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INTERVIEW DAVID LEVELL

 ✚ The Water Diviner 
opens in Australian & NZ 
cinemas on December 26. 
thewaterdivinerfilm.
wordpress.com

Russell Crowe and Ryan 
Corr (above); Ryan Corr, 
Ben O’Toole and James 
Fraser play the sons lost 
in action (left)

✜ You’ve worked with 
many directors, most 
notably Ridley Scott. 

Did these experiences help you create your own style?  I think 
that’s just a natural thing. I’ve learnt certain things from certain 
directors that suit not only the process, but also the end goal, 
which is getting the best out of everybody. I’ve been in the trenches, 
so to speak, with Ridley for over two years of my life, and there’s 
very definitely an on-set style in terms of how fast we move which 
owes quite a substantial amount to Ridley. Michael Mann has an 
incredibly big reputation for being exacting and a perfectionist 
and I loved my time working with him. As an actor there is nothing 
better than being able to really sift through things and get to the 
bits of gold. It was remarkable; every scene he had a different file 
for – newspaper articles, pictures, books.
✜ How was it working with The Lord Of The Rings 
cinematographer Andrew Lesnie?  I’ve done a couple of jobs with 
Andrew, and we knew we were really suited to each other on the set. 
He’s Australian and our communication is straightforward. We both 
know problems can be solved, and it doesn’t have to be a glamorous 
solve. The set was very Australian and very can-do.  
✜ Filming conditions were quite tough in parts...  We shot in Quorn 
in South Australia, when Quorn was 
the hottest place on the planet. One day 
it was 49.5°C. People were dropping 
like flies – not the [interstate] crew, 
the locals who came out for the day! A

✜ What was it about The Water Diviner that made you want 
to direct?  Peter Weir made that beautiful film [Gallipoli, 
1981] that took us to that point where one of his heroes falls 
in freeze-frame going over the top of a trench. And in a way 
this is the aftermath, not so much concerned with battle as it 
is with the shared grief. This is the part that usually isn’t told. 
For all the time I’d spent at Anzac Day ceremonies thinking 
about what it must have been like, about the sacrifices made 
by those men, I never had a Turkish perspective. I was kind of 
embarrassed and intrigued at the same time. Why hadn’t I heard?
✜ Did the Turkish cast contribute to formulating that perspective?  
They brought a lot to it; they were so deeply enthusiastic. I was 
extremely lucky. We had conversations about what a Muslim man 
would do, culturally speaking, at particular points in the story. 
✜ As a director, do you favour a collaborative role with actors?  
Absolutely. I’m pretty open as a director in terms of what my actors 
bring to the role. When you direct somebody else, they will very 
quickly outstrip your knowledge of what that role could be, because 
that’s their only focus. You’ve got to listen to that person. 
✜ So how do you direct yourself?  I got two pieces of advice from 
younger directors, Ben Stiller and Eli Roth; the older guys basically 
kind of dismissed the need to discuss it! Ben Stiller said to always 
remember you’re still the lead actor, so don’t undercut your own 
performance. It was great he said it because it was on my mind quite 
a lot. There’s an emotional barometer you have to take measure of, 
and I tried to go through my stuff efficiently at the same time as the 
other actors. Eli Roth said something cool, that it’s not the 44 years of 
being in front of a camera, it’s not the 25 years of working in feature 
films, it’s the fact that you’re a dad, of being patient and aware 
enough to listen to everyone and make sure they have a platform. PH
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FINE FOCUS
Russell Crowe’s feature-film directorial debut, 
The Water Diviner, opens this month. Set just 
after WWI, it tells of an Australian farmer 
(Crowe) who goes to Gallipoli to learn the fate 
of his ANZAC sons. QAW spoke to him about 
being on both sides of the camera.


