A Note on the Origin of

Killian's Chronicle: The Magic Stone


The idea for this film came to me during the early 1990’s. I had completed work on two earlier films, a drama, “Sorceress”[1987], about a medieval woman healer accused of being a heretic, and “The Imported Bridegroom” [1989], a romantic comedy about a father who goes back to the Old Country and brings back a young religious scholar for his Americanized daughter to marry. I wanted to do a film that was set in the Middle Ages. I imagined a story based on the first recorded history of the Americas, a film about the Vikings encountering the native people on these shores 1000 years ago.  Snatches of the history, as told in the Icelandic Sagas, describe what the Vikings found here when they got off their ships - the flora and fauna, the landscape and the inhabitants of the North Atlantic coast. They called the native people Skraelings, and viewed them as little more than animals. Only a few encounters are actually recorded, mostly violent skirmishes. The story I wanted to tell would not reflect that Viking perspective.   One of the Icelandic sagas recounted a battle in which the native people actually routed the Vikings. With this as a starting point I began to think about ways to dramatize the Viking stories.  I wanted to image more fully the native peoples they encountered. 


I remember the day when I came upon the mention of two Celtic slaves, a male and a female, sent ashore by a Viking captain to explore the new and potentially dangerous land, the first recorded Europeans known to have set foot in North America.  That was the link I was looking for.  I had long been teaching medieval Irish art and history, so I could contextualize the Irish slaves.  They would have been captured in a Viking raid on their village. The boy could have been a pupil at a nearby monastery, where he would have been taught to read and write. Being literate, he would have had value as a “commodity” to be traded, and his beautiful sister would have been even more valuable.  Thus they could have been part of the “merchandise” as the ship sailed to one of the Viking settlements in Greenland.  But I could only follow the sagas up to a certain point, because my real goal was to use an Irish slave as a window through which to view the Algonquians, those who lived on the Atlantic coast.  These Native Americans called themselves by the appropriately poetic name, People on the Other Shore. 


As a medievalist I was familiar with the Norse and Celtic cultures of the year 1000. Once I had formed a vague structural outline for the project, I set about studying the archaeology, linguistics and folklore of the Native Americans. There was a Wampanoag village and research center at Plymouth Plantation in Massachusetts.  Their resident scholar, Nanapachamet, received me warmly, inviting me to view their earliest artifacts and introducing me to the scholarship in the field. The Children’s Museum of Boston housed a collection of Native American artifacts of this region, and the curator was a most knowledgeable Narragansett woman.  She showed me pottery, baskets, amulets and the “talking stick,” all the while explaining their use.  I was beginning to “see” the world of the People on the Other Shore, just as for years as an art historian I had “seen” the world of the Vikings and the Celts.  I knew that these artifacts would be part of the story, but they were not THE story. 


I read through A Key into the Language of America, a book written by Roger Williams after he had spent years learning Narragansett, one of the Proto-Algonquian tongues.  By learning the vocabulary, Williams was able to get a vague idea of the belief systems of those who spoke it, and gradually, by sifting away Williams’ seventeenth century assumptions, I came to understand and appreciate something about how the Narragansett viewed the world.  But a dictionary does not penetrate into the ways people think about their world.


A friend of mine, Cynthia Livingston, a history buff, took a trip with me to Augusta, Maine, and then on to Nova Scotia. In Augusta we learned of the eleventh-century Viking coin found in an Indian midden on a beach in Maine.  At the Canadian Native sites and museums we studied the baskets, pots, canoes, worked animal skins and talismans. Ruth Whitehead, a scholar known for her work on Micmac culture, introduced us to the folklore and history of what she called the Paleo-Indian peoples living on the coast of Northern New England a thousand years ago.  In Canada I also had a chance to benefit from discussion with Micmac and Maleseet people who tried to tease out for me the oldest tales recounted by their tribes.  It was this folklore, passed down orally for generations, that gave me the insights I needed to form characters with feelings, hopes and expectations.   


Some native folklore had been recorded in the American West in the early to mid-twentieth century. Volumes of those tales had been published by the Smithsonian, and I began to read them.  This material served to supplement the rather sparse folklore from the shoreline peoples, much of whose languages and cultures had all but disappeared by the twentieth century.  I learned of a small museum in Uncasville, Connecticut tended by a Native America woman who was also an anthropologist, Gladys Tantaquidgeon.  Then in her nineties, Gladys received me in her two-room Indian museum and explained that, though she had done her field work among the Native Americans of the West, she also was trying to keep alive the stories and traditions of her own people, the Mohegans.  She was a treasure, a scholar who was able to transmit traditions and mine them for all that they could reveal about the thought and feelings of her people.  


I set out to find other small “Indian Museums” in the New England area.  In those years before Ebay, some people had set up “House Museums” to exhibit a collection of arrows dug up in their neighborhood; others displayed headdresses and turquoise jewelry they had acquired in the West.  In Kent, Connecticut, I found a reconstructed Schaghticoke site overseen by Trudy Lamb Richmond, a Native American scholar.  I learned about a dig undertaken by an archaeologist from the University of Connecticut, Kevin McBride, who was investigating the lands belonging to the Mashantucket Pequots.  I wrote to the tribe to ask if I could set up a meeting with members who were interested in history.  Luckily for me the letter fell into the hands of Barbara Hartwell who arranged an evening gathering. The meeting was lively.  Several people wanted to learn more about the project and eventually to be in the movie. Barbara was so interested that she signed on as a collaborator. I showed her a preliminary script and she was happy to become part of the process.  So from then on my trips to museums, excavation site, and archaeological laboratories could be with Barbara.  We went and talked to elders, (including her own grandmother) and eventually did location scouting as well as casting.  And, I introduced her to Wayne Newell. 


Wayne is a Passamaquoddy speaker who lived on his reservation in Maine.  As luck would have it, he flew down to Boston twice a month to complete his PhD. at Boston College, where I teach. Wayne had been brought up by two aged female relatives. The Passamaquoddy language they spoke is a derivative of Proto-Algonquian, the core language from which the other Atlantic coastal languages had evolved.   As the script took shape, Wayne and Barbara helped me keep true to the spirit of the Native American culture as it had been transmitted by the texts, the artifacts, and by their distant ancestors. We were all aware that our view was far from perfect, that we were conditioned by our own lives and times. We also realized that in order to make the characters flesh and blood we had to take license and invent. But by then we were all so immersed in the world of the Proto-Algonquians that we felt we understood what the boundaries would be.  When the script was completed, we sat around, Barbara, Wayne and I, as Wayne orally translated and taped parts of the script into Passamaquoddy.  Those were the tapes used by the actors.  They had to become, in a sense, Passamaquoddy speakers.  Wayne was with us on the set, and he maintained that he was pleased with their accents. He said he wanted to use the film to revive the speaking of Passamaquoddy on his reservation! 


With the Native American sections nearly complete I took some days in the summer to fly to Scandinavia.  In Denmark I visited the Viking ship museum and in Iceland I got to see the twelfth-century manuscript of the sagas.  In Reykjavik I made contact with a filmmaker and scriptwriter, Snorri Thorisson.  Snorri knew the sagas well, and he also knew Norse culture.  He told me about fly-agaric, the mushrooms that have a psychedelic effect and that grow near ice flows in the North.  We concocted the plot point revolving around the character we called Ivar and took the license to decide that he could have been under the influence of those mushrooms when he became a berserker.  In that event, the sagas reported, the Vikings killed nine of the ten natives they had spotted under “skin-boats.” Thus developed the scene of the first recorded slaughter on these shores.


Throughout the film differences between the viewpoints of the Europeans, (the Celtic Killian and the Norsemen) and the Native Americans are woven into the dialogue and visual structure, sometimes seriously, sometimes humorously. While I was working on the Viking scenes and the native scenes I had to keep in mind that I was filtering the story though the eyes of the Irish slave, Killian, who would see things through his own cultural perspective.  Though the Norsemen, Ragnar and Gunar, could be civil toward him, Killian would always see them as adversaries.  But he was drawn to the native people, first by the child Kitchi. For his part, this boy was fasting, and on a “vision quest,” where he expected to see what we would call his “guardian spirit.”  When he had the “vision” of the man talking to the deer, he was sure he had accomplished his goal. Returning to see Killian, he comes wearing a stone amulet incised with the image of a deer-man. Looking for a way to communicate with the boy and hearing the sound of the chickadee, Killian copies the birdsong on his flute.  Kitchi utters the bird’s name in his language, Tci li li. Killian recognizes that it sounds like his own name for the bird. This gives him a way to gesture that he wants to learn Kitchi’s language. But even when they can speak to each other, Kitchi continues to see Killian as his “guardian spirit.”  Killian’s early understanding of the People on the Other Shore is equally skewed: when he sees smoke coming out of their bodies as they pass around the pipe after the bear kill, he wonders if they are akin to the devils he would know from his own medieval Irish traditions. 


Part of the process of making a film is getting the funding.  During the winter of 1992-3 we had been applying for grants, several of which were awarded.  Also, some funds were coming in from the other two films I had made.  So by the Spring of 1993 Barbara and I felt we were ready to start casting and assembling a crew.  Mark Donadio came on board as co-producer/line producer.  We did a script breakdown and a production board.  I chose John Hoover as Director of Photography based on his spectacular reel; I designated John DeMeo as Production Designer based on his incredible portfolio.  He immediately brought on Sophie Carlhian as Art Director. Dena Popienko became Costume Designer. I gave them all the images we had researched and collected, and they did more research on their own. We all met to discuss palette, and I explained the simple, modest style of shooting that I thought was appropriate to a film of this period, in this place: after all, there were only a small number of people on the Viking ships or in the encampment; and no more than twenty or thirty inhabitants in a woodland village. Thus no grandiose battle or crowd scenes, nothing on a heroic scale. We wanted this film to be modestly shot. John DeMeo and Sophie set about designing and creating the warm buttery-colored Indian village, and the spiky-blue Viking encampment. They oversaw the making of the costumes, the forging of the metal swords and shields for the Norsemen, the carving of the wooden spears for the villagers.  In my small backyard they transformed fiberglass canoes into wooden Indian canoes. The pots and baskets were made in studio. Much was created from natural grasses and plants. Small fields of corn were pre-planted so that they would be at different heights when we shot; then the appropriate rows were transplanted, all carefully organized so that their height would reflect the different times of the summer depicted in the film. 


The only real challenge would have been making a Viking ship.  Fortunately, a young man living on the eastern tip of Long Island had built himself one, and to boot, he fashioned himself something of a Viking.  John DeMeo and I went to see him; the ship, called the Varen, was amazingly authentic. Its owner convinced us that he should be cast as one of the Viking crew, which he was. We shot the Viking Ship scenes at Bluff Point in Groton, a location Barbara and I had found the summer of 1992.  Our self-made “Viking” insisted on sailing his ship over from Long Island the day before the shoot.  We put a minder in charge of him that night since we feared that, given this particular Viking’s lusty drinking habits and the bar in close proximity, we would miss the morning tide. Rumor has it that neither minder nor “Viking” got anywhere near a bed that night, but their bleary eyes didn’t show on screen, and the tide, well, suffice it to say that after the ship was pushed over a sandbar or two, the waters co-operated and the Varen sailed beautifully.  Someone played Wagner’s “Ride of the Valkyries” as we sailed out into the Long Island Sound to shoot the first scene in the movie. 


Of course we had been shooting for several weeks already.  One does not shoot movies in the order that the scenes occur on the screen, but rather as they are scheduled on a Production Board, which takes into consideration various criteria such as weather and actor availability.  We had shot all the scenes in the Indian village in a State Forest in Andover where John DeMeo and his crew had constructed the wigwams.  After our trip to Connecticut for the boat shoot we went up to Cape Ann where DeMeo had created the Viking encampment.  Various sites along the North and South shores around Boston provided other coastal location. We used the cave in Wampatuck State Park for the bear hunt scene, and the Blackstone Gorge for the place where the People entrapped and defeated the Vikings.  


One of the reasons this project was so stimulating for us was that from time to time, for a fleeting instant, we would think, “Yeah, this really could have happened on these shores a thousand years ago.” One of the actors, Gino Montesinos, who had never paid much attention to his native ancestry, spoke to his family and discovered which indigenous people he was descended from. Cesar Villalobos, who spoke no English when we cast him, communicated to us that his Peruvian native grandfather was a medicine man; Cesar had learned all about his practices as a boy. He felt his grandfather was living through him as he devised the resounding lament and gestures at the death of Contacook.  Cesar and Wayne worked on the funeral chant so it would be appropriate for an Algonquian setting. Christopher Johnson, who played Killian, not only learned the Passamaquoddy, but also was instructed by an Irish girl with a beautiful accent to help him perfect his Celtic lilt. Jonah Ming Lee (Kitchi) and Eve Kim (Turtle) had no trouble learning the Passamaquoddy, since they were twelve and thirteen-years-old at the time. Almost all of the extras who were part of the Algonquian scenes took a new interest their native heritage.


A director is always grateful when actors so immerse themselves in their roles that they try to “become” the very character they are playing. The principle adult actors in the film had been trained to truly embody their roles:  Christopher never stopped speaking with his Irish accent, even at meals or parties after the shoot.  Robert McDonough, who played Ivar, kept his distance from the others, and generally surrounded himself with an air of gloom, though he is normally a friendly guy.  Gino Montesinos got so into the Contacook role that he himself created the pantomimic dance recounting the bear hunt, with the help of a nineteenth-century Indian sign language book.  We all felt the exhilaration, and the responsibility, inherent in what we were doing: recreating the First Story of America through the life of an Irish slave whose journey helped him understand what it means to be a free man. 


After viewing the film, readers who are interested in the sources used to create the screenplay are invited to read the following essay, which documents some of the texts and archaeological evidence that inspired the script and the filmmakers.

