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6. Silent Light: Inability to Choose between Conflicting
Values

 
The protagonist in Sophie’s Choice faces an impossible choice under great time
pressure. In Silent Light (Stellet Licht), the main character also faces a decision
between conflicting values, but there is no time pressure. He postpones the decision
until it’s too late. Or is it?

Northern Mexico. The 5-minute opening shot shows a sunrise in time-lapse
photography. The night sky full of stars slowly gives way to light on the horizon. The
sound of crickets swells, we hear a cow mooing and birds breaking out in song.

We see a house. A clock ticks loudly on the kitchen wall. The time is 6:30 a.m. We see
a man and wife, Johan and Esther, at the breakfast table with their five children.
They’re praying. Johan says Amen and breakfast begins. The camera slowly pans
around to reveal the children: three boys and two girls. They speak Plautdietsch.
We’re in a Mennonite community. After breakfast Esther sees the children off to
school. When she gets back, Johan sincerely tells her:

I love you, Esther.

I know, Johan.  I love you too.

 9 August 2015

  Movie blogs

Home Consultant Senior Lecturer Publications  Biography Blog Contact

http://www.robvanes.com/home-2/
http://www.robvanes.com/6-silent-light-inability-to-choose-between-conflicting-values/sl4-2/
http://www.robvanes.com/category/movie-blogs/
http://www.robvanes.com/home-2/
http://www.robvanes.com/home-2/
http://www.robvanes.com/consultant-en/
http://www.robvanes.com/consultant-en/
http://www.robvanes.com/senior-lecturer/
http://www.robvanes.com/senior-lecturer/
http://www.robvanes.com/publications/
http://www.robvanes.com/publications/
http://www.robvanes.com/publications/
http://www.robvanes.com/biography/
http://www.robvanes.com/biography/
http://www.robvanes.com/blog/
http://www.robvanes.com/blog/
http://www.robvanes.com/contact-en/
http://www.robvanes.com/contact-en/
http://www.robvanes.com/
http://www.robvanes.com/


6. Silent Light: Inability to Choose between Conflicting Values – RobvanEs.com

http://www.robvanes.com/2015/08/09/6-silent-light-inability-to-choose-between-conflicting-values/[18-6-2019 14:44:41]

Esther walks out again. Johan gets up and stops the clock. He sits back down and
starts to cry. Softly, but convincingly.

The first five minutes of this film set the pace and tone of one context: nature. The
next ten minutes sketch another: social restraint. This is the framework for the
conflicting values Johan faces.

Johan discusses his problem  with his friend Zacharias. Johan is married, but he is
also seeing Marianne. His mistress is the ideal woman for him, but he also loves his
wife, the mother of his children. Later we see him kissing intimately with Marianne and
in the next scene having fun with his family, taking a dip in the river.

Johan also visits his parents and in the cowshed, tells his father:

I’m in love with another woman.

You’re joking, Johan. Come on, let’s go outside.

Once outside Johan continues:

It’ll be two years soon.

Does Esther know, Johan?

I’ve told her right from the start.

Mom can’t know about this.

Father then tells him that, years ago, he was in a similar situation. He chose his wife
and managed to forget his lover. He warns Johan: if you don’t choose quickly enough,
you might lose both…

The film jumps ahead in time: at the next harvest it becomes clear that Johan has not
made a choice. His relationship with both women has been going on for two and a half
years. And everyone knows about it, which makes the situation more awkward.
Marianne is sincere when she says:
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Peace is stronger than love. Poor Esther.

Marianne and Johan meet an American tourist who is passing through the area in his
camper. It is one of the rare occasions on which they get to watch television. They see
a broadcast of a live show by Jacques Brel, who performs his song Les Bonbons with
characteristic energy.

A few days later, Johan and Esther are in the car together. The kids have stayed
behind at home. Johan speaks frankly:

Marianne wants to see me.

Esther remains quiet at first. Then she says softly:

That slut.

It’s hard on her too, Esther.

What happened?

I saw her again. I didn’t want to, but my desire won out.

This is too much for Esther. She feels the need to vomit and asks Johan to stop the
car. It’s raining hard. She leaves the car carrying an umbrella. At the end of the road,
she stops under a tree and starts to cry. Her umbrella falls to the ground, she takes
her scarf off and staring ahead, says softly:

I’m cold, Johan.

She slides to the ground against the tree trunk. When she doesn’t return, Johan
eventually gets out of the car to look for her. He finds her lying unconscious under the
tree, carries her to the car and drives to a hospital. The doctor determines the cause
of death was cardiac arrest resulting from fatigue, lack of nutrition or something else:

Science can’t explain everything.

Esther’s body is laid out at home. There’s a wake and everyone is invited to come pay
their respects. Johan and his father are the last two to approach the coffin. Dad tries to
comfort Johan, but Johan refuses.

It’s not the devil. It’s my own doing.

Johan, it’s not your fault. It was all preordained.

Marianne also comes to pay her respects. Johan walks up to her and says:
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I wish I could turn back the clock.

Marianne embraces Johan. While she does that, she holds her right hand in front of
the sun, as if she derives energy from it. She also wants to see Esther and enters the
white room where Esther lies in wake.

She holds the bed with both hands, bends over and kisses Esther full on the mouth.
Esther slowly wakes up, a tear gliding down her cheek. She says:

Poor Johan.

And Marianne responds affirmatively:

Now he can be at peace.

Esther’s two daughters enter the room. Their mother is awake! It’s a miracle. Johan’s
father sees that the clock on the wall has been stopped and sets it back in motion.
Then, the camera takes the viewer outside. It’s the end of a sunny day.

In a 4-minute final shot, the camera slowly zooms in on the sunset, ending in a starry
night sky.

Johan’s inability to choose leads to Esther’s death. Johan realizes he’s waited too
long. This causes him great grief. Marianne and Esther’s reconciliation against the
backdrop of their shared religion releases Johan from the conflicting values as well as
his grief.

 

Silent Light (Stellet Licht), Mexico 2007, 135 minutes
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Film written and directed by: Carlos Reygadas

Actors: Cornelio Walle Fehe (Johan), Miriam Toens (Esther), Maria Pankratz
(Marianne)

Virtues and values

You want to be sincere and do the right thing, but you can’t. You’re experiencing a
conflict between two values: acting responsibly towards your wife and family, and
living an authentic life that validates your emotions. This conflict is compounded by the
fact that Johan loves both Esther and Marianne and they both love him. Johan is
sincere in how he deals with his conflict; he is honest about his feelings towards both
women and sad about the pain he causes them both. But he can’t do it differently.
Johan doesn’t face a dilemma, he faces an aporia, an irresolvable moral problem that
does not require an immediate choice. However, someone who postpones a decision
for too long runs the risk of losing everything. This is averted through a miracle of
reconciliation.

Form and Meaning

In film, sunrises and sunsets are often used as a romantic framework. But sometimes
their symbolism extends beyond this. F.W. Murneau’s 1927 classic silent movie
Sunrise: A Song of Two Humans also features a man, his wife and his lover. There,
the sunrise at the end of the movie represents a new understanding and a new
beginning. This sunrise, like the rest of the movie, is in black and white, unlike Silent
Light, in which Carlos Reygadas shows the art of filming a sunrise in full color for five
full minutes. Despite the length of the shot, it’s a time-lapse sequence, initially using a
slow and then a more rapid zoom. The film’s opening and closing shots symbolize the
great framework of human existence: the universe, the sun, the rotation of Earth, all
the forces that far exceed human powers or science. Nature will have its way and
deviations from the regular pattern can occur. That’s in God’s hands. The length of the
shot makes you look at the scene differently. Directors like Andrei Tarkovski and Bela



6. Silent Light: Inability to Choose between Conflicting Values – RobvanEs.com

http://www.robvanes.com/2015/08/09/6-silent-light-inability-to-choose-between-conflicting-values/[18-6-2019 14:44:41]

Tarr also make use of this knowledge.

Contents

Mennonites are followers of the Frisian priest Menno Simons (1496-1561) who left the
Roman Catholic Church, became a Baptist and preached in the Netherlands and
Germany. Mennonite lifestyle and convictions are characterized by a combination of
pacifism, tolerance, equality, simplicity, respect and involvement in the local
community, as well as personal belief and responsibility. These values explain Johan’s
feelings of guilt about his love triangle, his friend and family’s understanding response
to him and the solution Marianne devised by awakening Esther with a kiss. Instead of
the church determining how you should live, you decide for yourself, but you do show
accountability to your family.

Today’s 1.7 million Mennonites are scattered across the continents. Those living in
northern Mexico are generally of German descent. The Mennonites in Stellet Licht
(mostly amateur actors) are rather progressive; they permit the use of cars and
technology. The large families speak Plautdietsch, a dialect of East Low German. Low
German was used for centuries as a lingua franca in the Hanseatic towns from
Flanders to Estonia.

Jacques Brel’s live performance appeals to Johan. Brel has the same vigor as Johan,
although Brel is an extravert and Johan an introvert. The clip is taken from a Belgian
TV broadcast that shows Brel performing Les Bonbons in 1965. The lyrics are about a
naive admirer who tries to seduce a woman with a bag of candy. She strolls along with
him for a while, but when his rival shows up, she makes off with him. The protagonist
is left with a half-empty bag of candy. In the love triangle in Stellet Licht, Esther is the
one left holding the half-empty bag.

The influence of two other directors is clear in Carlos Reygadas’ film. There are three
striking similarities to Robert Bresson. In Stellet Licht, like in Bresson’s films, there are
no professional actors, the narrative is non-linear, and the protagonists desire or do
something that violates their religious beliefs. The other director whose influence we
see is Carl Theodor Dreyer. His 1955 film Ordet also ends with a ‘miracle’. As Ingrid
lies in wake in a white room, her brother-in-law Johannes interrupts the solemnity,
saying she will rise from the dead if the family wish and if they believe in God. And she
rises.

Early on in Stellet Licht, at the point when he starts to grieve, Johan stops the wall
clock. Once Esther has risen from the dead, the clock is set back in motion. Johan’s
grief is over. The whole story of the conflict between responsibility and desire,
between different forms of love, is told while the clock is stopped. These are the
brackets that represent the social context, just like the sunrise and sunset are the
brackets framing the natural context. Within that double context, an aporia can be
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