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Terence Davies is, 
perhaps, Britain’s 
greatest living film-
maker. Over a forty  
year career, his  
films — filled with 
nostalgia and longing 
 — have illuminated  
both a nation’s story,  
and Davies’ own.
You can learn a lot about a person from the way they make their 
tea. Whether they brew it dark, strong and malty, or take it weak 
and watery; whether they’re a slapdash bag-per-mug sort, or prefer 
the pomp and ceremony of their finest china.

Terence Davies takes his time when making tea. When I arrive 
at his home — an eighteenth century house, in a sleepy waterfront 
village in Essex — on a brisk January morning, he shows me into 
his living room before shuffling back into the kitchen, to fetch  
a big pot of English breakfast tea he’s left to steep. A few minutes 
later, he returns. He slowly and precisely sets down the pot, mugs, 
milk and sugar on a small folding trestle table. And then, with 
a real sense of ritual, he pours us both a generous mug of dark 
amber refreshment. “I’ll let you add your own milk and sugar,”  
he says, settling into his armchair. “People can be very particular 
about the way they take their tea.”

That things be done properly is of paramount importance to 
Davies. Long lauded as one of British cinema’s foremost auteurs, 
he’s perhaps best known for making films the way he feels they 
ought to be made (whether or not his cast, crew, or even his 
audiences are in agreement). Characterised by its slow-moving 
camerawork, its painterly static shots and lyrical use of music,  

his style isn’t that of a jobbing director on the hunt for a 
Hollywood blockbuster; it’s one of a man with an unwavering 
belief that stories should be told the way he sees them — not 
however makes them easiest to digest.

“If I get a project, and I can’t see it, I won’t do it,” he says;  
a declaration that’s all the more convincing when delivered in  
his raspy timbre. “Unless I can actually see in my mind where 
I’d put the camera, and how it’d all play out, then everything 
just dissolves.” That manner of working is reflected in Davies’ 
filmography; although he’ll be 72 this November, over the course 
of his career he’s made just three shorts, seven feature films and 
one documentary. A rounded body of work, to be sure. But hardly 
prolific, for someone who’s been making films for forty years.

 
Then again, he got off to a late start. Born in Kensington, a district 
in inner-city Liverpool, Davies was the youngest of a working-class 
family of ten. He left education at 16, and worked as a bookkeeper 
for a decade before moving south to attend the Coventry School 
of Drama. Although the intention was to learn to act and write, he 
increasingly found himself preoccupied with the medium of film. 
And there, in between readings and rehearsals, Davies would write 
the screenplay for Children (1976), the largely autobiographical 
story of Robert Tucker — a man who, while sitting in various 
waiting rooms, reflects on a childhood spent enduring abuse from 
school bullies and his tyrannical father.

“I sent it all over England, and everyone turned it down,” he 
remembers. “But eventually I submitted it to the BFI Production 
Board, and six months later I went down to see them, near Waterloo 
Station. There, a wonderful man, Mamoun Hassan, said to me, ‘You 
have £8,500, not a penny more. You will direct.’ I said, ‘But I’ve never 
directed.’ To which he replied, ‘Well, now’s your chance.’”

Production was tumultuous, to say the least. Inexperienced, 
but doggedly insistent that things be done his way, Davies was 
quick to feel the wrath of his crew. “Apart from the cameraman, 
they all detested it, and told me every day how awful they thought 
the script and my direction was,” he remembers. “It was dreadful. 
I couldn’t go through that again. Years later, when I was at the 
National Film School, I ran into the woman who did continuity  
for the film. And before I even had a chance to say hello, she said,  
‘I still hate your script!’” 

He tuts and rolls his eyes.“Blimey, I’d have had her killed if  
it wouldn’t have cost me so much!”

The Long Day Closes 
1992 
Courtesy of  
BFI National Archive



But perhaps her reaction wasn’t entirely surprising. Not only  
was Davies technically inexperienced, but the subject matter  
of Children (and its companion films, Madonna and Child and 
Death and Transfiguration), charting Tucker’s life — from coming 
to terms with his sexuality to the death of his beloved mother,  
and finally his own tragic end — isn’t exactly standard BFI fare. 

In Madonna and Child, a shot of a man fellating his lover  
is followed immediately by a shot of Tucker at confession. In 
another scene, the camera roves slowly around the interior of  
a church while, on the soundtrack, we hear Tucker enquiring  
about getting his testicles tattooed. Then there’s the final scene  
of Death and Transfiguration, which doesn’t so much depict 
Tucker’s painful death as unforgivingly dwell on it; we see him  
as an elderly man, on a bed in a hospital ward, laboriously  
drawing his last few breaths.

Collectively known as the Terence Davies Trilogy, these  
three films put their director on the map as one of the most 
exciting talents to come out of British cinema in the 20th century. 
Derek Jarman called them “harrowing and very beautiful.” — but 
Davies himself isn’t quite convinced. 

“Children, at 46 minutes, is far too long,” he says. “And it’s far 
too clumsy! One shot is..” he pauses for dramatic effect, his voice 
quietening to a whisper (giving a glimpse of the acting career that 
might have been) “...two minutes and twenty seconds!” He laughs.

“I call it my ‘angora sweater shot’. Because in the time you spend 
watching it, you could knit one! It is so slow. And I was constantly 
being told by the crew that I wasn’t shooting the film the ‘proper’ way. 
But that was the only way I could see it.”

Acts of seeing and visualising lie at the heart of Davies’ early  
films — particularly the act of visualisation of memory. In fact, 
memory seems to hold an almost magnetic draw in his work. It’s  
in the shot of an empty hallway, over which we hear the voices  
of a Liverpudlian family in 1988’s Distant Voices, Still Lives (Davies’ 
award-winning debut feature, which painted an impressionistic 
picture of working-class family life in the Forties and Fifties). Or 
in the static shot of the carpeted floor in a child’s home in The Long 
Day Closes (1992) — a film about a boy who escapes his shyness 
and the trials of a strict Catholic school through the wonder of 
cinema, and the love of his doting mother and siblings.

Memory is, outside of Davies’ work, also present in the  
posters for his films — which hang, like relics, framed throughout 
his home and which provide most of its decoration. It’s a telling 

move from a director who openly recalls his painful memories 
around making films, but is clearly proud of the ones he has made 
all the same. 

“I’m not, and have never been, a participant in life,” he says. 
“I’ve always been an observer.”

Much of what Davies observed in early life has served as the 
fodder for his formative films — not least a father he feared, and  
a mother he adored. 

“The families in my early films are probably what’s most auto—
biographical about them. Because they are, by their nature, very 
powerful. Families are the source of all joy, and all terror. And we 
knew both, to extremes.”

From the fathers in the Trilogy and Distant Voices, Still Lives 
to Denis Leary’s Frank in The Neon Bible (Davies’ adaptation of 
the John Kennedy Toole novel about a boy growing up in 1940’s 
Bible Belt America), iron-fisted patriarchs stalk some of the most 
unsettling scenes of Davies’ early films. Why, I wonder, is he so 
drawn to them? 

“My father was alive for the first seven years of my life, and in 
that time he was psychotic, violent and suffering from cancer,” he 
explains. (In a 2012 interview with the Guardian, Davies recalled 
how he’d toned down his father’s violence in Distant Voices, Still 
Lives; “If I’d put the real levels in, nobody would have believed it.”)

In stark contrast, the women in Davies’ films are loved. 
Whether it’s the Trilogy’s long-suffering mother, or Distant 
Voices, Still Lives’ mouthy, rip-roaringly funny Micky, his female 
characters are strong, witty and fabulously charming, stealing 
scenes with a smile, a song or a razor-sharp quip. 

“All the big hits in Hollywood at the time I was a child were  
about women — All That Heaven Allows, Love Is A Most Splendid 
Thing, Magnificent Obsession — so I grew up on that tradition. But 
I’m also drawn to women, as I think most gay men are, because there’s 
no hidden agenda. And mercifully, they don’t tend to like sport.” 
Davies rolls his eyes. “God,” he says with the contempt of someone 
who describes once watching a Liverpool v. Sunderland match as 
“agony”, “isn’t sport just so tedious?”

Sport may not have a place in Davies’ cinematic world, but music 
undoubtedly does. His early films hinge on music; sometimes 
(as in Distant Voices, Still Lives) its presence isn’t so much an 
accompaniment as an integral element, almost as though it were  
a character in its own right.

Distant Voices, Still Lives 
1988 
Courtesy of  
BFI National Archive
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“When my father died — and when we began to live — our 
house became one of those houses with a magnetic quality,” he says. 
“Everyone sang, all the time. My mother, my two older sisters and  
my eldest brother all had wonderful voices, and their friends did 
too, and everyone would have their own song. It used to be said that 
England was a land without music. But that simply wasn’t true.”

Davies tells the story of how, one Christmas, he walked the 
length of a main street in Liverpool, past pub after pub packed 
to the rafters with people singing. And how, one sunny Sunday 
morning, after coming home from Mass, the mellifluous sounds  
of Jo Stafford’s song, You Belong To Me — which he would later  
use in 2011’s The Deep Blue Sea — came flowing through the  
open windows of every house on Davies’ Kensington street. 

“Music,” he says, “was part of the texture of life.”

And so it is with his films. But it isn’t merely music’s presence 
that’s remarkable in Davies films - it’s how he uses it to 
particularly moving effect. Like the scene in Distant Voices, Still 
Lives where Ella Fitzgerald’s Taking A Chance On Love plays, as we 
see the mother endure a brutal beating at her husband’s hands.  
It’s at once jarring and wince-inducingly close to the bone.

“The thing about music is that when it’s done badly, it just 
tells you the obvious. It manipulates you into feeling a certain way 
and you’re aware of it doing so. But when it’s used well, music adds 
another emotional layer to what you’re looking at. You don’t know 
you’re being manipulated — and that’s what is so fabulous about [it].”

Still widely regarded as his finest work, Davies’ early films — from 
the Trilogy to The Long Day Closes — not only crystallised his 
reputation as one of British cinema’s leading visionaries, they also 
paved the way for bigger-budget projects including The Neon Bible 
(Davies’ first fictional film, technically speaking) and 2000’s The 
House of Mirth — a lavish adaptation of the classic Edith Wharton 
novel about cutthroat high society in turn-of-the-century New York.

At the time, Mirth’s £5 million pound budget was the biggest 
budget Davies had ever worked with. Starring Gillian Anderson 
(then largely known for her turn as Agent Scully in The X-Files)  
as Lily Bart, the book’s protagonist, Davies recalls the shoot being 
“particularly difficult”. And despite being well-received by critics, 
the film didn’t set the box office alight, and was largely overlooked 
at awards ceremonies.

Then came a lull. Or what might be better described as Davies’ 
professional purgatory. He had just completed his first star-studded 

major motion picture — but instead of catapulting him into the  
big league, it left him stranded in a professional Siberia. 

“No one would give me any sort of money to make a film,” he 
says. He pauses briefly, then clears his throat. “I was out of work  
for 10 years.”

I’m suddenly reminded of an interview Davies gave a few years 
ago, in which he had said that — despite the critical acclaim they 
gleaned — he regretted pouring so much of his own life into his 
early films. Does that still ring true today?

“Well, yes — in that you think the whole process is going to be 
cathartic, and it isn’t. But no, I don’t regret [drawing on my own 
experiences] — because those were the statements I wanted to make. 
But the drawback is, there are many people who don’t want to hear 
about my life.” 

He leans forward in his chair, as if to better hammer home 
what he’s about to say. “I’ve never won any major prize at any  
major film festival; I’ve not won a BAFTA or an Oscar. And that’s  
the criteria now; and by that criteria, I’m the failure, I’m the also-
ran... I go to these dos, and I’m the only one in the room who I’ve never 
heard of. If I’d known a career in film was going to make me feel the 
sense of failure I have felt at times, then I’d have never embarked on it. 
It’s too difficult. It’s just too difficult. And I’m just not right for it.”

Davies has, I learn during the course of our interview, a bit  
of a habit of doing this; of making his career out as a case of Me vs 
Them, casting himself as the victim of a film industry that favours 
homogenised, bankable narratives over boundary-pushing cinema. 
“I’m always forgetting names,” he says of his networking prowess (or 
lack thereof). “It really is a wonder my career has taken off at all.”

The truth, though, is that this is a man who — at the age of 71 —  
is not only still making films; he’s making some of his best yet. In 
2007, a chance conversation with an old friend led to Davies’ first 
documentary. Of Time and the City, his love letter to a Liverpool 
now all but lost, was released to rave reviews at Cannes the 
following year.

Since then, he’s made 2011’s The Deep Blue Sea, an adaptation 
of the classic Terence Rattigan play, with Rachel Weisz as the well-
off judge’s wife who leaves her secure marriage for a former RAF 
pilot (played by Tom Hiddleston). Then there was the acclaimed 
Sunset Song (2015), an adaptation of Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s 
seminal Scottish novel with model-turned-actress Agyness Deyn 
in the lead role. And most recently, A Quiet Passion (2016) starred 

Of Time And The City  
2007 
Courtesy of  
BFI National Archive
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Sex and the City’s Cynthia Nixon as reclusive American poet  
Emily Dickinson. It’s the film which his manager — recognising 
Davies’ and Dickinson’s shared hermetic tendencies — describes 
as the director’s most autobiographical yet.

All three films have been well received. They are also, in 
keeping with Davies’ earlier work, all set in the not-so-recent  
past. So why, I wonder, has he not been tempted to commit  
a more contemporary story to film?

“It probably has something to do with the fact that I don’t 
understand the modern world and the way it works, and therefore  
I can’t dramatise it. I’m a complete technophobe. I can’t use any  
type of computer. I do have a mobile phone — but if it rings, and  
I don’t recognise the number, I immediately switch it off and shout  
at it. You’re looking at someone who actually tries to send emails  
on his hoover!”

As out-of-touch as that might make Davies sound, it’s exactly 
this sense of being apart, of observing rather than participating, 
that makes his period films so convincing. While the stories he 
chooses to tell might be set in the past, the characters and themes 
at their core still resonate powerfully today.

Take the two films he’s working on now. The first is an adaptation 
of American novelist Richard McCann’s short story collection 
Mother of Sorrows, a series of portraits of a family in mid-century 
Washington; the second, a biopic about celebrated World War 
I poet Siegfried Sassoon. They will both seek to explore issues 
around sexual identity, masculinity and religion.

“What interests me about Sassoon,” Davies says, “is that he 
was gay, got married to a woman — but still had numerous affairs 
with men — and then at the end of his life converted to Catholicism; 
something which will be very interesting to explore, since religion is 
something that repelled me in my own life.”

Religion, by Davies’ own admission, has been the single most 
“pernicious” thing in his life. Religious belief and the Catholic 
Church are constants in his early career, and continue to rear their 
head here and there in his later work too. And more often than 
not, these religious themes aren’t merely part of the texture of 
Davies’ historical narratives, but the reason the narratives exist 
in the first place. That process of working through a complex 
relationship with religion is something grounded in the director’s 
own life; rather than providing him with the strength to overcome, 
he says being raised Catholic left him wracked with guilt. 

“From the ages of 15 to 22 — which were miserable years because  

I realised I was gay, and it was against the law — I literally prayed 
until my knees bled. And no succour came. If I’d not got into film 
school, I don’t know what I’d have done.”

And perhaps that’s exactly where Terence Davies’ faith lies today 
— in the transformative power of cinema. If at one point in his 
life the industry spurned him, today it’s clear that film is as much 
a life-affirming salvation for him as it was all those years ago — 
when he’d sink into the seat of a darkened auditorium, much like 
Bud in The Long Day Closes, and escape (if only temporarily) from 
life’s banal, sometimes brutal realities.

As we finish our tea, Davies leads me back through the 
hallway towards the front door, making it clear that, whatever or 
whomever he entrusts with his happiness, it’s definitely not any 
would-be higher power. 

“All this nonsense about angels taking you up to heaven; I mean, 
Christ, am I just going to be sat on some bloody cloud playing some 
glum hymn on a harmonium for all eternity?! I mean, God almighty, 
I’d sooner stay alive!”

Sunset Song, 2015 
Courtesy of Hurricane Films

The Long Day Closes,  
Distant Voices, Still Lives and 
Of Time And The City are 
released on DVD by the BFI 
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