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THREE FILMS shown in competit ion at this year's Cannes Festival related to childhood. 

Billie August's Best Intentions, written by Ingmar Bergman, concerns the family life of 

Bergman's parents before he was born. In Leolo, the Canadian entry, and The Long Day 

Closes, the British entry, their directors, Jean-Claude Lauzon and Terence Davies respective-

ly, bring us recollections of their family life during childhood in vastly differing styles and treatment. 

Both the British and Canadian films were extremely well-received and heavily tipped to win major 

awards. Comparisons will undoubtedly be made as these two films open commercially about the same 

time; however, in this case, I am writing about The Long Day Closes. 

Terence Dav i e s has been to the 
Toronto Festival prev ious ly w i th the 
lovely Distant Voices, Still Lives. If this 
feature can be considered two separate 
films (the Still Lives section was shot two 
years after Dis tance Voices ) , then his 
new picture might be thought of as the 
conclusion of a trilogy—somewhat along 
the lines of Bill Doug las ' now classic 
autobiographical trilogy (My Chi ldhood, 
1972; M y A in Folk , 1973 ; M y W a y 
Home, 1978). Davies picks up after the 
death of his strict father. He gives us a 
year in the life of 10-year-old Bud in his 
working class home in Liverpool among 
his sisters, friends and his mother, for 
whom he has a deep and last ing love, 
expressed silently and without sentimen-
tality. It is the mid-f i f t ies , and Davies 
casts his recollections as a joyous time of 
long summer days, going to school in the 
rain, of street life, music forever on the 
radio, and magic moments born in the 
picture palaces. 

The youngest of ten children, Terence 
Davies was born in Liverpool, in 1945, 
the year W W 2 e n d e d . He began his 
working days as a c l e r k , then as an 
accountant in off ices across f rom the 
Cavern Club where the Beatles were later 
to begin their illustrious career. During 
these years Davies jo ined the Wr i t e r ' s 
Club and acted with local drama groups. 
At the Coventry Drama School in 1972 
he wrote the screenplay for Chi ldren, the 
first part of a biographical trilogy depict-
ing the moving account of a man's long 

left: Bud ( L e i g h M c C o r m a c k ) 

s t rugg le w i th emot iona l and sp i r i tua l 
confusion. He shot it for $15 , 000 and 
made a second part, Madonna and the 
Ch i l d , two years later at the Nat iona l 
Film School in London. The final part, 
Death and Trans f i gu ra t ion , was com-
pleted in 1983. The budgets have been 
described as being "lower than low." The 
past n ine years have been devoted to 
writ ing and raising the money to make 
D i s t a n t Vo i c e s , S t i l l L ives and T h e 
Long Day Closes. The former, costing 
half-a-mill ion dollars, was shown in the 
Director's Fortnight in Cannes in 1988 
and won the International Critics Prize, 
a l so the m a i n p r i z e at the L o c a r n o 
Festival , and the Cr i t i cs ' Prize at To-
ronto. It became a huge, and to Davies, 
surprising success around the world. "I 
was astonished at the way audiences con-
nected with the film. I didn't know that 
so many people had such difficult lives." 

The Long Day Closes is on a much 
larger scale than Davies' previous films. 
"It w a s sho t a l m o s t e n t i r e l y in the 
R o t h e r h i t h e s tud ios of S ands F i lms , 
where my product ion designer, Chr is-
topher Hobbs, recreated 'a memory real-
ism' of the street on which I grew up. He 
did it entirely from my memory, since 
noth ing , not even a photograph, now 
remains." It took Davies just eight weeks 
to shoot, and he came in on time on a 
t h r e e - m i l l i o n - d o l l a r b u d g e t . T h e 
increased cost is reflected in his highly 
i nd iv idua l and deep ly persona l s ty le : 
meticulous framing; intricately planned 
camera shots; dream-like special effects; 
and a f ina l , e n o r m o u s l y comp l i c a t ed 
optical treatment of a night scene with 

clouds passing across the moon taking 
over four months to complete. 

A slight figure, Davies speaks gently 
and quiet ly , yet with intense certa inty 
about his work. "I believe that content 
always dictates the form. When it's the 
other way around, it never works. I still 
feel very clumsy in many ways and I 'm 
aware of my faults more often. The dis-
appointment is that I thought as I got 
older and made more films it would get 
easier; whereas, in fact, it gets harder. On 
the other hand, I don't have any sense of 
living up to my last film, just living up to 
the scr ipt that I 'm shoo t ing because 
that's the most difficult part. 

"I could have done with just one more 
week over the original eight-week sched-
ule, but we just couldn't raise the money. 
When you make a film you make it with 
all the constraints there are. I take that as 
an automat ic read." A perfect ionist in 
every th ing he does, Davies wr i tes his 
scripts longhand. "That way I feel as if 
I've written them. It must be a black pen 
with a red underlining. I only write two 
drafts but before the first I do about ten 
months of wri t ing notes, thoughts and 
observat ions. In my first draft I wr i te 
down every track, pan, dissolve, every bit 
of dialogue—everything." Like Hitchcock 
before him, by the time the script is fin-
ished Davies knows every single camera 
set-up before he goes on the floor. 

To those critics who think the moody, 
poetic and portrait- l ike qual i ty of The 
Long Day Closes confuses the narrative, 
Davies replies that "when you are dealing 
with a child, events don't follow logically 
or even clearly from one thing to anoth-
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ture in my film. And there's 
a subtext too: the terror of 
awakening sex, the terror of 
r e l i g ion , the terror of the 
future, the terror of the loss 
of happiness. When you're a 
ch i ld , they ' re all unnamed 
terrors. You can't put a fin-
ger on them." 

The depth and richness of 
Davies' film—with its l iving 
sound and fluid cameras, its 
str ik ing product ion design, 
its costumes and s e t t i n g s -
are the combined efforts of a 
dedicated artistic and tech-
nica l crew insp i red by the 
memor ies and emot ions of 
the director. Michael Coul-
ter , the c i n e m a t o g r a p h e r , 

t o p : T e r e n c e D a v i e s w i t h L e i g h M c C o r m a c k has an i m p r e s s i v e l i s t of 
b o t t o m : M a r j o r i e Y a t e s a s M o t h e r c r e d i t s , the m o s t r e c e n t 

being Where Angels Fear to 
T r e a d a n d M o n s t e r in a 

er. Our story is 'young boy is loved at Box. Bud is played to perfection by 13-
home, likes his primary school, hates sec- y e a r - o l d Le igh M c C o r m a c k , a n d his 
o n d a r y s choo l , and is a f r a i d of the mother by Mar jo r i e Yates, the d is t in-
future.' That 's not spectacular, and you guished stage and television actress (A 
can't expect a child to behave as an adult. Very Brit ish Coup, Wea the rby ) . Mov-
They don't explain how they feel—they iegoers who share Davies' memories of 
jus t say they fee l , and not even that and affection for the films of his child-
sometimes. That's what I've tried to cap- hood will note how effectively he makes 

use of t h e i r s o u n d t r a c k s . 
H o w e v e r , even w i t h h is 
larger budget, Davies could 
not a f fo rd to pay for ex-
cerpts. Try ing to guess the 
titles adds to their appeal. 

As the title implies, Davies 
has now ended his 18-year 
quest to come to terms with 
his work ing-c lass boyhood 
and f a m i l y u p b r i n g i n g in 
L i v e r p o o l , a p roce s s he 
describes as "finding the dra-
mat ic truth, not the literal 
truth, but a reworking at an 
a e s t h e t i c d i s t a n c e " of his 
childhood. "It's the last part 
of the autobiography I can 
do ," he sa id . "I t ' s my l ife 
be tween the ages of seven 
and 11, although I've com-
p re s s ed it to the t i m e 
be tween p r i m a r y and sec-
ondary school, the year that 

ended my four years of happiness. Our 
way of life seemed so rich then. W e were 
poor, living in a small house, but we had 
the radio, the cinema, the pub, the dance 
ha l l . T h a t was the f i f t i e s . W e d i d n ' t 
expect more. 

"That time between my father's death 
when I was seven and leaving pr imary 
school were just so happy I remember I 
was almost sick with happiness. M y film, 
then, is a story of a paradise, of a paradise 
that 's a lready being lost and wil l only 
survive as a memory. I tried to hold on to 
the security of those years, but the end of" 
the film says it doesn ' t stay l ike that , 
you've got to come to terms with it. M y 
fee l ings are mixed . If I cou ld change 
eve r y th ing and cou ld go back to it I 
would, but you've got to face life. I'm 
sorry that i t 's over ," he conc ludes . "I 
know that it is, and so, in a way, I'm glad 
it's finished." 

When the Cannes festival ended and 
the jury announced its dec is ion, Best 
Intentions won the Golden Palm. Leolo 
and The Long Day Closes received no 
recognition. T_1 

G E R A L D PRATLEY is a f r ee l ance wri ter , 
film critic a n d former head of the 
O n t a r i o Film Institute. 
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