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'The Way Back' Director Peter Weir Speaks at JBFC 

The Australian director participated in a Q&A session following a screening of the film. 
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On Saturday morning, the main theater at the Jacob Burns Film Center was filled to capacity as director Peter Weir appeared with his new film, The Way Back.
Based on the 1956 novel, The Long Walk, the film fictionalizes the memoir of Slavomir Rawicz and his story of escape from a Russian Gulag during WWII. Five prisoners trek out of the Siberian wilderness, through the Gobi desert, over the Himalayas and finally to freedom in India.

In terms of the ordeal weathered by cast and crew, said the Australian Born director, “It wasn’t as hard as it looked.”

The harsh blizzard scenes took place on sets and locations consisting of base and forward camps. I don’t believe you have to suffer in order for the performance to come off in front of the camera, he said in response to the morning’s moderator, New York Times Film Critic Janet Maslin.

Still, as Bulgaria stood in for Siberia and the Sahara for the Gobi, the elements translated no matter the national boundaries.

“Won’t it be great when we get to the desert,” Weir recalled the words of the film’s star, Jim Sturgess, as cast and crew huddled around the firesides.

Of course, the Sahara had them wishing in the other direction, but shooting the script in chronological continuity had a bonding effect on the actors that gave weight to the storyline.

“What you see on screen is what happened to them as a group of people,” he said.

Nonetheless, despite the onscreen believability of this account, the facts do not align so well with the fall of the Soviet Union. Documents released by the KGB raise doubts as to whether Rawicz’s himself made this walk, said Weir.

“That’s why I wanted to make a clean break from the book,” he explained.

But Weir's research found similar stories and he felt that give him the license to create an amalgamation.

On the other hand, Weir is sure of one person who definitely made the walk and served as a key point of reference. French explorer Cyril Delafosse-Guiramand retraced the supposed steps found in the novel and seemed a good place to start for Weir.

“He had done the walk in 2000 and I went to see him,” said Weir.

In turn, he ended up working on the film and some of his experiences were used in the film.

As for the cast, Jim Sturgess stood out as a character who needed to continually overcome. A lot of actors project a sense of cynicism, said Weir, and he doesn’t have that.

In addition, Ed Harris just did his thing in portraying an American caught up in Stalin’s purge of foreigners. Creating his own little props and back story, he said, you just watch him take it and disappear into the role. 

Otherwise, Colin Farell was the film’s other big name and it seemed a role somewhat out of place–even for the director. Playing an actual criminal in Stalin’s camps, Weir said “his take was so right.”

At the same time, he didn’t want to over dramatize the work as is the director’s liberty.

Using a score sparingly, he said, “I wanted it to be as real as possible and pay the right respect to history.”

Along those lines, cliffhangers are not to be found, as the deaths occurring are the basic surrendering to the elements. We’ve gotten used to seeing spectacular deaths, and I wanted to be able to push through that, he said. This way you would really feel their loss and it would help represent all the tragic stories of the time period, he added.

It certainly came across that way to longtime fan Nancy Israel of Briarcliff Manor.

“He’s a filmmaker’s filmmaker and he has to tell stories that mean something to him,” she said.

Croton-on-Hudson Filmmaker Susan Todd agreed and praised the independence that has marked his career. He doesn’t pander to anyone, and he doesn’t follow the typical Hollywood model, she concluded.

