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ADVANCED PORTFOLIO – PRACTITIONER STUDY
DIRECTOR: TERRENCE MALICK

FACTFILE:
GCE A2 LEVEL
MOVING IMAGE ARTS

Overview
Terrence Malick is an 
American director and 
screenwriter whose first 
feature Badlands (1973) 
quickly gained him critical 
acclaim. This was followed 
by Days of Heaven (1978) 
after which Malick went 
into retirement and did not 
make another film until The Thin Red Line (1998) 
for which he was nominated for an Academy Award 
for Best Director. Since then his output has been 
more regular. He directed and wrote The Tree of Life 
(2011) which was also nominated for an Academy 
Award for Best Director. He has a reputation of being 
difficult to work with, due to his in-the-moment 
decision making. Malick studied Philosophy and his 
work is influenced by figures such as Wittgenstein 
as well as the works of modern realist painters, 
such as Edward Hopper and German Expressionist 
filmmakers, such as F.W. Murneau.

Some techniques for study and 
exploration:
•  Use of immersive sound, such as swelling 

orchestral scores and sounds of nature, as well as 
long periods of silence

•  Expressive and deliberate use of de-synchronised 
sound

•  Use of voice-overs that are reflective, trying to 
make sense of an experience and often posing 

questions, which are often half-whispered and 
delivered by multiple characters, almost like in a 
stream of consciousness, for example in The Thin 
Red Line where we hear the voice-overs and private 
thoughts of C Company

•  Use of nature and fire as metaphor, focusing on 
the relationship between humans and nature, 
with frequent images of hands brushing over 
fields of tall grass or wheat and cutaways to trees, 
skies, insects or animals, such as the young bird 
struggling on the ground in The Thin Red Line, 
the use of fire to beat down a swarm of locusts in 
Days of Heaven, Witt’s fascination with flame in 
The Thin Red Line or Kit burning down the house in 
Badlands

•  Use of golden or ‘Magic’ hour lighting and natural 
light (either shortly after sunrise or shortly before 
sunset) as can be seen throughout Days of Heaven 
and in Badlands

•  Use of lens flare to create a halo type effect around 
moving characters who are backlit and positioned 
directly in front of the sun

•  Use of Steadicam and handheld camera such as in 
The Thin Red Line and also in The Tree of Life

•  Allowance of some improvised camera work, 
encouraging crew to experiment and explore 
potential flourishes and shot opportunities as they 
happen, for example during the filming of The Tree 
of Life a butterfly landed on Jessica Chastain’s 
arm and the camera operator took the initiative to 
focus on this and follow it
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Some recommended texts:*
Badlands (1973)

Days of Heaven (1978)

The Thin Red Line (1998)

The Tree of Life (2011)

*Please note that the filmography of some practitioners 
featuring in the A2 MIA fact file series may include 18 certificate 
films. These films, if significant, may be mentioned in the 
overview to provide career background but will not be listed 
as recommended for study by CCEA. It is the responsibility of 
the teacher to ensure that students only view films with age 
appropriate content and certification.

Many films have had their certification reviewed in recent 
years. For more details go to www.bbfc.co.uk and use the film 
certification search function.

Credits
All images by C.Ryder

www.bbfc.co.uk

