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An Interview with Filmmaker David Rabinovitch

How did you come to make this series?

When I learned of Pope John Paul II’s invitation, back in 1998, to study the files of the Inquisition, I was intrigued by the hidden history the Vatican’s archive held. PBS supported the project’s development, and we were able to raise the $3 million budget from a consortium of international broadcasters in Canada, France, Australia and Spain. The series went into production in 2004. Because there is, obviously, no film record of life 700 years ago, we set out to portray the stories we found in the archives as docudrama, emphasizing the accuracy of the re-creations.

What was it like coming face to face with these documents and dealing with the Vatican?

In the course of the series research, I held documents in my hands, some of which were more than 500 years old. When we had them translated (from Latin, old Spanish, Italian or Hebrew), it felt as though the voices were speaking to us from across centuries. In many ways, the Inquisition is similar to the Holocaust — it is a story of real people with names, occupations, addresses and families — not merely an archive full of numbered files.

We are grateful for the courtesies extended to us by many at the Vatican, in particular two Americans: Archbishop John Foley, who facilitated our filming at St. Peter’s, and Reverend Joseph di Noia, Undersecretary of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, who provides perspective throughout the series.

What were the challenges of making the series?
It was a large-scale production with an international crew — I counted 17 countries — on location in Spain. There were cultural and language differences that got “lost in translation.” There were 40 principal roles and more than 600 extras. We had animals, fire, special effects and weather. Very quickly the entire cast and crew became compelled by the stories we were creating, and I think the veracity of the performances from actors and non-professionals alike is compelling. We were blessed with the collaboration of a great creative team, especially production designer Gumersindo Andres, who is a legend of the Spanish cinema.

What relevance does the subject have for today’s audiences?
Although SECRET FILES OF THE INQUISITION confines its narrative to the series’ historical timeline, it has many implications for today’s audience. In a world that is still divided with talk of “holy wars” and “crusades,” an examination of the dark history of the Church is intended to provoke discussion leading to respect and tolerance. I think that’s what Pope John Paul II was looking for when he granted access to the Inquisition archive. Because the repression of the Inquisition extended to publication, medical research and the development of law and civil society, the series resonates with our foremost concerns today.
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