the sun went down, everyone excited and exchanging 
high fives over some special moment we had just filmed. It was the most fun I’ve had in my adult life. 
 
 
What was it like directing your brother Lucas? 
 
Lucas is seven years younger than me and I’ve been writing short films for him since he was a kid. On top of being talented, he has a very masculine look 
to him, like a young Pacino or Stallone, and this sort of effortless charisma that makes him really intriguing to watch. After years of working together he 
already knows that I prefer subtle performances, so even though he had the least experience on set, a lot of times other actors who would start with bigger 
performances found themselves coming down to Lucas’s energy level, which was really helpful and something I wouldn’t have expected. 
 
This was a really special project for me because it was a real family effort. Lucas of course played the lead, my wife Marla was the producer, and my 
younger brother Alex was the 2nd camera assistant and he built our picture boat. For four months we all lived in a small apartment in San Juan, helping 
paint sets, finding extras, securing locations. One time we were shooting a long dialogue scene with Lucas and Martin, and one of the neighbors started 
blasting salsa music from her house. We sent three different people over there to deal with it, but each time the woman would yell at them saying there was 
no way she was going to lower her music. After twenty minutes of this, I finally pulled out my phone and called my wife Marla, who by this point knew 
everybody in the neighborhood on a first-name basis. I got off the phone with Marla and told our assistant director, “If Marla can’t get her to turn it off, 
nobody can”. I don’t think he believed me, but literally ninety seconds later the music turned off. Later that night when I saw Marla, she told me that the 
woman was upset because her fifteen-year-old son had died the day before from a drug overdose, and Marla spent thirty minutes there with the woman, 
hugging and crying together. I really have no idea how I would have made this film without my family. 
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