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Documentary takes closer look at shy monk

NED ANDREW SOLOMON

en Nashville documentary
filmmaker Cliff Vaughn was
a boy growing up in Hunts-
ville, Ala., he took several school field
trips to the Ave Maria Grotto on the
grounds of the St. Bernard Abbey.

The Grotto, a four-acre park, is home
to 125 miniature buildings lovingly
created by Brother Joseph Zoettl, a
Benedictine monk of short stature and
with a severe curvature of his upper
back, who lived at the Abbey from age
14 until he died in 1961.

In October 2011 a grown up Vaughn
returned to the Grotto, to see if the
site was still as enchanting as he re-
membered it from his youth. He had
hopes of making a documentary about
Brother Joseph's reticent but abun-
dantly creative time there.

He fell in love with the Grotto all over
Abbot

his interest, his background, and the
research he had conducted.

“He asked if | was Catholic, and |
said, no, that | was a member of First
Baptist Nashville,” said Vaughn. “He
pkedtiulhewouldnlholdummnst

and I appreciated that! Everyone
msolwlplulmdlmﬂybokcdtor
ward to all of our trips down there.”

Although Vaughn was determined
to make a film about the Grotto, very

Brother Joseph Zoettl, a Benedictine monk who built 125 miniature replicas of famous buildings on the grounds
of the Ave Maria Grotto in Alabama, is the subject of a new documentary film by Nashville based filmmaker
CHff Vaughn, pictured above, right. Here, Vaughn gets a first look at Brother Joseph’s copy of St. Therese's
autobiography.
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project.

“We're kind of left with a big ques-
non mark,” said Vaughn. “We do know
he seemed to have a gift for making
things, and a gift for creative expres-
sion. He worked in the powerhouse
shoveling coal, which was a grueling
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assignment. But it also gave him mo-
ments of free time when he could tin-
kermthlhums.wlmhuhowhebem

The
crete and recycled materials, like ro-
sary beads, marbles and pieces of bro-
ken china plates. They're a mix of real
structures, like St. Peter’s Basilica or
the Sanctuary of Our Lady of Lourdes;
those that have no photographic evi-
dence, like Noah's Ark, or the Tower of
Babel; and then whimsical, imaginary
scenes, like Hansel and Gretel at the
Castle of the Fairies.

“Most of them are religious in nature,
and are from the Holy Land or from
Italy,” said Vaughn. “But the vast ma-
jority of them are miniatures of things
which he never saw in person. He built
them based on postcards and other
photographs.”

In 1932, Abbot Bernard Menges
asked Brother Joseph to build a large
grotto at the site of the Abbey’s rock
quarry, which he worked on for the
next two years. Dedicated in 1934,
the new grotto garnered significant
local Alabama media attention, which
ultimately translated into coverage in
Catholic publications all across the
country.

As famous as his work became,
Brother Joseph remained reserved and
reclusive. Because of the paucity of
information about the artist, the docu-
mentary makes use of several compo-
nents or “narrative building blocks” to
tell its story.

Vaughn was able to incorporate archi-
val photograph, by painstakingly scan-
ning more than 1,000 images, many of
which were originally processed in St.
Bernard Abbey’s own photography lab.
He conducted interviews with several
people and included sections of the in-
terview footage in the film.

The crew also shot some “impres-
sionistic” re-enactments without dia-
logue on the Abbey grounds. These
added, according to Vaughn, a “kind
of old world fairy tale feel,” further
enhanced by the use of commissioned
storybook illustrations which intro-
duce each “chapter” of the documen-

tary.

“I always thought of Brother Joseph's
story as a true fairy tale,” Vaughn said.
“Not a fairy tale in the sense that it
didn’t happen, because it did, but it has
these fairy tale components. He went
on a long journey; he conducted this
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A storybook illustration by Seth Kiehl shows Brother Joseph and his

recreation of the Basilica of Lourdes. Kiehl created a dozen illustrations for

the documentary.






