
IN DREAMS ARE MONSTERS 

A Dark Song 
 

Sophia is grief-stricken and overwhelmed with sadness since the untimely 
death of her son. In a desperate attempt to achieve some form of closure, she 
reaches out to Solomon, an occultist with experience in an ancient invocation 
ritual that Sophia believes will allow her to make contact with her deceased 
child. 

Locked away in a remote country house, the pair undergo a long and arduous 
ritual, risking both their mental and physical safety as they attempt to access 
a world beyond their understanding. 

But when Solomon finds out that Sophia has not been truthful about her wish, 
a greater danger threatens them. In the dark, they find that they are no longer 
alone in the house. They are now in the world of real angels, and real demons. 

Debut director Liam Gavin’s inspiration for his ghoulish chamber piece was 
none other than the notorious occultist Aleister Crowley (once described as 
the most wicked man in the world) and his attempt to carry out ‘the Abramelin 
Procedure’, an arcane ritual that Crowley abandoned halfway through. 

Filming on location at a suitably cold and creepy derelict house, Gavin has 
fashioned what The Hollywood Reporter calls ‘a spellbinding psycho-horror 
debut’, garnering a brilliant performance from the excellent Steve Oram, 
usually seen in more comic roles, as the surly occultist who bites off more 
black magic than he can chew. Catherine Walker, as the woman who enlists 
the occultist to help realise her dream to contact her dead child, gives a 
powerfully convincing and gutsy performance. 

With shades of cult horrors Kill List and Wake Wood, A Dark Song is 
nevertheless fiercely original and innovative, helmed with an assurance that is 
all the more astonishing given it is Gavin’s first film. After a slot at the London 
Film Festival, and winning Gavin the New Visions award at the 2016 Sitges 
Festival, A Dark Song is brooding, brutal and brilliant. 
Kaleidoscope Entertainment 
 

‘I don’t do forgiveness,’ Sophia (Catherine Walker) insists to Solomon (Steve 
Oram), in writer/director Liam Gavin’s astonishing feature debut A Dark Song. 

Three years after her seven-year-old son Jack was murdered, Sophia, 
inconsolable with grief, anger and loss, hopes to fill the gaping hole in her life; 
she has rented a large, isolated house in the Welsh hinterlands for a year, and 
is now sealed inside with occultist Solomon, who is guiding her through a 
prolonged magick ritual. Wishing to be able to speak once more with Jack, 
and to secure a dark favour from the guardian angel she will summon through 
this ritual, ‘posh girl’ Sophia commits to acts of transgression in order to shift 
herself from her current malaise. She transcends social boundaries by 
cohabiting with, and submitting to, the proletarian Solomon, and goes against 
her Catholic faith through demonic invocations and necromancy – as well as 
through an earlier questioning of God’s goodness and an abandonment of 
forgiveness in the wake of Jack’s death. 



 
 

In cinema, ritual practices are a familiar trope of horror, with stock scenes of 
exorcisms, séances, pentagrams or ouija boards all marking a point of 
transgressive contact between this world and another. In A Dark Song, 
however, the scenes of Abramelin ritual, far from representing a mere episode 
in a broader story, form the very essence and architecture of this intensely 
intimate chamber piece, in which two flawed but driven individuals work 
through problems all at once worldly, psychological and spiritual via an 
irrational yet rigorously methodical process. Apart from the brief prologue, 
there is nothing else in the film besides these hermetic rites, furnishing a 
scripted scenario and an expressionistic stage on which Sophia can rehearse 
her internal struggles and psychological damage, in a desperate search for 
some sort of dramatic resolution. As Solomon says, ‘It’s essentially a journey. 
That’s a poor metaphor, that is, but it will do for now.’ The ritual itself proves 
similarly provisional, as Sophia keeps changing the story of what she really 
wants, forcing Solomon accordingly to make drastic adjustments to the 
proceedings. 

Solomon’s workaround for Sophia’s inability to forgive is to make her drink a 
glass of his blood – an ambiguous requirement, falling somewhere between 
vampirism and an act of Christian communion (later, Solomon’s side will be 
pierced, marking him further as a Jesus figure). Ambiguity pervades A Dark 
Song, as it remains unclear whether the increasingly strange goings-on in the 
house are products of Solomon’s chicanery, hallucinations caused by 
Sophia’s state of mental and physical exhaustion, or genuine, uncanny 
intrusions of the otherworldly. Based on any of these interpretations, however, 
the house’s interior, now reconfigured as a sigil-covered mystic portal, 
provides the setting for a magical personal transformation in Sophia that is 
ultimately as sublime as it is deeply moving. For amid the personality clashes, 
cabin-fever claustrophobia, class conflict, sexual tension and endlessly 
repeated gestures, there are also momentary miracles and awe-inspiring 
epiphanies, all serving as a psychodrama of damage and rebirth in extremis. 
The film’s final sentiment, coming after this long, dark ordeal of despair, is 
hard-earned, requiring no forgiveness from the viewer. 
Anton Bitel, Sight and Sound, May 2017 
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BECOME A BFI MEMBER  
 

Enjoy a great package of film benefits including priority booking at  
BFI Southbank and BFI Festivals. Join today at bfi.org.uk/join 
 
 
BFI PLAYER 
 

We are always open online on BFI Player where you can watch the best 
new, cult & classic cinema on demand. Showcasing hand-picked 
landmark British and independent titles, films are available to watch in 
three distinct ways: Subscription, Rentals & Free to view.  
 

See something different today on player.bfi.org.uk 
 

 
BFI SOUTHBANK 
 

Welcome to the home of great film and TV, with three cinemas and a 
studio, a world-class library, regular exhibitions and a pioneering 
Mediatheque with 1000s of free titles for you to explore. Browse special-
edition merchandise in the BFI Shop. 
 

We’re also pleased to offer you a unique new space, the BFI Riverfront – 
with unrivalled riverside views of Waterloo Bridge and beyond, a delicious 
seasonal menu, plus a stylish balcony bar for cocktails or special events. 
Come and enjoy a pre-cinema dinner or a drink on the balcony as the sun 
goes down. 
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