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Platitudes, Paradoxes and Non Conformity: Terrance 

Malick’s Spiri tual Approach to Filmmaking 

 

By Mashal Rafiq 

 

 

Terrance Malick is perhaps one of the most reclusive popular filmmakers in 

modern cinema. His reputation as someone who is almost notoriously absent 

and private is what ironically makes him the subject of interest and 

conversation amongst many. Like him, his body of work is at best 

transcendental and at worst, interesting. Either way, it gives way to dialogue 

and is often a topic of discussion. For both himself and his films, Malick does 

not find it necessary to explain either.  

 

With a sporadic career spanning over half a century, his relatively sparse 

body of work has managed to cultivate a rather cult-like following, where 

Malick enjoys a god-like status. On the other hand, his films are often a 

subject of critique by critics and audience alike, and are by no means, 

commercially popular. It is fair to say that Malick’s films aren’t for everyone, or 

rather, not everyone can understand Malick’s films. Whichever way you look 

at it, one thing is clear and that is that the purpose of his films is not to be 

explained but to be wondered about.  
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Malick flitters across genres, making films about war, love, family drama etc. 

Yet almost always, there’s a singular overarching, all-encompassing theme in 

his films. This coupled with his very unique and deliberate style comes 

together seamlessly in what can be called a genre of its own. Terrance Malick 

has created his own genre of filmmaking, and it is one that is equal parts 

spiritual musing and technical mastery.  

 

This is not to say that Malick’s films and his style are unique in their entirety.  

In fact, his works are strikingly similar to those of Russian film director Andrey 

Tarkovsky, in both themes and in how they look. However, what makes 

Malick’s films different from those of others like him is his (deliberate or 

undeliberate) play with paradoxes. In his films, Malick acknowledges the 

existence of God/a unifying, universal, transcendental entity, but he refuses to 

make peace with His silence. The gist of Terrance Malick’s entire style and 

treatment of his films can perhaps be explained in a single line from his film 

The Thin Red Line: He is “searching for the immortality he hasn’t seen”. 

Malick’s films are a visualization of that immortality, and the search for it.  

 

Malick is known as an impressionist filmmaker. His films are rightly said to be 

painting “impressionist slices of life”1. Impressionist art is characterized by its 

emphasis on subjectivity, and making extraordinary the seemingly banal 

emotions and parts of life. Each brushstroke is harsh and often in 

contradiction with others, rather than being smooth and perfectly 
																																																								
1	Terrence	Malick	films	paint	impressionist	slices	of	life	–	The	Michigan	Daily.	
https://www.michigandaily.com/section/arts/terrence-malick-notebook	
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synchronized, however, collectively the form a hauntingly simple and beautiful 

picture of something bigger than the individual brushstrokes. Similarly, 

Malick’s films are characterized by a non-linear and fragmented narrative, 

which is bold enough to stand out on its own but eventually is a transient 

spec, which is only serving its purpose to become a part of the bigger picture. 

Like Monet and Van Gogh, Malicks films have vivid, dreamlike quality, which 

lends to them a very nonconforming type of subjectivity. Like it is said about 

Van Gogh’s paintings, Malick writes, shoots, and edits his film in a way where 

he 

“sees them as representing exactly what he want to say and says nothing 

about what others will see”2 

 

Like Van Gogh’s art, Malick’s films are extremely nonconformist in their 

construction. While Malick’s successful debut Badlands had all the 

elements, which would later become his trademarks (voiceover, pastoral 

settings, focus on nature, presenting inner landscapes of the characters, 

expressive use of wide shots, lack of establishing environment/locality shots 

beautiful music etc.), it was an exercise that is most in line with traditional 

story telling and filmmaking. From then on, his films seem to a moving 

towards a more non-traditional and experimental style of filmmaking.  

 

Films like The New World and his chef d’oeuvre The Tree of Life, his less 

popular Knight of Cups and Song To Song, and his latest A Hidden 
																																																								
2		Page	2	of	Chapter	“The	Electric	Man”	in	the	book	“Vincent	Van	Gogh”	by	Klaus	
Fussmann.	
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Life, all treat the plot as an accessory to the characters’ journey rather than it 

being the other way around. In almost all of these films, the camera takes on 

an observational role, which seems to be following the characters in their 

natural flow. Plenty of back shots are used, with a very expressive use of the 

wide angle lens, which serves to magnify the inner landscape of the character 

visualized through elements in their surroundings/environments (The trees 

outside their house in The Tree of Life and the animals and the jungle in 

The Thin Red Line), rather than focusing on the environment itself. The 

environment is only used to personify the inner emotions of the character, 

rather than to describe the character’s placement in a particular setting or 

locality. This gives Malick’s films a certain timelessness and lucidity, which in 

turn, synchronizes perfectly with the transcendental wonder that the films are 

meant to rouse in its audience. This also gives his films the very unique 

quality of being expansively drawn and extremely specific at the same time, 

which again is the literal visualization of the spiritual “part of something bigger” 

theme present in almost all his films3.   

 

While his films are almost always about metaphysical themes, Malick 

masterfully uses nature’s physicality to emphasize on the metaphysical. His 

films are full of stunningly beautiful imagery showing nature in its most 

simplest and beautiful forms. Often he uses extreme close ups of very small 

things like flowers or insects, which ironically emphasize the vastness of the 

universe, which is a perfect representation of his concept of the Creator and 
																																																								
3	The	Cinema	of	TERRENCE	MALICK	(poetic	visions	of	America)	
	



	 5	

the creations. His envisaging of nature as sort of the bridge between the 

Divine and the creation is evident in all of his films. He almost always shoots 

in natural lighting (often in the golden hour), which encapsulates this concept 

by giving his films a vivid, dreamlike, divine quality using elements directly 

from nature itself, symbolizing that it is in the most “natural” parts of nature 

that divinity can be found. 

 

Malick’s attempt to capture the “search for the immortality he has never seen” 

is also evident in the voiceovers that he uses in all his films. Unlike it is 

traditionally done, Malick relies not on dialogues but on voiceovers to explain 

the story and the character’s point of views. Malick’s knack for 

experimentation can be seen in the progression of his use of voiceovers. He 

initially started with a single, female voiceover in Badlands and Days of 

Heaven, expanding to multiple POVs/ voiceovers in The Thin Red Line, 

then using 3 unique POVs in his next three productions and then reverting 

back to a singular primary voiceover in The Tree of Life. The number of 

voices in a film is different for each story, however, they primarily serve the 

same purpose. The voiceover helps understand and emphasize on the 

subjective voice and emotions of the character, but at the same time performs 

a dissociative purpose, in a way that the viewer is able to disconnect the from 

the character and perceive them in relation to their place in the bigger picture. 

It works to separate individual brushstrokes but at the same time merge them 

together so that they cease to exist as individual brushstrokes and become 

colors in the painting.  
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Other than their impressionist style of art, another thing that Malick has in 

common with Vincent Van Gogh is their penchant for wind. In a way, both of 

them use wind, in their own unique ways, to visualize the “spirit” of the 

universe, the presence of an all encompassing, al ive entity.  While the exact 

purpose of the wind is more obscure in Van Gogh’s art, it is very evident that 

Malick uses wind to symbolize the presence of God. Malick uses wind 

imagery to show God, but he does it in such a way that the wind itself 

becomes his subject. Malick’s choice to use wind to show the “immortality that 

he has never seen” and manifest an image of God who is both present and 

absent, is the perfect choice, which seamlessly strings together his 

philosophical concepts of spirituality, the harmony between nature and being, 

and Malick’s mastery of vivid, buoyant, nature aesthetic. This wind imagery 

can be seen at the most transitional parts in his films. Malick, who is criticized 

for creating platitudes out of his own style of work, uses this in the most 

unusual of ways. For example, in death scenes, most filmmakers focus on the 

subject (human) who is dying. In a way, Malick does the same. He focuses on 

his subjects, but where he is unique is that his subjects aren’t just the human 

characters, but also other elements, like the wind. For example in The New 

World, when Pocahontas’ brother is fatally wounded in battle, the camera 

after focusing on the ceremony for the dead, follows the character’s gaze and 

stops at the wind blowing through the trees. Similarly in The Thin Red Line, 

in a scene Private Witt is telling a fellow soldier about his mother’s death. The 

scene then shifts, showing an old woman lying in bed. With her is a little girl 



	 7	

and birds chirping away in a cage. The old woman sits up in bed. She makes 

a gesture and the camera cuts away from her to the girl who is embracing an 

unknown figure. The curtains in the background begin to tremble as the wind 

starts to blow, and the camera pans upwards and out through the window, to 

show the blue sky, giving the illusion of the boundaries between the room and 

outside dissolving. Similar instances of wind can be seen throughout The 

Tree of Life, not just to show sorrow but also happiness, comfort, and 

freedom, like in the scene where adult Jack is having a vision of the “End” or 

the eschaton. Jack reunites with his family and it is a scene of tranquility and 

happiness and we see the wind, subtle as ever, ruffling through people’s hair, 

flapping the makeshift tents and blowing through their clothes etc.  

 

Like in his attempts to visualize God to show that He is present, without 

demarcating Him, Malick also attempts to visualize the God’s universe in a 

similar manner. While his thematic approach is theological4 in films like The 

Tree Of Life ( references from Christianity and Judaism), his cinematic and 

practical approach is much more spiritual in its manifestation. What this 

means is that while the voiceovers may be condoning biblical references, the 

way in Malick shoots his films employs a much more universally spiritual 

approach (which can not be tethered to a single religion). Malick, like 

mentioned above, treats elements and objects which are otherwise a little 

more than props for aesthetic value or to establish a particular setting in 

																																																								
4		Look	Out	Through	My	Eyes:	The	Enchantments	of	Terrence	Malick	by	
Eric	Repphun	
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traditional filmmaking, and makes them the subject itself. For example in The 

Thin Red Line, the hens, the animals, and the grass are as much the 

subject as the human characters. Each subject’s narrative is intertwined so 

intricately that eventually they’re all telling the same narrative, a narrative 

which they’re a part of but one that isn’t entirely their own and expands 

beyond their individual existence. As Malick’s films mature in their abstraction 

and become more refined even these subject’s cease to become the primary 

guiding spirit in the film. The camera’s gaze becomes the conduit through 

which the narrative is being shown and becomes the primary guiding spirit. At 

same time, the camera’s gaze (and the audience’s) is there to just observe, 

rather than construct the narrative. The narrative (if we can even call it that at 

this point), is being constructed neither by the camera’s gaze nor by the 

characters in the film. The point here is not to f igure out  what the narrative is 

but to wonder about it. 

 

This spiritual approach towards not just the films (content wise), but the way 

he makes these films not only applies to his separate films but his entire body 

of work, if it was viewed in its entirety as a single entity, has led many people 

to become critical about the honesty of his filmmaking, and it isn’t without 

reason. For those who view Malick’s films as individual products, his work can 

be labeled as borderline pretentious.5 He is accused of making laboriously 

long films, overusing the same “weightless aesthetic” which tips the already 

																																																								
5		The	Curious	Case	Of	Terrence	Malick	&	The	Worrying	Cost	Of	Diminishing	
Returns	by	IndieWire.	
https://www.indiewire.com/2016/03/the-curious-case-of-terrence-malick-the-
worrying-cost-of-diminishing-returns-261692/	



	 9	

fragile equilibrium of his films too far into affectation. At times it has seemed 

like Malick has attempted to ward of this criticism by making extremely half-

hearted attempts at conformity, by using a more commercially viable plot and 

using a star studded cast for example in Knight of Cups and Song to 

Song, and that has not worked well from him. However, he seems to be 

reverting back to his usual (yet growingly experimental) style in A Hidden 

Life. What this shows that the question about whether or not he crosses the 

line where his idiosyncrasies become affectations can only be answered when 

the entirety of his work is viewed as a single journey and where his 

impressionist approach is not only viewed as poetic, but as spiritual.  

 

The obfuscation he practices is filmmaking, in his composition and his editing, 

and in developing his reputation as a filmmaker is deliberate. He pushes 

boundaries, dissolves margins, and bends everything, until nothing he makes 

retains its quality as a thing, but rather becomes a part of the bigger whole. In 

a way the entirety of Malick’s body of work can be viewed as a single 

Terrance Malick film.  

 

Malick’s works may seem to be full of platitudes, but these platitudes seem to 

be deliberate, rather than being the result of laziness and an uncreative mind. 

The stylistic elements and the themes in his films may sound profoundly 

pretentious, but only to those who refuse to acknowledge Malick’s works as 

manifestations of his spiritual mind rather than just his creative mastery. 

Malick is an auteur whose filmmaking is not just a creative exercise but also a 
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spiritual act of worship. His purpose is not to make the audience understand, 

but to make them wonder.  

 


