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Finding Your Way: The Films of Peter Weir

Withess

When you get down to it, all Peter Weir's films have been horror movies in
disguise. Like the Harkers (Jonathan and Mina), Weir’s heroes have been
simultaneously mesmerised and repelled by their various Draculas. Arthur
Waldo (Terry Camillieri) sucked into the orbit of Paris and its cars, the
schoolgirls drawn inexorably on to and into Hanging Rock, David Burton
(Richard Chamberlain) discovering the ‘dream time’ of The Last Wave, even the
graduated Australian innocents of Gallipoliand The Year of Living Dangerously
meeting their respective overseas nemeses — all have been more or less willing
victims of a world fascinatingly at odds with their own. With Witness, Weir
changes genre — the film is a thriller — and tells a tale in whose genesis he had
little part: it reached him third hand, via producer Edward Feldman and star
Harrison Ford, the latter exercising his by now well-established prerogative to
choose his own director. And yet, the same sense of a hero torn between two
worlds is central to the film. The difference here is that the hero, John Book
(Ford), a Philadelphia detective, starts out in hell and finds himself, provisionally,
in paradise — the strict, repressive but oh-so-solid world of the Pennsylvania
Amish.

Called in to investigate the slaying of a fellow cop, Book discovers that the only
witness to the crime is an Amish boy, Samuel Lapp (Lukas Haas). When
Samuel casually identifies another cop as the killer, the boy, his mother Rachel
(Kelly McGiillis), and Book himself become the targets of a cover-up campaign.
Wounded, Book flees to the Amish community of Lancaster County, to which
he has already returned mother and child, and is himself slightly improbably
taken in, healed and, having been dressed as an Amish, allowed to stay.

A relationship develops between Book and Rachel, which hovers on the brink
of sensuality. But it is a plunge which Book finally rejects. ‘If we’d made love
last night,” he tells Rachel, ‘I'd have had to stay, or you’d have had to leave.’ It
is a turning point for Book: his new sensitivity to the values of the Amish makes
him aware that he does not belong.

It is this clarity of motivation and simplicity of theme that makes Witness Weir's
tightest film to date. There is none of that flamboyantly woolly flirting with
cultural antipathies and personal-versus-political revolution that made The Year
of Living Dangerously so compulsive and so maddening. And there are none of
those oneiric touches (the sudden hysteria that greets Irma when she returns to
the school in Picnic at Hanging Rock; the water that floods down the stairs in
The Last Wave) which turn out to be just touches — hints of a deeper meaning
which Weir cannot or will not pursue.

This tendency in his films, often noted, to suggest rather than deliver has led to
them being dismissed as mood pieces — the work of a talented director who
just cannot tell stories. To be sure, Witness is strong on mood, largely thanks to
John Seale’s brave and intelligent cinematography, which is as little daunted by
excess of darkness as by excess of light. But to use it to prove that Weir
cannot tell a story is manifestly absurd. Take the scene in which Samuel
discovers the identity of the Killer. Left to his own devices in the Philadelphia
sguad room, the boy is first caught in the ebb and flow of police activity. Then,
in one of the continuous takes which are the film’s most striking trademarks, he
begins to explore, ending up in front of a glass trophy case in which, after a
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casual exploration of the contents, he suddenly spots a photo of the killer. The
fluency with which he passes from onlooker to witness, and from innocence to
involvement, is handled with a skill that is nothing if not narrative.

The film’s real fascination, though, comes from the ambiguous position in
which it places Book and, by extension, us. Like other Weir films, it draws us in
to the point of disorientation. Shortly after a telephone call has informed him
that his partner has been murdered, Book finds himself caught in a
confrontation between a group of Amish and a party of taunting rednecks. He
observes the humiliation of Daniel (Alexander Godunov) and, like us, waits for
Daniel to respond. Daniel, of course, does not. But Book does, giving in to his
(and our) frustration, meeting violence with violence. The action, as he knew it
must, fatally distances him from the Amish. Not just ideologically, either: by
making him conspicuous, the incident leads directly to his being tracked down
by his pursuers, and thus triggers off a far greater outburst of violence, which
sets Book further at odds with both himself and the Amish. Paradise is lost, as
it always will be, through its inevitable incompatibility with the ‘real’” world.

Witness is a more than competent, watchable, even inspired film — one of
those quintessentially American movies in which story, theme and visual style
coalesce; a film rich in both skill and suggestion. If anything, though, one
misses those rough moments which in Gallipoli and The Year of Living
Dangerously — his bravest and worst films — showed Weir reaching, perhaps
overreaching, for something more.

At the same time, it is worth reflecting on why, in a period dominated by fims
of pubescent passage or self-fulfilment through dancing, it should have been
Witness that has taken the prize at the American box office, in a way in which
Weir's other films, not to mention the more obviously meaningful rural dramas
like Country, The River and Places in the Heart, have not. For that, after all, is
what Witness is ‘about’ — the values of the city and the late twentieth century
(to which we all, of necessity, subscribe) being thrown into doubt and rendered
hollow by contact with an older, stricter, more confident order — a horror movie
in reverse, in other words.

The film allows us, in the company of Book, to take a sort of holiday from our
normal concerns, to visit other values en touriste, drawing the strengths from a
strange and alien tradition without really immersing ourselves in it. It is a
vicarious visit — time spent down among the Amish — until, like Book, we return,
reluctantly but inevitably, to the ordinary world of cars and phones, guns and
earthly retribution. Thus Witness, in addition to dramatising our own responses,
above all the temptation to meet violence with a juster and more effective
mirror of itself, also parallels the experience we have in watching it: for Book a
few weeks, for us two hours, in another world.

Nick Roddick, Sight and Sound, Summer 1985
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