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FOREWORD 

MATT ZOLLER SEITZ 
 

 
 

Devoted—or devout—moviegoers often describe the experience of seeing 
a film in a theater, with its communal response to an artist’s themes, images 
and “message,” as a quasi-religious experience. This is common even 
among viewers who have no experience with, or interest in, the traditions 
or the texts of organized religion, much less a belief in any particular god 
or gods. I suspect devoted is one way of describing the sort of contributor 
that Faith and Spirituality in Masters of World Cinema, now in this its 
third volume, attracts. For me—a critic who was raised among Mormons 
and Jehovah’s Witnesses, but whose own religious leanings tend more 
toward the agnostic or atheist end of the spectrum—cinema’s quasi-
religious potency evokes feelings of awe, or reverence, for the mysteries 
of human experience that I’ve rarely felt in houses of worship.  

One filmmaker in particular has captured—even sharpened—my 
attention in this way for years. 

Some people make films. Terrence Malick builds cathedrals. 
Instinctively, I wrote that in my 2005 New York Press review of 

Malick’s The New World, not realizing all the ways in which it was true. 
What I was trying to get at was the sense of wonder that the Oklahoma-
born, Austin-raised filmmaker evokes. Malick awakens this response quite 
strongly among those who respond to his work, and in my own admittedly 
anecdotal experience, I’ve found little difference in response between 
those who consider themselves specifically religious, generally “spiritual,” 
agnostic, or atheist. There’s something about the way Malick shoots, cuts 
and scores action—the things he chooses to show us or not show us; the 
things he considers significant—that evokes these feelings.  

The biographical facts give us some insight, even if these alone don’t 
illuminate his artistry. We know that his parents were Assyrian Christian 
immigrants, that his name is one of the Names of God in the Qur'an—one 
that means The King, or the Lord of Worlds, or King of Kings. We know 
that he grew up in former Confederate states where derivations of 
Christianity dominate and the landscape is dotted with as many crosses as 
you’d find in Brazil. I’ve been told by people who know and work with 
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him (he’s famously private) that since the 1990s he’s aligned himself with 
a benevolently evangelical strain of belief, and that his collaborators see 
him as a mysterious and obsessive but essentially kind guru who loves 
nature hikes and bird watching. We know that he’s always been 
preoccupied with phenomenology and with Wittgenstein and Husserl, and 
that at Harvard he studied under the film philosopher Stanley Cavell, a 
disciple of Martin Heidegger. We know that he became so enamored with 
Heidegger via Cavell that he spent a semester at Oxford studying with 
him, wrote his senior thesis on his work, translated his lecture “The 
Essence of Reason” from German, and after failing to finish his PhD, tried 
to teach a course on the philosopher at MIT. 

However, none of these influences are so bound up with Malick’s films 
that the movies are impossible to enjoy without completing a reading list 
first. For all of his fascination with philosophy, history and theology, 
Malick’s art is primarily driven by picture and sound, much more so than 
most commercial filmmakers. Malick’s biographers seem to agree that 
filmmaking represented a continuation of his philosophical and spiritual 
inquiries by other means, and his cinematic inquiry has taken on a 
notoriously intuitive path. It’s impossible to “read” or decode Malick’s 
movies as if they were puzzles or riddles; one must instead enter into 
them, absorb them and in some ways surrender to them. But this way of 
describing the personal investment his films require is not to discount 
analysis; rather, it suggests that critique coming from some “objective,” 
arms-length perspective won’t begin to suggest the wealth of beauty and 
insight offered by his work. 

For me, the wonder of Malick’s cinema is rooted in a concretely 
expressed humility that contradicts the tendencies of all but a handful of 
commercial narrative films. The standard model for screenplays is a three-
act story in which a protagonist pursues some sort of goal. Everyone else 
in the story is judged in relation to the hero’s quest, and thus everyone is 
slotted into particular roles that are determined mainly by how much they 
help or hurt the hero, and how much screen time they get: the best friend, 
the love interest, the mentor, perhaps a villain and his or her henchpersons. 
This is what you might call the geocentric model of narrative, reinforcing 
our selfish and myopic wish to believe that life revolves around us, when 
in fact we’re but one of billions of individual planets in a universe whose 
center is mysterious, and whose rules remain inscrutable no matter how 
hard we try to understand them. 

Malick never had much interest in the geocentric model of narrative, 
and over the decades he’s been increasingly pointed in his rejection of it. 
From Badlands onward the writer-director has made increasingly 
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sprawling, swirling, visually and aurally collage-driven films. He’s 
become increasingly less interested in straightforward linear plotting and 
more inclined to ruminate, meander, and riff. This tendency manifests 
itself most strikingly in the way that Malick diminishes his protagonists. 
He often does this by reminding us that as emotionally overwhelming as 
life can be while we’re living it, we’re ultimately just intelligent mammals 
inhabiting the same ecosystem on the same small planet in the same 
unfathomably vast universe. The tension between the importance of 
individual desires and the indifference of society and nature fuels every 
creative choice he makes, and fosters that simultaneous, seemingly 
contradictory feeling that we’re on the outside and the inside of life at the 
same time, plagued by feelings of meaninglessness and hopelessness even 
as love and beauty reassure us that there is a point to everything—that all 
mysteries will be solved, all secrets revealed, somehow, some way. 

When I think of Malick, the first images that spring to mind are from a 
sequence near the end of his 1978 film, Days of Heaven. The film is a 
historical drama about a love triangle between two lovers posing as 
brother and sister (Richard Gere’s Bill and Brooke Adams’s Abby) and the 
rich but sickly farmer (Sam Shepard) that they try to ensnare to provide a 
better life for themselves and for Bill’s kid sister Linda (Linda Manz). 
Complications ensue: Abby’s pretend love for the farmer becomes real, 
Bill becomes jealous and leaves her and then returns, there’s a struggle in 
which the farmer dies, and the intrepid trio takes off again, only to be 
tracked down by Pinkerton detectives. Bill fires on his pursuers and is shot 
dead, falling face down in the water of the river where he and Linda and 
Abby had pitched camp. A shockingly abrupt cutaway from Bill’s face in 
the water—in extreme close-up—gives way to a series of images of Bill’s 
body floating downstream, then to the detectives lifting his corpse from 
the water and Abby and Linda weeping.  

The most telling shot, though, is a wide shot of a group of children and 
adults on the riverbank, watching the detectives retrieve Bill’s corpse. All 
at once we’re torn out of Bill’s and Abby’s and Linda’s story, and thrown 
into a world beyond their troubles. We’ve just witnessed the end of a 
powerful love triangle climaxing in a man’s death by gunfire, but to the 
people on the riverbank, Bill is just a stranger who got shot that day at the 
river. We see this diminishing strategy again a couple of scenes later when 
Abby goes to a train station and watches soldiers boarding to go fight 
World War I. Europe has been in conflagration for years, it seems. The 
viewers, having spent most of the film isolated on Texas Panhandle 
farmland, were not aware of this. For most of the movie we had no idea of 
when, exactly, the story was taking place. When the seasons changed we 
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didn’t know what year had ended and which one had begun.  
Malick does this time and time again, in film after film: he’ll cut from a 

moment of extreme, often subjective personal trauma to a wide shot 
putting individual experience in a cosmic context, showing you a field of 
waving wheat or jungle grasslands or undulating ocean waves, or coral 
reefs and fish, or sunlight streaming through canopied foliage, or insects or 
birds or animals. As early as Badlands, Malick was using cutaways to 
ironically puncture his characters’ delusions of centrality—cutting from 
close-ups of the fugitives Kit (Martin Sheen) and Holly (Sissy Spacek) 
slow-dancing by the road at night to a wide shot reducing them to 
silhouetted cutouts slowly spinning in the beams of a park car’s headlights, 
or cutting from one of Holly’s romance fiction-modeled diary entries (read 
in Malick’s trademark voice-over) to rack-focus shots of tree branches and 
leaves and beetles.  

Days of Heaven goes further still, showing the main drama (the love 
triangle) through the eyes of a barely adolescent girl who can’t fully 
understand what’s happening to her brother and his girlfriend, much less to 
the world they inhabit, and stressing the cyclical repetition of seasons, 
which obliquely suggest that the events we are witnessing will recur again, 
perhaps in a different guise—if not in these characters’ lives, then perhaps 
in those of others.  

In his war drama, The Thin Red Line, which has multiple narrators, the 
mortal distress of grunts ducking bullets or screaming in agony is often 
diminished, gently but firmly, by cutaways to close-ups of animals: a 
snake surprising a Marine in tall grass during a firefight, or a first-person 
point-of-view shot of a leaf perforated by the teeth of long-gone insects, 
the sunlight streaming through the green as if through bullet holes. The 
film starts with a close-up of a crocodile gliding into green muck, as if to 
remind us of the dinosaurs that predated our sojourn in a past so distant 
that we can hardly imagine it, and its final shot isn’t of soldiers or war but 
of a sprouting coconut poking through surf. “Why does nature war with 
itself?” one of the film’s many narrators asks, reminding us that we are a 
part of the ecosystem even as we trample or burn it.  

Malick’s John Smith-Pocahantas drama, The New World, has three 
narrators (though more often John, depending on which version you’re 
watching), juxtaposes the European settlers’ indifference to or contempt 
for nature against the natives’ deep connection with it, and presents the 
stories of both individuals and nation-states alike as hiccups on the world’s 
timeline, almost charmingly minor when considered in the shadow of tall 
trees soaring high above us, their branches creaking in the wind.  

The Tree of Life takes this approach as far as it can, framing its 
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wandering, ruminative story as the memory of one man, an architect, but 
also dipping into the consciousness of his mother and father and other 
characters, pivoting back and forth in time without warning, and 
sometimes slipping into fantasies or reveries that show seemingly uncanny 
or overtly metaphorical events: a child swimming through a room in which 
the laws of gravity have been suspended; the mother floating in air like the 
matriarch in Andrei Tarkovsky’s The Sacrifice; the architect visiting a 
desert plain on which dead loved ones have gathered.  

The film’s oft-discussed, sometimes contentious, and certainly memorable 
creation sequence presents the architect’s life and the life of the human 
race collectively as the endpoint of billions of years of evolution. This 
seems, in context of Malick’s other films, like a way of gently mocking 
the geocentric model of drama, even as the film takes the characters’ pain 
and joy with utmost seriousness. It affirms the inescapable centrality of 
personal experience in each life while at the same time infusing that 
worldview with an awareness of the infinite breadth of time and space. 
Even his most recent film, To the Wonder, practices this strategy of 
benevolent diminishment, imbuing shots of present-day suburban Oklahoma 
tract houses, ditches, and Sonic drive-in restaurants with a shimmering 
sense of possibility. The movie seems to detect a radiant, even holy beauty 
pulsing beneath or beyond the landscape that its characters often take for 
granted, and even contextualizes the movie’s longing for transcendence as 
a desire to get closer to God, or beyond ourselves (Javier Bardem’s 
ruminating priest serves as the mediator between the movie and us). We 
are not the centers of the universe, Malick’s films seem to suggest, but at 
the same time the storehouse of human experience is a given universe unto 
itself. This may be the essence of Terrence Malick: human beings are 
infinitely small and yet infinitely significant. Why? Because we ask why; 
because we wonder.  

It’s this sort of meaningful and sensible contemplation that many 
people seek by reading scripture, meditating, or visiting houses of 
worship. They seek to lose themselves to find themselves, and to 
contemplate their significance within the wider scheme, however large or 
small that may be. I can think of few better places to turn than this, a 
compelling volume on faith, spirituality, and cinema, when looking for the 
meaningful and the sensible. 





 

 

INTRODUCTION 

“WHAT IS INSIDE IS ALSO OUTSIDE”: 
WHAT MAKES MOVIE(S) MATERIAL? 

NICHOLAS S. OLSON 
 
 
 

Moviegoing is an apt ritual for late-modern searchers.  
I have in mind Binx Bolling, the searcher in Catholic novelist Walker 

Percy’s The Moviegoer. Binx says that “[t]he search is what anyone would 
undertake if he were not sunk in the everydayness of his own life. To 
become aware of the search is to be onto something. Not to be onto 
something is to be in despair” (13). Moviegoing can be an empty practice, 
a mere titillating distraction for the poor soul who is lost in the cosmos. 
That is, the person who is disconnected from the significance of life’s 
situation and, as such, disconnected from herself. Even more specific to 
Binx’s case, moviegoing can be a mere substitute for—or mere escape 
from—life, wherein one is not receiving well the givenness of her 
existence. But I suspect that many of us moviegoers, whether cinephiles or 
the cinema’s casual patron who is devoted to existence, are “onto 
something” in our moviegoing.  

In framing moviegoing as a search for meaning, I also have in mind 
another of our great searchers, Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The phenomenological 
philosopher devoted his life to elucidating the relationship between 
perception and embodiment, specifically how the two function together in 
humanity’s incarnational situation. It’s a shame that we have but one 
sustained reflection on film from Merleau-Ponty, who died suddenly of a 
stroke at the age of 53. Yet, “The Film and the New Psychology” is quite a 
contribution. In his essay, Merleau-Ponty says that “the joy of art lies in its 
showing how something takes on meaning—not by referring to already 
established and acquired ideas but by the temporal or spatial arrangement 
of elements” (57-8). For Merleau-Ponty, movies in particular are “most 
gripping in their presentation of man” in that “they do not give us his 
thoughts . . . but his conduct or behavior. They directly present to us that 
special way of being in the world, of dealing with things and other people, 
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which we can see in the sign language of gesture and gaze and which 
clearly defines each person we know. As such, they are peculiarly suited to 
make manifest the union of mind and body, mind and world, and the 
expression of one in the other” (58). What stands out here is the concern 
with how something takes on meaning and film’s special capacity to 
capture it. And this too: the joy we take in view of this special capacity. 
Merleau-Ponty’s “how something takes on meaning” is on the same plane 
of concern as Percy’s “onto something.” 

The question, then, if we are indeed onto something, becomes what—
or whom—we are onto? 

Merleau-Ponty believed that contemporary philosophy’s interest in 
“describing the mingling of consciousness with the world, its involvement 
in a body, and its coexistence with others” is “movie material par 
excellence” (59). And so he famously concluded his essay on cinema by 
citing Goethe: “What is inside is also outside” (59).  

My interest in the question, “what makes movie(s) material,” is in 
reference to Merleau-Ponty, and he provides an answer to at least one of 
the question’s connotations. Namely: What is the stuff of a good movie? 
For him, film is an art form uniquely situated to convey the human 
experience of incarnated subjectivity—our “special way of being in the 
world.” Yet, to ask what qualifies “special,” beyond unique, is to wonder 
after the other two connotations of my titular question: 1) on what is our 
contingent nature reliant (what makes—more precisely, perhaps, what 
conditions—material existence, the stuff of movies), and 2) what makes 
movies, and material, matter (significant)? My sense is that all three 
connotations are interwoven, but getting there might first benefit from 
bringing Merleau-Ponty and Percy into conversation. 

What seems especially unifying about Merleau-Ponty and Percy is 
their reaction against the Cartesian conception of the human being as 
detached observer. Charles Taylor has referred to this Cartesian realization 
of “immaterial being” (145) as the “disengaged subject” (159), one who 
“disengage[s] from our usual embodied perspective, within which the 
ordinary person tends to see the objects around him as really qualified by 
colour or sweetness or heat, tends to think of the pain or tickle as in his 
tooth or foot. We have to objectify the world, including our own bodies, 
and that means come to see them mechanistically and functionally, in the 
same way that an uninvolved external observer would” (145). In reaction 
against this detached perspective, Merleau-Ponty and Percy shared 
recourse to incarnational sensibilities and, to some degree, an appreciation 
for film as an art form. Though Percy devoted his life to writing novels 
and essays, we know that in a Paris Review interview he confirmed that if 
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he had a chance to start over, he “might like to make films” (“Walker 
Percy, The Art of Fiction No. 97”). It seems likely that although Percy 
used moviegoing as a manifestation of Binx’s detachment, he, like 
Merleau-Ponty, saw the cinema’s incarnational sensibilities—its inherent 
preoccupation with participation, perception, and embodiment. There’s a 
reason film critic Stanley Kauffmann became invested in The Moviegoer 
and Terrence Malick is said to have written a screenplay for adaptation: 
Percy’s novel exhibited profound sensibilities about life itself, you might 
say, and how we ought to best inhabit it.  

Against Cartesian detachment, Merleau-Ponty’s and Percy’s incarnational 
philosophies of human existence were rooted in their Catholic sensibilities, 
but with a crucial difference. Percy converted to Catholicism in his 20’s 
after reading Kierkegaard, while Merleau-Ponty de-converted from 
Catholicism in his 20’s, though influenced by the existential tradition that 
derives from Kierkegaard. Seemingly inescapably, much of Merleau-
Ponty’s thought remains thoroughly Catholic. In his essay “Faith and 
Good Faith,” he remarks, “The Incarnation changes everything. Since the 
Incarnation, God has been externalized,” (174) and so “[i]t is no longer a 
matter of rediscovering the transparence of God outside the world but a 
matter of entering body and soul into an enigmatic life” (175). Moreover, 
he says, “Sacramental words and gestures are not simply the embodiment 
of some thought. Like tangible things, they are themselves the carriers of 
their meaning, which is inseparable from its material form. They do not 
evoke the idea of God: they are the vehicle of His presence and action” 
(175). It seems that Merleau-Ponty, like Percy, was keen on investing our 
material situation with significance.  

Yet, for Merleau-Ponty, unlike Percy, there is ultimately no room for 
God as transcendent creator. John Milbank has referred to Merleau-
Ponty’s work as “decapitated Catholic theology in which God incarnate is 
only incarnate and incarnate everywhere,” which ends ultimately in 
Heideggerian nihilism (504). God is not the source and ultimate purpose of 
our contingency, so we remain situated in meanings, but bereft of any 
source of meaningfulness. 

In the final section and epilogue to The Moviegoer, Binx marries Kate, 
and so, to put it in Kierkegaardian terms, the aesthetic is subsumed in the 
ethical. And there’s a wonderful scene toward the end of the novel when 
Binx is sitting with Kate in her 1951 Plymouth outside a church on Ash 
Wednesday, watching a man exit from, presumably, receiving ashes. Binx 
ruminates at the sight: 

 
It is impossible to say why he is here. Is it part and parcel of the complex 
business of coming up in the world? Or is it because he believes that God 
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himself is present here at the corner of Elysian Fields and Bons Enfants? 
Or is he here for both reasons: through some dazzling trick of grace, 
coming for the one and receiving the other as God’s own importunate 
bonus? 
  
It is impossible to say. (235) 
 
It’s arguable that the very asking of these questions is evidence that 

Binx has become, or at least there’s strong suggestion he will become, the 
knight of faith1—that the aesthetic and the ethical will be subsumed in the 
religious. He is now able to devote himself to life with infinite grace like 
his half-brother Lonnie, who believed that all of existence is given by God. 
I like to imagine that after the epilogue to The Moviegoer, Binx continues 
going to the movies, but now they are not his short-lived source of 
significance; he no longer derives his very existence from secretaries and 
movies.  

Instead, I imagine that Binx becomes, in addition to Kate’s husband, a 
moviegoer with a devotional sensibility, a sensibility that finds its referent 
in what I’ll call the Dorskian postfilm elevator experience. Nathanial 
Dorsky describes an experience he had in the elevator after a film in which 
“everyone [with tears in their eyes] was completely accessible and 
vulnerable to one another, looking at each other, all strangers within the 
intimate compartment of an elevator” (264). On Dorsky’s account cinema 
might play a role in returning us to ourselves by restoring us to our 
senses—to our given situation.  

Dorsky’s essay, “Devotional Cinema,” is situated in one of the more 
interesting—if, in part, because it’s one of the few in mainstream 
criticism—collections of essays on faith and film, The Hidden God, whose 
title is also the volume’s thematic frame of reference. In their introduction 
to the collection, editors Mary Lea Bandy and Antonio Monda assert that 
“the idea of a hidden God has acquired a particular resonance in the 
language of cinema,” and that “since the beginning of the sound period in 
the late 1920’s, the theme of a hidden spirituality, or, alternatively, of 
spirituality’s absence, has been just as common [as open advertisement of 
religious faith in cinema’s early decades]” (10). Moreover, Bandy and 
Monda come to an interesting question: “In considering the desire to make 
films in which a subject of this magnitude is hidden from the characters, 
the audience, or both, we found ourselves asking, Is God, His presence or 
absence, the inmost theme of any story” (10-11)?  

We might put it alternatively in Merleau-Ponty and Percy terms: is the 
incarnated search for sense the inmost theme of any story? Is not the 
question that Bandy and Monda ask essentially congruent, and 
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overlapping, with this one? If God’s hiddenness is bound up with His 
transcendence, then how might we still detect his presence here and now 
in the very pursuit of making sense of things? In being onto something? 

Returning to Dorsky might be helpful here. A Buddhist, Dorsky’s 
initial description of what devotional cinema might entail is quite relevant 
to our questions: “The word ‘devotion,’ as I am using it, need not refer to 
the embodiment of a specific religious form. Rather, it is the opening or 
the interruption that allows us to experience what is hidden, and to accept 
with our hearts our given situation. When film does this, when it subverts 
our absorption in the temporal and reveals the depths of our own reality, it 
opens us to a fuller sense of ourselves and our world. It is alive as a 
devotional form” (261). Bracketing aside whether or not this description of 
devotion might benefit from a more specific religious content or form, it 
suffices to say that if there is a specific religious form and content which is 
true in such a way that makes human existence sensible and significant, 
then Dorsky’s description of cinema’s potentiality as a visual form is 
compelling. For in that description Dorsky suggests we can “experience 
what is hidden” and in such a way that restores us to “accept with our 
hearts our given situation,” revealing “the depths of our own reality.”  

In such moments, I suspect, we’re especially onto something. We’re 
sensing the Hidden. 

One of the more interesting recent books about the question of 
experiencing God’s presence is Eastern Orthodox philosopher and 
theologian David Bentley Hart’s The Experience of God: Being, 
Consciousness, Bliss. Hart sets out to provide “a definition of the word 
‘God,’ . . . in fairly slavish obedience to the classical definitions of the 
divine found in the theological and philosophical schools of most of the 
major religious traditions” (1). He moves in this direction on the particular 
assertion that “all the major theistic traditions claim that humanity as a 
whole has a knowledge of God, in some form or another, and that a perfect 
ignorance of God is impossible for any people (as Paul, for example, 
affirms in the letter to the Romans)” (3). In making a distinction between 
“metaphysical or philosophical descriptions of God” and “dogmatic or 
confessional descriptions,” Hart’s approach is the former (4). He contends 
that “the only fully consistent alternative to belief in God” is “naturalism,” 
(17), but that “the one thing of which [naturalism] can give no account, 
and which its most fundamental principles make it entirely impossible to 
explain at all, is nature’s very existence” (19). Given this question of 
humanity’s contingent, material situation, Hart offers an ancient, 
enduringly compelling definition of God: “To speak of ‘God’ properly, 
then—to use the word in a sense consonant with the teachings of orthodox 
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Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Sikhism, Hinduism, Bahá'í, a great deal of 
antique paganism, and so forth—is to speak of the one infinite source of 
all that is: eternal, omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent, uncreated, 
uncaused, perfectly transcendent of all things and for that very reason 
absolutely immanent to all things” (30).  

What’s especially interesting as it relates to our concerns here is Hart’s 
last line: perfectly transcendent of all things and for that very reason 
absolutely immanent to all things. This definition complements well 
Dorsky’s definition of what it means to be devotional in one’s existence 
(whether moviegoing or otherwise).To relate to the transcendent source of 
all things—to relate to God, per Hart—is to enter into the possibility of 
experiencing the fullness of existence—the “depths of our own reality.” 
It’s worth drawing upon Hart once more to better consider what this 
experience might look like, and, in doing so, return to our question of what 
makes movie(s) material.  

Drawing upon a “traditional ternion” from Indian tradition, Hart uses 
“being,” “consciousness,” and “bliss” as his framing terms to speak of 
God—a set of terms, he says, which is “hauntingly close to certain 
classical formulations of the Trinitarian nature of the divine” (42). In 
explanation of his use of these terms, Hart says that they’re compelling not 
only as a description of the nature of God that is rooted in religious 
tradition, but also of the experience of God; for Hart, “these three words 
are not only a metaphysical explanation of God, but also a 
phenomenological explanation of the human encounter with God” (44). 
Being, consciousness, and bliss are “regions of human experience that 
cannot really be accounted for within the framework of philosophical 
naturalism,” but instead “name essential and perennial mysteries” (44). 
Hart’s “phenomenological explanation” of the human encounter with God 
returns us to Merleau-Ponty and the layered question of “what makes 
movie(s) material.” 

First, what makes for movie-material? The stuff of good movies is that 
“what is inside is also outside.” And so when an artist makes the movie 
camera attentive to “our special way of being in the world”—of “dealing 
with things and other people, which we can see in the sign language of 
gesture and gaze and which clearly defines each person we know”—we 
not only take delight in meaning taking shape in this given, essentially 
human situation, we also participate in making meaning from one scene to 
the next. We share in, are conscious of, and so recognize the baseline 
narrative of being human. The effective film artist allows the moviegoer to 
participate in that she is allowed to make sense of things. In this very act of 
making sense and in the responses elicited in us by the flickering images, 
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moviegoing is itself more clearly an incarnational—embodied, subjective 
—experience.  

Second, what makes movie material? The Hidden One who is 
transcendent and therefore immanent to us in the most meaningful way 
possible. If there is an answer to the question of the contingent, material 
human situation that is not absurdity, then it is God, the transcendent 
Being in whom we live and move and have our being. If so, our meanings 
are ultimately meaningful—not a mere illusion that we must capitulate to 
if we are to avoid the abyss of nothingness.  

Third, what makes movies material? Movies are as significant as they 
are refined toward being meaningful, allusive, and of consequence. This is 
the essentially human delight we take in art’s play with the patterns 
embedded in existence—the layered interconnectedness of things. What is 
of consequence is not merely how human beings deal with things and 
other people in the world, but also, just below that surface, our striving and 
stumbling after whether or not beauty and goodness and truth can be 
reconciled in the world—whether we can love and be loved.  

We are left to wonder, perhaps, whether the mainstream American 
moviemaking situation—with its twin commitments to celebrity and 
wealth—can encourage, let alone cultivate, devotional moviegoers. More 
to the point: can a culture so engulfed in materialism possibly become 
invested in the question, What makes movie(s) material? The thrust of this 
series thus far might suggest, however intentionally, that we look outside 
America if we’re interested in faith and spirituality in masters of world 
cinema. Or, perhaps it’s more practical than that; a series devoted to world 
cinema might do well to first look outside of the country from which it 
comes. In either case (perhaps a bit of both), this third volume of the series 
presents a collection of essays tending not only a bit more American, but 
also a bit more contemporary. On the whole, I take this new direction to be 
the natural turn of an ongoing series that has attempted, and is attempting, 
to solicit essays on directors not before addressed. Though the series has 
featured few American directors to this point, its very existence embodies 
a counter-cultural sensibility in not only its willingness to step outside 
Hollywood, but also in its refusal to embrace the perceptual outlook of 
materialism, that which amounts to the widespread defacement of our 
human situation.  

And so it seems appropriate that this volume begins with Doug 
Cummings’s essay on Frank Borzage, a director whose films are perhaps 
outdated for some viewers in their “earnest expressions of romantic love 
and spiritual discovery,” but are also for that very reason relieving “in an 
age whose media is suffused with irony and pessimism.” John Michalczyk 
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follows with an essay on Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, in which he suggests 
that Lang’s family heritage and the literary work of his second wife 
combine to impart the Judeo-Christian iconography that populates the 
imagined world of the famous silent film. Timothy Yenter finds in Buster 
Keaton’s films a love that is sturdy enough to withstand a landscape which 
is unconcerned with humanity’s plight. Zach Cheney pays close attention 
to Alfred Hitchcock’s North by Northwest, especially its points of contact 
between Roger’s fallenness and the account of humanity found in Genesis, 
to sketch a picture of Hitchcock as caught between Oscar Wilde’s 
pessimistic view of life and G.K. Chesterton’s more optimistic embrace of 
paradox. My co-editor, Kenneth Morefield, looks at the politics in Vittorio 
De Sica’s films and, counter to the current tendency to separate the political 
and moral spheres, wonders about the spiritual and moral implications 
implied in De Sica’s depiction of that Biblical reminder that the poor will 
always be with us. Ryan Holt explores the spiritual implications of the 
particular preoccupation with death in Brian De Palma’s films, and finds 
in Femme Fatale a kind of sacramental relief in a filmography with deeply 
felt pessimism. There is a nihilistic undercurrent to God’s hiddenness in 
Woody Allen’s films, but Josh Hamm casts Allen as the “loyal opposition” 
who not only takes God’s absence seriously, but as such, illuminates the 
moral consequences if God is not sensible. In her essay on Kelly 
Reichardt, Alissa Wilkinson finds that the director’s films enable us to 
imagine the plight of those who dwell on society’s fringes in such a way 
that we recognize the sense in which vagrancy is fundamentally human. 
Andrew Johnson makes the case that in Darren Aronofsky’s films pain 
often makes way for the possibility of experiencing transcendence. Anders 
Bergstrom asks us to consider Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films in such 
a way that we consider the spiritual implications of conceiving cinema as 
mirroring human consciousness, particularly in how subjectivity points us 
beyond death. Finally, I conclude with an essay on Iranian director Asghar 
Farhadi in which I consider the political-theological questions raised by 
his intensely suspenseful, melodramatic, and humane preoccupation with 
displacement, particularly concerning myself with what may be the most 
essential political-theological question: How do we make room for a more 
spacious heart? 

In the Foreword to this volume, the editor-in-chief of Rogerebert.com, 
Matt Zoller Seitz, offers some compelling reflections on his favorite 
spiritual filmmaker, Terrence Malick. He says that in Malick’s films 
human beings are both infinitely small and infinitely significant; human 
beings are decentered, but also a sight to behold in their ability to look 
beyond themselves and experience the cosmos with such remarkable 



Faith and Spirituality in Masters of World Cinema, Volume III 

 

xxi

depths of their own. Of the many ways that Seitz is a worthy successor to 
Roger Ebert, perhaps a particular appreciation for Malick is one of the 
more noteworthy. In his last published all-time top ten list, Ebert included 
The Tree of Life, and so, given the timeline, essentially declared it an 
instant classic. The 2014 documentary on Ebert’s life took the same title as 
the critic’s memoir: life itself. Ebert is said to have loved only life itself 
more than the movies.  

In thinking of Ebert and The Tree of Life and “life itself,” it occurs to 
me that Alexander Schmemann might be a worthy conversation partner 
with whom to conclude. In his book For the Life of the World, the late 
Orthodox Christian priest and writer begins by affirming that indeed, as 
human beings, we are what we eat—we are hungry and the whole world is 
our food (11). Schmemann continues, “In the Bible, the food that man 
eats, the world of which he must partake in order to live, is given to him 
by God, and it is given as communion with God” (14). As such, “the only 
natural . . . reaction of man, to whom God gave this blessed and sanctified 
world, is to bless God in return, to thank Him, to see the world as God sees 
it . . .” (15). To see the world as God sees it: And so perhaps the God’s-
eye-view shot is a limited perspective if it’s only categorized by 
omniscience. Schmemann’s and Percy’s (and Lonnie’s) and Milbank’s and 
Hart’s perspective—and Malick’s, too, I would contend—is a sacramental, 
or Eucharistic, view of the world. For them, there is a strong sense in 
which to partake of the given world with gratitude is to be in communion 
with God, for our given world is filled with the Giver’s presence. In The 
Tree of Life, this is the very connection between the creation sequence and 
“the way of grace” that the mother embodies.2 The fundamental form of 
Malick’s filmmaking is defined by this way of gratitude. Schmemann says 
that “[W]hen we see the world as an end in itself, everything becomes 
itself a value and consequently loses all value, because only in God is 
found the meaning (value) of everything, and the world is meaningful only 
when it is the ‘sacrament’ of God’s presence” (17). For Schmemann, 
refusing to live with gratitude is refusing life; it is partaking of that which 
has not been given; it is “communion with death” (16-17). In The Tree of 
Life, this is “the way of nature” that the father embodies—it’s materialism 
in that it’s no longer life, and it’s no longer life in that it’s no longer life in 
God. Schmemann says partaking of the forbidden fruit was original sin 
because it wasn’t given (16); Malick agrees, and so wants us to partake 
of—and so return to—the tree of life again, for the way of grace restores 
us to our senses.  

I began by saying that moviegoing was an apt ritual for late-modern 
searchers, and Schmemann has a Christianly word for us seekers: “As 
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Christians, we believe that [Christ], who is the truth about both God and 
man, gives foretastes of His incarnation in all more fragmentary truths. We 
believe as well that Christ is present in any seeker after truth” (19). It 
would certainly be something if Christ was not only God in the flesh, but 
also the creator and sustainer of all things.3 

What makes movie(s) material? In the mise-en-scene, in the 
cinematography, in the various film genres, in the history of cinema, in 
one shot’s relation to the next, in the interplay between sound and image, 
in the style, in the narrative patterns, in the artist’s creativity, in the 
perceiving moviegoer in the darkened theater, and in all of life—I suspect 
in all of these—the answer is something like: the experience of being, 
consciousness, and bliss that, when most potent, rids us of nonsense when 
we exit the theater, reorienting us to accept our given situation—to accept 
life itself—as a gift. 

So we open our lenses, allowing the frame to overflow; full of 
gratitude, we bear witness. Yes, what is inside is also outside. And let’s 
add to it this: what is hidden is also present. 

Notes 
1 In his article “Walker Percy’s Eucharistic Vision,” scholar John F. Desmond 
argues that the end of the novel does not signal Binx’s explicit conversion, but he 
agrees that Binx does remain open “to the possibility of the presence of God in the 
ordinary world” (221). Additionally, Desmond points out the significance of the 
fact that Binx “affirms to his siblings the doctrine of the resurrection of the body, 
telling them that Lonnie will be resurrected as a whole being on the last day” 
(221). 
2 For more on the connection between the Creation sequence, the way of grace, and 
the Job theodicy—particularly how all three are rooted in Kierkegaard—see my 
Filmwell essay “They Who See God’s Hand: The Tree of Life as an ‘Upbuilding 
Discourse.’” http://theotherjournal.com/filmwell/2012/05/11/they-who-see-gods-
hand-the-tree-of-life-as-an-upbuilding-discourse/ 
3 See Colossians 1:15-23. 

Works Cited 

Bandy, Mary Lea, and Antonio Monda, eds. The Hidden God: Film and 
Faith. New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2003. Print. 

Desmond, John F. “Walker Percy’s Eucharistic Vision.” Renascence 52.3 
(2000): 218-231. Web. 15 August 2014. 



Faith and Spirituality in Masters of World Cinema, Volume III 

 

xxiii

Dorsky, Nathaniel. “Devotional Cinema.” The Hidden God: Film and 
Faith. Eds. Mary Lea Bandy and Antonio Monda. New York: The 
Museum of Modern Art, 2003. Print. 

Hart, David Bentley. The Experience of God: Being, Consciousness, Bliss. 
New Haven: Yale UP, 2013. Print. 

Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. “Faith and Good Faith.” Sense and Nonsense. 
Trans. Hubert L. Dreyfus and Patricia Allen Dreyfus. Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern UP, 1964. Print. 

—. “Film and the New Psychology.” Sense and Nonsense. Trans. Hubert 
L. Dreyfus and Patricia Allen Dreyfus. Evanston, IL: Northwestern 
UP, 1964. Print.  

Milbank, John. “The Soul of Reciprocity Part Two: Reciprocity Granted.” 
Modern Theology 17.4 (2001): 485-507. Web. 15 August 2014.  

Percy, Walker. “The Art of Fiction No. 97.” Interview by ZoltÃ¡n 
AbÃ¡di-Nagy. The Paris Review. The Paris Review, 1987. Web. 15 
August 2014.  

—. The Moviegoer. New York: First Vintage International Edition, 1998. 
Print. 

Schmemann, Alexander. For the Life of the World. Crestwood, NY: St 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1963. Print.  

 



 



CHAPTER ONE 

THREE SPIRITUAL PATHS 
IN THE FILMS OF FRANK BORZAGE 

DOUG CUMMINGS 
 
 
 
With roughly a hundred films to his credit, two-time Academy Award 

winning director Frank Borzage (1894 – 1962) was a major American 
filmmaker once grouped with colleagues such as John Ford, Howard 
Hawks and Raoul Walsh; but for decades his legacy has been elusive. His 
career pre-dated the rise of film studies, and the impassioned sincerity of 
his Depression-era melodramas didn’t endear him to modernists, who 
preferred the wry social critiques of Douglas Sirk and others. Borzage’s 
defenders today are scattered, but fervent: “He possessed the most delicate 
romantic sensibility in the movies,” critic Dave Kehr has written, “and his 
films are pervaded by a sublime spiritual quality that no one else has been 
able to capture.” 

Borzage’s melodramas hinge more on characters than plots; they are 
typically less concerned with exciting events than the inner worlds and 
emotions of the people involved. Although he specialized in love stories, 
Borzage’s romances usually involve two emotionally wounded, 
incomplete or disengaged people inspired by their love to confront their 
personal issues, overcome resistance, and embrace life more fully. 
Contrary to many happy Hollywood endings, love is a catalyst rather than 
a solution. 

Borzage was intensely private, leaving behind few in-depth interviews. 
His first complete retrospective of extant films (approximately 40 of his 
early silents are thought to be lost) didn’t occur until 1990, in Spain. His 
only biography (by the Swiss Cinematheque’s Hervé Dumont) was 
published in France in 1992 and wasn’t translated into English until 2006, 
when it coincided with a rare U.S. retrospective. Aside from the elaborate 
Murnau, Borzage and Fox DVD box set released in 2008, most of 
Borzage’s movies — produced at virtually every studio in Hollywood — 
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have not been released on DVD or streaming services, save a handful of 
on-demand titles in the Warner Archive Collection. 

Critic Andrew Sarris has given another reason for Borzage’s neglect: 
“[His] greatest gifts were lyrical rather than narrative, harmonic rather 
than melodic, intimate rather than expansive. Hence, we do not think of 
great Borzage movies so much as great Borzage moments” (Cinema 139). 
Although he was a keen technician and created films of extraordinary 
beauty, Borzage’s authorial signature is more often found in a sensibility, 
structure and theme rather than a consistent visual style: he was widely 
acknowledged as a director who pursued spiritual subjects. In 1940, MGM 
declared, “With pictures such as A Farewell to Arms, Little Man, What 
Now?, Three Comrades and Disputed Passage to his credit, Borzage has 
achieved a reputation of being somewhat of a mystic. The underlying 
spiritual values in these stories are what have attracted him the most” (qtd. 
in Dumont 269). The three branches of Borzage’s career considered in this 
essay — his late silent films at Fox, his “Weimar Trilogy” of the 1930s, 
and his overtly mystical films of the late-‘30s — suggest a movement from 
inner worlds to outer ones, from insular love stories to what critic John 
Belton has described as “a more general concern for the spiritual well-
being of not only his lovers but other characters around them” (97). 

Borzage was born in Salt Lake City a year before the birth of cinema. 
He was the fourth child of immigrants — his father was an Italian 
American stonemason and his mother was Swiss. Their large Catholic 
family, according to Dumont, “had a good rapport” with the surrounding 
Mormon community (32). But Borzage was never baptized and never 
belonged to a church; rather, as a young adult in Hollywood, he joined the 
Freemasons (who counted among their numbers such industry luminaries 
as D.W. Griffith, Cecil B. DeMille and Frank Capra) (Dumont 12). A 
fraternal organization often described as a “secret society,” Freemasonry 
teachings and rituals vary from lodge to lodge but typically promote the 
kind of humanitarian ethics and universal theism often found in Borzage’s 
films. Although Dumont has postulated a Masonic reading of Borzage’s 
work (by way of Mozart’s Masonic opera The Magic Flute), Borzage 
himself never emphasized a connection (14). 

When he was twelve years old, Borzage quit school to help his father 
in the construction business. As a teenager, he fell in love with the stage 
and became an actor, laboring in silver mines and railways as he toured in 
theatrical troupes. Eventually he arrived in Los Angeles and met producer 
Thomas H. Ince, who cast Borzage in two-reel westerns and, by 1915, 
promoted him to director. Borzage’s first directorial feature was the 
western Land o’ Lizards (1917), and popular hits, such as the melodramas 
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Humoresque (1920) and Secrets (1924), earned him notoriety that 
culminated in a multi-year contract with Fox Film Corporation. 

1. Borzage, Gaynor and Ferrell at Fox 

Borzage worked at Fox during an ambitious period for the studio. 
William Fox was building picture palaces, acquiring theater chains, and 
developing his Movietone sound-on-film technology. With great fanfare, 
Fox invited the renowned German filmmaker F. W. Murnau (Nosferatu, 
The Last Laugh, Faust) to make Sunrise (1927), a megaproduction that 
took over the studio’s full resources; subsequently it influenced the 
production methods and aesthetics of Borzage and other Fox directors. 
Murnau’s brilliance at designing all-enveloping, expressionist sets, 
lighting them in evocative chiaroscuro, and filming them with elaborate 
camera movements set an artistic standard for the studio. (Two good 
overviews of the subject are Fox Searchlight’s Borzage, Murnau and Fox, 
and Janet Bergstrom’s essay film, Murnau and Borzage at Fox — The 
Expressionist Heritage.) 

“Borzage was not a highly educated man,” Martin Scorsese explained. 
“His approach to the medium was more instinctive [than Murnau, who 
studied philosophy and art history]. What inspired him was the sheer 
power of emotions. This was the great mystery that elevated his melodramas 
into pure songs of love” (Personal Journey). 

The 20-year-old, elfin, round-faced Janet Gaynor was discovered on 
the Fox lot, and starred in both Sunrise and 7th Heaven (1927), Borzage’s 
high-profile adaptation of the Broadway play. Set in Paris, it tells the story 
of a literally down-to-earth sewer worker name Chico (the athletic Charles 
Farrell), who rescues a meek orphan, Diane (Gaynor), from her abusive 
sister, and invites her to live with him in his seventh floor loft, where they 
gradually fall in love. Just when they decide to marry, however, Chico is 
mobilized for World War I and sent to the trenches, but he promises to 
“return” to her every day at the same hour; true to his word, they share a 
moment of silence — a spiritual communion — at 11:00 each day, she in a 
munitions factory and he at the Front. 

Fox offered to shoot the movie on location in Paris, but Borzage chose 
to render the slums via cramped sets that suggest a romanticized vision of 
cobblestone alleys, glowing gas lamps, intimate living spaces, and — by 
contrast — a sweeping view of Paris rooftops from Chico’s loft. Much of 
the screenplay of 7th Heaven is structured around the vertical metaphor of 
rising from the depths, emotionally (Diane, from despair to courage) and 
spiritually (Chico, from doubt to faith). The first scene occurs in the sewer, 
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with Chico and his friend (as well as the camera) gazing up at the street, 
where passersby unknowingly empty buckets and even spit on them.  

The most famous sequence of the film, in which Chico takes Diane to 
his tenement and they walk up seven flights of stairs, is filmed in one 
extended take; beginning at the ground floor, the camera rises as it follows 
the characters entirely up the stairs. The shot was made possible by a 
specially built set equipped with a rope-pulled camera elevator, and allows 
the scene, which would normally have been a series of shots, play out in 
real time as a bemused Diane ascends in wonderment. (“I work in the 
sewers but I live near the stars!” Chico proclaims.) His window leads to a 
catwalk over the street below, but Diane timidly refuses to cross. “Never 
look down — Always look up!” he tells her. 

There is an ongoing dialogue about Chico’s lack of faith — he boasts 
he’s an atheist and claims the “Bon Dieu” owes him ten francs for the 
candles he purchased in order to pray for a non-sewer job and to find a 
wife, neither of which came true. But a passing priest overhears him, gives 
him a street washing assignment and some religious medals, and tells him 
the debt is paid. Chico remains skeptical until he has to leave Diane for the 
war; holding the medals, the lovers perform a symbolic marriage and ask, 
“Monsieur le Bon Dieu, if there’s any truth in the idea of You” to bless 
their union. Although Chico and Diane maintain their ritual of inner 
communion every day at 11:00, Chico is tragically killed in combat. “Tell 
her I died looking up,” he says to a comrade. 

The film culminates in a happy ending that stretches believability to a 
degree that is less a compromise than a provocation. Fresh from newly 
fighting off her bullying sister, Diane is devastated by the news of Chico’s 
death when a blinded Chico appears in the street, pushing his way through 
a raucous crowd (the war has ended), crying out Diane’s name as he 
ascends the stairs. He enters the loft — to the astonishment of those 
within, aware of his death — where he’s enshrouded by an effect 
resembling a fog filter. “I’ve been hit by every shell that’s made,” he tells 
Diane, “but I’ll never die!” Speaking of the Bon Dieu within him, Chico 
and Diane embrace passionately, bathed in a celestial light. No less than 
the one that closes Carl Theodor Dreyer’s Ordet (1955), it’s an unexpected 
and enigmatic miracle. “In Sunrise,” Martin Scorsese has summarized, 
“love and death are intertwined, like day and night; but in 7th Heaven, 
love negates death itself…. For the lovers, reality itself is immaterial” 
(Personal Journey). 

7th Heaven was one of the highest grossing films of the silent era, and 
its influence was global; in Yasujiro Ozu’s Days of Youth (1929), a poster 
for the film hangs on the wall of an upstairs apartment in which a student 
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quips, “Always look up!” The film made stars of Gaynor and Farrell, who 
appeared in eleven more films together, including two more directed by 
Borzage. 

Foggy, ethereally lit shots open the more expressionist Street Angel 
(1928), in which a desperate Angela (Gaynor) attempts prostitution and 
flees from the law. Again using specially designed sets, notably a rotating 
platform, the camera explores the congested world of working class 
Naples filled with looming shadows. Angela joins a traveling circus 
where, in the sunny countryside, she meets Gino (Farrell), a vagabond 
painter. The romantic Gino wants to paint Angela’s portrait but finds it 
difficult to penetrate her cynical shell (“Always you wear a mask…to hide 
the soul that is in you”), but he manages to render a beatific image. “I’m 
not like that!” she protests but he assures her she is to him, and the two fall 
in love. They return to shadowy Naples and Gino sells her portrait to a 
priest (who transforms it into a religious icon), but Angela is arrested. The 
puritanical Gino is shattered by the revelation of her past, and later, flies 
into a rage when he meets her on the street. He chases her into a church 
and grabs her as she collapses at the foot of an altar: above it stands her 
portrait. Gazing at it in awe, Gino suddenly recalls his vision of her soul, 
releases her and begs for forgiveness. 

Reworking elements from 7th Heaven (lower class lovers in a European 
milieu) but pushing the bar technically and visually, Street Angel is a 
highly refined production. The fog-filled sets become a striking metaphor 
for widespread moral confusion, particularly at the end when the 
distraught Gino stumbles through the streets. Yet Borzage’s warmth and 
personal intrigues are on full display: the plot is structured around Angela 
and Gino’s enlightenments. Angela’s full of despair and distrust; but 
through Gino’s eyes, she begins to see the goodness within herself and 
regain her potential to give and receive love. And though Gino at first 
seems positive, his idealism becomes a fragile puritanism that quickly 
splinters into judgment and hatred; his love for Angela inspires him to see 
beyond his idealization of her and accept her for who she truly is. 

In 1927, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences was 
formed, and their first Academy Award ceremony took place in 1929: 
Borzage won Directing (Drama) for 7th Heaven, and Gaynor won Best 
Actress for Sunrise, 7th Heaven, and Street Angel. (Borzage’s other 
Academy Award was for 1931’s Bad Girl.) Gaynor next reunited with 
Farrell and Borzage for Lucky Star (1929), which for decades was 
considered a lost film until a silent print was discovered by the Nederlands 
Filmmuseum in 1989. (A part-talkie version was also shot and released to 
sound-equipped cinemas, but today remains lost.) 
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Forgoing city settings, Lucky Star takes place in a bucolic countryside, 
though its beautiful set design — the fenced and curving paths, painterly 
hills, sparkling stream, and rustic cabins — are no less expressionistic; 
indeed, it may be the most visually sublime of all Borzage’s Fox films. 
Gaynor plays a teenaged ragamuffin named Mary who glumly performs 
farm chores for her harsh and demanding mother; Farrell plays Tim, an 
electrical lineman. When Tim catches her stealing a nickel from his self-
serving boss, Martin (Guinn Williams), he scolds and even spanks her. 
World War I breaks out and Tim enlists, but returns home in a wheelchair. 
(“Just saving my legs for a special occasion,” he says.) He becomes a 
homemaker adept at cooking, tinkering, and “fixing things up,” which 
includes Mary, with whom he fosters a relationship, teaching her to be 
more honest, washing her hair and encouraging her to bathe and dress 
better. Months pass, and the two fall in love, but Mary’s mother insists 
that she wed the scheming Martin. One snowy day, Mary finally succumbs 
and Martin whisks her away by coach, but Tim suddenly finds the strength 
to crawl and hobble across the frozen countryside, ultimately tackling 
Martin at the train station. After a brief skirmish, Martin flees, leaving Tim 
and Mary in each other’s arms. 

One can read Lucky Star’s finale as a supernatural miracle akin to the 
conclusion of 7th Heaven, but the film casts Tim’s renewed mobility as 
the result of his inner willingness to walk. The characters’ transformations 
are quintessentially Borzagian: Tim’s kindness and respect inspires Mary 
to evolve from a petulant child into a self-aware young woman, while Tim 
himself quietly mends: “I thought I was making you over,” he says to 
Mary at the end of the film, “and you’ve made me over,” acknowledging 
the healing and strength he received through her loyal companionship. But 
the film is decidedly fable-like: its picturesque sets, few locations and 
vague horizons have the hermetic sense of an artificial world; the visuals 
in the last act resemble a cinematic snow globe. The expressionism, 
blissful rather than nightmarish, amplifies the narrative broad strokes to 
create a pronounced storybook feel. 

Borzage’s films at Fox — particularly his three Gaynor/Farrell films —
 celebrate the private space of lovers, their union and mutual growth as 
individuals, and their ability to create a paradise in an indifferent or even 
hostile world. For a few short years at the end of the silent era, William 
Fox (who was financially destroyed by the Great Depression and later sold 
his studio) provided Borzage with the resources and creative environment 
to fashion indelible epics of romantic intimacy. 


