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Introduction
In Paul Schrader’s Transcendental Style in Film: 
Ozu, Bresson, Dreyer, the name of Ingmar 
Bergman is only mentioned twice. The first 
time is when Schrader contrasts Ozu with 
him, asserting that Ozu’s characters live “in an 
eternal present” where “the past barely exists” 
and, as such, “there are no ghosts in Ozu as 
there are in Resnais and Bergman”.1 The other 
instance occurs when he admits the possible 
objections one might raise to the apparently 
arbitrary preference for one filmmaker over 
another to demonstrate what constitutes the 
transcendental style in film: “Why is Ozu 
preferred to Mizoguchi, Bresson to Resnais, 
Dreyer to Bergman?”2 Although I am not con-
cerned with the manner in which Schrader 
defines the transcendental style in cinema or 
how certain films of Bergman might fit into 
the three steps he establishes, it is neverthe-
less Schrader’s identification of Bergman as a 
transcendental filmmaker that has prompted 
certain questions which will be at the centre 
of this essay: namely, where exactly does Berg-
man locate the transcendental dimension that 
grounds subjectivity and defines the contours 
of intersubjective relationships, and what is 
his primary means of trying to express what is 
fundamentally ineffable? 

Having taken the expressive potential 
of the facial close-up to almost unparalleled 
heights (matched perhaps only by Carl Th. 
Dreyer), Bergman’s cinema is almost uncon-
testably understood as the cinema of the face. 
Gilles Deleuze describes him as the filmmaker 
who “has pushed the nihilism of the face the 
furthest, that is its relationship in fear to the 
void or the absence, the fear of the face con-

1  Paul Schrader, Transcendental Style in Film: Ozu, Bres-
son, Dreyer (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1972; reprint, New York: Da Capo Press, 1988), 31.

2  Schrader, Transcendental Style, 151.
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fronted with its nothingness.”3 Although the way his relentlessly probing camera 
attempts to penetrate into the depths of his characters’ souls and reveal their inner 
life – staging interpersonal conflicts and intrapersonal struggles on their faces –  un-
doubtedly connects him to Dreyer, there is yet another filmmaker (whom Schrader 
also identifies with the transcendental style) who is recalled by some of Bergman’s 
works in a way that is at once much subtler and so far has not been paid nearly 
enough attention to: Robert Bresson. 

Whereas Bergman’s and Dreyer’s films are immediately equated with the facial 
close-up, for Bresson, it is the hand whose presence is similarly essential and often 
brought up. What has not sufficiently been explored, however, is that the hands of 
Bergman’s characters often come to the forefront in crucial moments just like they do 
in Bresson, though for entirely different reasons and in a substantially different man-
ner. For Bresson, the hand is, first and foremost, a formal device, the visual element 
that functiones as the connecting tissue between his fragmented and disconnected 
any-space-whatevers, tying together the series of little bits and pieces that make up 
his cinematic space with no predetermined connections.4 In Bergman, conversely, 
the hand appears to be used for its rich expressive potential, acting as a point of 
convergence for his fundamental themes and conveying the manner in which his 
characters relate to the world, to each other and to themselves.

Since there appears to be a tendency for Bergman to take certain themes, ex-
plore them through a number of films from different angles and then move onto a 
different issue, Bergman scholarship similarly engages in selecting a string of films to 
explore how certain themes develop throughout these works. Kovács András Bálint 
points out that A Lesson In Love (En lektion i kärlek, 1954), Dreams (Kvinnodröm, 
1955), and Smiles of a Summer Night (Sommarnattens leende, 1955) form a trilo-
gy about marital fidelity; Summer Interlude (Sommarlek, 1951), Secrets of Women 
(Kvinnors väntan, 1952) and Summer with Monika (Sommaren Med Monika, 1953) 
explore questions of marriage; and Prison (Fängelse, 1949) and Thirst (Törst, 1949) 
thematise the problem of Hell on Earth5. The most well-known trilogy of Bergman, 
The Faith Trilogy, is perhaps the most problematic one as well, in so far as the films it 
consists of are relatively disparate in terms of form (especially The Silence [Tystnaden, 
1963] compared to the preceding two) and the question of God is only really a cen-
tral issue in Through the Looking Glass (Såsom i en spegel, 1961).6 As Kovács points 

3  Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 100.

4  Gilles Deleuze, “What is the Creative Act?” in Two Regimes of Madness: Text and Interviews 1975–
1995, ed. David Lapoujade (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2006), 315–16.

5  Bálint András Kovács, “A lélek mélyéről,” Filmvilág 50, no. 10 (October 2007): 9.
6  Although I consciously refrain from relying on autobiographical references and the director’s words 

to support my argument throughout this paper, it is perhaps worth noting here that even Bergman 
himself admitted in a 1992 interview that the idea of The Faith Trilogy „was a ‘mere construction’ and 
an afterthought, ‘something for the news media.’” – Maaret Koskinen, Ingmar Bergman’s The Silence: 
Pictures in the Typewriter, Writing on the Screen (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2010), 23.
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out, the true issue for the protagonist of Winter Light (Nattvardsgästerna, 1963) is 
his inability to love – he suggests, therefore, that the real trilogy of this period con-
sists of The Silence, Persona (1966) and The Hour of the Wolf (Vargtimmen, 1968), all 
three of which are about artistic creation and the inability to communicate.7

What seems to be beyond dispute, however, is that The Silence occupies a central 
position in Bergman’s oeuvre – depending on whether one considers it as a conclu-
sion to The Faith Trilogy or as a precursor to Persona and The Hour of the Wolf, it 
marks Bergman’s cinematic transition by being either the last film of his first major 
period or the first film of his second one. Jesse Kalin refers to this first period of 
Bergman’s as the era of the great synoptic films, where life is portrayed as always 
“offering rebirth and renewal,” however tentative that might be.8 On the other hand, 
she sees the films of the second period as portraying a “sense that once was possible 
has now somehow become even more difficult of perhaps lost.”9 Occupying this 
singular point in Bergman’s filmography, it would already seem fruitful to examine 
The Silence along with the other major Bergman films that precede and succeed it to 
see how and in what sense this transition occurs, but considering the many parallels 
between the two films that enclose it, Winter Light and Persona (repeated imagery, 
the turning point at almost halfway through the film, the open ending that – on the 
surface, at least – implies that nothing might have changed in spite of the events that 
have transpired in the second half, etc.), undertaking such an endeavour seems more 
than justified. It is my contention that what connects these three films and makes 
them a proper trilogy of sorts is their preoccupation with the relationship between 
transcendence, subjectivity and intersubjectivity. The three films delineate a trajecto-
ry where the disillusionment with and subsequent collapse of one form of transcend-
ence – that grounds subjectivity and intersubjective dynamics – instigates an inward 
movement, a gradual withdrawal from the world in search of a stable transcendental 
grounding. As the three films progress, the transcendental Other that defines the 
frame for – and problems of – intersubjective relations is continuously interrogated, 
located and relocated, moving from God-as-Other first to the neighbour-as-Other 
and, finally, to the Self-as-Other. I would also argue that this shifting conception of 
the transcendental dimension is expressed primarily through those privileged mo-
ments Bergman affords to the hands of his characters.

Apprehending the World: Hand and Intersubjectivity
Why is it that the hand, with its gestures and movements, comes to assume this 
peculiar position of primal importance for Bergman, being the most fundamental 
conveyor of how an individual relates to the outside? After all, as Juhani Pallasma 
writes in his manifesto for a multisensory architecture, it is sight that has historically 
enjoyed a privileged position among the senses, considered as the most noble one, 

7  Kovács, A lélek mélyéről, 9.
8  Jesse Kalin, The Films of Ingmar Bergman (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), xiv.
9  Kalin, The Films of Ingmar Bergman, xv.
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and touch has been regarded as the lowest one within their hierarchy.10 The dom-
inance of vision over the other senses with regards to truth, knowledge and reality 
has, of course, always had its opponents, but it was only from the 20th century on-
wards that the oculacentric paradigm became heavily criticized by Martin Heidegger, 
Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida, and oth-
ers.11 Merleau-Ponty, for instance, dismisses the idea of the Cartesian disembodied 
spectator and instead propagates the notion of an embodied vision, in which the 
perceived thing speaks to all the senses at once rather than it being simply a sum of 
different sensory stimuli. 12 While Sartre’s main concern was with the objectifying 
look of the other,13 both he and Merleau-Ponty emphasize the importance of the 
hand and tactility in our subjective experience of the world. The experience of the 
hand touching itself, one hand touching the other – though regarded by Sartre’s as a 
contingent feature of our embodiment – is crucial for Merleau-Ponty’s ontology of 
the flesh and his criticism of the reductive subject-object model. With regards to the 
importance of the hand, Heidegger even went as far as to claim that the hand is what 
defines humanness. For him, the human hand is separated from other prehensile 
organs by the infinite abyss of speech and thought: “Only a being who can speak, 
that is, think, can have hands and can be handy in achieving works of handicraft.”14 
The hand, however, not only “designs and signs, presumably because man is a sign,” 
but also “reaches and extends, receives and welcomes – and not just things: the hand 
extends itself and receives its own welcome in the hands of others.”15 In other words, 
the “double vocation” of the hand, as Derrida calls it, is “to show [monstrer] or point 
out (zeigen, Zeichen) and to give or give itself, in a word the monstrasity [monstrosité] 
of the gift or of what gives itself.”16 

As far as the way subjectivity relates to transcendence is concerned, Slavoj 
Žižek differentiates between two basic modes: the first one would be the Sartrean 
“transcendence of the ego,” which refers to “the notion of subject as a force of nega-
tivity, self-transcending, never a positive entity identical to itself,” whereas the second 
mode, exemplified by the name of Levinas, denotes “[t]he existence of the subject 
as grounded in its openness to an irreducible-unfathomable-transcendent Otherness 
– there is a subject only insofar as it is not absolute and self-grounded but remains 
in tension with an impenetrable Other; there is freedom only through the reference 

10  Juhani Pallasma, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons Ltd, 
2005), 15–6.

11  Pallasma, The Eyes of the Skin, 19–20.
12  Pallasma, The Eyes of the Skin, 21.
13  Pallasma, The Eyes of the Skin, 20.
14  Martin Heidegger, What is Called Thinking?, trans. J. Glenn Gray (New York: Harper & Row Pub-

lishers, 1968), 16.
15  Heidegger, What is Called Thinking?, 16.
16  Jacques Derrida, “Geschlect II: Heidegger’s Hand,” trans. John P. Leavey, Jr. in Deconstruction and 

Philosophy: The Texts of Jacques Derrida, ed. John Sallis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 
174.
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to the gap which makes the Other unfathomable.”17 Hegel’s master-slave dialectic 
offers a kind of mediation between the two but can be criticized for reducing the 
Other into a mere object of consciousness that is necessary for self-recognition and 
for making the mistake, according to Sartre, of assuming that  “I could approach the 
other as an object while simultaneously apprehending myself as an object by way of 
the other.”18 Since Bergman’s primary preoccupation throughout his career was the 
exploration of human relationships and their dynamics, the question here is where 
exactly he locates this transcendental Other that conditions subjectivity, what prob-
lems it introduces for him and how he attempts to overcome them. 

When it comes to the problem of intersubjectivity, there are two fundamentally 
opposing approaches. On the one hand, “[p]hilosophers in the Cartesian tradition 
view the subject as self-enclosed and detached from the other” – the solitary ego can 
only know itself and has “no way of authentically welcoming another person, of en-
countering his or her otherness.”19 On the other hand, Max Scheler and Heidegger 
make intersubjectivity implicit in their social ontology by establishing a “kind of 
non-self: open, ecstatic, and in Heidegger’s case punctuated with a network of social 
structures.”20 Since the former affirms the fundamental impossibility of truly appre-
hending the Other and the latter circumvents the issue altogether, it would be safe to 
assume at this point that Bergman’s conception of subjectivity will be substantially 
different from both in order to establish a Self that is open to the world and capable 
of encountering the Other and his or her Otherness. My discussing of the selected 
films is by no means meant to be exhaustive; rather, I will be focusing on key scenes 
that are relevant to tracing Bergman’s shifting conception of this transcendental Oth-
er through the motif of the hand. 

God-as-Other in Winter Light
The ending of Winter Light is without doubt one of the most discussed in Berg-
man’s oeuvre. While it is generally agreed, in accordance with Bergman’s own com-
ments about the film, that it is an attempt to smash the proof of the “security God” 
he was still clinging to at the end of Through the Looking Glass, interpretations as to 
what is actually offered as a replacement diverge considerably.21 The ambiguity of 
the film’s conclusion assures that anyone claiming to be in possession of a definitive 
interpretation will be met with considerable suspicion – not because the possible 
readings it invites are equally plausible and one of them can just as well explain the 
film as the other but, on the contrary, because they are all equally lacking. The two 

17  Slavoj Žižek, Eric L. Santner and Kenneth Reinhard, The Neighbor: Three Inquiries in Political Theol-
ogy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 142.

18  Owen Ware, “Ontology, Otherness, and Self-Alterity: Intersubjectivity in Sartre and Merleau-Pon-
ty,” Symposium 10, no. 2 (Fall 2006), 505.

19  Ware, Ontology, Otherness, and Self-Alterity, 503.
20  Ware, Ontology, Otherness, and Self-Alterity, 503.
21  Laura Hubner, The Films of Ingmar Bergman: Illusions of Light and Darkness (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2007), 55.
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diametrically opposed readings of the ending, seeing it as a restoration of Tomas’ 
faith in a transcendental God and seeing it as his complete loss of faith, are equally 
problematic. Robin Wood, therefore, is quite right to assert that “[b]oth interpre-
tations seem to be more than doubtful, and the fondness for choosing one or other 
seems explainable only in terms of the natural predilection for the decisive ending 
one way or the other.”22 

However, the kind of humanist/existentialist interpretation Wood and others 
offer, albeit more agreeable, similarly fails to account for some crucial aspects of the 
film. What can one do when faced with this apparent deadlock in the interpretative 
process? It is possible to: choose one interpretation out of the limited possibilities 
that are offered, knowing well that they are all severely lacking; resign oneself to the 
impossibility of extracting a singular meaning; or, following Susan Sontag’s seminal 
essay, reject the temptation of interpretation altogether and dismiss any effort toward 
it. To me, all of these choices seem intellectually dishonest to varying degrees. One 
should, I think, rather see the obstacle that the seemingly open ending presents as 
simply a sign of the insufficiency of the most frequently outlined possible readings. 
While in no way claiming that my interpretation is the correct one, I believe that 
the ending invites a reading within the framework of certain post-modern theologies 
that provides a balanced synthesis between the most frequent interpretations as well 
as outline how the transcendental Other is transitioned from God to the neighbour. 

A shared claim of certain post-modern theologies is that what dies on the cross 
is not simply an earthly representative of God, a finite container, but God himself.23 
Žižek’s atheist/materialist theology, which he sometimes refers to as “Christian Athe-
ism,” likewise insists on this traumatic core of Christianity. Following Hegel’s thesis 
and Alitzer’s Death of God theology, he claims that 

it is the epochal achievement of Christianity to reduce its Otherness to Sameness: 
God Himself is Man, “one of us.” If, as Hegel emphasizes, what dies on the Cross is 
the God of beyond itself, the radical Other, then the identification with Christ (“life 
in Christ”) means precisely the suspension of Otherness. What emerges in its place 
is the Holy Spirit, which is not Other, but the community (or, rather, collective) of 
believers: the “neighbor” is a member of our collective.24

Even though, as Wood observes, “[n]o fewer than three of the characters are 
variously identified or compared with Christ” in Winter Light,25 it is the character 
of Tomas with whom this identification is the most pronounced and most consist-
ent throughout the film. During the service that opens the film, the camera once 
shows the sculpture of Christ’s broken body on the Cross: first his face, distorted 

22  Robin Wood, Ingmar Bergman: New Edition (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2013), 154.
23  Daniel R. Boscaljon, “Žižek’s Atheist Theology,” International Journal of Žižek Studies 4, no. 4 

(2010), 9.
24  Slavoj Žižek, The Puppet and the Dwarf: The Perverse Core of Christianity (Cambridge: The MIT 

Press, 2003), 138.
25  Wood, Ingmar Bergman, 152.
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by immense pain and agony, and then it cuts to a close-up of his pierced hand. At 
this point, these images could be interpreted as a comment on the congregation’s 
response to the ceremony, almost all of whom are visibly indifferent to it – even 
Tomas’ alienation from God and from the community is already suggested when 
he is shown in a longshot with his back turned to the communicants. It is only the 
old lady who seems entirely committed to the service, mouthing the pastor’s words 
and reaching out her hands to receive the sacramental wine. However, the face-hand 
image cluster is repeated shortly after with Tomas. During his conversation with Jo-
nas and his wife, Karin, he seems to recognize much of his own fears and doubts in 
Jonas’s despair over an imminent attack by the Chinese. All he is able to do is to try 
to comfort him by proclaiming that they “must trust God” – although he remains 
calm and composed after these words and his facial expression conceals the fact these 
words ring out hollow in the ensuing silence, no longer resonating with him, his eyes 
slowly turn downwards and the camera with it, revealing his right hand hesitantly 
hovering over the table for a few brief moments and tapping on it a couple times 
before completely withdrawing, betraying his own hypocrisy as well as connecting 
him to Christ through this repeated transition from face to hand.

Furthermore, right before the couple arrives and Tomas has a few moments of 
quiet introspection with his eyes closed, the camera slowly closes in on him, keeping 
the Christ sculpture in the back carefully in the frame as well, in a way as to make it 
seem like he was now looking at Thomas, his face expressing agony over the pastor’s 
despair and its yet unrecognized implications. This resemblance between the pastor’s 
plight and Christ’s suffering – though unbeknownst to Tomas at this point – is al-
ready recognized by Marta, who expresses her inability to comprehend Tomas’s “pe-
culiar indifference to Christ” in her letter. When Tomas talks to Johan alone, during 
which conversation the last remnants of his faith seem to disintegrate, the presence 
of the sculpture behind Tomas becomes even more emphatic, leading up to the mo-
ment in which he evokes Christ’s words on the cross: “God, why have you forsaken 
me?” After suffering a tremendous personal loss with the death of his wife and seeing 
the horrors of the world, Tomas finds it impossible to sustain his belief in God as a 
transcendental guarantor of meaning; this God for him cannot be conceived as any-
thing else than a monstrous “spider God.”

This abandonment at first is seen as a negative judgement, a condemnation to 
a meaningless and lonely existence. However, Christ’s Passion is evoked once again 
at the end of the film, this time by the sexton sharing his thoughts about it with the 
pastor. It is through this repetition that Tomas can gain a new perspective on his 
condition and, recognizing the full implications of Christ’s death and identification 
with him, something new can emerge. It is neither a simple return to a transcenden-
tal God or a complete loss of faith, nor, as Wood claims, that “Tomas has to learn to 
accept a Christ who can be found, in one form or another, in the human beings who 
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surround him, in the cruel and ugly physical reality from which he shrinks.”26 More 
than anything else, the ending seems to arrive at the same conclusion as Through the 
Looking Glass does, equating God with love and vice versa. What is explicitly ver-
balized in Through the Looking Glass and feels like a somewhat arbitrary, tacked on 
conclusion to it, however, emerges organically in Winter Light and remains unsaid. 
Belief in the “private” God as the transcendental guarantor of meaning could not be 
sustained by Thomas – the difference between what happens at the halfway point of 
the film and what happens at the end is the difference between Tomas thinking he 
finally killed this “private” God and realizing that the death of the God of beyond 
is already implicit in Christ’s crucifixion. Abandonment can be recognized, through 
this shift in perspective, for what it: the condition for freedom and personal respon-
sibility. It is not, as Tomas claims earlier, already recognizing the impossibility of the 
task, that they must trust God; it is, on the contrary, that God must trust them. The 
film does not simply replace the notion of God with a collective of people. Rather, 
it is an affirmation of a “public” God in place of a “private” one, and the Holy Spirit 
as “what remains of God in the public universal space: the radically desubstantialized 
virtual space of the collective of believers.”27

The final shot repeats the opening one with some crucial differences. In the 
opening, Tomas is seen first from the chest up, mechanically reciting the words, and 
then in a subsequent longshot as a distant figure, with his back turned to the com-
municants, completely detached from them. At the end, he is filmed from the waist 
up, enunciating the words with a reinvigorated faith – at the noon communion, it 
was the old lady whose authentic faith in the ritual was expressed through her hands 
reaching out to receive the sacramental wine and this time we see Tomas’ hands firm-
ly folded into each other as he is speaking the words, “a gesture meant to carry man 
into the great oneness.”28 

Neighbor-as-Other in The Silence
But what if there is no longer an organizing spirit (either holy or secularized) that 
binds together a community and domesticates the Other to reduce his or her Other-
ness to Sameness, so that when confronted with Otherness, not in the form of a tran-
scendental God but through another person, the same impenetrable abyss is found 
at its core yet again and the Other is suddenly perceived in its disturbing dimension, 
turning just as quickly into an opaque monstrosity as the transcendental God turns 
into a spider God for Tomas? The Judeo-Christian neighbour of the well-known 
Biblical injunction (“Love thy neighbour”) is, in the Freudo-Lacanian sense, 

the Other qua Real, the impossible Thing, the “inhuman partner,” the Other 
with whom no symmetrical dialogue, mediated by the symbolic Order, is possible. 

26  Wood, Ingmar Bergman, 154.
27  Slavoj Žižek and John Milbank, The Monstrosity of Christ: Paradox or Dialectic? (Cambridge: The 

MIT Press, 2009), 295.
28  Heidegger, What is Called Thinking?, 16.
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[…] The neighbor (Nebenmensch) as the Thing means that, beneath the neighbor as 
my semblant, my mirror image, there always lurks the unfathomable abyss of radical 
Otherness, of a monstrous Thing that cannot be “gentrified”29

As the presence of God in The Silence is at best in the mode of absence (save for 
the music of Bach, perhaps), a “negative imprint,” it is, contrary to the way it is gen-
erally accepted, not God but the neighbour that seems to be shrouded in the titular 
silence. In the fictional town of Timoka, whose inhabitants speak an unintelligible, 
made-up language, words become increasingly frail and meaningless, leading one 
to recognize the fundamental gap between what one wishes to express, the insuffi-
ciency of language to convey it, and the way in which it is interpreted by the person 
at whom it is directed. The characters are betrayed, first and foremost, by language 
itself, once both visual and verbal signification break down and their fundamental 
indeterminacy and insufficiency is recognized, leading them to resign themselves 
to the impossibility of truly meaningful interpersonal communications. To counter 
this, there is a constant effort by the characters to overcome this seemingly infinite 
distance between Self and Other through the recurring motif of reaching out, of try-
ing (and often failing) to touch the Other as a way to establish a connection through 
physical proximity and contact.

It is quite significant that a considerable portion of the events is seen through 
Johan’s eyes, who seems to be the vessel for the film’s thematic core, and the spectator 
assumes his point-of-view and experiences this strange, foreign world along with 
him. For a child, the world of the adults is already fundamentally hostile and inac-
cessible in its complete mystery. As he leaves the train compartment and goes to the 
corridor in the beginning, looking out the window and pressing his hand against the 
glass, the wish to overcome this impenetrable barrier that separates the external world 
from the internal one is probably not yet consciously realized but is already strongly 
felt. The tank-carrying trains passing by on the other side of the train window, as if 
on a cinema screen, point to an outside world that remains at an infinite distance and 
forever inaccessible. Later, when he leaves the hotel room, searching for nothing in 
particular but finding so much more, he becomes aware, possibly for the first time in 
his life, of the things which the adults have learnt to accept and cope with, repressed 
and forgotten about, or, like Ester and Alma – whose sense of their fundamentally 
solitary and isolated existence is recognized with a heightened intensity because of 
their utter inability to communicate –, consciously struggle with. For Johan, the 
realization that the veil of external resemblance does not indicate a self-same Other 
but, on the contrary, conceals an entity of radical Otherness occurs when he comes 
across the troupe of dwarves. Being visibly intimated by the old waiter and the oth-
er adults he sees, all of them towering over him in more than one sense (recall the 
shot of Johan framed between the legs of a ladder, looking up at the person on top 
of it), he finds solace in finally meeting people who physically resemble him. When 

29  Žižek, The Neighbor, 143.
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he is already in the room, having looked around, a hand suddenly intrudes into the 
frame from off-screen, beckoning the boy to come closer but already indicating the 
somewhat disturbing undertones of the situations; and sure enough, the dwarf boss’s 
sudden appearance and rage at the unfolding game of dress-up cuts it short.30 Johan’s 
brief, initially charming companionship with the old waiter has some similarly sin-
ister aspects. As Wood observes, the way the boy deals with the photograph the old 
man hands him (showing his parent’s corpses laid out for burial) is already an act of 
repression on his part.31 

If, for Johan, this completely alien and unfamiliar place with its equally alien 
people is what results in repression as the seemingly only plausible way of dealing 
with this abyssal Otherness he perceives in everyone around him, for Ester, the same 
circumstances trigger the already repressed content in this regard – namely, that 
she is all alone, sealed off from the world and from others, incapable of ever truly 
reaching out to them. In a wonderfully orchestrated sequence, perhaps the most 
Bressonian in all of Bergman, the hand explicitly comes to the forefront, takes the 
stage, so to say, punctuating Ester’s profound solitude with its fragile movement. We 
first see her hand turn on the radio, then her fingers start playfully tapping the top of 
the radio to the tune. Switching the channel and finding a more nostalgic piece, her 
mood suddenly changes and she goes to the other room where Anna and Johan are 
sleeping. She first runs her fingers through her sister’s hair, then gently touches Johan 
before withdrawing her hand. Her immense longing, the “agony of the nearness of 
the distant,”32 as Heidegger beautifully put it, is almost palpable here, with the Other 
forever eluding, if not outright rejecting, her advancements – it is no wonder that the 
first word she learns in the foreign language is the word for hand. Therefore, I disa-
gree with Wood’s claim – with regards to the tank roaming the street, the sound of 
planes flying overhead, etc. – that “[t]he sense of a world out there, at least as terrible 
in its way as the inner world of desire and its frustration, is the more disturbing for 
remaining undefined.”33 Out of the two, it is certainly the inner world that is more 
undefined and it is – albeit unrecognized or, more precisely, misrecognized by the 
characters themselves – very much suggested through the cinematography.

What Ester appears unaware of, preventing authentic intersubjective encounters, 
is the reciprocal nature of her condition, that this Otherness is characteristic of her-
self as well – not simply in the sense of recognizing how, as an object of the Other’s 
consciousness, she also appears as an unfathomable abyss, but in the sense that alter-
ity is already inherent to and constitutive of the self. Her unsuccessful attempts to 
establish a meaningful connection to others (to Alma, Johan, etc.) result not simply 
from them refusing her but also from the fact that she herself harbours the same 

30  Wood, Ingmar Bergman, 162.
31  Wood, Ingmar Bergman, 162.
32  Martin Heidegger, “Who is Nietzsche’s Zarathustra?,” trans. Bernd Magnus, Review of Metaphysics 

20, no. 3 (March 1967), 417.
33  Heidegger, Nietzsche’s Zarathustra, 163.
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enigmatic Otherness lurking beneath the surface that she can only perceive in every-
one else. When she is seen from or sees herself in a mirror, or when it is first Anna’s 
mirror-image that is seen walking up to the balcony where she will watch the couple 
have sex, this discrepancy between who they appear to be (not only to others but to 
themselves as well) and between who they are is already suggested – they are alienat-
ed not only from the world and others but from themselves as well. What hystericizes 
Ester in Anna is not only that she cannot ever truly reach her depths and understand 
her, know what she really wants and what she really means, but that, through her, she 
realizes that she herself does not know what she wants, since “[t]he other not only 
addresses me with an enigmatic desire, it also confronts me with the fact that I myself 
do not know what I really desire, with the enigma of my own desire.”34 

Although Fritz R. Sammen-Prankenegg’s article about the film – one of the few 
which recognizes the consequent use of the hand symbol in Bergman – falls pre-
cisely into the trap Wood warns again, seeing Anna and Ester as allegories for mind 
and body, some of his observations, especially concerning the ending, prove to be 
valuable. The conclusion of the film, in spite of the characters’ constant failures to 
communicate with each other and form meaningful relationships, offers some fragile 
hope through Ester’s letter to Johan, whose consequences will only be developed in 
Persona. At this point, it is nothing more than a tentative “promise of an eventual 
understanding,” and it is the boy’s reappearance at the beginning of Persona that 
indicates “that he is on his way to understanding the message.”35 The words of the 
letter which Johan makes out with great difficulty, carry within a feeble possibility 
of “joy to be experienced in the spirit of love and commitment to one another in 
which the individual is saved from the anxiety of loneliness.”36 What still remains, 
however, is the question of how exactly this anxiety of loneliness, this detachment 
from the Other can be overcome; in other words, how to open up to the world, how 
to authentically encounter others, without either reducing them to self-same or only 
perceiving their Otherness in its traumatic dimension.

Self-as-Other in Persona
As famously ambiguous and mysterious as Persona is, there is an equally enigmatic 
line by Arthur Rimbaud that seems to capture its essence, pertaining both to the rec-
ognition of self-alterity and the performativity of identity, in the most concise man-
ner possible: “Je est un autre.” The I that is another, not just to another consciousness 
that posits it as its object but already with regards to itself. It is this recognition the 
gradual inward movement of the two preceding films lead to – from God to the 
neighbour and, finally, to the Self. After the same impenetrable abyss is recognized 

34  Slavoj Žižek, How to Read Lacan (London: Granta Books, 2006), 42.
35  Fritz R. Sammern-Frankenegg, “Learning a “Few Words in the Foreign Language”: Ingmar Berg-

man’s “Secret Message” in the Imagery of Hand and Face,” Scandinavian Studies 49, no. 3 (Summer 
1977), 309.

36  Sammern-Frankenegg, Learning, 307.
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both in the transcendental God and later in the neighbour, there is nothing left but 
to retreat into the Self, the last apparently stable foundation for an existence, to close-
off from the world and, if God does not speak and communication with the neigh-
bour is doomed to fail, fall into complete silence. However, the same barrier that 
seems to separate the Self from the external world and from the people in it, is found 
within the Self, dividing it from itself. Persona’s gradual disintegration of a unified, 
self-certain ego – making the encounter with the Other traumatic in The Silence and 
preventing truly intersubjective relationships – is what lays the foundation for a Self 
that is open to the world and able to apprehend the Other in his or her pure Other-
ness precisely because this Otherness is recognized to be already a part of the Self as 
well. In Merleau-Ponty’s theory of intersubjectivity, it is precisely this “self-otherness 
or internal-alterity [that] conditions the possibility of encounters with the other.”37 
He reframes subjectivity in terms of temporality so that the split within the self is 
conditioned by the split between the past and present of the temporal subject.

This is why I would say that arguments about whether Alma and Elisabet are two 
different individuals or only two sides of the same person, or which one of the two 
is the persona of the other, are just as much on the wrong track as asking whether 
Tomas’ faith is restored or irretrievably lost at the end of Winter Light. Elisabet is not 
Alma but only in so far as Alma is not herself. Curiously enough, the identification 
between the two of them, their close connection, is established early on in the film 
in a similar manner as the identification of Thomas with Christ is in Winter Light 
– with a quick transition from face to hand. As a matter of fact, we do not even 
see Alma’s face while she is listening to the psychiatrist explaining to her Elisabet’s 
condition, only the back of her head – and we do not need to see her face, since this 
is where the ultimate unreadability of the face, a theme which has been developing 
throughout the two preceding films, is confirmed and reaches its apex with the face 
that is always hidden behind a mask. The camera, however, pans down to reveal 
her hands anxiously touching each other. Not long after, the psychiatrist goes to 
talk to Elisabet, whose face, although shown in a close-up, remains inexpressive of 
any particular emotion before the camera suddenly turns down to show her hands, 
nervously peeling a potato. This repeated image cluster already suggests that, albeit 
they are not the same, they are inextricably intertwined, and Alma’s question to Elis-
abet anticipates the equally traumatic and profound consequences of the imminent 
events through this symbol: “Don’t you know it’s bad luck to compare hands?”

Many read the film as a kind of journey to self-discovery, a dropping of the mask 
that we put on in order to understand who we truly are beneath the façade. Hubner 
points to Göran Persson’s article as an exemplary case of this interpretation, who 
claims that at the end of the film “Elisabet returns to acting, from a better base. It 
is not possible interpret the last picture of Elisabet acting again, in any other way.”38 
Although Hubner correctly points out the many objections one can raise against this 

37  Ware, Ontology, Otherness, and Self-Alterity, 509.
38  qtd. in Hubner, The Films of Ingmar Bergman, 86.
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interpretation and it is, in fact, possible to interpret the ending in different ways, she 
quickly summarizes that this reading would imply that 

Elisabet reached an unhealthy relationship with the mask; she had begun to 
believe that she was what she pretended to be to the point where her inner self stag-
nated; the break from acting, both in the theatre and in real life, via the dropping of 
the mask of speech, enabled a recovery and an insight into her true self. The ending, 
with the brief shot of her once again on the stage, would then show that she has 
established a healthy relationship with the mask39

This would imply the existence of a true self behind the mask, a self that can be 
revealed once all masks are dropped. For me, however, the film seems to affirm the 
exact opposite, that the true self is nothing more than an illusion. It is not even, as 
Wood claims, that Alma discovers the “uncertainty as to where ‘acting’ stops and 
‘being’ begins”40 – it is precisely that acting is being and being is acting. The function 
of the masks that we put on is not to deceive others but to deceive ourselves, they are 
meant to conceal the concealment itself, to hide that there is nothing behind it other 
than an enigmatic void. This futility of unmasking and its realization by Alma is very 
much suggested through the two unmasking attempts she makes toward Elisabet 
and the crucial difference between the two. The first time, after having read her letter 
to the psychiatrist, she literally tries to unmask her, grabbing her cheeks and pull-
ing them to reveal what is hidden, what her true motivations are. The second time, 
however, she suddenly reaches out to her face once again but this time the motion 
stops halfway through, as if she, by this point, has recognized the impossibility of 
completely removing the mask. What is more, Persona also seems to thematise film 
itself as a mask – not (only) in the sense in which Hubner understands it, in a mod-
ernist way as a self-conscious, reflexive mask that points to itself, its own artificiality 
and constructed nature,41 but also as a primary supplier of these many masks that 
we wear to shield us both from the horrors of the world and from those of ourselves. 

The short sequence with the boy in the prologue feels like a direct response to 
and continuation of The Silence. Just like in The Silence, the boy – played by the same 
actor, Jörgen Lindström – reaches out with his hand to touch a barrier that separates 
him from a fundamentally inaccessible outside. In The Silence, it is the train window 
through which he watches the tank-carrying trains go by, and in Persona, it is the 
projected image, effectively a cinema screen, which shows Alma’s face merging into 
Elisabet’s and vice versa. The crucial difference is that here the spectator first occupies 
the point of view of the oscillating image itself and the hand seems to reach toward 
the viewer but cannot break through the camera lens. The emphasis is shifted from 
The Silence’s inaccessibility of the Other to the Self that is inaccessible, destabilized, 
fluid, and constantly morphing. Identity as a fixed notion is dismissed in favour of a 
conception of the Self that is constructed and constituted by performance, constant-

39  Hubner, The Films of Ingmar Bergman, 86.
40  Wood, Ingmar Bergman, 193.
41  Hubner, The Films of Ingmar Bergman, 72.
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ly incorporation and appropriating impulses from the outside. Hubner even calls 
attention to the fact that when confronting Elisabet on the beach, Alma’s words recall 
those of the actress heard in a radio play earlier.42

When talking about her future plans, marrying Karl-Henrik and having kids, 
Alma says that “[i]t’s all decided. It’s inside me. I don’t even have to think about it. 
It’s a great feeling of security.” This unreflective, intuitive and arguably self-deceptive 
certainty is irreparably shattered later on. We already see the change when Alma is 
talking to Elisabet about old nurses: “Imagine believing so strongly in something 
that you devote your entire life to it. Having something to believe in, working at 
something, believing your life has meaning. I like it. Holding on tight to something 
no matter what – I think that’s how it should be. Meaning something to other peo-
ple.” These words curiously recall what Marta expresses in her letter and says towards 
the end in Winter Light, when it is unclear whether Tomas will hold the service or 
not: “If only we had some truth to believe in. If only we could believe.” This search 
for a stable ground on which everything else – but most importantly meaningful hu-
man relationships – could be founded reaches its ground zero in Persona. After both 
God and the neighbor come to be perceived in their monstrous Otherness and, thus, 
can no longer serve as a transcendental grounding, the cogito seems to remain the 
last fixed point, the centre that could hold everything else together. The fact that this 
final centre likewise disintegrates and the subject is revealed to be decentralized even 
with regards to itself does not mean that Alma sinks “into a dark, perhaps bottomless 
abyss of uncertainties”43 – on the contrary, it through this recognition of self-alterity, 
through coming to terms with the realization that the Self is irreparably fragmented 
and irreducibly split within itself, that the Self can truly open up to the world and 
authentically encounter the Other. It is crucial that the film is completely devoid of 
flashbacks, even though there are points in the film (Alma talking about her past 
experiences to Elisabet, her twice-repeated story about Elisabet’s relationship with 
her child) where these could have been implemented. However, it is irrelevant how 
accurately these stories describe the past events they refer to, since recounting distant 
memories is never simply a passive recollection of the past but an active construction 
of it at the same time. What is important is that it is in thinking of the past that one 
can “rediscover not a transcendental self but … a ‘prehistory,’ an ‘unreflected fund,’ 
an “original past, a past which has never been present,” leading to the recognition of 
“the opacity or absent center of the subject.”44 Indeed, identity is in constant motion 
and Alma finally dissolves into the flux that she already was: “I’ll never be like you. I 
change all the time,” she says to Elisabet towards the end of the film. This is how the 
separation between inside and outside disappears, conditioning the possibility for 
transcendence toward the Other – the Self is open to the Other because it is already 
an Other to itself. 

42  Hubner, The Films of Ingmar Bergman, 78–9.
43  Wood, Ingmar Bergman, 193.
44  Ware, Ontology, Otherness, and Self-Alterity, 511.
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Conclusion
Given Bergman’s extensive study of intersubjective relations, three films of his early 
mid-sixties period (Winter Light, The Silence, Persona) can be seen as his most sus-
tained effort of constructing a conception of subjectivity that allows for an authen-
tic encounter with the transcendental Other, to welcome the Other in his or her 
irreducible Otherness. This reconceptualization of subjectivity and the relocation of 
the transcendental other is expressed primarily through the motif of the hand – the 
transcendental God of Winter Light is, by the end, is replaced by God qua Holy 
Spirit, manifested in the community of believers. However, in The Silence, the same 
impenetrable Otherness that characterized the God of beyond is recognized in my 
imaginary semblant, the neighbour, as well, instigating a further regress into the Self. 
The stability of the Self as the last remaining stable ground on which everything else 
may rest is also ruptured just as quickly. Self-certainty and the notion of a fixed iden-
tity crumble beneath Alma’s feet in Persona (or, more in line with the hand symbol 
emphasized in the essay, slip through her fingers) as she recognizes the irreparable fis-
sure between her past and present Self. This realization, however, does not mean that 
the Self completely disintegrates; rather, it is through this self-alterity that the Self 
is affirmed to be fundamentally intertwined with the external world and the Other. 
Recognizing this possibility for real commitment to human relationships serves as 
the core of Bergman’s cinema.  
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