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Sunset Song

Terence Davies on ‘Sunset Song’

Sunset Song, Davies’s adaptation of Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s classic Scottish novel,
is partly a paean to a landscape and the changing seasons within it, and Davies
and his director of photography Michael McDonough have created a lush, fulsome
film, shot using 65mm, which is a joy to the eye. The story concerns a farming
family living in the north-east of Scotland, consisting of harsh disciplinarian father
John Guthrie (Peter Mullan), loyal mother Jean (Daniela Nardini), and their two
grown-up children: the scholarly Chris (Agyness Deyn), who gives up her academic
studies to work on the land, and her beloved brother Will (Jack Greenlees), who
bitterly resents the treatment that’s meted out to him by his father and soon leaves.
Later on it deals with the love between Chris and local boy Ewan (Kevin Guthrie) as
the shadow of World War | creeps closer. It’'s a tale of brooding terror, bottled-up
emotions and stoic patience that finds room for blossoming romance, and
burgeoning tragedy.

How did you discover the book?

| actually discovered it as a serial on BBC1 on a Sunday night [in 1971] and |
watched it each week because you couldn’t record anything then and had to wait a
week for the next one, so | ran out to buy the book. It’s quite hard to read because
it’s in Doric [north-east Scots] dialect. | just loved the serialisation. | was training as
a bookkeeper then, so it was just something | wanted to read. Not having gone to
university, | wanted to read all the time. Then, years later, when | started to make
films, it was always at the back of my mind.

Can you elaborate on the quality of the writing in the original?

Like most things, it was about the story. It’s epic. At the time | didn’t see that, | just
saw it as a rich drama. It’s terribly badly written, but it's a great story. | was just
interested in the drama and Vivien Heilbron’s wonderful performance [as Chris
Guthrie]. That's what stayed with me. When | decided | wanted to adapt it | went
back to the novel because | couldn’t see the BBC version —and I’'m glad | couldn’t,
as it would restrict me. Over six or seven episodes you can do so much more than
in a two-hour film. [In film] you have to be so much more ruthless with the text. We
worked on it from 2000 until 2003, when we got the final draft, and it went to the
UK Film Council who, after six months, said it hadn’t got legs.

When you were writing your version, how fully formed was it from scene to scene?

It's much more haphazard than that. | write everything shot for shot — and if it needs
some music then that goes in... other ideas you write on scraps of paper, and over
a year those notes accrete and you have a vague idea of what the structure is. And
then | write it out. | always write longhand. Then | have a break and come back to
it. And you’re reading the novel all the time. You think, ‘This is weak, how can |
make it feel cinematic, how do | show this succinctly without the characters telling it
to you?’ That’s always the interesting bit. The power of cinema, when it's good, is
that it catches the fleeting moment, the tiny things that have enormous power. |
wrote the end first — the end is so moving. No matter how many times | read it, | am
still in tears, because it's so full of humanity. You get it down for the first draft and
you think, ‘No, this needs a lot more work, here and there. What do | need there?’ |
only do three drafts and a polish, and that’s the shooting script.

This is a chamber drama, so the casting is absolutely crucial. How did you and
Peter Mullan get along, because there’s a few echoes of the stern father of your
autobiographical films.

We were doing the casting through [veteran agents] the Hubbards. | knew Peter
Mullan had made a very violent film, Tyrannosaur [2010], and | said, ‘| won’t watch
it.” They said, ‘If we found you a bit that wasn’t violent, would you watch it?” And |
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said, ‘Yes, but if it is violent, I'll just switch it off.” There’s a tiny scene when
someone goes to put a tie on him and it was just sublime, because it wasn’t acting.
He’s a lovely man. Very funny. And, like me, a real republican. We got on very well.
What he did was bring a lot of warmth to that character. And his voice is very
melodic, very caressing. He uses mostly the lower register, which is very rich. When
he does turn [nasty], it's even more shocking, because it's not expected.

How did Agyness Deyn impress you?

The Hubbards had said, ‘These are the people we’d like to come in.” And someone
said, ‘Agyness Deyn is a model.” | have no idea about that kind of popular culture,

about who the top model is. Anyway, | came up the stairs and she was outside the
door, and she looked about 11 years old. And she did the most wonderful audition.

Tell me about the idea of using 65mm. | saw the film in Toronto on the IMAX screen
and it was just the most enveloping experience. How was that decision presented
to you?

It was an idea Florian [Hoffmeister] had given me: ‘Do the exteriors on 65mm, and
do all the interiors digital.” And that will be the last time that camera will ever be
used and those lenses, because no one is going to make film anymore - digital has
taken over. They transformed it down to 4K on the digital and it still looks pretty
good. When we were shooting | would have said it was 50/50 between film and
digital. Now digital is much more responsive to light than film.

We haven't really talked about the Scottishness of Sunset Song. What was your
approach to that?

You have to make it understandable. Americans were saying they’d never be able
to understand it and it’ll have to have subtitles. Well, I'm not going to put subtitles
on it. They either understand it or they don’t. But we had to do something, because
there was a man in one scene who it was impossible to understand — and | wrote
the dialogue! So make it a general Scottish accent. And if you use a lot of the
poetry of the interior monologue it’s very poetic and very beautiful. Gibbon wrote
that in received English. | created about 10 per cent of the dialogue. I've got a good
imitative ear.

You'’re very particular about the music you bring in.

It's important. When the music is there to tell you something, it shouldn’t be there. It
should underline and imply something. When | was 18 and | started to listen to
classical music properly, there used to be a man called Alan Keith on the Home
Service as it was called then, called Your Hundred Best Tunes and it was all
popular classics likes ‘The Jewels of the Madonna’ and he played ‘All in the April
Evening’ by the Glasgow Phoenix Choir, which was an amateur choir started by a
Glaswegian undertaker. | never forgot it. And when | was writing | thought, ‘That’s

gottogoin.’
What was the thorniest thing to deal with?

The constant pressure of not having enough money. Because we all took a risk.
That was a constant strain, of having to drop scenes or rewrite them. I'll never do
that again. It was very unpleasant, but necessary. There was also the physical
discomfort of being in Scotland in the cold and the mud. | had to have four
Luxembourg actors [to meet funding stipulations] and the cast we had was all Irish.
This lad came in who looked exactly like Toulouse-Lautrec. And | said, ‘The
problem is he’s supposed to be Scottish,” and he said, ‘Well, my accent isn’t very
good,” and | said, ‘I got that.” They said, ‘Well, you’ve got to have one more actor
from Luxembourg that has a line.” The only person left was this lovely gentleman
called Hercule, who was playing the undertaker, and | suggested he could say,
‘That’s all folks!” and that went down like a lead balloon.

Terence Davies interviewed by Nick James, Sight and Sound, January 2016
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