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Melancholia in the Films of Terrence Malick

Abstract: Melancholia lies at the core of the films of Terrence Malick; it can be regarded as a lens 
through which the director sees the world. It encompasses the endurance of loss, the search for faith, for 
the absolute of love and for God himself. In Malick’s oeuvre, the paradise which was lost always refers to a 
Christian theological concept but at the same time is connected with the irretrievably lost personal past of 
the characters. The nature/grace dialectic is also a signature theme in Malick whence melancholia stems. 
In this essay I will use Jean Starobinski’s work on melancholia while investigating the distinctly theological 
nature of the interpretation of melancholia which Malick presents in his films. His theological themes pave 
the way for a metaphysical cinema, which I will attempt to analyse through the interpretation of five of his 
movies, spanning from Badlands (1973) to the more recent Knight of Cups (2015). 
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Introduction
Melancholia lies at the core of the films of 

Terrence Malick; it can be regarded as a lens 
through which the director sees the world. It 
invites discussion and raises questions about 
the endurance of loss, the search for faith, 
for the absolute of love and for God himself. 
The battle between good and evil provides 
the horizon within which melancholia is 
born on the margins of a perpetual nostalgia 
for paradise lost. In Malick’s oeuvre, the 
paradise which was lost always refers to a 
Christian theological concept but at the same 
time is connected with the irretrievably lost 
personal past of the characters. This is usually 
represented by their childhood (as in The Tree 
of Life (2011)) or by their lost love (as in To the 
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Wonder (2012)). The nature/grace dialectic in the opening of The Tree of Life is also a 
signature theme in Malick whence melancholia stems. In this essay I will use Jean 
Starobinski’s work on melancholia while investigating the distinctly theological 
nature of the interpretation of melancholia which Malick presents in his films. His 
theological themes pave the way for a metaphysical cinema, which I will attempt to 
analyse through the interpretation of seven of his movies, from Badlands (1973) to the 
more recent Knight of Cups (2015). 

Melancholia in the films of Terrence Malick and man’s fall from God

In the fictional world created by Malick, melancholia emerges on the battleground 
between nature and grace. Although this theme is present in nearly all of his movies, 
Malick only lays it out concretely in his Palm d’Or winning Tree of Life. In the 
beginning of the movie, Mrs. O’Brien (played by Jessica Chastain) reminisces on her 
childhood through a series of images which show the impact of the beauty of nature 
on her as a girl, while the voice-over presents her creed in life: 

The nuns taught us there are two ways through life, the way of Nature 
and the way of Grace. You have to choose which one you’ll follow. Grace 
doesn’t try to please itself. Accepts being slighted, forgotten, disliked. 
Accepts insults and injuries. Nature only wants to please itself. Get others to 
please it too. Likes to lord it over them. To have its own way. It finds reasons 
to be unhappy when all the world is shining around it. And love is smiling 
through all things.

The monologue ends with a promise made to God – ‘I will be true to you, whatever 
comes’ – exactly when the camera shows the postman nearing the door of the O’Brien 
family in order to bring the devastating news of the death of one of the family’s sons. 
Henceforth Mrs. O’Brien has to struggle to keep her promise to God and at the same 
time find within herself the strength to accept her son’s death. Not at all surprisingly, 
the entire movie unfolds against the background of the Book of Job, these famous 
verses from God’s response appearing before the first scene of the movie: ‘Where were 
you when I laid the foundations of the earth? ... when the morning stars sang together, 
and all the sons of God shouted for joy?’ (Job 38:4, 7) 

In the film the situation is interestingly reversed. The addressee is reversed and 
the central question — ‘Where were you?’ — is posed to God by both Mrs. O’Brien 
and her eldest son, Jack (played by Sean Penn), as they struggle to come to terms with 
R.L.’s death. Soon enough, the movie becomes a kind of theodicy in which Malick 
juxtaposes the drama of the O’Brien family and the history of the Earth in a montage 
that tends to confuse many critics. In response to their confusion, Peter Leithart writes 
in Shining Glory: Theological Reflections on Terrence Malick’s Tree of Life that 

like the great literary treatments of Job, The Tree of Life cannot avoid treating 
the whole history of the cosmos. Human suffering is not a local but a global 
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and even cosmic matter. Malick knows that even the least tear of the most 
insignificant human being raises questions about the kind of universe we 
live in and the character of the power who made and runs it. Malick is 
enough a student of Kierkegaard and Dostoevsky to know that there is no 
straightforward rational argument that will explain evil. The Tree of Life is a 
non-Euclidean response to a suffering which, like Job, involves the whole of 
history from creation to the end of time. (Leithart 16) 

Having mentioned Dostoevsky, Leithart also brings forward a discussion of The 
Brothers Karamazov, which is reputed to have always exercised a great influence on 
Malick. Leithart insists on the book’s being ‘infused with Joban themes’ (Leithart 15) 
and stresses the fact that ‘Dostoevsky did not believe that there was any philosophical 
answer to Ivan’s objections. One cannot present an argument that solves the problem of 
evil. Brothers Karamazov offers a ‘non-Euclidean” response to Ivan’ (ibid.). This means 
that ‘active love, compassion, forgiveness and kindness, not argument, is the only 
“answer” to a broken world, to humans that have wandered from or been expelled 
from Eden and its tree of life’ (ibid.).

Since the term non-Euclidean has now been mentioned twice in this reading of 
Malick’s Tree of Life, I will now try to address the issue of Malick’s treatment of altered 
geometry in the movie discussed so far and in Knight of Cups. At the same time, I will 
focus on the manner in which it can enhance our understanding of Malick’s vision 
of melancholia. The two films have in common a male protagonist who meanders 
through barren landscapes or utter deserts in search of something that they and the 
viewer never see directly. It is obviously a search for oneself and for God through the 
wastelands of their own inner landscape. According to Leithart’s description of the 
protagonist of The Tree of Life, ‘Jack is a modern Everyman. He has pursued career, 
success, and money, and it’s all worked. He is at the top of the world, regularly 
ascending in an elevator to offices high above the city. Inside, he is dead. Nothing 
grows. “O God, you are my God. Earnestly I seek for you. My soul thirsts for you, 
my flesh yearns for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water” (Ps 63:1)’ 
(Leithart 22).

Very similarly, in Knight of Cups, Rick (played by Christian Bale) is a very 
successful screenwriter living in L.A. whose first line from the movie (delivered in 
the same voice-over technique typical of Malick’s films) is uttered in a melancholic 
tone: ‘All those years living the life of someone I didn’t even know.’ What follows 
is a presentation of Rick’s spiritual progress through a dreamy L.A., chronicling his 
womanizing and his attempts to make sense of his life. He is shown passing through 
a series of half a dozen women, all of whom he leaves heartbroken, unable to find 
happiness in someone else until he has found himself. At a certain moment towards 
the end of the film, Rick has found out that Elizabeth, the woman whom he seems to 
have loved the most out of all and whom he wanted to marry, has had an abortion. 
The relationship ends and he is obviously deeply affected. The camera presents him 



285Melancholia in the Films of Terrence Malick

walking through a wasteland that is crossed by two parallel railway tracks which 
intersect in a way that staggers the viewer’s mind, only to distance themselves once 
again and resume their parallel paths. The scene is presented with particular care 
since Rick is filmed walking down one of the tracks while the voice of the priest that he 
addresses in order to find consolation utters one of the most significant monologues 
in the movie: ‘It seems you’re alone. You’re not. Even now, he’s taking your hand and 
guiding you by a way you cannot see. If you are unhappy, you shouldn’t take it as a 
mark of God’s disfavour. Just the contrary. It might be the very sign he loves you. He 
shows his love not by helping you avoid suffering, but by sending you suffering… 
By keeping you there. To suffer binds you to something higher than yourself, higher 
than your own will. It takes you from the world to find what lies beyond it. We are 
not only to endure patiently the troubles he sends. We are to regard them as gifts. As 
gifts more precious than the happiness we wish for ourselves.’ 

The scene with the intersecting parallel tracks can be understood through 
Deleuze’s discussion of the ‘empty and amorphous spaces which lose their Euclidean 
co-ordinates, in the style of Ozu or Antonioni. There are crystallized spaces, when the 
landscapes become hallucinatory in a setting which now retains only crystalline seeds 
and crystallizable materials. Now what characterizes these spaces is that their nature 
cannot be explained in a simply spatial way. They imply non-localizable relations’ 
(Deleuze 129-30). The non-Euclidean geometry at work in this scene shot by Malick 
functions as a visual representation of a logic beyond human logic, such as one finds in 
the words of the priest quoted above. The viewer is witnessing in this scene an opening 
towards a different dimension of reality, the divine dimension. Rick’s melancholia, 
just like Jack’s melancholia in The Tree of Life, if we are to follow the priest’s logic, 
takes him beyond the reality at hand. Rick’s wasteland can very easily be connected 
to Jack’s desert and they may both be visual representations of their melancholia. In 
The Tree of Life, ‘wandering through the desert, the adult Jack encounters an isolated 
door frame. There is no room on either side of the door, but to move ahead he had to 
pass through the door. It marks a change from one state to the other, from a state of 
depression brought on by his adherence to nature to an embrace of the state of grace’ 
(Leithart 48). It is precisely his mother and his brother — represented in a dream-like 
sequence — that bring him to that place in the desert where he passes the door. In 
the opening of the movie, the voice-over is precisely Jack addressing God: ‘Brother. 
Mother. It was they who led me to your door.’ According to Joshua Nunziato, ‘the 
whole film will take up the question of how Jack’s family relationships returned him 
to his divine source. Ultimately, the end of this beginning allows Jack to address his 
family by addressing himself through them to God’ (2016: 219). 

Jesus said, ‘I am the door. If anyone enters by Me, he will be saved, and will go 
in and out and find pasture.’ (John 10:19) Since Joshua Nunziato speaks about this 
door as a ‘paschal door’ (228) through which Jack is led and about the characters of 
Mrs. O’Brien and R.L. as representatives of Marian and Christ figures, respectively, 
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without ever becoming simple ‘stand-ins’ for the Virgin Mary or Christ, I think it 
possible to speak about the door as the symbol used in the Johannine passage while at 
the same time not claiming to have found the definitive significance of the image used 
by Malick. As Nunziato notices, all these characters (or images, I would say) ‘refer 
beyond themselves in a double mediation… They remain, however, distinct from the 
place of mediation to which they lead. Therefore, both of these characters possess the 
power to communicate something of a sacrifice that remains beyond them’ (220).

Before introducing another movie into the discussion, I should like to raise the 
issue of the origins of melancholy, as documented by Jean Starobinski in L’encre de la 
mélancolie (2012). Both a literary critic and a psychiatrist, Starobinski opens his book 
on the treatment of melancholy by discussing the first case of melancholia mentioned 
by Homer, namely that of Bellerophon.

[I]n the Homeric world, everything happens as if the communication 
of man with his fellow-men, as if the rectitude of his path needed a divine 
guarantee. When this favour is denied by all gods, man is condemned to 
loneliness, ‘devouring’ sorrow (which is a form of autophagy), to reckless 
races through anxiety. Bellerophon’s depression is only the psychological 
aspect of this desertion of man by the higher powers. A mysterious anger 
weighing on him from above, pushes him away from the roads opened 
by men, pushes him out of all purpose and meaning. Is this madness, 
mania? No: in the delirium, in the mania, man is incited or inhabited by a 
supernatural power, of which he experiences its presence. Here, everything 
is far away, absence. Bellerophon seems to us to wander in the void, far 
from the gods, far from men, in an unlimited desert. To get rid of his ‘black’ 
sorrow, melancholy has no other resource than to wait or to reconcile the 
return of divine benevolence. Before he can speak to men, a deity must return 
the favour from which he has been removed. This situation of abandonment 
must be stopped. But the will of the gods is capricious... (Starobinski ch. 1; 
my translation) 

This description bears a striking resemblance to the spiritual desert crossed by the 
priest from Terrence Malick’s To the Wonder (2012), Fr. Quintana (played by Javier 
Bardem). In his case we do not witness visual deserts as those traversed by Jack or 
Rick in the movies already discussed, but Fr. Quintana’s struggle is in no way lesser 
than theirs. His sermons hit home with Marina (played by Olga Kurylenko) because 
her own collapsing marriage with Neil (played by Ben Affleck) makes her experience 
the same spiritual desolation. She moves from Paris to Bartlesville, Oklahoma in 
order to marry him but before long their love loses its strength and the relationship 
turns into ‘a form of autophagy,’ to quote Starobinski. She and Fr. Quintana are both 
migrants in the United States, a condition which may hint to the notion of every man’s 
being exiled from the lost paradise that he once knew. Trying not to lose heart when 
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his prayers do not receive an answer, Fr. Quintana preaches: ‘You fear your love has 
died. It is perhaps waiting to be transformed into something higher.’ The camera 
insists upon the effect that his words have on Marina. Throughout the film, the priest’s 
sermons stem from his own search for God, who is hiding from him and leaves the 
priest feeling a thirst that cannot be quenched by anything else: ‘Teach us where to 
seek you’, he keeps praying, and his words are not too different from the supplications 
addressed by Marina to Neil: ‘Open me. Enter me. Show me how to love you. Why do 
we come back down?’, thus illustrating the idea that the boundaries between divine 
love and erotic love in Christian theology are insignificant. What matters is rather a 
transgression of the lustful character of the latter and its transformation into agape. 
However, Neil is unable to undergo this inner transformation. Jane (played by Rachel 
McAdams), his old flame with whom he has a love affair after the first break-up with 
Marina, tries to give a spiritual meaning to their love, but the voice-over informs us 
through Neil’s own words: ‘I had no faith. You knew. Were you afraid?’ Devastated 
by Neil’s rekindling the relationship with Marina out of duty when the latter calls in 
desperation because she can find no work in Paris, Jane underscores the fact that Neil 
cannot transgress the lustful character of his feelings: ‘I thought I knew you. Now 
I don’t think you ever were. What we had was nothing. You made it into nothing. 
Pleasure. Lust.’ Contrary to Neil’s being stuck in his matter-of-fact attitude that affects 
even his feelings, Marina’s quest is right from the beginning marked by the question: 
‘What is this love that loves us?’ The answer is evidently found in the perception and 
understanding of grace. In this quest, Marina gains a correct perception her own self: 
‘My God, what a cruel war. I find two women inside me. One ... full of love for you. 
The other ... pulls me down towards the earth.’ The voice-over says this between 
two scenes, one in which Fr. Quintana offers her communion and another in which, 
driven to desperation by Neil’s numbness, she commits adultery with a carpenter 
who openly showed interest in her. Soon after she discloses her transgression to Neil, 
they divorce and once she returns to Paris, she says, ‘Love that loves us. Thank you.’ 
Through this broken marriage and through the suffering that she has experienced, she 
has managed to discover who is that ‘love that loves us’ insofar as she can actually 
thank Him for the suffering that she has been through. Melancholia, we may safely 
infer, if conjoined with a leap of faith, can thus lead to self-understanding and inner 
transformation. 

In absence of the leap of faith, however, melancholia presents a distorted view 
of reality. This is another key issue in Malick’s cinema. In Knight of Cups, Rick meets 
a stripper called Karen (played by Teresa Palmer) who in a dreamy sequence in a 
L.A. nightclub tells him: ‘No one cares about reality anymore.’ She insists: ‘You can 
be whatever you want to be. You can be an asshole. You can be a saint.’ That is, in a 
world which has lost its ties with its divine origins, identity is no longer given, but 
chosen on a whim. ‘See the palm trees? They tell you everything is possible,’ mentions 
Rick earlier in the movie. It is a reference to the Hollywood lifestyle where there is 
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no room for authenticity, an idea stressed by the voice-over narration from the very 
beginning of Knight of Cups of the apocryphal story ‘The Hymn of the Pearl’. The 
story tells of a prince of the East who is sent to the West to find a pearl, but the people 
pour him a cup that makes him forget about the pearl and makes him falls into a 
deep sleep. However, the father of the prince does not cease sending word in order to 
make him remember his quest and his identity as the king’s son. Rather than arising 
once man has been abandoned by the gods (cf. Starobinski’s reading of Homer), in 
Malick’s movies it is suggested rather that melancholy stems from man’s distancing 
himself from God. The passage from ‘The Hymn of the Pearl’ is narrated by the voice 
of Rick’s father, but it is typical for Malick to leave space for multiple interpretations. 
The viewer can interpret the narratorial voice as God’s constantly sending word to 
Rick, an idea which is supported by the interpellation brought about by the words 
‘my son’ which are uttered intermittently in a worried tone of voice. Malick’s choice 
of music merits close attention, since Grieg’s Peer Gynt suite traces the same quest 
of Henrik Ibsen’s protagonist, another wanderer whose whole life has been marked 
by living the motto of ‘be thyself’ only to discover towards death that what he had 
actually been pursuing was the creed of the trolls, defined by the egotistical character 
of nature, namely ‘be thyself enough’. 

The same false image of reality is delivered in To the Wonder by Marina’s Italian 
friend, Anna, who tries to convince her that she should no longer struggle to rekindle 
her love with Neil and go away: ‘Life is a dream. A dream in which you can make 
no mistake. A dream in which you can be what you want.’ She is forcing Marina 
to pretend she is flying through downtown Bartlesville, but it is a forced dance. 
Contrary to Malick’s characters whose arms are always extending towards the sky 
in an attempt to fly, be it in fields or in a car that races down the highways, in what 
could be called a ‘dance of grace’, Anna is trying to force Marina to perform a ‘dance 
of nature’, in which Marina does not take part wholeheartedly, since she obviously 
senses the falsity of her friend’s words. 

M. Gail Hamner proposes a very interesting distinction in the manner in which 
the nature/grace dialectic is presented in Knight of Cups as compared to To the Wonder 
and The Tree of Life. She remarks that ‘KOC [is] engaging the opposite perspective 
from TTW. In KOC, the tense chiasm of nature and grace from TOL unfolds into the 
point of view of nature, specifically the point of view of nature and grace so that the 
film seems to ask and image how nature perceives, lives and endures (the sacred call 
of) grace. If TTW shows us the weight and burden of nature from the point of view of 
grace, KOC shows us the light, hope, and promise of grace from the point of view of 
nature’ (Hammer 259-260).

Since the punishment of gods leads to melancholia, which in turn means losing 
touch with one’s fellow neighbours, in order to regain one’s identity as the son of 
God, one has to trace back the path to his fellow neighbour in order to reach God. In 
The Thin Red Line, in which Malick shows an entirely new way of making a war movie 
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and which is, chronologically speaking, Malick’s first more open take on nature and 
grace, Edward Welsh, who is apparently a man of nature, says, ‘There’s only one 
thing a man can do — find something that’s his, and make an island for himself.’ We 
can easily spot the reference to John Donne’s ‘No Man is an Island’. Witt, the man of 
grace from the same movie, tells the melancholic Welsh, ‘I still see a spark in you’, 
and the ending of the movie, through Welsh’s attitude to his fellows, proves Witt 
right. As in John Donne’s poem that ends as follows: ‘any man’s death diminishes 
me,/because I am involved in mankind./And therefore never send to know for whom/
the bell tolls; it tolls for thee’, we are shown that one can reconnect to God (and to 
one’s self) only by reconnecting to people. This is a war movie and the metaphysical 
questions representative of Malick are of utmost importance. Right at the beginning, 
in the lush paradise of the Pacific island where the Battle of Guadalcanal will soon 
take place, Witt wonders: ‘What is this war at the heart of nature?’ The war is, of 
course, that between nature and grace. The battlefield can be at the same time an 
island in the Pacific or the heart of a child. In The Tree of Life, Jack agonises during 
his childhood because of the two opposite examples that he is given by his parents: 
‘Mother, Father, always you wrestle inside me.’

While Badlands (1973) abides by a sensory-motor schema in comparison to the 
director’s later, more experimental films, the viewer still senses a clear difference 
between this film of Malick’s and the mainstream American cinema of the period. The 
director is obviously forging a path of his own in multiple senses through the creation 
of Badlands. Starting with the manner in which he chooses to shoot the scenes, which 
has numerous times attracted the contempt of the crew, up until the freedom that he 
takes with the story of the Starkweather–Fugate killing spree in Nebraska in 1959, 
Malick surprises both his audience and his coworkers, who are witnessing the birth of 
a new kind of cinema. According to Hannah Patterson, there is significant difference 
between the motivation of the real homicidal couple and the one entertained by the 
Kit–Holly couple (played by Martin Sheen and Sissy Spacey) created by Malick. While 
the real Starweather was a mere psychopath, Kit and Holly are ‘neither pointless not 
incomprehensible’, but ‘are driven by their need to find, and more fully construct, 
identities from themselves’ (cited in Barnett 125). As Barnett correctly remarks, 
‘if Kit and Holly’s alienation is reducible to sociopolitical circumstances, then it has 
little to do with theology. But if Patterson is right, then Malick’s approach ranges 
beyond cultural factors and begins to explore anthropological and, by association, 
metaphysical questions. What does it mean to be a human being? Why do human 
beings want what they want? And what happens when they lack a direction or telos?’ 
(125-26).

The distortion of reality that we mentioned before as a symptom of the melancholia 
experienced by Malick’s characters from his later movies is also visible here, but 
it does not seem to arise from melancholia. Whence then does it arise? Patterson 
underscores the fact that ‘neither of them has any clear sense of self’ (126), an idea 
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which finds its support in Martin Sheen’s own testimony: 

It was very clear from Terry’s script that these kids, both Kit and Holly, 
that they had an image of themselves that was way out of the realm of 
reality. They saw the world from their point of view and they projected 
themselves into it. I mean Kit fancied himself some kind of important person 
with some great business to achieve. He built a cairn on the spot where he 
was captured. He had this great image of himself with no basis in reality. 
Suddenly you’re caught up in these messed-up confused people, yet you 
somehow care for them. That is a difficult dynamic to accomplish on paper 
and on screen. (Maher 136) 

Barnett writes about Kit and Holly as being driven by despair in the sense that 
Kierkegaard gives to the term in The Sickness unto Death and which can be summarised 
as the incapacity of harmonising the contrary components of ‘infinitude and finitude, 
temporality and eternality, and freedom and necessity’. (cited in Barnett 127) Another 
interesting point that Barnett makes is that there is no materialism at work in Kit and 
Holly’s distorted view of reality: ‘For what ails Kit and Holly is not a collapse into a 
narrow, secular-minded materialism. On the contrary, they suffer from a fantastical 
relation to actuality. Not only do they “define themselves away from the constraints 
and boundaries of the adult world,” but they lose (or wish to lose) contact with concrete 
existence altogether’ (128).

As a good reader of Kierkegaard, Malick knows that it is only through a leap of 
faith that one can exit the state of despair. Obviously, Kit and Holly do not perform 
this leap of faith and they ‘come to a bad end’, to use Mrs. O’Brien’s language. But 
Mrs. O’Brien herself performs this leap of faith in the moment when she offers her son 
to God and thus frees herself of the sorrow which had engulfed her after his death. 

Conclusion

Whereas the Homeric conception of melancholia, in the interpretation of 
Starobinski, found it to be the state of a man who had lost the good favor of the gods, 
in the cinema of Terrence Malick melancholia is the result of man’s departure from 
God, his fall into the way of nature and the inability to take the ‘leap of faith’ into 
the way of grace. This can be through an individual’s own life of desolation and 
immorality, or else it can arise because of the unpredictable vicissitudes of life in a 
fallen and suffering cosmos. In a unique manner in each film, Malick explores these 
themes and this essential battle between nature and grace which lies at the very heart 
of human existence specifically through the lens of melancholia, which more or less 
establishes the central ‘mood’ of his films. He therefore offers a specifically Christian 
presentation of this essentially human phenomenon and proposes a specific ‘solution’ 
to the oppression which melancholia can bear upon a person.
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