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Days of Heaven is a 1978 American film directed by Terrence Malick. It is a period 
romance-drama film set in 1916 telling the story of two lovers, Bill and Abby. Following the 
accidental murder of Bill's boss by him, the lovers travel to the Texas Panhandle to begin a 
new life working for a rich but dying farm-owner, along with Bill's younger sister, Linda. Bill 
decides to take advantage of the farm-owner, tricking him into a false marriage with Abby in 
order to claim his riches once he dies. This begins a love triangle between the three 
characters culminating in a powerful climax. 

The film's period allows Malick to explore themes relevant during the time such as the 
westward encroachment of industrialism and its resistance as well as the position of religion. 
Furthermore, Malick framed the story from the perspective of a seemingly-innocent teenager 
allowing him to explore themes from a near-disconnected point-of-view. Malick explores 
these themes through 1) The visually-arresting cinematography 2) The period-specific 
production and costume design and 3) The complex narrative and characterization. Malick's 
use of these elements was poignant as this film was released during the New Hollywood 
movement, where filmmakers took risks to make more unorthodox films exploring new 
genres and ideas, eschewing the traditional filmmaking style of previous decades (Cinelinx 
1 ). The extract chosen to explore these themes through the aforesaid elements are the final 
5 minutes of the film, from 01 :25:37 - 01 :30:37. This scene begins with Bill's death after a 
lengthy police chase, followed by Abby and Linda's resulting actions and decisions. 
Specifically, Abby leaves Linda in a boarding school in order to start her life anew. Shortly 
after, Linda runs away from that boarding school in order to live the way she's grown up; 
independently. This conclusion shown within this extract gives insight into the protagonists' 
characterization and highlights the contrast between industrial and agricultural America, 
displaying the effects of the increasing industrialism while simultaneously highlighting the 
resistance to it. 
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Fig 1. First frame of the extract Fig 2. Last frame of the extract 

The primary technique being explored is Nestor Almendros' vibrant cinematography. It has a 
focus on wide-shots which showcase the natural beauty of the film's setting. This instantly 
highlights the agrarian symbolism of the environment. This is seen during the extract when 
Almendros focuses on the still waters around Bill's body and the grassy shoreline where 
onlookers stand, seen in Fig. 3. This visually contrasts the film's beginning, where Bill was a 
steelworker, doing manual labor in a hazy factory setting. Here, the shots were zoomed in, 
placing focus on the characters' direct environment and appearance. Additionally, during the 
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preceding chase sequence, Almendros' use of wide-shots which frames the environment 
around the characters displays the agricultural environment and lack of industrial influence 
previously symbolized by the steam trains. This is significant because before the chase 
begins, the use of natural light and still shots create a sense of calmness, acting as an 
allegory to the pastoral nature of Western American. As it begins, the shots focus on the 
characters rather than the environment and the increasing chaos is cinematographically 
shown by close-up shots and shaky camera movements, shown in Fig. 4. Once Bill dies at 
the extract's start, the camera becomes still again, transitioning back into wide-shots as 
shown in Fig. 5. The transitioning camera movements signify a seemingly ineffective 
last-ditch effort at resisting the industrial revolution within America, showing that in the grand 
scheme of things, the industrial takeover is successful with Bill's death signifying the death of 
mainstream agrarianism in early-1900s America. This is shown towards the end of the 
extract within the composition of the final scene. Here, Abby boards a train entering the shot 
from screen-right to screen-left, shown in Fig. 6, displaying how the eastern Industrialist 
society has transitioned to the West. It also ironically echoes the scene of the train at the 
beginning of the film where the protagonists are trying to escape the current industrial 
setting. The irony is significant because, as Fig. 7 shows, in the earlier scene, the train is still 
going from screen-right to screen-left, foreshadowing the fact that they won't be able to resist 
the industrial movement in the end. 

Fig 3. Still wide-shots of onlookers Fig 4. Shaky, close-up shots of action 

Fig 5. Transition back into still shots Fig 6. Right-to-left train at the end 
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Fig. 7 Right-to-left train at the film's beginning 

The subsequent technique being utilized is the production and costume design. At the 
beginning of the extract, Bill's minimal costume, a single white tunic, and black pants, as well 
as his lack of technological resources (bar a single rifle), further highlights his disconnect 
from the industrial society America is transitioning towards. This is significant because not 
only does it highlight the contrast between America's clashing cultural ideologies, it signifies 
the above-mentioned inability to resist the industrial movement. Bill's costume here, visible in 
Fig. 4, directly contrasts Abby and Linda's costumes in the following scene, shown in Fig. 8, 
where they wear high-class dresses with a large hat for Abby and a ribbon for Linda. These 
are similar to the costumes the protagonists wore during the sham marriage with the farmer. 
The internal conflict of their desire to be something they aren't versus what they are is what 
causes the main conflict of the film and leads directly into the climax. The fact that they're 
wearing the same style of costumes as when they were living with the farmer displays the 
fact that even after Bill's death, Abby is still following his example and trying to be who she's 
not, because they get rejected by the emerging society of America. However, Linda's actions 
are the opposite of this notion, as when she runs away from her boarding school, even 
though her costume is still a posh representation of eastern industrialism, she is seen 
running away with a companion, whose costume is more akin to the minimal, dirty clothing 
found on the farm-workers previously seen in the film. This is shown in Fig. 9. These 
contrasting costumes juxtaposed against each other suggests that the industrial movement 
hasn't claimed every individual and Linda yearns for the independent, pastoral lifestyle of 
Western America. The use and positioning of a cigarette within Linda's frame of vision, 
something she was previously seen using, further highlights her desire of being independent 
instead of the false life she previously was forced to live under. It is used as both a symbol 
for the agrarian environment as well as for the independence and truth of not living a fake 
life. 
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Fig. 8 Abby and Linda's posh costumes 
cigarette 

Fig. 9 The contrasting costumes and 

The third technique being explored is the complex, unorthodox narrative structure, including 
the way the characters fit within it. Malick frames the story through Linda's eyes, the teenage 
younger sister of Bill who is, at most, a spectator reaping the effects of Bill's actions. This 
unorthodox narrative device allowed Malick to give the audience a direct but also 
disconnected perspective into the lives of Bill and Abby. Malick used this perspective to 
objectively explore the betrayal and false life of the protagonists, muting the emotion of the 
story in order to place emphasis on the characters' actions and their consequences as well 
as what they symbolize. Roger Ebert of the Chicago Sun-Times said, "I was struck more 
than ever with the conviction that this is the story of a teenage girl, told by her, and its 
subject is the way that hope and cheer have been beaten down in her heart. We do not feel 
the full passion of the adults because it is not her passion: It is seen at a distance, as a 
phenomenon, like the weather, or the plague of grasshoppers that signals the beginning of 
the end." {Ebert 1 ). Ebert's mention of the grasshopper plague which signifies the film's 
climax introduces the religious connotations within it. Malick's exploration of religion is not 
explicit as his religious beliefs were not public knowledge. However, Martin Sheen, who 
worked with him during the making of his previous film, 'Badlands' said Malick was "very 
devout" (Hubert 1 ). This suggests that religious exploration isn't too far-fetched. Not only 
does the plague of locusts act as an allegory to a biblical event but the film makes multiple 
references to the Devil existing within the film. Furthermore, Malick uses the narrative to 
further show the contrast between industrial and agricultural America. Abby leaving Linda at 
a boarding school symbolizes how people are now attached to the establishment for stability. 
The dramatic action itself is significant because it highlights the importance of the industrial 
establishment to the American populace. However, Malick specifically displays to contrast by 
showing that the agrarian ideology still has the strength within America. He shows this within 
the extract when Linda runs away from the boarding school she was sent to. Malick shows 
that, at least during the time period of the film, the westward industrial expansion did not 
claim every person as Linda is running away from the stability of the establishment into the 
unknown, with the final frames of the film show her walking away on a train track into a field, 
highlighting her effort at escaping the industrial influence back into the pastoral familiarity 
she has come to know. The dramatic action of Linda walking against train tracks towards a 
field, as seen in Fig 2 ends the film suggesting that the industrial movement hasn't claimed 
every individual. 
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The film's critical reception has varied over time. At first, it wasn't a significant box office 
success, making only $3,400,00 on a $3,000,000 budget. Additionally, while critics praised 
the cinematography and score of the film, detractors found flaws in the storyline and lack of 
a narrative structure. However, critics reevaluated the film and it's received critical acclaim 
and is considered today as a cinematic achievement. It was nominated for three Academy 
Awards for soundtrack and costume design, winning for best cinematography while Malick 
won the Best Director award at the Cannes Film Festival. The film was selected for 
preservation in the National Film Registry by the Library of Congress as being "culturally, 
historically, or aesthetically significant" and is placed on many "best films of all-time" lists to 
this date such as Ebert's 'Great Movies List' and TIME Magazine's 'All-TIME 100' (Wiki 1). 
Critics and scholars agree that the film's cinematography is visually-arresting and the 
strongest point of the movie. The film is significant not only because of its evocative images 
and resounding score but also because of the deeply personal story relevant to its setting. 
Malick explores his themes through his characters and their perspective. His unorthodox 
narrative style and focus on character and relationships as a device to explore his themes is 
a part of cinematic history. 
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