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The Neon Bible

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.
A contemporary review

No director — probably not even Quentin Tarantino — is more thoroughly
saturated in popular culture than Terence Davies. Ever since the funeral scene
of Robert Tucker’s mother in Death and Transfiguration — which raises Doris
Day’s ‘It All Depends on You’ to new levels of bitter-sweet irony — right through
to Gena Rowlands’ smoky, slightly off-key performances of ‘My Romance’ and
‘How Long Has This Been Going On’ in The Neon Bible, his films have
depended for much of their emotional impact on the worlds of the torch song
and the musical comedy. And yet, for many arthouse cinemagoers, he still has
the reputation of being a ‘difficult’” director: perhaps because, by contrast with
Tarantino, there is nothing knowing or hip about the way he deploys pop
culture; or perhaps because, paradoxically, his films are too direct and sincere,
with none of the high-gloss camp of a Greenaway or Alimoddévar. Some people,
after all, find them simply depressing. There were stories from this year’s
Cannes festival, too, of audiences booing and catcalling at a preview of The
Neon Bible, completely wrong-footed by its unfashionably stately pacing and
also — | suspect — by the sheer quietness with which its narrative unfolds. (It
must be one of the quietest movies ever made: the last few minutes of the
soundtrack, consisting of birdsong, cicadas and rippling water instead of the
hitherto obligatory, send-’em-out-with-the-adrenaline-pumping pop song,
makes even sitting through the end credits a magical experience.)

John Kennedy Toole’s novel begins on a train, as the teenage David leaves his
hometown for good, after a night in which he has witnessed the death of his
mother and killed a sinister priest called the Reverend Watkins. We don’t know
any of this at first in the film, though, and Davies is not in the business of giving
away plot details. ‘I didn’t want to dramatise the book,’ he has said, ‘l wanted
to interpret it.” The motif of David sitting in the train carriage — his
expressionless face staring at a full moon which is often seen in reflection —
punctuates the film and is one of the many poetic devices used to break loose
from the conscientious realism of John Kennedy Toole'’s novel. Some devices
are more successful than others. After the scene where David’s father has
beaten up his mother, David steps out onto the porch to take in the enormity of
what he's just seen, and in a few seconds (courtesy of morphing techniques)
he physically grows from a boy of ten to a young man of fifteen. Presumably it's
meant to symbolise his sudden, forced maturity, but | found it abrupt and
alienating: a moment when the rigorous simplicity of Davies’ methods almost
shades into simple-mindedness.

On the whole, however, Davies’ anti-realism does preserve the strong sense of
interiority which characterises the novel. The small Southern town where the
action takes place is never named by Toole, and by the same token Davies
allows us to get well into the narrative before giving us an establishing shot of
the main street: like Toole, he is interested in the town as a state of mind rather
than as a physical location. In this way Davies foregrounds the theme of
community, just as he did in Distant Voices, Still Lives and The Long Day
Closes: but what makes The Neon Bible far more interesting is that here he
interrogates this concept rather than merely celebrating it. If the two earlier films
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were, on one level, nostalgic elegies for a vanished form of family and
community life which shielded its members from (unspecified) outside forces,
The Neon Bible shows a more complex awareness that the process of growing
up in such a close-knit environment might also have its tragic and stifling
downside.

The Neon Bible contains a crucial central episode which focuses this conflict. It
takes place at a revivalist meeting organised by the charismatic evangelist
Bobbie Lee Taylor (young in the book, middle-aged in the film). In both the
novel and the film, an authentic version of religious feeling is offered in the form
of a bedtime prayer spoken by Aunt Mae: ‘We’ll pray that your mother feels
well tomorrow and that nothing happens to your Poppa tonight and that you
and I... that you and | won’t be hurt too bad tomorrow or ever again.” Thirty
pages go by in the book before David attends the meeting, but immediately
after Aunt Mae’s prayer Davies audaciously pans sweepingly up to a star-
studded night sky, and then down to a wide-angle shot of people arriving at
Bobbie Lee’s tent — greeting each other, laughing, talking — as if to argue for
absolute continuity between the impulse behind her prayer and the impulse
which draws the townsfolk to the evangelical show.

Davies wastes little time in establishing Bobbie Lee as a fake: we see him
waiting in the wings, his face in sinister half-shadow, murmuring to himself,
‘Good crowd. Good meney’. The gradual collapse of the audience into tearful
hysteria under the sway of Bobbie Lee’s eloquence is very affecting, but Davies
ends the sequence on a bleak note: instead of the ‘fast song’ with which the
meeting concludes in Toole’s version, we get a mournful arrangement of the
New World Symphony sung by the congregation, and the camera tracks
towards the doorway of the tent until it becomes a rectangle of infinite
blackness.

It’s remarkable how often, in teasing out the meaning of Davies’ fims, you find
yourself talking about camera movements and musical accompaniments rather
than dialogue or performances. Wonderful though Gena Rowlands and Diana
Scarwid are in their roles, no one goes to a Terence Davies film for the acting.
The most eloquent sequence in this film is again wordless, and consists of a
series of long-held shots dissolving into one another: the coffins of soldiers who
have not survived the war, ranged on a lawn and draped in the American flag;
David sitting on the train, reaching up to lay his hand on a reflection of the
moon; a white cotton sheet billowing on a clothes ling, blurring again into the
Stars and Stripes; a class of children solemnly pledging allegiance in their
schoolroom. All of this is scored to Tara’s Theme’ from Gone with the Wind.
The fluttering sheet takes us back to that controversial shot of a carpet in The
Long Day Closes, a shot that for Davies’ critics summed up everything that
was precious and wilfully enigmatic about his technique. It’s true that in his
earlier films some of his references — including those culled from popular culture
— while ostensibly gesturing towards a notion of community, of shared
experience, were in fact intensely private. But his use of Max Steiner’s music in
this sequence, with its instant evocation of Southern history and its tremulously
hopeful overtones (“Tomorrow is another day’), suggests a director fully in
command of a wide and intelligible emotional register.

Jonathan Coe, Sight and Sound, October 1995
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