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Dead Poets Society

Dead Poets Society is a compelling story about courage and self-awakening
set against a rare and unusual backdrop: poetry and romanticism. Of
paramount importance to the filmmakers was choosing a director who could
balance the film’s intellectual concerns with the story’s extraordinary
characters. Equally critical was their desire to give the film a stunning visual
look. The producers immediately focused on acclaimed Australian filmmaker
Peter Weir, who, like Robin Williams, also attended a private school during the
1950's.

‘| was getting ready to board a plane back to Australia when | was handed the
script,” recalls Weir. ‘I seldom read on planes but | noticed the words “Dead
Poets Society” and thought what an intriguing title! It caused me to turn the
page and before | knew it | was at the end of the screenplay. As a story, it was
intriguing and completely enveloping. | thought it had unusual density — rather
like a good Charles Dickens novel that’s full of characters and situations.”’

The teaming up of director Peter Weir and actor Robin Williams was a welcome
turn of fate. The two first met socially in 1985 and then briefly again in 1987 on
the beach in Sydney, Australia.

‘We had coffee and chatted and Robin said he was off to do a film in Thailand
called Good Morning, Vietnam. We just talked and laughed and went our
separate ways. It was an interesting twist that my next film was to be with this
very funny man,” muses Weir.

Similar to Williams' role as Adrian Cronauer in Good Morning, Vietnam, for
which he earned an Oscar nomination, the role of John Keating once again
engages his comic genius while allowing him to explore more dramatic territory.

‘Keating is not subversive; he's not radical or somebody from the 60’s,’
explains Weir. ‘He’s somebody who belongs to all time and no time, who
believes in thinking for yourself and finding ways to express the more sensitive
aspects of your being.’

‘Everyone has at least one teacher like Keating they remember,’” adds Williams,
‘the ones that give you something beyond what they teach. | can remember
two or three. One was a history professor; another was a cross-country coach.
What they give you is something you take with you the rest of your life.’

Weir sought to preserve the humour that Williams brought naturally to the role,
while at the same time capture the actor’s sensitivity and intelligence.

‘Keating can get a laugh out of a gesture or an odd word or phrase that
doesn’t detract from him being a teacher,” Weir explains. ‘That range of
humour on a smaller scale which puts a smile on your face for a lot of this film
is something that | don’t think Robin has used in this particular combination
before. It's Robin as you've come to know and love him but with new depth.’

Dead Poets Society reveals the winds of change that John Keating and his
seven students set in motion at Welton Academy in 1959. The film explores the
clash between two very different worlds: the resolute and privileged Welton
Academy and the mystical cave deep in the forest where the Dead Poets
Society secretly convenes.
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‘Welton is certainly the world of order... the classical world of proportion,
harmony and shape,” describes Weir. ‘The cave is symbolic of the more
primitive origins of man. Fleeing the environs of the school in the night to this
cave seems to unlock a kind of muse.’

In addition to the film’s story, Williams was also excited by the ensemble nature
of the project. ‘In a condensed way, this has been some of the hardest work
I've ever done, but in another way it’s been the most relaxing and the most fun.
I’'m not carrying this film and | don’t feel pressured that the whole movie rests
on me,” notes Williams. ‘The real story of this film is the boys. | come in and I'm
a catalyst, but how they react and their tribute back is the power — that's when
it comes full circle.’

Weir and New York casting director Howard Feuer looked at more than 500
boys across the country before casting the official Dead Poets Society.

‘In some instances, this film reminds me of Gallipoli,” Weir says. ‘Here again
you have the spirit of youth with all its hopes, wildness and energy. The story
also has a sense of fun and adventure.’

Filmed entirely on location, Dead Poets Society is the first feature to be shot in
Delaware. After scouting more than 70 universities and private schools
throughout the country, the flmmakers decided to use St. Andrew’s School in
Middletown as the film’s primary location. Doubling for Welton Academy,
production designer Wendy Stites calls St. Andrews ‘a set dresser’s dream’.
Founded by Felix A. Dupont in 1930, the school is situated on 2,000 acres of
beautiful farmland above two-mile-long Noxtown Pond. The school’s Etonian
halls, stone-walled wings and tranquil setting were an immediate source of
inspiration for director Weir.

‘| got out of the car and | knew | wanted it. We met the headmaster and | had
to suppress the desire to say “This is it! Can we have it?” There was always a
surprising nook or cranny... a new place to put your actors against. Despite the
fact that it’s on the East Coast — just 90 minutes from New York — you could
really be in Northern Scotland.’

The real clincher for Weir was a mural in the St. Andrews dining hall painted by
N.C. Wyeth in 1936 depicting a divided image (one side of the mural is a figure
of liberty surrounded by a cluster of boys, the other is a group of industrialists
crouched over a drafting table). The moment Weir laid eyes on it he knew he
would have to use the tableau in the film’s opening credits. This ‘found image’
encapsulated the ‘Dead Poets’ theme — the choice that must be made
between the pursuit of personal freedom or a life of unyielding conformity.
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