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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 The paper discusses the Film Trilogy directed by Ingmar Bergman, which includes 
Through a Glass Darkly (1961), Winter Light (1962), and The Silence (1963). The paper 
analyzes the impact of alienation, which the author defines as a state of estrangement 
from the experience of, or acquaintance with, something, on specific characters in each 
film. The author examines the causes and consequences of alienation and how it affects 
character interaction.  
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Introduction 

 

 The concept of human alienation and the individual’s quest to find meaning in an 

otherwise empty existence was not a new subject to Ingmar Bergman when he made 

Through a Glass Darkly in 1961. Earlier films such as Wild Strawberries (1957) and The 

Seventh Seal (1957) similarly explored this topic, as both revolve around protagonists 

forced to confront their impending mortality; each spends their final days searching for a 

confirmation of their being. However, Through a Glass Darkly marked a turn away from 

these earlier films. The dramatic shift in aesthetic from earlier films was largely due to 

Bergman’s recent collaboration with cinematographer Sven Nykvist. Furthermore, the 

cast of Through a Glass Darkly was small in comparison to the earlier films, consisting 

of only four characters. The combination of this tiny cast with Nykvist’s aesthetic 

allowed Bergman to intensify the feelings of isolation and emptiness felt by his 

protagonists in a way that he was formerly unable to. The existential questions that 

Bergman posed in Through a Glass Darkly were later extended into a trilogy with Winter 

Light (1962) and The Silence (1963).  

 

 Much of the academic scholarship written about the Trilogy has focused on the 

film’s portrayal of religion; each film revolves around a problematic relationship with 

God. But as I will argue in this essay, the films are also important for their exploration of 

human nature. Many of the characters in these films want God’s justification for 

suffering: they want to know why God is silent or unresponsive to them. In the Trilogy, 

the problems of God’s absence, God’s silence, and God’s nonexistence are all the same. 
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Characters choose not to believe in God specifically because they perceive him to be 

silent or absent. Because they do not understand God, the characters become alienated 

from God. Yet their alienation from God is indicative of a larger underlying issue. For 

these characters, suffering is so incomprehensible that they cannot accept it as an aspect 

of human life.  

 

This suggests that their actual problem is not God, but alienation. The Oxford 

English Dictionary defines “alienation” as a state of estrangement from experience of, or 

acquaintance with, anything. Essentially, it is an inability to understand something or 

someone leads to alienation. The characters of the Trilogy are either not understood, 

unwilling to be understood, or not able to understand the world around them – be it with 

other people, or God. The lack of understanding causes them to be alienated. In the pages 

to follow, I will concentrate on how this theme of alienation impacts the characters in 

Through a Glass Darkly, Winter Light, and The Silence. I will examine the causes of their 

alienation, and how their interaction with other people furthers alienation. 
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Through a Glass Darkly 

 

Through a Glass Darkly (1961) revolves around a small, dysfunctional family. A 

mentally insane young woman, Karin, and her husband/doctor, Martin, visit her father 

David and teenage brother Minus on a remote island off the coast of Sweden. The film 

explores two concepts of alienation through the characters of David and Karin. Whereas 

David chooses to alienate himself from his family as a way of coping with emotionally 

traumatic situations, Karin’s alienation stems directly from her illness and the inability of 

people to understand her. 

 

David’s alienation is unique in the film because it appears entirely self-imposed as 

a defense mechanism to avoid emotional pain. Within the first few minutes of Through a 

Glass Darkly, David has already been characterized by an avoidance of issues. This is 

established in the film’s opening scene during the following exchange of ostensibly 

trivial dialogue with Martin: 

 David: Should we get dressed before we put out the nets? 

 Martin: What do you think? 

 David: Isn’t it rather chilly? 

 Martin: You think? 

 David: My bathrobe is thinner than yours. 

 Martin: If you’re cold –  

 David: Me cold? Not a bit. Are you? 
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These lines offer considerable insight to David’s character. We can interpret that David is 

in fact cold, reinforced by the fact he is filmed shivering, and would prefer to change his 

clothing before putting out the nets. When Martin correctly suggests that David is cold, 

David immediately refutes the statement but tests Martin by asking, “Are you?” The 

situation addressed in this scene is absurd because of how trivial the actual event is. 

Instead of acknowledging that he is cold, David avoids confronting the issue and, in the 

end, decides to put the nets out without getting dressed. Though brief, the scene is highly 

indicative of the flaws we see unfold in David throughout the remainder of Through a 

Glass Darkly. David is unwilling to communicate his feelings to others, and, in 

consequence, alienates himself from those around him.  

 

David’s self-imposed alienation most directly affects his family. He alienates 

himself from his children to avoid dealing with familial issues, in particular with Karin’s 

illness, and does so by putting his career between himself and his family as a buffer. 

During the dinner scene, David admits that he will be leaving his family again because he 

is “in charge of a tour to Yugoslavia” and “may stay awhile in Dubrovnik after the others 

go home.” This decision obviously puts literal distance between David and his family, as 

it allows him to avoid the physical presence of Karin’s illness. David also emotionally 

removes himself from Karin’s illness by confessing to his diary that he wants to “record 

its course,” ostensibly for the purposes of writing a book. This need to emotionally 

distance himself is echoed in a similar statement made to Karin after she has sex with 

Minus: David reveals that he feels “sick to think of the life I sacrificed to my so-called 

art,” and that he “first became successful around the time your mother died. It meant 



 
Bootes 5 

more to me than her death.” In having his success mean more to him than his wife’s 

death, in chronicling the course of his daughter’s illness, and in choosing to leave his 

family for travel, David alienates himself through the lens of his career to avoid a direct 

confrontation with emotional pain.  

 

Despite his attempt to use alienation in order to alleviate any pain his daughter’s 

illness may cause him, David still suffers in solitude from the self-imposed distance. 

Throughout the film, David has moments of profound sadness prompted by his 

alienation. After delivering gifts to his family during the dinner scene, David quickly 

excuses himself. While the family members open their gifts – which, as Minus suggests 

upon unwrapping his, David clearly “didn’t think of … till he got to Stockholm” – David 

is revealed to have a breakdown alone in the kitchen. David does not want to watch his 

children open their gifts because he is aware the presents are symbols of his 

disconnection, and this causes him to be so wrought with pain that he must suffer silently 

in the kitchen. David is again shown to suffer alone in the early hours of the morning 

while attempting to work on his manuscript. He is clearly distraught: he paces in his room 

unable to sleep, checks his pulse, takes medication, and clutches his chest.  It is evident 

that David’s need to distance himself actually causes his suffering. He is not able to 

confront Karin’s illness, and yet by removing himself from its physical presence, and by 

disconnecting himself through his career, David still encounters pain. His attempt to 

protect himself from pain through alienation is ultimately unsuccessful. 
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While David is the only character in Through a Glass Darkly who purposefully 

alienates himself, he is ironically the only character in the film that other characters seem 

to understand. Karin, Minus, and Martin are all fully aware of David’s pretenses. After 

Minus performs his play, Karin makes an observation to Martin: “Did you notice that 

Papa took Minus’ play as a personal affront? He was terribly hurt but tried not to let on.” 

Minus, meanwhile, makes an effort to interpret David’s dialogue. When David 

sympathizes with Minus’ loss of balance, Minus in turn responds: “You mean spiritually. 

I get it.” Martin berates David for his flaws while the two are boating: “There’s just one 

thing you haven’t a clue about: life itself. You’re a craven coward, but a genius at 

evasions and excuses.” The three even attempt to comfort David after he has cried in 

solitude in the kitchen during the aforementioned dinner scene. Upon his return to the 

dinner table, Karin, Minus, and Martin all rush to greet him and thank him for his 

presents, kissing and hugging him. His family members are well aware of his suffering, 

and Martin especially understands David’s desire to alienate himself. Yet despite his 

family’s apparent understanding, David makes little effort to respond. In turn, he causes 

his family to suffer by alienating them.   

 

Karin’s alienation is in many ways far more complicated, and severe, than 

David’s. David imposed his own alienation as a coping mechanism for tragedy; Karin, 

meanwhile, has very little control over hers. She is estranged from everything around her 

because of her illness: her surroundings, other people, and even her own body are made 

foreign. The illness alienates her from the environment by distorting it; she is sensitive to 

light, and her hearing has been made acute. She hears voices in her head, suffers 
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delusions, finds it increasingly difficult to distinguish between reality and her 

hallucinations. As she tells David: “I can’t make sense of it all. Is it really just my 

illness?” Karin no longer understands the body or environment she occupies.  

 

Furthering Karin’s experience of alienation are the familial interactions she 

experiences: no one can truly relate to Karin. When Karin comes to her father after her 

first hallucination and describes the frightening birdcalls that awoke her, David’s 

response is to tuck her into bed; “Just like when I was little,” Karin observes. David treats 

Karin like a child because he does not know how to confront her problem. Karin is 

further alienated from David when she reads from his journal. She learns that her illness 

is incurable – which no one had told her – and also of David’s desire to ‘use’ her for 

subject material. When Karin turns to Martin for consolation, her husband too treats her 

as a helpless child by calling her nicknames like “Little Karin” and “Little Kajsa.” She is 

even shielded from understanding her own illness when Martin lies about its severity to 

‘protect’ her from the truth. The only person Karin believes she can confide in is Minus. 

Karin tells Minus that Papa and Martin “don’t understand” her, and he responds by 

encouraging Karin to trust him. Yet when Karin does describe her hallucinations to 

Minus in the attic, the camera frames him in a series of close-ups emphasizing his 

profound confusion and concern for his sister. As she sits on the floor in tears, Minus, 

unable to comfort Karin, merely responds to her distress by asking: “Shall we go for a 

swim?” None of her family members are able to relate to her illness. As her perception of 

reality is becoming increasingly linked to her insanity, she becomes even further 

alienated from those around her.   
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 While the hallucinations themselves are caused by Karin’s illness, their subjects 

are products of Karin’s alienation. We are aware of two facts regarding these 

hallucinations: that Karin becomes very sexual during her lapses, and that she believes 

that God shall “reveal himself” to her and “the others.” Both facts underscore an intense 

desire for connection. These “others” are a group of “bright-faced people” who talk with 

her. Unlike her family, they respond to her welcomingly and communicate with her 

openly. Just as her family cannot relate to her, she can no longer relate to them; in 

consequence, Karin falls into a fictional world whose purpose is to alleviate her isolation. 

The sexual aspect of her hallucinations is a bit more complex. While Karin lapses into 

sexual desire in the “room with the others,” she does not have sex with Martin because 

she has chosen “the others” over him. On a basic level, the act of sex is supposed to 

represent the physical manifestation of love or human-to-human connection. In feeling 

alienated from and by Martin because of her illness, she is no longer able to connect with 

him or love him. In fact, when Martin suggests that Karin does not love him she fails to 

respond and the scene cuts, thereby suggesting that Karin no longer loves Martin. The sex 

reinforces her need to feel connected to something that understands her. Ostensibly, the 

“bright-faced” people who speak with her and make her feel safe, and the hope for God’s 

revelation, alleviate the alienation she feels from actual people such as Martin who 

cannot understand what she is going through.  

 

Karin’s lapses into insanity take hold of her to the extent that, at the urging of a 

voice in her head, she has sex with Minus. In the context of the narrative, the sex makes 
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quite a bit of sense. The goal of Karin’s hallucinations is to alleviate her alienation; 

Minus, meanwhile, is the only character she feels she can trust. When she lapses in the 

presence of Minus, she is drawn to him sexually in an effort to connect to someone she 

trusts. She experiences a second hallucination shortly after the incest in the attic. She 

recounts that a ‘spider god’ came out of the attic closet and attempted to rape her. His 

eyes were “cold and calm,” and “when he couldn’t penetrate me, he continued up my 

chest, up onto my face and on up the wall.” Again, this would suggest that Karin tried to 

connect to something she trusted: the God that the “bright faced” people were so patiently 

waiting for. Yet both hallucinations fail to connect her to something and alleviate her 

isolation.  

 

 While Through a Glass Darkly defined David by his desire to alienate himself 

from his family, he is forced to confront familial issues over the course of the film 

because of Karin’s actions. Karin, meanwhile, comes to choose alienation at the film’s 

conclusion by deciding she must commit herself permanently to the hospital with “no 

more treatments.” It is only in light of Karin’s incarceration that Minus and David are 

able to connect in the final scene. In response to Minus’ concerns, David tells his son that 

his hope for the future lies in “knowing that love exists for real in the human world.” 

Minus’ closing words, “Papa spoke to me,” suggest that while David’s alienation has 

damaged the relationship he has with his children, there is still hope that David can repair 

some of his mistakes. Through communication, the two characters have the potential to 

reach an understanding of each other that would not allow room for alienation. 
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Winter Light 

 

 The action of Winter Light occurs in a small village. Tomas, a pastor in a rural 

village, delivers sermons to a dwindling congregation while rejecting the advances of 

Märta, a schoolteacher. Tomas’ alienation largely stems from an inability to understand 

God. Because he cannot understand God, Tomas isolates himself from those around him, 

including Märta. The actions of both Märta and Tomas are misunderstood by one 

another, causing each character to feel alienated from the other. Furthermore, Tomas’ 

inability to understand others negatively impacts Jonas Persson, who is alienated from the 

world around him. Each character in Winter Light, because of the alienation that he or she 

experiences, causes others to suffer. 

 

 Tomas is alienated from God because of the way he chose to define God. During 

a conversation with Jonas, we learn that Tomas’ definition of God allowed no room for 

human tragedy. Tomas confesses that when he was ordained as a priest, he was wholly 

naïve to human suffering because he “knew nothing of evil or cruelty.” Furthermore, 

when he witnessed the Spanish Civil War, he failed to recognize it for what it was 

because the war did not fit his conception of what a “private and fatherly” God would 

allow. Tomas was able to separate himself from events of tragedy and suffering because 

they did not impact him in a direct manner. The loving relationship Tomas had with his 

wife also caused him to retreat further into his conception of a “private” God: he 

confesses to Jonas that his wife “patched up the holes” of his God. Yet when his wife 

died, Tomas was suddenly forced to confront his own personal suffering. In consequence, 
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his suffering alienated him from God because Tomas had chosen to believe in a God that 

would not allow him to suffer.  

 

 The alienation Tomas feels from God results in conflict. Tomas cannot deny 

suffering because of his own experience; to continue believing in God, Tomas must thus 

redefine Him in a way that would allow for human tragedy, to allow for – as Tomas says 

– “God’s silence.” However, Tomas is unable or unwilling to do this. He confesses the 

following to Jonas:  

If there is no God, would it really make any difference? Life would become 

understandable. What a relief. … Cruelty, loneliness, and fear – all these things 

would be straightforward and transparent. Suffering is incomprehensible so it 

needs no explanation. There is no creator. No sustainer of life. No design.  

Tomas toys with the idea of atheism because it is easier for him to accept God’s 

nonexistence than it is for him to redefine God in light of suffering. However, Tomas’ 

foray into atheism is based more on resentment than genuine disbelief: Tomas is unable 

to understand God only because He did not ‘protect’ Tomas from suffering.  

 

As Tomas is a pastor – and thus a sort of ‘stand-in’ for God – he ironically 

alienates those in his parish in the same manner that his God alienated him. While Tomas 

frets about “God’s silence,” he makes no attempt to understand or address the problems 

of those around him. When Mr. Frövik explains that he needs to talk to Tomas, Tomas 

dismisses him outright by replying: “I’ll be at Frostnäs at three,” and prevents further 

conversation from being held. While Tomas is more receptive to hearing the troubles of 
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Jonas Persson, he fails to actually listen to Jonas.  At first, Tomas instructs Jonas to “trust 

God” – but Jonas’ expression makes it clear that this is not a suitable response. The 

second time Tomas tries to address Jonas’ issues, he launches into a discussion of his 

relationship with God, as well as the suffering he has experienced since his wife’s death. 

He fails to understand Jonas’ problem and makes no attempt to understand it. Just as God 

is silent or unresponsive to Tomas’ suffering, Tomas too is unresponsive to the suffering 

of those around him.  

 

Although he cannot relate to Jonas’ suffering, Tomas seems to expect Jonas to 

relate to his own. Jonas’ own suffering does not stem from God, but from fear caused by 

the world around him. He is terrified of China; as his wife explains, Jonas read a 

newspaper article describing how “the Chinese people were brought up to hate, and that 

it’s only a matter of time before China has atom bombs.” These fears alienate him 

because no one is able to understand them, and furthermore, it seems that no one is 

willing to listen to him. His wife admittedly does not understand his preoccupation with 

China, concerning herself with more physical problems. As she mentions, she has her 

three children to look after, and her pregnancy to handle; esoteric questions and anxieties 

do not bother her. Tomas, on the other hand, is supposed to listen to Jonas; it is part of his 

duty as a pastor, and certainly he understands esoteric anxiety. However, he fails to listen. 

Tomas asks Jonas several questions about his monetary situation and his relationship with 

his wife, and finally concludes that Jonas’ angst all boils down to “this business about 

China.” But instead of urging Jonas to talk, or encouraging a discussion of his anxiety, 

Tomas refocuses the conversation to his own depression. By confiding in Jonas, Tomas 
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seems to expect Jonas to understand him instead of vice versa. In effect, he uses Jonas to 

alleviate his own alienation. Yet in doing this, Tomas accomplishes the opposite of what 

was intended. Tomas exacerbates Jonas’ alienation: he is still not understood, and shortly 

thereafter, Jonas takes his own life. Jonas’ suicide also greatly impacts another aspect of 

Tomas’ life: his relationship with Märta.  

 

Throughout Winter Light, Tomas tries to alienate himself from Märta. He rejects 

Märta’s affection and her attempts to care for him. In a sense, Tomas is reduced to a child 

in Märta’s presence; she calls him “poor little Tomas,” instructs him to get into bed 

because of his fever, and belittles his problematic relationship with God. The latter is 

suggestive of a key issue in their relationship: independently of Tomas’ own self-imposed 

alienation, Märta is alienated from a large portion of Tomas’ life because she cannot 

relate to his relationship with God. Märta does not believe in Him, and as she tells 

Tomas, “God has never spoken because God doesn’t exist. It’s as simple as that.” Her 

inability to fully understand Tomas’ conception of God lends Märta to incorrectly 

interpret his actions. Earlier in the film, we learn through her letter to Tomas that he 

failed to pray for the rash on her hands because it “hadn’t occurred to [him] to do so”; 

when he did try to pray, the sight of the open sores on Märta’s hands prevented him from 

doing so because – in her view – “the entire situation disgusted [him].” He ended their 

relationship when the rash spread to her forehead. Märta interprets this as a sign that 

Tomas does not love her.  However, the situation is more indicative of Tomas’ original 

problem: his alienation from God, brought on by the suffering he experienced from his 

wife’s death. While Märta was probably right in assessing Tomas’ disgust of the 
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situation, Märta’s rash in fact forces Tomas into confrontation with God, just as his 

wife’s death did. Märta’s rash is another example of suffering that contradicts Tomas’ 

conception of a loving, fatherly, private God.  

 

Jonas’ suicide forces Tomas to confront his relationship with Märta. As 

previously noted, Tomas spent the majority of Winter Light rejecting her help, despite his 

illness. Only after seeing Jonas’ body does Tomas finally request any aid, asking for 

aspirin. Yet when Märta offers him both tablets for his throat and a glass of water, Tomas 

rejects her curtly. Märta interprets this as unfriendliness and says: “Sometimes you sound 

… as if you hated me.” Shortly thereafter, Tomas briefly states that he needs time alone, 

which Märta interprets as Tomas trying to “get rid of [her].” Märta, because of her 

insecurity that Tomas is rejecting her, begins to talk rapidly: at first she says that Tomas 

is dissatisfied with his life, then – noting his lack of response – redirects the conversation 

onto criticizing herself. She “[pays] no attention” to Tomas’ dreams, she “should have 

been kinder,” she is “so very bossy” and Tomas has just been “unlucky.” Finally, Tomas 

tells Märta that he does not want her. He gives her the following reasons: 

I’m tired of your loving care. Your fussing. Your good advice. Your candlesticks 

and tablerunners. I’m fed up with your shortsightedness. Your clumsy hands. 

Your anxiousness. Your timid displays of affection. You force me to occupy 

myself with your physical condition. Your poor digestion. Your rashes. Your 

periods. Your frostbitten cheeks. Once and for all I have to escape this junkyard 

of idiotic trivialities.  
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In this respect, Jonas and Tomas do share something in common: the women around 

them are more occupied with physical problems than esoteric ones.  

 

Like Jonas’ wife, Märta cares about things that exist physically to her. Tomas, on 

the other hand, largely ignores his physical condition. Yet while he criticizes Märta and 

doesn’t want her because she emphasizes physical suffering, he makes a statement 

shortly thereafter suggesting an entirely different reason: “I don’t love you because I love 

my wife.” He further claims that Märta mimics his wife behavior as an “ugly parody,” 

although Märta never knew her. Märta’s behavior – her emphasis on “physical condition” 

– is criticized by Tomas only because she reminds him of his wife. Tomas believes that 

loving Märta would spite the memory of his dead wife. Yet the problem is perhaps more 

complicated than Tomas acknowledges. Because Tomas associates love with God’s 

existence, loving Märta might force Tomas to confront his relationship with God, and 

redefine God with his knowledge of both love and human suffering. However, Tomas is 

unwilling to do this. It is easier for him to contemplate God’s silence or God’s 

nonexistence because in some respect, both allow him to blame God for his suffering. 

 

 In another respect, Märta’s inability to understand Tomas’ relationship to God 

touches on an additional aspect of Tomas’ alienation: his identity as a pastor. We learn in 

the film that Tomas became a pastor not because of his own desires, but because it was 

what his parents wished for him. Therefore, Tomas never truly felt connected to his title. 

The lack of connection to his title is exacerbated by the increasing irrelevance of the 

church in his small community. Only a handful of individuals attend church ceremonies, 
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and few take them seriously. Children have a hard time paying attention, the organ player 

checks his watch, and as we have already discussed, Tomas’ own ‘girlfriend’ cannot take 

his speeches sincerely. Johan, one of Märta’s students, confesses to Tomas that he will 

not be confirmed. And Karin, Jonas’ wife, refuses Tomas’ offer to read from the Bible 

upon her discovery of Jonas’ suicide. While Tomas feels disconnected from God, it is his 

duty as pastor to continue preaching. Yet those around him dismiss God’s relevance. 

Because Tomas is associated with God by profession, and God is largely irrelevant, 

Tomas too is somewhat irrelevant to society. Society does not understand Tomas or his 

role, thus alienating him further. 

 

 By the conclusion of the film it is Mr. Frövik, dismissed by Tomas earlier, who in 

fact is able to make a connection. Mr. Frövik speaks to Tomas about Christ’s suffering: 

[Christ’s disciples] abandoned him, down to the last man. He was left all alone. 

That must have been painful. To realize that no one understands.  

From the perspective of Tomas’ alienation, this scene is significant because it is the first 

point during the film that Tomas is able to listen to another character. Tomas makes no 

attempt to change the course of conversation, or to cut Mr. Frövik off, as he had 

previously in the film. Tomas is able to relate to Mr. Frövik’s portrayal of Christ. By 

interpreting Christ’s suffering as alienation from those around him, Tomas is able to feel 

a connection to something outside of himself for the first time. If there is any hope for 

Tomas in Winter Light, it is because of this connection. 
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The Silence 

  

In The Silence (1963), two sisters – Anna and Ester – are homeward bound on a 

train with Anna’s young son, Johan, when they decide to rest in a strange city called 

Timoka. The film quickly establishes a division between the two sisters regarding their 

perspectives on the world. Anna is limited to understanding people only on a physical 

level, whereas Ester can only understand people on an intellectual level.  Because the 

sisters relate to the world in different ways – the intellectual and the material – they have 

no common ground with which to relate to one another. In this respect, both Anna and 

Ester have partial identities. They are fragments. This fragmentation translates into how 

each sister understands, and is understood, by the world around her. Ultimately, their 

inability to understand things in a non-fragmented way leads to their alienation and 

consequent suffering.  

 

The Silence suggests that Anna, because she is grounded in the physical, 

understands the world from a predominantly sexual viewpoint. In the city of Timoka, 

Anna frequently encounters sexual situations. At one point in the film, she witnesses a 

couple having spontaneous sex in the darkened balcony of a theatre. During the 

intercourse, the couple has little actual contact with each other. Both lean in opposite 

directions, and the only physical connection they have is through the genital region. 

Through awkward cuts between Anna’s point-of-view of the couple, and high angle 

close-ups of the couple’s bodies, the sex is portrayed as real and intimate; such a display 

of intimacy ultimately drives Anna to replicate it, reinforcing the sense that Anna relates 
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to the world in a sexual manner. Yet when Anna later recounts her attempt, her 

expression is indifferent, and her voice is monotonous: 

I sat and watched the couple make love. Then I went to the bar, and this 

man left with me. I didn’t know where to go, so we went to a church. We 

had intercourse in a dark corner behind some pillars. It was cooler there. 

Because the scene is filmed as a monologue rather than an actual event, it is suggested 

that Anna’s duplication failed at replicating the authenticity of the original. Like the 

couple, she has sex in a public space – but we can interpret through Anna’s account of the 

event that her own spontaneous copulation was not motivated by lust, but instead by 

convenience and indifference. If the connection of the couple in the balcony is what Anna 

desired, she failed to replicate it. This suggests that while Anna is able to relate to the 

world sexually because she is so grounded materially, sex does not provide her with an 

opportunity for any connection beyond the physical realm. 

 

Similarly, the world around Anna is only willing to understand her sexually. Anna 

is turned into an object of voyeurism by the characters in the film. Ester tries to 

communicate with Anna by watching her and touching her, and Anna ‘satisfies’ Ester by 

recounting her sexual experiences. Johan, too, relates to Anna sexually: they lie together 

naked in bed, Johan scrubs Anna’s naked back in the bathtub, and he spies on Anna 

having sex with a waiter. The camera itself seems to fracture Anna into the inanimate 

objects it associates with her, fetish items such as lipstick, heels, and dresses. Thus, the 

world alienates Anna by only allowing her to be understood through the lens of sexuality.   
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When Anna is shown ‘performing’ her sexuality, she kisses the waiter in a close-

up, but the unnatural silence of the scene denies the expectation of an erotic connection 

between the two characters. Anna aloofly pulls the man into a hotel room, where she 

immediately begins undressing and is insistent upon darkness. When she moves across 

the room toward a bed, the camera films only her breasts. She is but half of a person, a 

body “trying to shake off the mind’s dominion” (Young 214) and alienated from any 

psychical self-worth. This perception is reinforced when Anna caresses scars on the 

man’s face afterwards, stating: “How nice that we don’t understand each other.” It is only 

because the man does not understand Anna’s language that she can talk to him, and this is 

the only part of the film in which Anna talks freely about herself. She confesses to the 

man that Ester criticizes her for being a glutton, that she likes food, and that she is a good 

driver. Each of these ‘confessions’ further grounds Anna in a relationship with the 

physical world.  

 

Conversely, The Silence establishes Ester as Anna’s opposite: she is an 

intellectual and apparently unable to have corporeal experiences. Ester spends most of 

her time involved in ‘intellectual’ activities, such as working at her typewriter and 

listening to music. When she does partake in ‘physical’ activities, they emphasize her 

sickness, such as coughing and sleeping, or imply a need to distance herself from reality, 

such as her excessive drinking. If Anna is alienated from her mind, Ester is alienated 

from her body. 
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The camera fragments Ester to alienate her from physical experiences. Her one 

sexual experience is a masturbation scene; whereas the camera fractures Anna into the 

sexualized fetishes that substitute for her, it reduces Ester to her starkly lit head, again 

alienating her from her body. In another scene, Ester – a translator by profession – runs 

through several languages in an attempt to communicate with the elderly hotel waiter: 

“Parlez-vous français? Do you speak English? Sprechen Sie Deutsch?” The waiter shakes 

his head and mumbles unintelligibly, and Ester must resort to gestural communication 

instead.  The spatial conflict created in this scene fragments Ester in an effort deny her 

grounding in the material world. Additionally, the waiter is in the foreground having this 

‘conversation’ with Ester’s reflection in a mirror, thereby further alienating Ester from 

bodily contact.  

 

Both sisters alienate themselves from one another. When Anna announces that she 

is leaving the hotel, Ester calls for her to wait; when Anna does, Ester dismisses her, and 

then suffers from a violent coughing fit alone in her room. Ostensibly Ester would like to 

reach out to Anna for help, but she finds herself unable to. When she is finally able to ask 

Anna to sit on the bed with her, Ester can only communicate to Anna sexually. She asks 

her not to meet her lover and kisses Anna’s neck. In turn, Anna alienates herself from 

Ester by isolating her; Anna closes the door to Ester’s room, rejects Ester’s affection, and 

lies to her.    

 

 Anna and Ester are forced to confront each other’s differences upon Ester’s 

discovery of Anna with the waiter. Although Ester is crying when she calls to her sister, 
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Anna belittles her emotions by placing herself in a sexual situation with the waiter 

specifically for Ester to observe. The following dialogue occurs: 

   Ester: What have I done to deserve this? 

Anna: Nothing in particular. It’s just that you always harp on your 

principles and drone on about how important everything is. But it’s all just 

hot air. You know why? I’ll tell you. Everything centers around your ego. 

You can’t live without feeling superior. That’s the truth. Everything has to 

be desperately important and meaningful and goodness knows what. 

Ester: How else are we to live? 

Anna: I used to think you were right. I tried to be like you because I 

admired you. I didn’t realize you disliked me. …With all your education 

and all the fancy books you’ve translated, can you answer me one thing? 

When father died, you said, “I don’t want to go on living.” So why are you 

still around? Is it for my sake? For Johan’s? For your work, perhaps? Or 

for no reason in particular?  

Anna is unable to understand or relate to Ester’s interactions with the world, and 

criticizes Ester’s intellectual desire to create meaning out of meaninglessness. Yet Anna 

herself is miserable, and her capacity for physical communication ultimately turns against 

her by the conclusion of the scene. When Ester exits the room, the waiter turns to Anna 

for more sex; she begins to cry hysterically and fights him. When she finally does have 

sex – which is arguably rape at this point – she is crying. Anna has become alienated 

from her own ability to communicate, as her sexuality has been used to exploit her.  
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Johan is the only main character in the film not fragmented, and thus not 

alienated. While Johan does not understand the environment around him – quite literally, 

he is unable to because of the language barrier – he is the only character who actually 

makes an effort. In the film’s opening scene, he asks Ester the meaning of a sign on the 

train. Although she dismisses it immediately by saying she doesn’t know, Johan still 

proceeds to try and pronounce it. Johan is also the only character who takes interest in 

exploring and understanding the world around him. Anna’s experiences of the outside 

world are dependent entirely on her fragmented understanding of the world: she 

experiences it physically. She witnesses sex, she engages in sex. Ester’s experiences of 

the outside world, too, are dependent on her fragmented understanding: she experiences it 

intellectually. She observes the city from a window but does not interact with it, she 

relates to the elderly man through Bach. Johan, however, does not already have a 

hardened perception of the world, and thus his experience is not mediated through a pre-

conceived understanding. He explores both the train and the hotel, and both observes and 

interacts with others.  

 

Furthermore, Johan is the only one in the film who seems to pay attention to the 

outside world with curiosity. He watches the tanks roll by outside of the train window. 

He is awakened by the sound of fighter jets and tries to alert his mother, but she dismisses 

him because she wants to sleep. Furthermore, Johan is the only character who is able to 

interact with all the other characters. He draws pictures for Ester, and he is intimate with 

Anna. He has several encounters with the elderly hotel waiter, and he is also the only one 

to have any real interaction with the troop of dwarves (Ester and Anna merely observe 
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them). Johan the only character in the film who is able to communicate in a non-

fragmented way.  

 

 The letter Ester writes to Johan at the conclusion of the film, upon learning that 

Anna is leaving her to die alone in the hotel, is important in this respect. In her letter, 

Ester writes down the Timokan words for “head” and “hand.” These words are significant 

on two levels. First, they provide a literal bridge between the fragmentation experienced 

by both Anna’s physical grounding and Ester’s intellectual emphasis. By writing both 

words down, Ester suggests that have equal importance. Second, this information 

provides Johan with an ability to communicate and be understood. In this regard, the 

letter is a source of hope in The Silence because it ostensibly prevents Johan from 

alienating himself via hardening into a perception of the world and thereby prevents 

Johan from being alienated by the world around him because of a lack of understanding.  
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Conclusion 

 

 In Ingmar Bergman’s Trilogy, characters in each film contribute to their own 

alienation. In Through a Glass Darkly, David alienates himself from his family to avoid 

confronting his daughter’s illness. Tomas alienates himself in Winter Light because he 

feels rejected by God. In The Silence, both Anna and Ester are alienated through their 

fragmented perceptions of themselves and the world around them. Each of these 

characters has experienced some form of suffering, and as a result, has turned inward. 

This turning inward ultimately alienates them from the world. Other characters in the 

Trilogy – Karin and Jonas, for example – are alienated by the world because the world is 

unable to understand them. Karin is alienated because others are unable to understand her 

illness; Jonas is alienated because no one understands his anxiety. The downfall of all 

characters in the Trilogy is their inability to communicate, which leads directly to each 

character’s own experience of alienation.  

 

 Through examining the ways in which alienation affects characters in each film, 

we can reach several conclusions about the nature of our own experiences. These films 

suggest that suffering is a part of the human condition. Characters make the mistake of 

blaming God, or other outside sources, for their suffering. Because they do not accept 

their suffering, they consequentially make their suffering worse. Characters alienate 

themselves because of their suffering. Their self-imposed alienation makes it difficult to 

relate to other people, which in turn alienates characters further. Similarly, the Trilogy 

suggests that we will never be able to fully understand another human being; in some 



 
Bootes 25 

respect, we will always be alienated from others.  However, hope lies in making an effort 

to relate to others. If Tomas had made an effort to understand Jonas, perhaps he would 

not have committed suicide. If David had made an effort to understand Karin, perhaps 

she would not have had sex with Minus. If Anna and Ester had been able to relate to one 

another, perhaps Ester would not have been forced to die alone. Too often in the Trilogy 

characters let their own hardened perceptions of the world dictate their interactions, 

interpretations, and perceptions of others. The inability to communicate or listen caused 

by this hardened perception seems to be the true tragedy. Similarly, the connections 

established between human beings are what matter in the Trilogy, and not the esoteric 

questions. 
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