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The Thin Red Line

‘Why are we born into the world and part of the world, while at the same time feeling that we have been exiled from it?

Why doesn’t the world’s haunting beauty prevent us from being alone and suffering?

What is language, which allows different people’s voices to ask each other the same questions, and makes many voices into the single voice of the person questioning the world, while at the same time, at the moment of death, this same language erects absolute barriers between people, simply because one speaks American and the other Japanese?

Why are human beings, friends and enemies, separated from each other, while at the same time so clearly being reflections for each other, being so clearly the same spark of consciousness and language, capable of walking through the garden of the world and wondering?

Terrence Malick’s three films to date, particularly the one under consideration in this book, are interrogatory works, whose role is to make questions resonate in the universe, and speech in the world.

While the questions are posed as directly as possible, the link the director weaves between these questions and the geographical, historical, human and fleshly realities he describes is far more enigmatic, complex and ambiguous.
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A memory of Witt’s childhood: born in the world and part of the world



Badlands, Days of Heaven and The Thin Red Line all seem to speak of an “earthly paradise” that is at once lost and ever-present. All three allow one or several of their characters to be not just a finite body in space and a psychologically defined character but also an inner (or narrative) voice, a strange voice that speaks outside space, giving these characters a different, more general personality, located between themselves and all other human beings. Theirs is a voice detached from the women (the female voices of Badlands and Days of Heaven) and men (the various male voices of The Thin Red Line) of the films. It is a voice that bursts the bounds of the “moving box” – the phrase used in The Thin Red Line – that is the brain, the mind of every human being, which carries other people within it, but is separate from them, which carries within it the beauty of the world and of other people, but is separate from them.’

I sent the above to Rob White when this book was still no more than a project. In writing it I was gradually overcome by the embarrassing sense of having nothing more to say, of having already encompassed all the thoughts inspired in me by this sublime film, which I could happily sit and admire in childlike silence.

But let’s go on anyway, let’s explore the details.

A good place to start is with the title, taken from James Jones’s novel, The Thin Red Line (1962). Although the words officially refer to the line between life and death, they surely also speak to us of barriers and limits, those mysterious limits that we sense everywhere around us and do not know how to cross. In this film, voices are continually asking questions that it is not our role to answer, but which must be listened to and allowed to resonate.

At the end of the film, one of the characters – the man who has asked himself the most questions, Witt (Jim Caviezel) – has given his life for the others, and another character – a survivor this time, Welsh (Sean Penn) – is walking through the world with the sense that he is enclosed in a ‘moving box’. But perhaps Welsh has rediscovered that spark of consciousness and anxiety that had been extinguished within him. Perhaps the death of an individual is what allows the flame to move from one to another.

At the end of the film, echoing in response to the many questions, come not answers but three pleas – or prayers.

The plea (by letter) of a woman to her absent husband, who has gone to war and whom she wants to leave: ‘Help me leave you.’

The plea of the living man, Welsh, walled up in himself as though dead, who wants to be able to feel the lack again: ‘Let me feel the lack.’ This is a plea with no precise addressee.

The last plea, carried by the voice of a dead man – Witt – speaking from the place of an immortality unknown to us, and addressed not to God but to his own soul: ‘O my Soul, let me be in you now.’ It is also a prayer for his soul to be in him, to see: ‘Look out through my eyes, look out at the things you made, all things shining.’

‘All things’, from the highest mountain to the humblest leaf, brought together and made equal by Malick’s cinema.

Cinema is the art that makes it possible to place the large and small things of this world on the same scale, making them figure at the same size in the changeless frame of the screen. In Terrence Malick’s cinema, the animal living its animal life, the landscape and the sun, human beings, their questions, their preoccupations and their machines are all placed on the same scale. The film uses its own means (framing, editing, sound, light) to illuminate the strange cohabitation of human beings with animals and with the world, in the same ‘moving box’.

This cohabitation is also, as we shall see, a lack of ‘communication’.

The Unanswered Question

Around 1 hour 47 minutes and 20 seconds after The Thin Red Line begins, in the background and directly following an element from the original score written by Hans Zimmer, the audience hears a short extract from a work by the American composer Charles Ives (1874–1954), The Unanswered Question. This musical quotation, which ends three minutes later, is laid over the sounds and images of ‘dialogue’ (if that term is applicable, as each character is speaking his own language) between a dying Japanese prisoner and an American soldier whom we might regard as cruel, since he is making a collection of his enemies’ teeth.

We shall come back to this scene, and what the characters are saying ‘to each other’.

This short piece of music (six to seven minutes, depending on the tempo at which it is played), composed in 1906, was intended by Ives to form part of a diptych with another aural tableau, Central Park in the Dark, a ‘contemplation’ for full orchestra written in the same year. But while the composer regarded the latter work – an evocation of twilight in the famous Manhattan park, firmly anchored in the tradition of descriptive music – as the ‘contemplation of Nothing Serious’, The Unanswered Question was intended to be the ‘contemplation of a serious matter’, a ‘cosmic landscape’, a directly metaphysical work, with no narrative support.

In it the ‘eternal question of existence’ is posed by a short theme on the trumpet (a part that Ives indicated could equally be played on the oboe, cor anglais or clarinet) over a ‘background’ of sustained, perfect chords on the strings, representing the ‘silence of the Druids, who know, see and hear nothing’. The question posed by the trumpet receives unsatisfactory, unsynchronised answers, or attempts at answers (in a part of the work that Malick did not use), in the form of chromatic motifs played on two flutes, an oboe and a clarinet.

In 1906, and with very simple means, Charles Ives’s symphonic poem managed to propose an entirely new kind of music, with no rhythmic pulsation, a predominance of sustained notes and a form without symmetry. Above all, the three layers of the questioning instrument, the small group of instruments giving evasive answers and the mass of strings providing the background are all harmonically, rhythmically and in other ways independent. Rather than ‘poly-tonality’, this might better be termed ‘poly-music’, freely combining heterogeneous, independent elements, which are played in combination with each other, but remain in their separate worlds.

While in Central Park in the Dark, the ‘background’ was atonal and the ‘figure’ diatonic, here it is the other way round. In The Unanswered Question, the background is tonal while the thematic figures are not. The ‘background’ of Central Park evokes the darkness of the coming night, while in The Unanswered Question it evokes both silence and deafness. The more serene part of the music seems ‘deaf’ to the trumpet solo poured out into space, like a solitary voice to which no one is listening.
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A Melanesian man passes by American soldiers



Similarly, in The Thin Red Line, voices speak but, on the pretext that they are ‘inner’, no one on screen hears them. There are animals that no one looks at but are present nonetheless. There is also a Melanesian man who passes some American soldiers, but walks on as if he has neither seen nor heard them.

In trying to describe Ives’s music, the words ‘background’ and ‘figure’ spring inevitably to mind; one cannot avoid thinking of them – yet at the same time, they seem inadequate. When background and figure pay no attention to each other, which is figure and which is background? Malick’s cinema asks us the same kind of question: what is background (the set, the setting) and what figure (who is its principal character – is there one even, since they often change; what is the subject)? It is not enough to say, background and figure are one and the same. The question remains present and inescapable.

It is striking that the section of The Thin Red Line that quotes the Charles Ives piece – which seems largely to have inspired the aesthetics of part of Hans Zimmer’s score – begins with the words, ‘What is this war?’ and continues with ‘Why?’, ‘Who’s doing this?’, ‘Are you here?’ and ‘Where does it come from?’. No signs are given suggesting that these questions have even been heard. In contrast to Tarkovsky’s world, in which nature is also very present, with Malick nothing in nature ever gives any sign to human beings.

These questions are not only posed verbally by the soldiers in erratic, fragmented interior monologues, they are also embodied in the mysterious relationships created by the way shots are cut together, in the contrast between small details and big events, between the sunlight passing through the holes in the leaf of a tree and the death of a wounded youth.

Like Charles Ives’s music, Malick’s film places diverse elements side
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