
Written by Jeanne Burel and directed by Nicolas Maupied
Produced by ARTE France & MORGANE Production

P R O V I S I O N A L  D E L I V E R Y  :  M A R C H  2 0 2 1

Daniel Day Lewis, 
THE HOLLYWOOD GENIUS

https://distribution.arte.tv/home
https://distribution.arte.tv/fiche/DANIEL_DAY-LEWIS___L_HERITIER


2Daniel Day-Lewis, the heir  •

In terms of the Actors Studio, Daniel Day-Lewis, who is British by 
birth but Irish by adoption, has beaten the Americans at their 
own game. He is the only actor in the history of cinema to have 
won three Oscars – along with more than 30 nominations and 
nearly 100 other gongs – and is one of the most acclaimed, yet 
mysterious performers of his time. To understand his character, 
his genius, and his torments, one must examine his lineage, to 
which he owes as much his success as his doubts. His career is 
that of a man torn apart by a feeling of inadequacy, crushed by 
the burden of a memory that he simultaneously seeks to flee and 
to perpetuate. This film traces the origins of the myth and the 
source of the complex heritage of which Daniel Day-Lewis is the 
heir.

Pitch
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Daniel Day-Lewis announced his retirement for 
the fourth time in his career when his last film, 
Phantom Thread, was released in 2018. He emerged 
exhausted and vulnerable from shooting the movie, 
which was directed by Paul Thomas Anderson. One 
could compare his condition to that of the character 
he played – the great fashion designer Reynolds 
Woodcock – who was devoured by a creative passion 
that left him absolutely drained after each show. 
Alma, his muse and mistress, describes the man she 
admires and cares for as both a genius and an ogre: 
“When you love your work and give of yourself as 
he does, eventually, you have to come back down to 
earth.”

Coming back down to earth might seem an obvious 
choice for any actor, but it feels like a real struggle 
for Daniel Day-Lewis. Because in cinema, he gives 
himself in the true sense of the expression. And 
such devotion of both body and soul to a profession 
that puts him on a pedestal as much as it totally 
consumes him makes him one of the most extreme 
actors of all time. And perhaps the most discreet, with 
a filmography that comprises barely 20 films over 
a 30-year career, with prolonged disappearances 
between each movie that further feed the myth 
surrounding him. These moments of seclusion are, in 
fact, unavoidable periods of mourning and exorcism. 
Daniel Day-Lewis must disappear in order to better 
learn to live with his ghosts.

But where do they come from, these spirits that 
haunt Daniel Day-Lewis, and which he is stubbornly 
compelled to never let rest? What is behind his 
predilection for these unique heroes, like the 
bloodthirsty gang leader in Gangs of New York, the 
Native American hunter in Last of the Mohicans, the 
misanthropic prospector in There will be Blood, and 
the severely disabled painter in My Left Foot? What 
suffering is he trying to relieve by diluting his own soul 
in that of his characters? What sins does he want to 

atone for by subjecting his body to all these extreme 
and sometimes irreversible metamorphoses? What 
is the reason for his preference for language of the 
body rather than the spoken word, this obsession with 
total mastery?

The story of Daniel Day-Lewis is one of a man facing his 
heritage. He comes from an influential and renowned 
family line of the English intellectual aristocracy, and 
has been de facto designated its natural trustee, for 
better or for worse. Far from the American idea of the 
self-made man, an anonymous person who comes out 
of nowhere and establishes himself through sheer 
force of will, Daniel Day-Lewis is the pure product of 
a heritage that both transcends and suffocates him: A 
family line that this film will explore in order to paint 
a portrait of an extraordinary actor.

Synopsis
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Why now?
Daniel Day-Lewis is an elusive actor. His performances 
provide us with an idea of the intensity of his 
character, but he nonetheless remains a mystery to 
his audiences. His multiple announcements of his 
impending retirement and his discretion regarding 
his prolonged disappearances between each movie 
only add to the mystery surrounding him. No film has 
ever been made about him before. We will, of course, 
look back at his career in theater and cinema, but we 
will need to go further, back to his roots in the British 
aristocracy, if we are to understand who he is and 
from where his genius comes. 

At the heart of the Daniel Day-Lewis story is a family 
and a powerful and well-documented legacy. The 
film will be structured around this unique framework 
that has so influenced his career, and the different 
figures it comprises; namely his father, mother and 
grandfather.

There is a great deal of archive footage to help us 
explore this family heritage and set out the Day-
Lewis genealogy: Interviews and news footage of 
his grandfather, Michael Balcon; of his father, the 
renowned poet and writer Cecil Day-Lewis; and of 
his mother, Jill Balcon, who was a theater and radio 
actress. We also have access to sound archives, such 
as poems by his father read by the author and also 
by his son. There are the books written by Cecil Day-
Lewis; and of course, the blue plaques with the names 
of his father and grandfather, fixed to the facades of 
their former houses in London.

We will opt for an organic approach, using this 

archive material within real settings linked to the 
history of the Day-Lewis family and the mythology of 
cinema, such as a box at the theater, a movie theater, 
an old English bookstore, archive footage from film 
libraries in London and Paris, London streets, or Irish 
landscapes.

There will be no interviewees in the film, except, 
perhaps, in the archives. Day-Lewis’s story will be 
told through the voices of family members, and in 
particular, his own. The interviews he gives are like 
confessions, offering a glimpse into his spirit. They are 
neither tests of strength nor pleasurable experiences. 
These interviews – whether on television, radio, or 
in newspapers and magazines – are also essential 
elements in the film and will reflect his own image, 
being classic, sober and elegant. Excerpts, makings-
of, movie trailers, stills from film sets, and photos 
from magazines will also serve to illustrate the 
complex framework of his life and career. Finally, a 
voiceover will set out the different levels of narrative.

The visual approach

Cecil Day-Lewis
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Prologue: Vanishing point
Like Aeneas leaving Troy in flames, Daniel Day-
Lewis forged his legend in flight; an instinctive and 
fundamental flight that happened one evening in 
September 1989. Day-Lewis was due to perform on the 
stage of the prestigious National Theatre in London, 
in the role of Hamlet. To help identify with the prince 
of Denmark visited by his father’s ghost in the play, 
Day-Lewis kept a large photo of his own father in his 
dressing room: “He looked me straight in the eye and 
looked so alive. That night, I ran into the actor, Ian 
Charleson. He told me that if I could get through the 
first scene with the ghost of Hamlet’s father, I could 
make it through the whole play. But I’ve never been 
able to do that. When I saw the ghost, I had the strange 
feeling that I was talking to my own father. And what 
he said to me that night was particularly hard to 
bear.” Everything became confused in Day-Lewis’s 
overworked mind, and frightened by this vision, he 
ran from the stage, never to return. But what for any 
other actor, might have been artistic suicide, for Day-
Lewis would turn out to be the first act of a career 
where life and acting forever overlap.

1 - A man in two parts
Daniel has performing in his blood. His mother, 
Jill Balcon, was a Shakespearean actress and was 
the daughter of Michael Balcon, director of Ealing 
Studios and producer of Alfred Hitchcock’s first films. 
His father, Cecil Day-Lewis was one of England’s most 
famous poets. The Day-Lewis children were raised by 
a nanny and received a strict education that included 
a formal ban on entering their father’s office: “We 

had to tiptoe when we walked by. There was a very 
literary atmosphere in our home. Everything always 
revolved around books.” 

The Day-Lewis parents were committed members of 
the British Socialist Party and sent their son to local 
school. And it was there that he first saw the virtues 
of mimicry: “I was Jewish and Irish, and had a fancy 
accent. I had to adopt a working-class accent and 
behavior every time I left the house,” he says.

Daniel Day-Lewis’s parents found their son’s behavior 
a little too wild in this popular environment where 
soccer and fighting reigned supreme, so they decided 
to send him to a private boarding school with a rigid 
structure that left him disgusted with “all the rules 
and traditions”. But it was during these tumultuous 
years that he discovered two passions that would 
provide a framework for his whole life: Woodworking 
and theater. 

He then found himself with two opposite paths from 
which to choose: Either a manual trade that would 
set him against his father, “a pure spirit, incapable of 
doing anything with his hands”. Or, he could opt for 
a career in classical theater, “which seemed like an 
obvious choice to those close to me, given my voice 
and my physique – my nose in particular.” Then a 
major blow struck that precipitated his decision: In 
1972, Cecil Day-Lewis died of cancer when Daniel 
was just 15, before he could accomplish anything to 
make his father proud. Between a burning desire for 
rebellion and a now-unfulfillable need for paternal 
recognition, Day-Lewis enrolled at the Bristol Old Vic 
theatre school in 1975, joining acting nobility, and 
discovering through the stage an unexpected way to 
channel the suffering that makes up his personality.

Scenario
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2 - Words and pain
Daniel Day-Lewis soon came up against the snobbery 
inherent to this profession, whose members consider 
that theater is the only noble artform. By provocation 
as much as by necessity, Daniel Day-Lewis auditioned 
for the BBC and the big screen. Indeed, his first film 
role goes back to when he was 14, when he was cast 
as a local thug in John Schlesinger’s 1970 film Sunday 
Bloody Sunday. He described the experience as 
“heavenly”, getting paid to vandalize expensive cars. 
Then as a confused and violent young gay skinhead 
in Stephen Frears’ My Beautiful Launderette (1986), 
to a young man with good manners in James Ivory’s 
Room with a View (1986), on screen, Daniel Day-Lewis 
embodied the two universes to which he belongs, 
while never having to choose a side. 

In 1989, Day-Lewis both definitively abandoned 
the theater and made his mark on the big screen in 
My Left Foot. The first page of Jim Sheridan’s script 
was enough for him to make up his mind. A foot puts 
away a record, takes another one from its sleeve, 
places it on a turntable and drops the needle on it. 
That might seem to be physically impossible, but it 
didn’t stop Day-Lewis. He gave the first great physical 
performance of his career, undergoing a bodily 
metamorphosis that left him with two broken ribs. For 
him, that was the price to be paid for his first Oscar.

Avec Isabelle Adjani

3 -  A mystical body
Daniel Day-Lewis’s silence is perhaps a reaction to 
having a father who made conversation a way of life. 
“An actor’s expression comes first through the body. 
I am part of this tradition.” That is also the tradition 
of the Actors Studio and Day-Lewis was a fan of its 
pioneers including Marlon Brando and Robert de 
Niro, concluding that the most genius of actors erase 
their own characters for the benefit of their roles. 
His encounter with Martin Scorsese was then the 
pinnacle of a grueling career. The Time of Innocence 
(1993) sealed a relationship of “absolute trust” 
between the two men. 

In 1989, Day-Lewis embarked upon a passionate 
relationship with French actress Isabelle Adjani, 
with whom he shared the same mystical approach to 
cinema: “He never spoke of the profession as being 
part of a happy life, rather as an irrepressible and 
absolute state. Each role represented a threat to his 
very spirit.” But their affair did not withstand the test 
of time nor his neuroses. In early 1995, Day-Lewis 
broke up with Adjani by fax, when she was seven 
months pregnant with their son. For the tabloids, 
he went from tormented sex symbol to the biggest 
bastard of all time. In addition to the suffering caused 
by seeing his private life made very public, he lost his 
agent and close friend, Julian Belfrage, who had also 
been his mentor and father figure. Day-Lewis was 
completely overwhelmed by grief, and fatherhood 
was suddenly something impossible to contemplate. 
Daniel Day-Lewis disappeared from the radar once 
again. 
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It took all of Martin Scorsese’s powers of persuasion 
to bring Daniel Day-Lewis out of his five-year 
retirement in Tuscany where he was learning the 
art of shoemaking. Scorsese offered him a powerful, 
iconoclastic role, inspired by gang culture; a world 
they both know well. But Day-Lewis didn’t agree 
to star in Gangs of New York in 2002 solely out of 
friendship, nor for the sake of nostalgia. The appeal 
of the role of Bill the Butcher was mainly thanks to his 
passion for knives. So taken was he by the gesture of 
sharpening a knife, it had become a daily ritual for 
Day-Lewis. He is an actor for whom a role is nothing 
to do with learning lines, rather assimilating a whole 
life, mastering a psychology, and adopting gestures 
with such dedication that they become reflexes. And 
he cannot imagine taking on a film without using his 
hands. To play a Native American in Michael Mann’s 
The Last of the Mohicans, he learned how to build a 
canoe and fight with a tomahawk. 

The Crucible (1996), adapted from Arthur Miller’s 
play of the same name, might not have been a 
landmark event in Daniel Day-Lewis’ career. It did, 
however, bring about a major change in his personal 
life. He was invited to Miller’s house during the shoot, 
where he met the playwright’s daughter, Rebecca, 

with whom he fell in love. On November 13, 1996, 
they married, and their first son, Ronan, was born 
in 1998, with Cashel following four years later. For 
the first time in his life, Daniel Day-Lewis had found 
a form of stability he had never known before. And 
even a new surrogate father in the shape of Arthur 
Miller, with whom Day-Lewis shared a fascination 
with craftsmanship, in total opposition to his father, 
who “remained a prisoner of his own mind.”

It is perhaps because of Day-Lewis’s manual dexterity 
– something relatively rare amongst actors – that 
this Englishman has been selected to play some 
great figures of American mythology, including 
Daniel Plainview, the hero of There will be Blood. In 
this metaphor of the tragic grandeur of American 
capitalism, Daniel Day-Lewis seems more in tune 
than ever with his cinematic alter-ego. A man capable 
of charming an assembly of gullible peasants by the 
sheer force of his eloquence, but whose humanity is 
revealed when he expresses himself in sign language 
with his adopted, deaf son. A man who makes his 
fortune through the power of his words, but who 
cannot express his love for his son. Just like Day-
Lewis’s own father.

4 - The pioneering spirit

There will be blood
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Daniel Day-Lewis has only twice played fathers. Two 
imperfect and failing men who end up betraying or 
abandoning their child. The humiliating and brutal 
father in There Will Be Blood, who is finally disowned 
by his adopted son; and the possessive, dying father 
in The Ballad of Jack and Rose, directed by his wife. 
In February 2005, three weeks before the film was 
released, Arthur Miller died of cancer, as if the end 
of the story were played out in real life. The loss of his 
beloved stepfather was followed, six years later, by 
the loss of his third mentor; Pete Postlethwaite, the 
great British actor and director who had met Day-
Lewis at drama school in London, and with whom he 
had shared the stage several times. Three patriarchal 
figures lost to cancer, each time reviving the pain of 
losing his father.

The pain still fresh from this loss, and after so many 
years of giving shape to American history, Daniel Day-
Lewis then returned to his roots. Phantom Thread, 
set in London in the early 1950s in a country only 
just moving on from the war, provided him with an 
opportunity to take a trip back to the lost England of 
his childhood. He spent a year working with a master 
costume designer at the New York City Ballet, until 
he could feel that mysterious and unpleasant feeling 

so familiar to seamstresses of the needle print on the 
fingers, long after finishing a job. But when his body 
bears the scars of unbridled toil, Daniel Day-Lewis 
feels an inexpressible well-being that justifies his 
choice of profession, “which is as much an opportunity 
as a curse. It’s what feeds and devours you, what keeps 
you alive and kills you in small ways.” And at the end 
of each shoot, the spell is suddenly broken, and the 
actor who has been flayed alive collapses, drained 
and weighed down by exhaustion and melancholy. 

After Phantom Thread, he was once again stuck 
by this familiar malaise, which has made his film 
career so erratic. Reynolds Woodcock will have 
been his farewell gift, the most personal of his roles, 
whose ghosts and obsessions he shares as an artist 
consumed by his art and haunted by the memory 
of a parent whose quest for almost pathological 
perfection pushed him to the edge and forced him to 
withdraw indefinitely, into the silence of a familiar 
sanctuary. After the film’s promotion was complete, 
Daniel Day-Lewis returned to the large manor house 
on the outskirts of Dublin where he now lives with 
his wife. In this windswept Irish moorland, Daniel 
Day-Lewis can disappear, abandoning himself to his 
ghosts. Until the next revelation.

5 - Paths of the Cross
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