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      Introduction


      A teenager named Holly, on the run from the law, looks at a series of images through a stereopticon. The subjects of these photographs—a canal, the Sphinx, a steamboat in a lake, a group of women from the Victorian period, an anonymous family standing together on a lawn—have no inherent connection to one another, but they offer Holly a path toward her own story, one that might stitch together these disparate visual slices of the world into meaning. Looking at the images, Holly has thoughts she appears never to have had before: “It hit me that I was just this little girl, born in Texas, whose father was a sign painter, who had only just so many years to live.” This rumination opens up a series of questions in her mind: What if her father had never met her mother? Where would she be if her mother had not died? What will her future husband look like? This young girl, moved by a series of vistas in her viewfinder, would appear on the brink of grasping the potential she has to make meaning from her position in the world. The proto-cinematic device she holds in her hands, at first only a diversion on a journey, enables her to momentarily expand the limits of her imagination.


      A younger girl, perhaps 12, named Linda, lives and works in the Texas Panhandle of the late 1910s. During one brief moment she will watch cinema: Charlie Chaplin’s The Immigrant (1917). There is nothing particularly unusual about her viewing this film; her entire attitude to life might be described as a creative spectatorship. She does not have much control over where she goes or what tasks she is made to do, so those sites where she can exercise her imagination and her powers of thinking—Chaplin’s film is such a site—are especially valuable. Her existence is a difficult itinerant one, but her creativity seems mostly unaffected by the asymmetrical system of labor in which she lives. A listener of folk tales and the teller of her own tale, Linda shapes old texts into new forms, projecting her own narratives onto the faces of people she meets and the land she is called upon to work. In one striking moment, she puts her ear to the ground, listening, and feeling, for its response. She wonders aloud if she might one day be a “mud doctor.” No doubt this imagined career is just one of many potential beginnings of the alternative story she would like to tell. It is certainly a more just and creative occupation than those otherwise available to her.


      From out of the chaos of a battle during World War II stands an unnamed soldier, dazed from the violence of combat. Only his voice-over on the soundtrack transcribes his thoughts that would otherwise slip away in the midst of the death and destruction around him. He is pleading for an unseen, invisible interlocutor to “show me to see the world the way you do.” In this wish to achieve a dialogue with another human being, the unnamed soldier is quite unlike his colonel, who monologically leads the charge of battle and likens himself to great figures in the myths of Homer. What this soldier would seem to want, in contrast to his superior, is to learn to see—to be taught to see the way another sees. No one will ever know if he learns to see from this unknown and unspecified other perspective; we never see him again. But it is striking that he is so isolated here, given the multitude of points of view and different ways of narrating the experience of war available around him.


      An explorer, known from history books as Captain John Smith, leads an expedition to meet the Powhatan king. The king is the father of the girl history forces us to call Pocahontas; but like the soldier, she goes unnamed here. The cycles of the day pass across a series of discontinuous images as Smith narrates his vision of a possible democracy. He wills a discursive connection across the otherwise dispersive shards of light, sound, and nature that both enable and resist his—and his culture’s—efforts to stitch together a meaning out of this landscape. Indeed, Smith envisions this new world as a blank slate upon which he might write his own fable. Rather than confirming his culture’s ways of living, the landscape is open, ready to be shaped into new significance. When Smith meets the Powhatan king and is (briefly) inscribed into the very culture he will soon be complicit in destroying, he glimpses the potential of this land and a potential synthesis of two ways of living and loving. But these voices of John Smith, Holly, Linda, and the unnamed soldier do not always disclose new worlds. The stereopticon doesn’t speak Holly’s human language (or any language at all); Linda can’t become a mud doctor; war is hell; and a new world slips away.


      These are moments from the films of Terrence Malick, presented in chronological order: Badlands (1973), Days of Heaven (1978), The Thin Red Line (1998), and The New World (2005). (Malick’s fifth film as director, The Tree of Life, was released shortly before this book went to press in the summer of 2011; a postscript at the end of this study offers some initial thoughts on this film). In trying to write about these moments, I have not been writing about the meaning of Malick’s work. Instead, what I want to evoke for the reader are the efforts his characters make to shape their own meaning—efforts that are also valuable points of entry into our own contemplation of the cinematic experiences enabled by these films. The sentences above implicitly admit their function as transcriptions of moving images rather than as words perfectly, universally tailored to the films. There are, of course, other possible words to describe these films. This is because, inevitably, a slight resistance also exists between these film worlds and the creative imaginations of those who watch them, as well as between the films and the methodologies that theorists of cinema use in trying to understand them. Malick’s films are not “texts,” despite the value of that metaphor for much film theory in the preceding decades; they are works of film shaped in sight, sound, time, and movement. However, their value for us, as works, is reflected in the textual work that we in turn create, texts generated out of experiences the films enable. This is true of every film, of course, but Malick’s cinema takes this idea as a point of poetic departure, given that some of these alternative words issue from the characters themselves. Their voices (often heard in one of Malick’s salient poetic devices, the voice-over) weave their way throughout the films, generating what one of the director’s earlier critics referred to as a salient “co-text” that, nevertheless, sometimes struggles to make itself heard.1


      If character marks one of this study’s important byways into the worlds of Malick’s films, this is nevertheless not a startling statement, given that characteris a potential point of entry into the analysis of any work of narrative fiction. Yet if Malick is the auteur this study has chosen (more on auteurism and authorship later), it is important to state the centrality of character from the outset. Criticism of Malick sometimes questions his ability to shape believable or empathetic characters; these same critiques often take aim at the function (or for some, the distraction) of the beauty and elegance of his films.2 Kent Jones, for example, suggests that even as Malick shapes graceful cinematic form, his uses of actor and character in The New World are deficient:


      As hazily undifferentiated as the scenes with the Algonquins and the settlers are, they do create the unusual impression of wandering through a garden of humanity: one becomes attuned to the infinite variety of shapes in the human form in a way that I don’t think any other filmmaker has managed or even attempted. However, the downside is impossible to ignore: that the behavior on display is not real but acted, sometimes well and sometimes not so well, and that the actors often bear an uncomfortable resemblance to animals “performing” in their cages, i.e., their “frames.”3


      Jones is suspicious of Malick’s exquisitely composed “frames” to the point of calling them cages. However, Malick’s cinema, as this study sees it, articulates character and identity not as known entities outside of the experiential frame of cinema, but as sites of possibility enabled by that very frame. Jones is right, in one sense; it is not at all inaccurate to regard Malick’s protagonists as selections from “a garden of humanity” or “the infinite variety of shapes in the human form.” But to suggest that the marks of performance must always invisibly disappear, via appeal to some unstated aesthetic standard, is a fundamental mistake. Jones elsewhere in his review would ask for these figures to coalesce into knowable identities—in other words, to allow the actor to “hack out a viable character”—yet nowhere in his piece does he advance an implicit gesture towards a theory, or a set of principles, regarding what a viable character is. He only lets us know that Malick hasn’t got it right.4


      This study, on the other hand, thinks Malick has got it right—and that the rightness and viability of his characters are a crucial starting point for considering our own unique experiences of his films. I will offer some of my own thoughts on Malick’s characters to a greater extent in the first chapter of this study. For now, what I want to suggest is that character and identity remain open questions in Malick’s work, in part because the director does not put the entire burden on his actors to “hack out” something already defined from the outset. Instead, engaging with a Malick character involves not simply following an already articulated figure who seeks completion of a straightforward goal (the narrative framework of much Hollywood cinema) but rather is a process of accompanying characters as they creatively imagine and shape meaning and identity. But while functioning as the enabling conditions and means through which his characters realize their projects, Malick’s film worlds also offer resistance to their desires. Like any reality, their worlds provide his characters with both the terrain and the limits for expression. Yet the very existence of these limits, as we will see, engenders the possibility for the articulation of other possible worlds.


      And it is not only his characters but the entire range of Malick’s cinema that contributes to the creation of a world and a sense of other possible and imaginable worlds. After all, as the camera, sounds, and textures of Malick’s filmic universe wind their way sinuously around the characters, the thoughtful viewer of Malick’s work is also drawn into a process of making meaning that involves, but is not limited to, the human figure on the screen. And even when we are focused on character, the entire filmic—and even extra-filmic—world brings with it the potential of significance. John Mullarkey’s own film-philosophy is worth quoting at length in this regard:


      Why should the human face be the place to look to learn about a character in a film? The way he or she stands, the movement of a hand, or the spatial configuration of bodies might be far more telling . . . And where else might one discover character? Might it not also be in the costume design, lighting, tone of voice, sound effects, music, the number and place of the cuts, what has happened before in the film, my knowledge or ignorance of what will happen next (is this my first viewing or my tenth?), my memory of the other roles played by that actor or actors in this scene . . . the size of the cinema (or living room), the brilliance of the screen, the time of my viewing . . . the number of people in the cinema, my own mood at that viewing, my psychological disposition that day . . . the previous film I just viewed . . . All of these elements, and more, together, might also be the “place” to look, which is to say, no place at all, but rather the time of the “viewing” per se.5


      Mullarkey gradually moves from purportedly “objective” sites of inferring character (including the face, the body, the gestures, and the environment as designed and filmed by the filmmakers) to a whole set of contingent factors not “in” the object at all, including the subjectivity of the viewer. It is true enough that his shift from an objective film poetics to a consideration of subjective film spectatorship in the above paragraph is not at all unfamiliar to cinema studies. In fact, it forms a rough outline of the discipline’s historical trajectory. But Mullarkey’s valuable move is to see formal and stylistic film poetics (those that intend towards the object) and studies of spectatorship (those that intend to discuss subjects) as fundamentally relational, and in ways that do not privilege one or the other. Our various identities as spectators are important, but they can also serve to dangerously overdetermine the object we have in front of us. A keen sensitivity must attend to how the film itself might change who we are. The attempt to achieve meaning upon watching films—the viewer’s textual search for meaning relative to the unfolding spaces and rhythms of the filmic—is performed in relation to, in front of, an object and a form of artistic practice that constantly shifts in front of our very eyes. Both subject and object, here, are relatively autonomous yet uniquely united in the effort to shape meaning and thus gradually become something else.


      Terrence Malick and Film-Philosophy


      Following the above précis, it is now time to step back. A critic has to decide how to write of these figures and their worlds. This study situates its encounter with Malick’s film worlds not only through debates centering around Malick’s characters but through a conversation that establishes a larger intellectual context for analyzing Malick’s films. This involves the relationship between film and philosophy.


      This study will argue that the films of Terrence Malick invite us to shape a philosophical meaning with and alongside the medium of film. This is not the first such study to link the work of philosophy with Malick’s cinema, of course. The historical reception of Malick’s work has pointed to key themes that, while not always treated in an explicitly philosophical manner in critical work on the director, are nevertheless of philosophical interest. For James Morrison and Thomas Schur, Malick’s cinema explores a range of ideas: in Badlands, an exploration of “the blunt, inexpressive language that connects subject to object, concept to precept”; in Days of Heaven, a look at the relationship between “a classical conception of nature as a harbinger of wholeness and a modernist conception of subjectivity as discrete, discontinuous, cut off from the primordial, romanticist unity of humanity and nature”; and in The Thin Red Line, a dialectic between “a Kantian idea of war as the instrument of nature toward the purpose of unifying through differentiation” and “an abhorrence of war” that refuses “to stir emotional allegiances or proprietary affiliation[.]”6 Ron Mottram uses a retrospective chronology to conceptualize Malick’s films as “a kind of American history” proceeding from the founding of Jamestown (The New World) to the encroachments of modernity (Days of Heaven, The Thin Red Line) to post-war disillusionment (Badlands), finding in this trajectory a set of themes that include “the appearance of evil, the violation of nature in the world and in ourselves, the loss of paradise and the search for redemption, the barrenness of contemporary American life and the existence of violence as a reaction, the impingement of the urban and industrial on the pastoral, and the nature and meaning of war.”7 And for Lloyd Michaels, Malick’s central thematic preoccupations include “the isolated individual’s desire for transcendence amidst established social institutions, the grandeur and untouched beauty of nature, the competing claims of instinct and reason, and the lure of the open road.”8


      But to say that Malick’s films put these ideas in motion for us is to say they do something more than merely illustrate them as concepts. Malick’s films have been so intensely felt by thinkers that many have taken his films as an exemplary case study for what might be possible in the contact between philosophy and film. Many such arguments justify their approach by noting Malick’s career, prior to the making of his first film, as a teacher of philosophy and a translator of Martin Heidegger, and, prior to that, as a student of Stanley Cavell. These same arguments frequently proceed to analyze his work via reference to a particular philosopher (and Heidegger is usually the philosopher of choice in these studies, following the clues offered by the director’s biographical legend).9 This study, while sharing certain assumptions and ideas with earlier work, intervenes by exploring how Malick’s cinema might not just reflect the influence of a single philosopher but how it might also itself function as philosophy, or more specifically—given that film’s way of seeing is non-philosophical and other to us—as a companion to thought. Film herein will be something viewers think with and alongside, a material force that unfolds in space and across time as film-philosophers perform the act of creatively thinking through concepts and writing criticism. Malick’s poetics invite us to think not only about the film medium, then, but rather to think alongside.


      But a question begs itself. Why bring philosophy to Malick in the first place? The films certainly are rich enough by themselves; would not excessive philosophizing merely be an exercise in abstraction when the films compel us to attend closely to concrete sights and sounds? In Lloyd Michaels’ words, after all, Malick’s work invites us “to see and think without external interventions.”10 By asking for uninterrupted attention as aesthetic objects, regardless of whether or not this attention is given in a traditional movie theater, a television screen, or a computer, Malick’s sensuous engagement with imagined worlds are marked off from the world—including the world of philosophy and film theory—even as this engagement immerses our minds and senses. In this respect, what a film-philosophy text about Malick should seek to achieve is not a mastering of what the director’s films mean but rather a reflection upon the implications of those concrete sounds and shapes seen in his films for philosophy itself. While Michaels is certainly right that Malick’s films call for, and reward, aesthetic immersion, as soon as our experience of his work ends, so begins the textual effort of measuring the value of that experience for (and with) a community of readers. Film-philosophers of varying stripes could bring a wide array of different concepts to this effort. For cognitive theorists, films are human constructs that engage the brain in a series of hypotheses that are confirmed, complicated, or rejected as narratives unfold before us. For psychoanalytic thinkers, our passionate engagement with films reveals the unconscious workings of the mind, reflecting our innermost desires. For critics in the revelationist tradition, film is best at revealing hitherto hidden or barely perceived textures and folds in the reality captured by the camera. Given these different approaches (their number, of course, exceeds those I have cited), we might come to the conclusion that it is difficult to write about the value of film experience because there is no way to establish a universal definition of what it means, at all times and places, to be aesthetically immersed. This fact reminds film-philosophers that every historically and contingently situated film arrives at different means and methods to immerse us. In turn, each finitely situated film-philosopher answers the question of why immersion in a cinematic experience comes to be valuable in different ways. But regardless of the approaches brought to the table, in asking how a film immerses us and why that engagement is valuable, viewers begin to perform the work of film-philosophy.


      Despite Michaels’ fears of externalities, then, I hope to show that philosophical interventions need not distract us from the relative autonomy of Malick’s films; ultimately, our work as film-philosophers helps us explore what we value, and who we have become, in our close engagement with cinema. Malick’s work, like that of any creative filmmaker, demands that a set of concepts be brought to the screen that are capable of engaging in a relationship with his images and sounds; the method we choose must be open to the same creative acts of thoughtfulness evident in the films themselves. Many of the most striking contributions to recent film-philosophical work share Michaels’ concern that we closely attend to the shape and scope of films as individual objects. For Stephen Mulhall, films that invite thought are not simply the ground from which we might theorize but also themselves reflect upon concepts.11 For Robert Sinnerbrink, film enables us to “become partners in a ‘thinking dialogue’; a transformative engagement that helps elaborate the philosophy immanent within particular films, while prompting philosophy to respond creatively to the kind of thinking that cinema allows us to experience.”12 For Daniel Frampton, echoing Sinnerbrink’s thinking in another register, “film is not of the world, film is a world (a new world). Film is not simply a reproduction of reality, it is its own world with its own intentions and creativities. Cinema is the projection, screening, showing, of thoughts of the real.”13 And for Vivian Sobchack, these “thoughts of the real” are felt most intensely not only by films themselves but by the engaged spectator, whose subjective sense of what the shape and sound of films mean offers a first point of entry into thinking-through our relationship with film. She encourages us to adopt a method that “insists on an embodied as well as reflective engagement with cinema, grounding such secondary ‘analyses’ and ‘readings’ in a ‘fleshed out’ and synthetic description, thematization, and interpretation that, I would argue, should be foundational for film and media studies.”14


      As this brief survey of recent statements regarding the purpose of film-philosophy shows, philosophers too are concerned that we preserve the shape and sound of our concrete filmic experiences in our textual work; our writing should not merely be an “external intervention” but be tethered closely to our sense of the films. Thus, the method I employ in this study seeks to establish the relationship between Malick’s shapes and sounds and a film-philosopher’s ways of creating meaning. We can think of this encounter with his films on two different but intertwined levels. First, as I have already suggested, in viewing Malick’s work we meet characters inscribed in their own social and historical situations, subject to the poetic undulations of the film world Malick shapes. In Malick, the characters’ stories are woven through the director’s own lyrical, filmic recreations of the American past. These characters include the 15-year-old Holly (Sissy Spacek) in Badlands, who becomes the unwitting accomplice to a series of murders across the badlands of America in the late 1950s, committed by her boyfriend Kit (Martin Sheen), in a story loosely based on the real crimes of Charles Starkweather and Caril Ann Fugate. And then there is the 12-year-old Linda (Linda Manz) in Days of Heaven, who narrates a story, set in the Texas Panhandle of the late 1910s, about her brother Bill (Richard Gere), his lover Abby (Brooke Adams), and the private landowner they attempt to swindle, known only as the Farmer (Sam Shepard). Malick shifts from focusing on the experiences of a young female narrator in his first two films to the male soldiers in The Thin Red Line, who fight in the Battle of Guadalcanal in World War II, a conflict they themselves only partially understand and which they have different means of coping with and questioning. Finally, there are also the quasi-mythical figures of Captain John Smith (Colin Farrell) and Pocahontas (Q’orianka Kilcher) in The New World, whose fabled relationship, a subject treated by the filmmaker as something like a dream, occurs in and against the backdrop of the European colonization of America. In all of these stories Malick’s cinema insists upon a degree of empathetic commitment to the fictional lives dramatized, a commitment not mitigated, but made more complex, when one also considers the carefully measured emotional distance generated by a film style that is partially influenced by certain instances of American and European silent film and post-World War II European art cinema. This distanciation, while not excluding empathy, also reminds us of the occasional resistance that always exists between our thinking and any character in a film.


      Second, we can connect these stories of the American past, their characters, and Malick’s aesthetic to the concrete level of the historical situation of the cinema itself. Works of film-philosophy almost always buttress their analyses of favored filmmakers with speculation on the nature of the film medium, and philosophical aesthetics, more generally, often aims at situating artistic mediums through their timeless essences. But film, an inherently unstable object, resists such efforts. Spectators have watched Malick’s narratives unfold, over the course of his long (if not prolific) career, through a material—the celluloid base of the projected filmstrip—that is itself becoming a part of the past. Film has mutated into digital forms, and the digital itself now resides alongside and competes with a residual nostalgia for older analog media. Film, of course, always had something of the “past” about it, given that celluloid is notoriously difficult to preserve; a film print is quite simply not meant to last (even the preservation of the original negative—itself subject to wear, tear, and the accidents of history—ensures only the production of yet more prints which will, in turn, gradually fade away). But just as vibrantly, the ever-present transformations and becomings of cinema also point to our own capabilities for transformation, becoming, and change. The specialness of this medium may not be located in its specificity but in its life, which is as sensual, unpredictable, and as magical as the most stunningly poetic moments we encounter in Malick’s cinema.


      Character and medium are thus not absolutely autonomous tracks in Malick’s work. Reflections on our engagements with his characters form both intersections and counterpoints with the narrative worlds of his films. Just as cinema frames the viewer’s meaning-making within temporal limits, so too do Malick’s narratives frame, and sometimes cruelly limit, who his characters might become. Just as film as a material medium always “dies,” the specter of death frequently hovers above the ongoing development of the narrative: in Badlands we know the outlaw Kit will be caught; in Days of Heaven the Farmer’s terminal illness is established in the first act; in The Thin Red Line mortality and the threat of death hang above each and every character and in each and every moment, for because of what we know of both war and the war genre, at least some of them will die during the film’s duration; and in The New World we know that Pocahontas dies young, unable to become a part of the new country predicated on the eradication of her people. But just as cinema continues to surprise us with new future contexts of experience, so too does the rich depiction of character experience in Malick’s films, as well as his devotion to the capturing of impressionistic sensuous imagery that often bifurcates or exceeds what is necessary to convey the narrative, remind the film-philosopher that these historical “fates” could have been otherwise. In Malick’s hands the finitude of all mediated cinematic experience is also an enabling existential condition, one that reminds us of the creative and stylistic possibility of opening up multiple experiences of the fictional world enclosed within narrative form.


      As Malick’s characters struggle, then, to give discursive sound and shape to their fleeting sensual experience, Malick’s viewers likewise generate meaning and reflect upon what they have valued in their own experiences of his films and what they themselves have become through that evaluation. “This is the deep value,” D.N. Rodowick writes, “of ontological evaluation . . . We may be interested in what photography and film are, but we are also equally and indeed more concerned by what we have valued qualitatively in the experience of contemplating them, or indeed by what we ourselves become in watching films.”15 This idea squares with something Robert Sinnerbrink has written: “Film is essential to promoting new forms of meaning-making; of aesthetic world-disclosure that shift and expand our horizons of meaning, generating forms of aesthetic experience that both reflect and transform our subjective orientation in the world.”16 What makes this world-disclosure particularly exciting in the medium of film, I think, is that film is not only disclosing new worlds through its medium but is always disclosing itself as equally open to change; the varying materiality of this art form pulses with the ever-present potential to creatively become (the crackle of a film print and the spinning of a digital video disc remind us of this simultaneously present-tense and future-gesturing quality of film). Sensing this director’s ability to tap into the ongoing life of the cinema, Sinnerbrink cites Malick as a filmmaker whose works call upon film-philosophers “to experiment with the aesthetic disclosure of alternative ways of thinking and feeling, acting and being, in our relations with nature and culture[.]”17 In Malick’s films, traces of other possible ways of doing and making, and of thinking and feeling, open up for his dedicated viewers an engagement with the philosophical ways of thinking and feeling, and doing and making, that we bring to the screen. Malick’s style (of which the voice-over is key) thus serves not merely to flesh out the formal structure of his narratives, as conventional film narratology would have it. Rather, the beautiful, fleeting sense impressions, as embodied in his distinctive use of the stylistic techniques of narrative cinema, mark our experience of the narrative in ways that frequently act in counterpoint to the narrative’s (and history’s) unfolding trajectory. As we get closer to Malick’s film worlds, and the thoughtful embodiment of his characters in those worlds, we glimpse new possible worlds that the conclusion of each work’s narrative structure, and the death of certain of Malick’s characters, does not quite close down.


      By thematically and poetically evoking evanescence, transformation, and becoming—the very stuff of the material of films—Malick’s work also reminds us of the inescapably finite existence in history that marks our own acts of film reception. Transience is not an impediment to philosophical film viewing but rather one of its enabling conditions, for it situates our response to the moving image in a certain context. The intellectual and affective marks the medium makes on us, emerging as they do from contingent (and not universally cognitive) situations of viewing, suggest that it is through the concrete and personal act of experiencing films that a making of meaning emerges. There is no “essence” of the film medium; in fact, I have argued that if we must define the “medium” prior to our film-philosophical explorations, it is best to frame it as a medium of becoming, a becoming that might be thematized (in the narratives of the films and in the lives of the characters) and made existential (in our own contingent encounters with creative acts in film). Every discrete and historically situated viewing of a film object thus poses questions anew: What is this medium of film good for? What might it become? How does film invite us to re-think the concepts we bring to the experience it offers? What residual concepts are re-inscribed or transposed in a new experience of the moving image? And, in fictional cinema, how are film characters imbricated in the creative becoming of the form in which they are inscribed?


      In one sense, reflection on the condition of celluloid film as a disappearing artistic and cultural form lends our present dialogue with Malick’s creative visions of the historical past, and his narratives that insist upon both the mortality and the creative existential potential of the lives they fictionalize, a certain poignancy. Malick is, after all, a director whose first films were made during the era prior to the emergence of home video and digital cinema; his 20-year absence from filmmaking between Days of Heaven in 1978 and The Thin Red Line in 1998 spanned the crucial decade in which cinema began its transformation into video and digital media. Yet as I have already hinted, the sensuousness of Malick’s films is especially amenable to critical perspectives attuned to the unpredictable life of film. Cinema’s life beyond celluloid moves us to thought, too, and Malick’s films, for many of us, have been an invaluable part of this movement. Consider the following anecdote about The New World from Nathan Lee:


      In the fall of 2005 I attended a press screening of The New World at an excellent multiplex in Manhattan. If anything would seem to require, even demand, the largest possible screen, it was the whispering raptures of Terrence Malick’s transcendental period piece. And it was, indeed, gorgeous to behold on that big, bright screen—though an infinitely more ravishing immersion came several months later when, on a flight from Los Angeles to New York, I squinted at the 12-inch screen of my mighty little PowerBook running The New World on DVD. Maybe it was the headphone factor, the intensely private space created by an isolated aural environment, or the gestural intimacy enabled by literally holding the film in your lap, but my nervous system came alive to the movie in an entirely new way. For whatever reason, it is this “diminished” viewing of Malick’s masterpiece, not the theatrical one, that ranks alongside Vertigo at the Castro in my personal pantheon of cinematic amazements.18


      What the film medium may be good for is perhaps in large part related to the past, yet the fact that cinema remains very much alive in other forms beyond celluloid makes asking this question about the value of the past presently important to our understanding of cinema as an ongoing cultural practice. We might, for example, regard the re-viewing of films on DVD as the memory of the experience of film and, at the very same time, a cinema-becoming-something-else, an exciting and indeterminate tension conveyed by the “gestural intimacy” of laptop viewing, as Lee puts it (perhaps the digital offers us an unprecedented way to be close to characters and their figural and aural gestures). This memory is one that parallels the creative and reconstructive interpretation of the experienced past by Malick’s characters and the related themes of memory, nostalgia, loss, and—more optimistically—creative becoming that emerge from his narratives.


      This dialogue between the viewer and the historical medium of film is at its richest, I suggest, when the films themselves recognize that promises of visual and epistemological mastery now ring hollow. Malick’s films, against the arguments of some of his critics, give us not perceptions of a world transcending history but rather perceptions of worlds existing within the materiality of history, with the desire for transcendence posited as just one aspect of, and potential response to, existential life. His films, too, pose history as a vital question rather than an epistemologically verifiable body of knowledge. As the chapter on Badlands will show further, this idea of a dialogical cinema is in large part related to the production of Malick’s first film against the contested backdrop of the Vietnam War, in which authority became not a site of accepted meaning but a force open to question, interrogation, and critique. Dana Polan suggests this idea of debate, initiated in Badlands, is in fact central to all of Malick’s work, including The Thin Red Line, which is for Polan “very strongly a writerly film, a film of voice and narration and inscription, a film whose processes of construction are rendered manifest.”19 Film-philosophers, so one the arguments of this study will go, should endeavor to be no less writerly and no less open to dialogue.


      Beyond Illustration


      As I will explore to a greater extent in the next chapter, films themselves can acknowledge their own perspectival, existential embodiment; film is existential as a medium because it is always expanding in its creative acts and its exploration of ever-present potential. I am inclined to call “philosophical cinema” the lineage of filmmaking that taps into this potential. Malick is a privileged figure in that lineage. He makes films that seek not the final transcendence of history but rather dialogues with flesh and blood spectators through poetic depictions of characters inscribed in their own material and historical situations and becomings. While he is nominally a Hollywood director, his stylistic strategies are not distinguishable from what is routinely called the “art cinema” and reflect a more general sense of film as a site in which one might create a new poetics, a use of the cinematic as a way of seeing and thinking the world. In Malick, the image is not strictly a vehicle for the comprehension of narrative. Malick’s images and sounds do not simply generate a world viewed and mastered by the standardized mechanics of narrative form. If anything, Malick’s narratives and themes—particularly evident in the frustrations of his characters to attain the goals they set out to achieve, when these goals are even clear, and in their (not always successful) attempts to inscribe a meaningful relationship to the world through their voice-over narration—attest to the ultimate impossibility of mastering our world. His films instead demand that viewers incessantly question the fictional world constructed through and enclosed in these images and sounds, much the same way that Malick’s own characters sometimes question the fictional worlds in which they find themselves housed.


      As Ron Mottram has stated in an overview of Malick’s work, “In a period in the history of the visual arts in which the image is often sacrificed to a shallow conceptualism, he restores the beauty and power of the image as a carrier of meaning.”20 Mottram’s words rightly suggest that it is impossible to regard Malick as a filmmaker who puts imagery and sound into a position of only cueing us to recognize already articulated narrative information. For Mottram as for myself, the power of Malick’s imagery and sound provides the experiential cinematic frame for a more indeterminately meaningful experience. I would stress, however, that it is the viewer—and not the images themselves—that creates meaning; cinema does not “carry” meaning but rather enables its vital articulation. And it should also be noted that Mottram, exemplifying a certain tendency in Malick’s critical reception, lifts Malick’s poetic choices above history—by placing him above the “shallow conceptualism” the author sweepingly perceives in contemporary art—a move that puts his films in the same category as those films attempting to transcend and efface their own ineluctable embodiment in historical space and time, and in the creative becoming of the medium of film itself. This frequent sense that Malick is a filmmaker who operates outside of history—a point argued elsewhere, for example, by Colin MacCabe, who in a review of The Thin Red Line suggests that, despite the film’s status as a World War II drama, it is not interested in history—is an idea this study resists.21 I seek instead to situate Malick—and any potential philosophy written in dialogue with his films—in history, a gesture that the films, and their bracing depictions of character experience in and against the textures and landscapes of richly articulated cinematic worlds and other possible worlds, would seem to ask for.


      In stating that Malick’s films provide other visions that do not simply reflect already articulated ways of thinking, I am also making an implicit argument about how the film-philosopher should approach Malick. In dealing with film, philosophers frequently imply that certain films illustrate metatextual theories and philosophical arguments. This “illustrative” approach, as it has been called, looks backward to the history of philosophy for the ideas animating films. It is an approach familiar to many arguments in the critical literature produced in the interdisciplinary field of philosophy and film.


      What does it mean for a film to “illustrate” a philosophical idea? For Paisley Livingston, to suggest that film can function as philosophy, when this function is understood as the contribution of wholly original ideas to traditions of thinking, is too immodest. “Films can provide vivid and emotionally engaging illustrations of philosophical issues,” Livingston writes, “and when sufficient background knowledge is in place, reflections about films can contribute to the exploration of specific theses and arguments, sometimes yielding enhanced philosophical understanding.”22 Here, Livingston holds onto a notion of medium specificity in terms of style, suggesting that to “appreciate a film as a work of art one must ask how successfully its themes have been expressed or embodied by its style and by devices specific to the medium.”23 Although Livingston characterizes his own approach as modest, other thinkers following his path suggest that the idea of a film functioning as an illustration of a preexisting philosophical argument is in fact quite complex. Thomas Wartenberg, for example, cites John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962) as possessing a “perceptive association of the rise of the legal order with the concomitant rise of a press more concerned with images than truth,” in turn asking “its viewers to see two fundamental social institutions of our society—the legal order and the press—as linked in their adherence to deception over truth.”24 Wartenberg’s point is not that Ford’s film is articulating, exactly, this philosophical concern; instead, he is suggesting that Ford’s film is providing one particularly useful illustration (or enactment, or dramatization) of it, evoking it for those viewers who are already familiar with the argument.


      Wartenberg has suggested that the idea of film functioning as an illustration of philosophical arguments is more complex than it first seems. In fact, Wartenberg shows how the concept of illustration emerges from the history of philosophy itself. He reminds his reader that illustrations are evocative descriptions that, in the context of an otherwise straightforward philosophical argument, contribute meaning to debates; these have a long history in the presentation of philosophical problems. He points to the thought experiments of Plato (particularly his parable of the cave) as examples of how philosophy has often relied upon figurative language to enable readers and listeners to understand advanced arguments.25 Wartenberg also goes on to suggest that illustrations themselves are always quite important to the texts they modify; he points to the tradition of children’s books (particularly John Tenniel’s illustrations of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland) as examples of how “our imaginings of such characters are determined by illustrations.”26 He contrasts this example to the illustrations of Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, in which the drawings function in a much less significant manner, as “mere supplements to the text, designed to make the text more accessible to readers, especially those who are young.”27 In this line of thinking, philosophically significant films serve as more than mere illustrations of preexisting arguments, yet they are still fundamentally illustrations of arguments developed textually rather than cinematically.


      The “illustrative” approach has been more influential than any other in work on Malick, largely in writing that associates his films with the work of Martin Heidegger. Taking their cue from Stanley Cavell, Marc Furstenau and Leslie MacAvoy argue that The Thin Red Line engages with the inherently self-reflexive character of the cinematic image and that its philosophy is specifically Heideggerian in its reawakening of our lost sense of what Heidegger terms Dasein.28 Kaja Silverman echoes this approach in her work on the same film, discussing Heidegger’s notion that “human beingness (Dasein) is defined as to be ‘held out’ into the ‘nothing,’ or, in other words, a void of nonbeing ‘out of which we have emerged and to which we will return.’”29 Only through encountering this nothingness, she asserts, can we realize our potential and help others do the same. She reads Malick’s films as works reflecting the phenomenon of Being, citing The Thin Red Line for its depiction of a situation (war) in which Being is not allowed full realization. While Silverman states boldly in the first half of her essay that Malick’s films “do philosophy,” the approach she employs is in fact more modest and is more appropriately classified in the “illustrative” category.30 She is primarily interested in the ways in which Malick’s work illustrates Heidegger’s thinking.


      Despite the incisiveness of both pieces, neither essay deals with some of the limitations that their approach poses for a conception of “film as philosophy.” The illustrative method, broadly speaking, suggests that film can only gesture towards a philosophical truth that has already been established, and in many ways, this truth remains a private one (or a highly limited public one), for it can only speak, for Wartenberg as for Livingston, to audiences who are already well-versed in the philosophical issues the film evokes and not to a larger public. In effect, the film is serving to enhance a preexisting argument that might appeal to professional philosophers but to few others. The implications of arguments posed by Wartenberg and Livingston (and to some extent Malick’s critics) suggest that their authors are unmoved by Walter Benjamin’s insistence that cinema holds great promise as an art form precisely because it gestures towards a new meaning that relies upon a powerful intervention in tradition.31 Wartenberg himself seems to reject such an idea when he suggests that cinema, far from constituting a medium that engages thought in acts of becoming through its own potential or poetic acts of becoming, instead functions at least initially as an obstacle to thought, insofar as “engaging with films as philosophy allows us to see that, despite their form, films can have serious aspirations [my italics].”32


      By displacing any consideration of the form of films and the varied materiality of cinema, Wartenberg’s concern in his work remains primarily with a thematic reading of films in reference to the tradition of already articulated philosophical ideas and includes no attempt to deal with the ways the life of the medium brings us close to the living heartbeat of form and style. But despite this criticism, it would be incorrect to infer that Malick’s films are entirely unconcerned with the traditions of thinking and art making that have preceded them, given the director’s engagement with past forms of culture reflected in the influences on and allusions in his work. These influences and allusions range from cinema (European postwar modernism, Murnau, Sjöström, Dovzhenko) to literature (Walt Whitman, Henry James, Albert Camus, Norman Mailer, James Jones, Flannery O’Connor) and music (Saint-Saëns is used in Days of Heaven and Wagner in The New World). Both Wartenberg, as a thinker engaged with film, and Malick, as a director engaged with the creation of films, are both eager to in some sense preserve tradition.


      But the radical potential of the always changing medium of film to challenge our subjectivities is left dormant in this version of the “illustrative” approach. In being oriented almost wholly towards past philosophical arguments and thematic relationships to those arguments, the illustrative approach is limited in its ability to comment meaningfully on the film medium, the concepts the medium has historically generated, and the ways in which both new and residual concepts are transcribed, reaffirmed, or rearticulated from out of the light of the experience of the emerging new media of the motion picture. Although certainly useful (and, as I will suggest, to some degree unavoidable), illustration remains limited in an analysis of Malick’s work.


      The Powers of Film


      While arguments that use films and their narratives to illustrate concepts are familiar enough, both philosophy and film studies have another tradition of setting forth concepts that purport to illustrate the meaning of film—indeed, all films, and not just particular works. It was one of the missions of the classical film theorists to inscribe the essential meaning of cinema, to fix in place the range of concepts that particular cinematic works, and particular experiences of these works, might only inflect. The classical period of film theory was characterized by thinkers—greatly influenced by philosophical traditions—interested in defining the essence of cinema and arguing that the best film productions necessarily conformed to one or another aesthetic standard. In film studies the two most widely debated ontological constructions are often opposed to one another: Eisensteinian montage (sometimes broadly referred to as “formalism”) and Bazinian realism. As has been discussed often, for Eisenstein the essence of film was located in the principle of montage, wherein the spectator was brought to a new idea (a synthesis) out of the combination of two otherwise uninflected images or shots (these two forming a thesis and an antithesis). Film for Eisenstein could then function as argument, guiding the spectator towards particular ideas not actually contained in the shots themselves. For Bazin, montage was manipulation and thus to be avoided. He instead valorized a long-take aesthetic of extended temporal duration through which the spectator would have the opportunity to contemplate a complex image and arrive at a meaning not through dialectical coercion but through individualistic, open-ended, rational agency.


      This cursory summary of perhaps the most famous debate in the history of cinema studies is admittedly far too tidy in that it sheds many of the subtle complexities of both thinkers, but I cite it in order to explore what it means to conceptualize an ontology. If Gilles Deleuze once asked what it meant to have an idea in cinema, one possible answer might be found in the redefinition of ontology in film studies as an always inherently historical process.33 That is, to have an idea in cinema is not to use the medium in ways that conform to a supposed timeless material essence but rather to harness the medium in relation to ideas that are creatively enabling within particular historical contexts. Ontological constructions of film in theoretical thinking, rather than operating as universal essences issuing from the material specificity of motion pictures, instead often precede the material and lead to the wielding of that material in particular ways. Jonathan Walley, in discussing 60s and 70s practices of avant-garde film, cites the work of both Eisenstein and Bazin (particularly the former’s interest in “pre-cinematic” forms of montage, such as Chinese hieroglyphics, and the latter’s interest in tendencies toward preservation in the history of human culture) in order to suggest how ontologies of film function in relation to the materials of cinema:


      Eisenstein’s claims about the ubiquity of the principle of montage suggest that the medium of film embodies something that existed before film had been invented, and that the invention of film ‘as we know it,’ so to speak, is the culmination of a longstanding endeavor to find an art form that exemplifies this principle. The idea of cinema, then, is not a function of the materials of film, but the other way around—the materials of film are a function of the idea of cinema. If Eisenstein’s essays can be thought of as working out an ontology of cinema, then a major dimension of this project is the affinity between certain properties of cinema, and broad cultural and natural phenomena that predate the invention of film.34


      Eisenstein’s fascination with the “cinema” in pre-cinematic phenomena parallels Bazin’s suggestion that film functions as the fulfillment of humanity’s longstanding obsession to preserve the historical past (he himself calls this “the mummy complex”), the idea that in film the past is preserved as an image of realism into which the camera does not excessively intervene.35 Both ontological constructions suggest that cinema itself is an idea that precedes its mechanical manifestation in the twentieth century. To have an idea in or alongside film—as a creator of film or a thinking viewer of film—is not to contemplate the significance of a medium’s essential capabilities (although this is likely what many classical theorists and practitioners thought they were doing) but to realize historically shifting ideas in the form of films and the varying material shapes the cinema takes as a medium at different moments. These familiar but still curious and provoking theories remind us that one aspect of the experience of thinking through film is the phenomenon whereby cinema and its materials return to philosophy, in a circular manner, from which its impulse and purpose were in large part born.


      Yet need this return to philosophy be illustrative? In other words, need the relationship between film and philosophy merely function to confirm an already established set of concepts brought to our encounter with the creative acts of cinema? For both Bazin and Eisenstein, to be sure, cinema curiously acts as an at least partial fulfillment of ideas that have existed for quite some time, as the validation of a particular ontology that at a certain moment in history becomes essential to cinema. The reason why we read Bazin and Eisenstein is because they show us how this new form of film made old ideas alive again; the mummy (Bazin’s metaphor for the human desire to preserve itself through the realism of cinema) and the hieroglyph (to which Eisenstein likens the cinematic sign) were never quite the same after cinema’s intervention. But even though “the idea of cinema” is inevitably circular in its logic—that is, if in postulating an idea of cinema a thinker inevitably sees all potential films as illustrations of that idea—might also the ideas of cinema be refigured in the course of the effort to see the contact with and experience of film as philosophical (rather than producing a philosophy or theory about film or even arguing for film as a form of different philosophical thought)? As this study as a whole endeavors to show, concepts—either ones illustrating philosophical arguments or those ontologizing the phenomenon of cinema as a whole—can be inflected, interfered with, and/or redirected by concrete experiences of particular cinematic works, generating in relation to these philosophies new conceptual significance. In terms of Malick’s work, both Bazinian and Eisensteinian ontological constructs (and other concepts) inform our encounters with his films not so much as determinative frameworks but rather as creatively enabling ideas. Their concepts are possibilities that might be wielded in any number of rich new ways relative to the spatial textures and temporal rhythms of Malick’s images and sounds.


      Imagine, for example, a possible way that both Bazin and Eisenstein might be of use in understanding Malick’s films. As Stanley Cavell once remarked, Malick’s work functions on one level in a Bazinian sense, guiding our attention to “a fundamental fact of film’s photographic basis: that objects participate in the photographic presence of themselves; they participate in the re-creation of themselves on film; they are essential in the making of their appearances.”36 There is a sense that something of the filmed object is preserved in the experience of a Malick film (so much so that it is worth remarking upon those occasions when something of the object is not preserved but effaced by Malick’s camera, as I will do in the chapter on Badlands). Yet Malick’s narrative strategies frequently refuse the editing patterns of the classical cinema, in which cuts often occur on character movement or in relation to a clear, causal narrative progression and attainment of goals. In other words, while objects and figures in the world are often brought to our attention in Malick, editing itself is also often salient, generating associations not only based on information included within particular images but also based on information inferred across particular images through the connection of two images that are not connected in any obvious causal manner. (That both theories of realism and theories of formalism have something to teach us about Malick is consistent with Irving Singer’s synthesis of these two traditions in his book Reality Transformed: Film and Meaning and Technique).37


      Of course, the cutting in Malick’s films is not quite like Eisenstein; it will be one of the aims of this study to explore the quality of this director’s specific way of arranging images. But I do not seek to jettison the illustrative approach, not only because on a certain level it is unavoidable but also because it offers a set of conceptual options to explore how an experience of Malick’s films intervenes in and refigures the ideas we textually perform in the work of philosophy and theory. As John Mullarkey has pointed out, quoting François Laruelle, “philosophy can never avoid making a ‘circle with its object,’ for there is a necessarily circular form to explanation itself. Should one hope to discover something within a subject like film that is particularly philosophical . . . a transcendental stance, or prior model of philosophy, must be maintained in order to recognize it there in any film.”38 Instead of removing the illustrative entirely from our purview (an impossible move), to move “beyond” the illustrative is, in a sense, to couch it in different terms. As Mullarkey suggests, it is to understand that the cinema, by its very definition as a temporal, changing aesthetic, cultural, and technological form, resists the practice of theory and the effort of philosophizing to shape a methodology perfectly suited to it. In the effort to make meaning there will be something that escapes the meaning made, a certain aspect of the creative becoming of cinema that resists the effort of an illustrative argument or an ontology to master its meaning. In this sense, film-philosophy needs not one methodology—or one ontology—to explain Malick’s films, for this would be to explain away those aspects that tap into the unfolding creative life of the cinema itself. Instead, what is needed is a methodology that is in fact multiple, a stitching together of many different concepts and ontologies to achieve a supple, vital, but also appropriately modest philosophical dialogue with the films in question.


      In other words, just as cinema possesses what Stanley Cavell and D. N. Rodowick have called a set of automatisms—the means through which film poetically expresses the creative powers of thought—critics and viewers also possess a set of automatisms from the history of film theory and philosophy itself.39 These form a malleable map that we can use in performing our critical and philosophical encounters with the life of cinema. A film-philosopher need not subscribe to just one aspect of the critical tools I use in the pages to follow: just as Malick freely combines editing strategies that function as both moments of ontological revelation and moments of discontinuity, so too may the Malick critic wring together disparate concepts, thinkers, and agendas in order to understand the undulations of his film worlds. Of course, the films will ultimately resist even this stitching together. Malick’s cinema—any rich body of cinema—always enables other kinds theoretical and philosophical performances that are not presently on the page, yet to be produced by others. If anything defines the medium of film, it is its ever-present powers of transformation, its ongoing becoming.


      “The death of cinema,” as I have already suggested, is a conceptual trope familiar to the film-cultural context in and across which Malick’s career has unfolded. But at the same time it is important to recognize that this “death” is not an end but a revelation—wherein film-philosophers and theorists discover that all attempts to conceptually fix the historical medium of film inevitably fall short. Malick’s films are rich enough that just as they escape celluloid—migrating into other material vehicles and containers of the moving image, such as the DVD and the digital computer download—his films also finally escape the concepts brought to them. His films are testaments to the power of creativity, becoming, and change just as much as they are elegiac parables about lost opportunities and entropic existences. They remind us that the effort to ontologize—to perform the textual feat of philosophy in order to fix the meaning of cinema, however temporarily—is itself only an effort in and across time, open to re-transcription in the thinking and textual performance of other viewers and critics. To view philosophy as a performance is only to view these efforts to fix meaning, then, as inevitablytemporal and open to the change that arises not only through the writing process itself and not only through an encounter with a changing medium but also in relation to the text’s audience. These are the other readers and critics who will inevitably re-fix and re-describe the experience of Malick’s cinema (and any texts written about his cinema) with a different inflection.


      In this respect, then, Malick is not so much a maker of films that function as philosophy, as he is one who puts into motion a series of images that inspire us to think philosophically alongside the films. This is a kind of thought film-philosophers tailor to fit the images and the sounds seen and heard in the films. Instead of acting as predetermined vehicles for meaning, the phenomena in Malick’s films are open to thought, for their images escape the narratives just as they dart away from our concepts. Martin Scorsese once compared the necessarily rushed editing job towards the end of his post-production work on the 1988 film The Last Temptation of Christ to the rugs made by Hopi Indians, who always leave, in the words of a priest Scorsese knew, “a few stitches open to let the soul come through.”40 Malick, of course, does not rush his editing; the meticulousness of his post-production process is well known. But it is nevertheless possible, in a secular sense, to regard the open spaces in Malick’s films as leaving a presence for the intervening, thinking human soul, too (an idea that gains particular traction late in Malick’s career, as his most recent film at the time of this publication, The Tree of Life, evinces a deep spirituality). Gaston Bachelard, in his poetics of space, has aptly characterized the kind of viewer that might come to occupy these soulful spaces: “A consciousness associated with the soul is more relaxed, less intentionalized than a consciousness associated with the phenomena of the mind. Forces are manifested in poems that do not pass through the circuit of knowledge.”41 Bachelard, in discussing the experience of poetry, describes this relaxed consciousness as able to engage in a resonating, reverberating dialogue with the poetic image:


      The image offered us by reading the poem becomes really our own. It takes root in us. It has been given us by another, but we begin to have the impression that we could have created it, that we should have created it. It becomes a new being in our language, expressing us by making us what it expresses; in other words, it is at once a becoming of expression, and a becoming of our being. Here expression creates being.42


      In encountering Malick’s poetic images and sounds ideas are not merely communicated to us; instead, poetic images take root in the life of our ideas. And it is in these open spaces, too, where Malick’s characters, as well as his viewers, begin to express significance in relation to what is seen and heard in his films, in which what they see and hear (and what they say as they see and hear) begins to express and create their being. When Malick’s films are called “beautiful,” this may be a word that simply holds the place for the deeper notion that these films are so richly textured as to be polyphonic and difficult to pin down and that we find this texture and polyphony to be beautiful. But at the same time that Malick’s images are beautiful, it remains a beauty that is incessantly questioned by both us and, in different ways and on different levels, by the characters in his films, for we cannot help but do so. Our close encounter with his work has not only expressed something for us but something of us, and in our texts we work to think through what these expressions, and their values, are—not only for ourselves, but for a larger community of readers.


      Just as his films do not master the concept of cinema with a practice that uses the image as a strict vehicle for narrative meaning, then, film-philosophers must encounter the cinema itself—the cinema by itself—as non-textual, non-meaningful, non-philosophical. Or as Mullarkey has put it, it is important to recognize that film does not so much reflect but rather refracts itself across a variety of conceptual options and in so doing calls upon us to undertake “a performative knowledge, a practice,” for “the only way to escape the circularity of explanation, of knowledge as the representation of how things are, is through such a kind of emergent knowledge through practice. This active knowledge is not a representation but an effect, an attitude that imbues the willingness to constantly re-vision the object, and to re-view (again and again) how others view it too.”43 Mullarkey’s primary concern is with how thought emerges in time through the performance of philosophy in relation to film. I also endeavor to show how in writing about Malick I am not simply “applying” philosophy to the films but rather responding to Malick’s creative imagination with a set of concepts. What I aim to create in this study is certainly a book about the meanings Terrence Malick’s films have had for me—a textual performance done in relation to the rhythms, sounds, and fictional existences I see and hear in his films. This is a performance, however, that recognizes the bounds in which it performs (the history of criticism on Malick and the history of the concepts I bring to the table), bounds which enable future authorships as viewers continue to discover new worlds in their engagements with this director’s work.


      On the Auteur and Other Authorships


      Given the auteurist bent of this study, it is prudent to close this introduction by addressing the concept of authorship. In recent film-philosophy, the auteur has come under some suspicion. Daniel Frampton wants to persuade us that “steering towards authorship is at once a get-out clause (when interpretation finds itself as a dead end), and a rhetoric that removes us from the film, denying the film its own meaningful creativeness.”44 John Mullarkey’s own critique of authorship sets its aim at Gilles Deleuze and his tendency to rely upon an auteurist-approved canon of masterpiece cinema and is felt elsewhere in his insistence that film-philosophers should be free to examine a wide variety of films.45 I agree, in a sense, with both of these authors; if one wants to write film-philosophy, one need not search out the auteur or the accepted canons of film. The experiential frames available for film-philosophers are numerous and vibrant: genre, or the work of an actor or of a cinematographer, or a set of films that contest the canon as it is constituted at a given moment in time can all offer rich experiences for thought. But the work of a film author, equally, might function as just such a frame.


      Frampton is right in one sense, of course: auteurism is sometimes a tool that is used by critics as a way to escape problems of interpretation. But auteurism is just that—a tool—and as a concept it can be wielded in any number of ways. Auteurism, I argue, does not have to be a predetermined way for thinking through a set of films but can function as one kind of conceptual option open to a wide variety of uses. Although auteurism has no fixed, atemporal definition, Andrew Sarris—one of its original practitioners—provides one usefully open-ended summary: “The cinema is a deep, dark mystery that we auteurists are attempting to solve. It is a labyrinth with a treacherous resemblance to reality.”46 For Sarris, auteurism is a tool that might be deployed in a variety of open-ended ways, taking only as its point of departure the notion that a set of films directed by the same person offers a critically useful way to think alongside the cinema. If all auteurist works of film scholarship are a kind of genre, then, like films in a given genre, they are not all exactly the same, for each approach Sarris’s “labyrinth” of what is possible cinematically in an irreducibly unique way. Regarding auteurism as a means to critically and interpretively navigate the creative acts inscribed in cinema retains both the usefulness of auteurism as a concept on the one hand, and the open-ended power of the cinematic and scholarly imagination on the other, a move that certainly allows for the films themselves, contra Frampton, to retain their meaningful creativeness.


      My use of auteurism is not intended to provide an understanding of Malick as a biographically, historically existing film author. The name “Terrence Malick” as I use it in this study largely refers to an individual we will know no better at the end of this study than we do now. Malick is a famously reclusive person, reluctant to give interviews and make pronouncements on the meaning of his work. In the special features sections and commentary tracks of the Criterion Collection DVDs of Days of Heaven and The Thin Red Line, he is conspicuous through his absence. His “biographical legend,” that paper trail of extrafilmic commentary that constitutes our understanding of any filmmaker as a creative agent, is marked only by an extraordinary paucity beyond what we know of his early career as a philosopher and certain insights he has shared in very occasional interviews (his reclusive nature, oft mentioned, might itself be the “legend”).47 But despite this lack of extra-filmic information, Malick’s authorial presence nevertheless seems strong. As Dana Polan has pointed out in writing of The Thin Red Line, “it is important to note that for many moviegoers, [the film] will be viewed as the film of an auteur, its images of nature not naturally and spontaneously arising before us but seen to be enounced for us by a strong creative voice[.]”48 Given our lack of information about the biography of the auteur, in this study I prefer to understand this “strong creative voice” as the creator of an experiential frame that enables the viewer’s thoughtful exploration. One of this study’s fundamental concepts may be auteurism, but its ultimate interest is in the experience of cinema—the enabling frame for the textual performance of film-philosophy—as only set in motion by one auteur. Words Dudley Andrew has written echo my intention here: “The auteur marks the presence of temporality and creativity in the text, including the creativity of emergent thought contributed by the spectator [my italics].”49


      The experience of this open-ended temporality and creativity—and the meaning made alongside Malick’s films—has little to do, then, with biography or intentionality. The present study takes Malick—and his undeniably “strong creative voice”—to be only one node in the complex experience that constitutes his body of work. His films, far from being ultimately reconcilable to the enouncing of only a single voice, have much to do with the larger historical situation of the film medium, the historically and socially inscribed voices speaking in his films, and the various ways film-philosophers might think when engaged with cinema. These are concerns that the body of work signed by Terrence Malick engages with in ways that are very rich and unpredictable.


      ***


      In the next chapter, “Voicing Meaning: On Terrence Malick’s Characters,” our philosophical encounter with Malick’s films begins. Linking the presence of existential phenomenology in film studies to Malick’s own translation of Martin Heidegger’s work in that same philosophical tradition, I will show how the thoughtful viewer’s effort to create meaning out of Malick’s cinema is inflected and refracted by the meanings the characters themselves strive to voice. I draw from and expand the attention to film character and voice in Vivian Sobchack’s phenomenology of film space, in order to discuss the meaningful dialogical relationship between the experiences of Malick’s viewers and the experiences of his characters. I then connect Sobchack’s work to Malick’s own translation of Martin Heidegger’s The Essence of Reasons, a key text of existential phenomenology. In doing so, I aim not simply to “illustrate” something that Sobchack and Heidegger have already said but rather to show how the experiences of the director’s characters—whose strivings are frequently cut short by the march of history—mark the possibilities (or, to use Heidegger’s word, the opportunity) of acts of creative and life-affirming meaning-making, of expressions of new worlds. In turn, I demonstrate how Malick’s viewers are themselves challenged to reflect upon what kind of film-philosophers they become in watching his films and in engaging with his characters.


      In the final four chapters (and in a postscript, which briefly treats my initial impressions of The Tree of Life), I will then put these ideas into motion, or, rather, I will respond philosophically to the motion of Malick’s films, pressuring my thought, as this motion does, to think alongside the cinematic.
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      Chapter 1


      Voicing Meaning


      On Terrence Malick’s Characters


      The worlds of Terrence Malick’s films are vibrantly sensual, open-ended experiential frames that challenge viewers to reflect upon the ideas brought to, and inspired by, each viewing. These films may function as aesthetic objects—analyzable through existing frameworks of film formalism—but they are also rich experiences that call for philosophical prose nimble enough to derive meaning from, rather than impose significance to, the films in question. Indeed, in watching films I can sometimes feel cinema already intervening in the future writing I want to do. When Holly dances to a pop song on the dirt ground of the forest in Badlands, any ideas about the value of pop culture that I bring to the film are inevitably married to the sense of her feet on the dirt that Malick gives us and to the value this song might have to Holly as a person who puts her feet on this ground. When Linda puts her ear to the surface of the earth in Days of Heaven and envisions a possible future as a “mud doctor,” any speculation about what kinds of futures are available to the characters in the film momentarily intersects with the imagination of a young girl that far exceeds the limitations around her. As Elias Koteas, playing Captain Staros, asks for spiritual guidance in leading his men in The Thin Red Line, my own thoughts regarding spirituality in contemporary life are put in abeyance as Malick shows for me the intellectual, emotional, and moral value spirituality holds for this soldier in the midst of war. And as Pocahontas, in The New World, learns the names of the things around her for the first time in English, I see vividly before me a world that has yet to be made and that, despite the existence of this language she is called upon to learn, has yet to be named, even as I know from the future history the terror that this contact with the English way of naming things eventually wrought upon her people.


      In this chapter, I will seek to explore the dialogue between viewer and character as each becomes existentially and vibrantly alive every time a Malick film is screened. These characters are not, strictly speaking, philosophers, but in their struggle to shape meaning out of the shards of light, sound, movement, and beauty to which they are subject, they, no less than the viewer, voice their own creative interpretations of Malick’s fictional worlds. It is only in their fleeting attempts to voice meaning that we get to know (or, in some cases, struggle or fall short of knowing) his characters. This voicing of meaning often occurs through the ruminative, first-person voice-over, a technique that features in each of Malick’s films, in the form of either a single voice-over narration (Badlands and Days of Heaven) or as multiple voices, with none given privilege over others (The Thin Red Line and The New World). Of course, for some of Malick’s characters not privileged with a voice-over, their voicing of meaning will occur in a more immediately social dialogue, in conversations with other characters and through the impressions Malick gives us of them in his imagery.)


      The thoughtful viewer’s effort to interpret Malick’s cinema is, then, not only shaped by the array of film techniques that imagine a new world for us. It is also inflected by the meanings his characters, awash in affective and thoughtful experiences of their own, strive to voice. In claiming that both character and viewer embark on journeys of meaning-making as Malick’s films unfold, I want to show in this chapter how the tradition of existential phenomenology in film studies might provide a productive point of conceptual departure for this lived, embodied encounter with Malick’s characters. This tradition has a dialogical partner, too, in a thinker important to Malick studies—Martin Heidegger, whose work is also firmly placed in the lineage of existential phenomenology. I invoke Heidegger not to suggest that we once again use Malick to illustrate the philosopher’s ideas. Instead, what I want to suggest is that even as Heidegger constitutes part of the conceptual tradition that we bring to the experience of Malick’s films, it is Malick’s films themselves that ultimately shape our understanding of what many of Heidegger’s most important ideas about art mean. In other words, Malick’s films teach us how to use Heidegger as another valuable tool to understand film experience as a site in which philosophy may happen. In connecting Heidegger to the tradition of existential phenomenology in film studies, I will begin by exploring Vivian Sobchack’s theory of the embodied experience of cinema, which provides an initial frame for our encounters with Malick’s characters. I will then link this discussion to Heidegger, limiting my discussion of the philosopher to two texts that are rarely discussed in work on Malick: the essay “On the Origin of the Work of Art” and Malick’s own 1969 translation of The Essence of Reasons, both of which establish the philosopher’s concepts of world, earth, and striving. In doing so, I seek to understand Malick’s cinema, and in particular our encounters with his characters, as the experiential site of our film-philosophy. Heidegger’s concepts in this chapter will not determine what Malick means to us, then, but will rather open for us a space in which the meanings Malick’s characters strive to make, and how they strive to voice this meaning, eventually mark who we ourselves strive to become in watching his films.


      Voicing Meaning


      The question of what constitutes a film character is, of course, a vast theoretical and historiographical inquiry and can be dealt with only cursorily here.1 Nevertheless, some notion of the classical film character helps throw Malick’s fictional human beings into relief. In the classical cinema, the goal-directed protagonist forms the backbone of the story, and the narration gradually reveals the retrospective cause-and-effect chain of events resulting in the achievement of the goal. The protagonist is defined by a fairly coherent set of psychological traits, and his or her action and behavior tends to flow naturally and expectedly from this set. The world of the classical film seems tailor-made for the protagonist and the meanings for which the protagonist eventually comes to stand. In classical cinema, characters work to “take over the narration,” as David Bordwell phrases it, holding together the disparate and inherently fragmented pieces of celluloid through which films are constituted through a causal and psychologically plausible chain of action and effect.2 The active and accomplishing protagonist serves to join, and then hold, the world of the classical narrative film together.


      A concrete example from Malick’s 2005 film The New World contrasts this director’s unique film practice from the causal schemas of classical cinema. Near the beginning of the film, Captain John Smith leads an expedition to meet the Powhatan king, the father of the girl history will eventually recognize as Pocahontas. As Smith and his men travel across the water to the forest, the natural cycle of the day (dawn, day, dusk, night) passes in a series of images representing the duration of the journey compressed into just a few seconds of screen time. These images, however, are non-causal: while they suggest a linear progression through (elided) time, the jump cuts Malick uses to shift from one moment of the day to the next are unmotivated within the diegesis. The effect is not to show us a protagonist confidently responding to, acting within, and thus stitching-together the filmic environment, but rather to display the sensuous affects of the environment itself, each image vibrantly standing alone apart from any intentions the European colonizers bring to the landscape. This strategy of constructing images in which “there is this, and at the same time—or then, there is that, and it’s up to the viewer who feels so inclined to create a relationship between them,” is what is known as parataxis.3 As Smith and his cohorts press forth in their journey to encounter the Powhatan, the silhouetted contours of trees carve an outline against the blue sky and water of dusk, an expanse of clouds hanging above the landscape, the peaks of the trees jutting into the blue sky during day, and the reflection of leafless trees in the water. Although depicting a linear journey in broad outline, the exact links binding these images together are discontinuous. Malick, instead of “suturing” us into the plot and the psychological makeup of his characters, prefers to immerse us in the affective environment of sensuous nature and the rapturous seeing of nature that occurs in the diegetic world, as Smith and his crew gaze out onto the landscape.


      Farrell’s Smith, however, does proffer an interpretation of this dispersive array of natural imagery and sound. On the soundtrack, as Smith and his crew are about to dock on land, we hear Smith’s thoughts through Malick’s technique of the first-person voice-over. He conjures for the viewer his vision of a possible democracy:


      We shall make a new start. A fresh beginning. Here the blessings of the earth are bestowed upon all. None need grow poor. Here there is good ground for all and no cost but one’s labor. We shall build a true commonwealth, hard work and self-reliance our virtues. We shall have no landlords to rack us with high rents or extort the fruit of our labor. No man shall stand above any other, but all live under the same law.


      Smith’s vision of the American landscape as the enabling ground for a society predicated on self-reliance and equality falls somewhat short of the reality visible elsewhere in the film. Malick illuminates the contradictions between Smith’s idealistic voicing of meaning and the film’s visual track, showing Algonquin natives shackled in European chains and, in one instance, a native stricken by a bullet in the back. This gap between Smith’s expressed meaning and the existing world of Malick’s film will in large part shape him as a fictional character. His idealistic yearning for a democracy forms a crucial part of any empathetic bond we might have with him, yet his (and his culture’s) inability to realize this democracy in any but the most violent terms complicates any acceptance of the meaning he voices.


      This complex relationship to character is uncommon in most narrative cinema. A classical work of cinema—or a contemporary film that works by the still-prevalent machinations of classical narrative, such as the animated Disney film Pocahontas (1996)—would be sure to use Smith’s idealistic vision to pattern the film’s own construction of space. But in The New World John Smith does not “take over the narration” as we might expect heroes in myths to do. His voicing of meaning strives to hold together the disparate pieces of the world Malick luminously presents to us, but its success, as the balance of the film demonstrates, is hardly assured. Far from having taken over the narration, then, Malick’s Smith is more like an embodied, sensuously immersed viewer aiming at his own tentative interpretation of the filmic world. His inquiry into the fictional world in which he lives—the film world we view—operates not from a point of assured mastery and psychological clarity that would hold it together (despite his privileged status as a European colonizer) but rather from a site in which these very qualities of the classical protagonist, and the nature and meaning of the filmic “world” itself, are put into question.


      In this way, the landscapes in Malick’s films acquire an autonomous presence that opens up interpretive questions for both character and viewer. Malick, in this sense, is fulfilling the poetic, phenomenological promise of cinema, as Vivian Sobchack outlines it in her work on the film experience. In Sobchack’s work, film is not simply viewed by the spectator, nor are its environments merely backdrops for character action. Instead, the film camera itself (as well as its accompanying sonic apparatus) has the potential to partake of an existential, embodied intentionality projected out towards the world. The cinema has a kind of subjective vision, a non-human (albeit human-enabled) being-in-the-world that is not determined by (even as it includes) its characters. Sobchack shows us how the film is not simply viewed existentially by the spectator; the film camera itself also partakes of a certain kind of existential, embodied intentionality projected out towards the world. “Along with its objective existence for us as spectators,” Sobchack writes, “a film possesses its own being. That is, it has being in the sense that it behaves. A still photograph, however, does not behave; rather, it waits—as a vacancy—for us to possess it.”4 Film resists theoretical efforts to master and possess it because it never ceases to insist upon its own originality and the difference (relative to human perception) of seeing. The slippage, difference, and slight asymmetry between human perception and film perception (and, I want to suggest relative to Malick’s films, character perception) guarantees that one cannot possess or hold full power over the other but rather that any meaning-making occurring in an encounter between them will always have the potential to become dialogical. Like the film viewer, the film’s apprehension of space and its becoming in time issue from its historically finite situation. This idea allows Sobchack to suggest that film has something like a body of its own, one existing not statically but rather existentially, as defined by its particular intentional projects (i.e., the films of particular filmmakers). In other words, just like us, film becomes.


      Film’s perception of the world exists contingently and existentially, taking on meaning in its particular perceptual projects at particular moments in history. On the one hand, each of the central participants and instruments constituting the cinematic experience—the filmmaker, the camera, the projector, the spectator, and the character—is marked by a difference in its perceptual capabilities relative to the other. The filmmaker intends towards the world in a certain way, bringing to the filmmaking experience a perception and interpretation of the world enabled by—and, in turn, significantly inflected through—the use of the camera. This use produces a vision marked by both what the camera can do (its “unconscious optics,” a la Kracauer, always potentially goes beyond the conscious intentions of the filmmaker) and the filmmaker’s own perceptual process. In turn, this doubled vision is mechanically re-viewed through the projector for the spectator’s viewing. The viewer’s experience is thus enabled by the filmmaker’s and the camera’s coterminous perceptions. Further, in viewing Malick’s cinema, we get the sense that characters, too, are open to this viewing; the meanings they voice function as another node on the experiential continuum that is the cinema. No one part of this experiential chain dominates the other, for each is marked by a difference which necessitates the viewer’s own independent—but still dialogical—hermeneutic act.


      In Malick’s films, particularly his work since Days of Heaven, the camera’s autonomy—its “being and becoming” in film time and film space, independently although always in relation to the film character—is insisted upon. In Malick’s work the camera’s sensuous relationship to the landscape becomes salient. Examples include the shots of the natural landscape throughout Days of Heaven, images that are not always tethered to a human perspective. In particular, one striking sequence in the film uses time-lapse photography to show the sprouting of a seed as it becomes a plant, something our eyes cannot see in quite the same way without the assistance of the cinema. And in the sinuous tracking shots of The Thin Red Line, which often sail above soldiers pressed to the ground during battle, the camera moves beyond the position of a character in order to investigate some aspect of cinematic geography that only it has the power to see. Sometimes the camera’s ability to perceive what human agents cannot is implied in a stylistically more modest manner, as in the opening image of Badlands, in which we see a shaft of light emerging through a window behind Holly (Sissy Spacek), suggesting a world of experience that exceeds her own but called to light by the cinema’s perceptual apparatus. In other sequences it is editing that assists the camera in wresting shots free of narrative articulation and character psychology, as in the sequence of jump cuts from The New World analyzed above. At other times, the camera’s autonomy is suggested through metaphors and symbolic value that the filmmaker and the viewer generate independently of character. In the climactic sequences of Days of Heaven, for instance, Malick dramatizes a locust plague on a farm and the ensuing attempt to burn away the destroyed crop. The motif of fire during this sequence—intensely presented by the film’s exquisitely composed cinematography—suggests biblical themes of the apocalypse that the characters, at this moment in the narrative, are hardly occupied with; it is the viewer’s privilege to infer these meanings from the camera’s luminous presentation of the filmic world.


      In the hands of a film poet such as Malick—whose films are paradigmatic of what Sobchack calls existentially “mature” films that tap into the complex poetic possibilities of film time and space—cinema itself becomes a different way, relative to human perception, of seeing in space and becoming through time.5 In turn, viewers see this seeing, framed—apart from us yet intimately connected by our viewing presence—by the four corners of the screen (a limit of the cinema’s vision that the camera, of course, cannot perceive). As Greg Tuck has put it, Sobchack’s idea that we see the camera seeing “is not a reduction of filmic perception ‘to’ our own perception or an attempt to make it ‘like’ ours. Their mechanical and technical nature means they do not ‘see,’ ‘hear’ and ‘move’ like we do, but they grant sense and make sense in ways that seem closely allied to our own.”6 For Malick, then, film is more than merely an illustrative instrument for pictorially constructing the causal chains of narrative and the psychological comportment of characters. The sensuality of image and sound at play in the worlds of Malick’s films exceeds any single interpretation, diegetic or otherwise, that might be ascribed to it, even as its rhythms, compositions, and gradations enable those interpretations. This slight asymmetry between human perception (whether that of the spectator’s or that of the character’s) and the film camera’s perception becomes a poetic resource in this director’s films. In Malick’s hands cinematic landscapes become rich reservoirs of potential meaning, a surplus of visual and sonic sense to which viewer—and character—may respond.


      The Character’s Experience


      As I have already suggested, our philosophical dialogues are not just dialogues with film’s ways of seeing; in narrative films, at least, they also include dialogues with characters. And Malick’s characters, particularly those that are given voice-overs, become crucial to any reflection on the meaning of the films. They represent yet another node of difference on the experiential continuum of cinema Sobchack outlines. It is possible to develop, more than Sobchack’s own work does, a theoretical presence for characters in our dialogues with narrative cinema in general and with Malick’s cinema in particular.7 It is crucial to point out that my turn to focus on film character not only amplifies character as an important node in Sobchack’s theory but also forms a larger intervention of its own in recent debates in the field of film-philosophy. In Daniel Frampton’s recent Filmosophy, something of a ground clearing for the future of film-philosophical debate, a case is implicitly made against using characters as a site for thinking with the cinema. Frampton, critiquing an earlier theory of character-centered subjectivity advanced in Bruce Kawin’s book Mindscreen, bases his critique of a character-centered philosophy of film by pointing out that the visions a film gives us are not limited to characters. “Film does gain power from the fictional interests of characters, but their implications in the film’s sounds and images [are] much more complicated than an old novelistic term can handle.”8 Frampton’s greater interest is to locate philosophical meaning not in the character but in the way film’s special properties of style and form regard and shape our attitudes to characters. Strangely, though, in order to make this argument, Frampton seems to forget that performance itself—that stylistic gesture through which characters are created—is itself a crucial part of style and form in the cinema.


      Frampton’s argument does not only prevent his filmosophy from conceiving film character as a unique node in the experiential chain of cinema. This gap in Frampton’s filmosophy has implications for the very concept of film world that operates in his book. As Frampton suggests, moving beyond characters, narrators, and other “agents” of fiction that previous commentators have discussed enables us to free ourselves from discussions of the “origin” of cinematic meaning. Such a move enriches the dialogue between the viewer and the unique, transcendent world that film, in Frampton’s conception, presents to us. But by removing characters (and narrators) from the center of this experiential chain, Frampton risks a too-limited theory of film worlds. As he writes: “Narrators are also said to give us select portions of the world—but it is nonsensical to say that there is a world which we are given portions of, because we do not see any other world than the film-world presented. The filmgoer has no choice—there is only one film world, one sequence of images.”9 As I hope to suggest in this study, this conception of film worlds is too limited. Other worlds exist at liminal junctures in Malick’s cinema, and one of the primary ways we discover these new worlds lies in our experiences with the visions, figures, and voices that form his characters.


      It is thus the underlying argument of the present book that Frampton, whose book may be the most invaluable recent contribution to our sense that film operates with its own powers of thinking, is nevertheless wrong when he writes that the filmgoer “has no choice” and that there is only one film world. Glimpses of other worlds are crucial to Malick’s cinema; the possibility of glimpsing another world through an engagement with landscape and nature is perhaps the primary theme of his films. These glimpses are felt possibilities; they suggest alternative ways of living, feeling, and thinking lying behind the structured worlds in which Malick’s characters are presently inscribed. Our engagements with Malick’s characters do not point us toward the “origin” of meaning and do not firmly locate or suture us into one world but rather gesture toward the possibility of other kinds of worlds than the one we see presently on the screen. These are not simply films about, or set in, history; they are imaginative journeys very much open to film-philosophy’s concern with the becoming of cinema. One example from Days of Heaven will, for now, suffice to show how camera perspective (and film style broadly speaking), viewer perspective, and character perspective all function with relative degrees of difference in Malick’s work. These differences guarantee that our engagement with Malick’s characters is not so much a matter of psychological identification (as in most conventional Hollywood films) but rather a more complex and imaginative experience. It is through this experience, I suggest, that we can begin to get closer to the other kinds of worlds towards which the thoughts and experiences of Malick’s characters gesture.


      At the end of Days of Heaven, a character known as the Farmer (played by Sam Shepard) is killed by Bill (Richard Gere). The Farmer’s death is anticipated by the narrative flow; we know, very early, that he is sick (a doctor tells him he has maybe a year to live; later, he writhes on a bed, in pain). However, the event, when it finally does occur, happens in an unexpected manner, for it results through an act of self-defense after Bill’s own life is suddenly threatened. At the moment of the Farmer’s death, which begins with a shot of the character lying prostrate on the ground, we briefly assume what one could loosely describe as his perspective through a point-of-view shot, as the Farmer gazes at a group of horses which stand against a smoke-filled horizon. Or is this, in fact, his gaze after all? The composition of the shot is exacting and is yet another example of the apocalyptic motifs that pattern the film as a whole; in fact, because the composition is so careful and precise, the shot becomes an example of what is called “free indirect discourse” in cinema, a moment in a film in which a character’s perspective becomes mixed with the filmmaker’s own.10 Yet there is another—and in this sequence at least, more pressing—reason why a slippage exists between viewer, camera, and character perspective, because when the film cuts back to the Farmer after showing us what he sees as he dies, the Farmer is already dead. As Garrett Stewart has suggested in his own reading of the film, “For at some indeterminable (invisible) point of transition, this sustained POV shot has surrendered—it turns out in immediate retrospect—any point of consciousness from which it can originate. When we cut back to [the Farmer’s] looking rather than his last view, the dying and now dead man is seen supine and sightless.”11 Because of his death the very idea that the shot communicates a “point of view” is complicated: the humanly embodied perspective in this sequence slips away at the moment of death, an explicit sign that the viewer’s own perception is not fully conterminous with the character’s. Yet although the character’s presence in this sequence soon becomes an absence, that temporary presence at least guarantees that what we see is not fully conterminous with the camera, either, since the editing strategy in the sequence provides one temporary point of human origin for the perspective of the horses.


      This is one particularly salient example of how Malick repeatedly insists on the perspectival and expressive differences that exist among the camera, viewer, and character (and, indeed, auteur). This moment also allows us to press further an exploration of how characters function relatively autonomously from the forward movement of Malick’s historical narrative structures, even as that forward movement seems to surpass them in their death. As Sobchack writes (in ways that evoke the moment of the Farmer’s death in Days of Heaven just described): “In conventional semiotic terms, the lived-body is the signifier of intentionality, but it is so only in its action as an existence that intends, only in its activity of signifying. (A dead body is a signifier that has lost its signified: the power to signify).”12 The point here is that Malick’s characters possess a power to signify relatively autonomously from the camera’s (and the viewer’s) perceptual and expressive capabilities (and autonomously from the narrative structure that orders the various perceptions and expressions of the filmmaker and the camera), even as they come to co-mingle with one another at certain moments in the film experience. This means that Malick’s films do not simply provide us with a window onto clear character psychology. His work avoids the conventional focus on motivation and goal accomplishment that is characteristic of Hollywood narratives. What his films repeatedly insist upon are not the psychologies of their characters and the viewer’s capability to always “identify” with them but rather the independent power the characters have to signify the meaning of their experiences. Further, this signification can only be recouped in the viewer’s experience by acknowledging the difference between character and viewer; there is a slippage—an unavoidable incompleteness—that will always exist when the critic attempts to write about what a character has in fact experienced in a given film. Although the death of the Farmer is a salient example of how a character’s powers of perception and expression (and the loss of those powers) are ultimately autonomous from that of the viewer and the camera, it points in a larger sense to how these autonomous powers of signification function throughout Malick’s oeuvre.


      Leo Bersani and Ulysse Dutoit have emphasized a similar point in their discussion of The Thin Red Line. Pointing out Malick’s refusal to communicate to the viewer the precise psychological constitution of a particular character, the authors discuss the way various means of expressivity—whether this be in the form of facial expression, the content of what is said, or other gestures of an actor’s performance and the director’s recording of that performance—register what characters perceive. This is a registration that in turn invites our own act of meaning-making. As Bersani and Dutoit write:


      Malick’s camera uses the close-up as a way of giving a face to the particularities of its own point of view. It shows the imprint of the act of looking on the subject of the looking. Very often this close-up is unaccompanied by speech; we see the filmed subject merely looking. Characters thus become multiple cameras within the film, cameras whose points of view, however, are not mediated by the organisation of the objects they are “filming” but are rather directly visible on the registering instrument itself, on the face. This gives to the faces of The Thin Red Line a unique kind of expressiveness. While they do communicate some easily identifiable feelings . . . they are not primarily psychologically expressive. They are strongly individuated, but not on the basis of personality; rather, they individuate the different worlds we see them registering.13


      Bersani and Dutoit’s metaphorical description of characters as “cameras” suggests, in the context of this chapter, the ways in which both character and camera register distinctive viewpoints of the world. Through each we glimpse the possibility of a different world. Both film style and character viewpoint suggest the ways contingent perspectives in Malick’s films resist the forward movement of the narrative structure containing them and any sense of the “film world” as single and whole, as in Frampton’s schema. And yet the perspectives of camera and character in Malick remain distinct from one another—they remain “others”—insofar as the film’s camera is able to give the viewer a privileged look into the expressiveness of characters unable, of course, to see themselves perceiving. (Mirrors are typically absent in Malick’s work, and even when they do appear his compositions tend to complicate the ways in which characters engage with them).14 In perceiving what a character’s face registers (rather than wholly suturing ourselves into what, exactly, it is that the character perceives and how exactly the character feels and thinks in regards to that perception), Malick’s films invite us to make meaning of what it is of the world these faces express—and the desires for new worlds that often lie at the bottom of these expressions. What these expressions register may be at odds with the forward movement of the historical narratives and the present filmic “worlds” that house them. They remind us that other worlds could have been imagined, that history could have happened otherwise.


      This idea justifies Bersani’s and Dutoit’s emphasis on performance style; in discussing The Thin Red Line, the authors compare the eyes-wide-open facial expressiveness of Jim Caviezel’s Witt, which they liken to a camera with its aperture wide open, to Sean Penn’s character Welsh, whose squinting eyes are like a camera closing its aperture to receive less light into its lens. But the fictional human beings enacted by Malick’s performers are understood only partially. This is because viewers always understand them from without rather than from within. Malick’s films give us only glimpses of viewpoints that do not reveal an already articulated, finalized subjectivity from which the world is understood. The subjectivity of characters remains an open question throughout Malick’s work, not because the characters do not possess subjectivities (they are always in their own process of becoming), but rather because the camera, the filmmaker, and the viewer do not wholly possess them in their own independent acts of perceiving and expressing. Instead, viewing what Malick’s characters register and express of the world presses us to respond in turn with our own acts of meaning-making in dialogue with these perspectives. When framed in this light, performance itself becomes another way in which the local effects of film style (what narratologists call the syuzhet) are never totally subsumable to the more abstract machinations of narrative form (the fabula).15 How, for example, will Malick’s viewer reconcile Witt’s open view of the world with Welsh’s insistence that the world is closed, unavailable to the acts of human agents, when the film itself, by remaining impartial, suggests that both viewpoints may be equally valid? And can the viewer reconcile these positions as consistent given that each character betrays other contradictory aspects of interiority at later moments in the film? Engaging with characters is only one node in our experience of any Malick film (and each film poses different kinds and qualities of engagement), wherein engaging with the camera’s own ways of moving and seeing the world is also a crucial part of the dialogue.


      Our performance of philosophy, then, comes alive when it is attuned to the performances of Malick’s actors and to the emotional strivings of the characters; we refrain from simply summarizing plot and dialogue in order to advance an illustrative philosophical argument when we give pride of place to the rhythms of performance itself—those rhythms that suggest, indeed, that different ways of thinking through and living in the experiential frame of the filmic world might exist. In describing performance (and the various other stylistic ways film “character” becomes manifest in an experience of cinema), we are not simply summarizing but are rather reviewing films in the context of our analysis and conceptualizations. As Lesley Stern and George Kouvaros have suggested in their discussion of film performance,


      description [of performance] is a question of how to bring into existence, how, in the course of analysis, to evoke for a reader that lost object . . . Ideally we would like to write in such a way as to bring the film into imaginative being for the reader, so that she views it in the process of reading. In reading she becomes a film viewer. But we would also like to offer a persuasive interpretation based on attentiveness to the object, on detailed and accurate rendition.16


      In performative philosophical writing that is attuned to the rhythms, movements, and textures of the filmic world, the film object itself is given a palpable presence. As the writer advances a philosophical argument in relation to a film—or in relation to the arch of an entire oeuvre—the difference of the object itself, and the subsequent difference of the lives it animates, intervenes in the thinker’s work, contributing sense to the words presently on the page. At the same time, too, if the critic should succeed at the task of description, the transcribed presence of key sequences from the film object also has the potential to give sense to other possible conceptualizations that might arise in the reader’s mind (and that aren’t on the page, exactly), as the transcribed filmic flow passes across her consciousness. This is, I suspect, a fair definition of what constitutes an “open-ended” form of argumentative writing about the meaning of particular films—one that seeks to persuade its readers but at the same time remains attuned to its object of study so as to give that object autonomous life in text, even as the words of a very particular argument unfold. Malick’s cinema, in giving unique voice to its characters’ views of the world, is, in a sense, already one step ahead of us in this dialogical interplay between hermeneutical meaning and filmic sense.


      World and Worlding, Earth and Striving


      Just as Vivian Sobchack’s theory of cinema is informed by the tradition of existential phenomenology, one may infer related philosophical concerns underpinning Malick’s approach to creating cinematic characters and film worlds. A teacher of philosophy and student of Stanley Cavell prior to his entrance into the cinema, Malick also produced a translation of philosophical and, in retrospect, film-historical importance during that period: the 1969 edition of Martin Heidegger’s vom Wesen des Grundes (The Essence of Reasons), a translation of a text originally published in 1929. The existence of this book is a fact often noted in scholarship on the director, but it is rarely employed as part of a reading strategy (although Heidegger’s other writings are frequently invoked in work on Malick). Heidegger’s thinking—which in this essay will be gleaned from Malick’s translation of Reasons as well as Heidegger’s later essay on artwork, “On the Origin of the Work of Art”—offers concepts that suggest links between the philosopher’s version of existential phenomenology and Sobchack’s later theory of film experience. Certain concepts from The Essence of Reasons and the artwork essay will be shown to form the philosophical ground from which our own indeterminate engagements with Malick’s characters—and their own encounters with Malick’s film worlds—might begin to take flight. Malick’s films, in turn, might teach us something about how to use Heidegger. As Robert Sinnerbrink has suggested, “the relationship between Malick and Heidegger”—or indeed between Malick and any philosopher or film theorist—”should remain a question” that informs, rather than determines, an experience of his films.17


      Perhaps the most striking aspect of Heidegger’s concept of “world” is the extent to which it pivots around world as an active verb, rather than a noun. In the essay “On the Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger famously considers, as two instances of the historical phenomenon of art, a Greek temple and Van Gogh’s painting of a peasant’s pair of shoes. The philosopher suggests that the truth of the temple and the world of the Greeks, as well as the truth of the shoes and the peasant’s world, far from having been objectively and exhaustively mastered by the Greek architects or the qualities of Van Gogh’s visual composition, function in ongoing and revelatory ways. Heidegger writes:


      Truth happens in the temple’s standing where it is. This does not mean that something is correctly represented and rendered here, but that what is as a whole is brought into unconcealedness and held therein. To hold (halten) originally means to tend, keep, take care (hüten). Truth happens in Van Gogh’s painting. This does not mean that something is correctly portrayed, but rather that in the revelation of the equipmental being of the shoes, that which is as a whole—world and earth in their counterplay—attaints to unconcealedness.18


      Heidegger’s concept of the “world” of the artwork is neither representational nor precisely aesthetic. His concern is not whether the world of the peasant has been “correctly” depicted according to the current measure of sociological or historiographical knowledge regarding the actual peasants whose lives Van Gogh implied in his depiction of the shoes. Neither is Heidegger interested in aesthetics, at least insofar as aesthetics refers to an experience informed by knowledge of the historically prevailing formal and stylistic laws of a given artistic domain. Instead, Heidegger is intrigued not by some knowledge that precedes the existence of the artwork but rather with how truth happens in the historically situated work of art (and we may regard an artwork as historically situated so long as it continues to offer a vital experiential frame for at least a segment of humanity at a moment in and across history). As R. Raj Singh points out, it is the existence of the historical artwork “which attains and sustains around itself a unity of paths and relations . . . The world is described as a unity of various basic directions and relations which grants definition to human realities . . . The openness that governs all significances and defines all relations is the world.”19 It is the open, ongoing, and indeterminate relationship with the artwork, rather than an objective knowledge about the aesthetic object that has already been established, that intrigues Heidegger.


      It is crucial for Heidegger, then, that the “world” of the artwork, and indeed of humanity itself, be regarded not as an objective, already existing entity. The world does exist objectively, in a sense, describable through scientific means of measurement. Likewise, the artwork also offers a “unity of paths and relations,” the contours of which may be objectively described (through formalism, for example, which in film studies has been most saliently represented by the neoformalist paradigm).20 However, the meaning that might be generated through these paths and relations—a meaning that claims a world—is held forth as an “openness” that is encountered every time a historically situated self encounters a work of art. Heidegger’s curious phrase the world worlds, familiar from Being and Time and also present in the artwork essay, gestures towards this idea. “The world worlds,” Heidegger writes, “and is more fully in being than the tangible and perceptible realm in which we believe ourselves to be at home.”21 In turn, the “worlding” of the world—the revelation of a meaningful world through the activity of the interpreting, historically situated self in relation to the interpretable, historically situated artwork—is the counterpole of what Heidegger calls earth, which is world concealed, or the discursively generated world existing only in a state of as-yet-unarticulated potential. “Earth” is the potential inherent in all material, sensual reality, that which forms the ground for meaningful human existence. In the creation of the artwork, material is used, but as Heidegger suggests, it is never used up: the special quality of the poetic artwork is that it lets us engage with the luminous sensuality of materiality (“earth”) at the very same time as it becomes a “world.” This is what allows the process of worlding to remain ongoing: sensuous earth never settles into rigidly constituted world. (As Heidegger discusses in another essay, to exhaustively master earth under the sign of a world would result in enframing, wherein the ongoing potential of earth is concealed through instrumental objectivity. This is the danger of all formalisms).22 The interplay continues every time the art work is confronted by a self.


      What is the cinema’s earth, its materiality? The traditional arts have their own kind of “earth” that they “set up,” to use another Heideggerian phrase, through the work of the art object. As Heidegger says, “To be sure, the sculptor uses stone just as the mason uses it, in his own way. But he does not use it up . . . the painter also uses pigment, but in such a way that color is not used up but rather only now comes to shine forth.”23 In terms of film, it may be useful to confront the question of its “earth,” or potential, through those constitutive compositional properties of the medium that do not function exclusively as vehicles for narrative information. The “invisible style” of most classical narrative films tends to efface both the saliency of directorial poetic choices as well as the materiality of the film image (whether in its celluloid or digital forms) in favor of using film as a vehicle for efficiently communicated narrative information. Such films do not explore the spatial and temporal phenomenological richness that, as Sobchack has shown us, is always a possibility in films. In Heidegger’s terms, the sort of cinema that wholly reduces image and sound to the vehicles of narrative information constitutes a world without earth, a world enframed, a “using up” of image; to extend his metaphor further, it is a cinema of masonry rather than sculpture. In poetic cinema, however, while stories are frequently still told, the tight join that binds narrative to image and sound is loosened. The shape of a film’s sound and vision may continue to cue us to recognize important narrative events and their development, but the “earth” of the cinema—its grounding in the sensuous luminosity of the unfolding projection of the celluloid strip or the digital display of the video disc—shines forth in a rather more indeterminate manner. Whereas many films want to show us an objectively constituted and already imagined world (hence the frequently unsympathetic comparison of literature to cinema, wherein the former supposedly allows more imaginative space for the reader), poetic cinema reminds us that viewers still have the power to imagine—to “world”—a world.


      The sequence from The New World discussed earlier in this chapter is one moment in which a Malick character, awash in the affective luminosity of the earth, strives to voice—to “world”—meaning. Indeed, the water Captain John Smith and his cohorts travel on towards the forest offers a path away from the European colonizers, who project the already-worlded world of Europe onto the earthy American landscape. Smith envisions a better world, and his rapturous encounter with Pocahontas and the Powhatan tribe offers the potential of a new worlding. All of Malick’s films, however, feature sequences in which characters attempt to shape new meaning out of the sensual design of Malick’s poetic cinema.


      One sequence in Badlands offers a particularly telling example of both character’s and viewer’s confrontation with Malick’s filmic worlds. Holly, enjoying a respite from her journey with the serial killer Kit, looks into her father’s stereopticon, a proto-cinematic device for the display of alternating images. This is one of the few childhood possessions this young girl has brought with her. The images she views are vistas of various historical spaces and times, some of them easier to date than others: the Sphinx, a steamboat in a lake, a mother with child, several Victorian women, and a large family gathering in front of a house. Viewed in series, there is no already articulated causal connection between this set of images; the stereopticon tells no precise story. Holly herself voices the meaning of these paratactic images, however, in a way that is not unlike our own thinking alongside Malick’s films.24 As she looks at the images, we hear Holly say (as she looks back at this moment retrospectively, a doubling of the spectatorship we see within the film frame itself) the following words: “It hit me that I was just this little girl, born in Texas, whose father was a sign painter, who had only just so many years to live. It sent a chill down my spine, and I thought, where would I be this very moment if Kit had never met me? Or killed anybody? This very moment.” Holly reaches a level of self-consciousness at “this very moment”—a moment she steals away from both Kit’s murderous journey and the forward thrust of the narrative’s gradual development—that is hardly even glimpsed elsewhere in her narration. As Barbara Brickman has suggested, “In this one small interlude, we see the female teen simultaneously as spectator and as storyteller.”25 Simultaneously, too, Malick shows us both the material earth (the stereopticon and its images) and the immaterial world (the significance Holly gives to what she sees) without effacing one or the other. Earth enables world, but world does not erase earth. In turn, Malick’s film itself echoes Holly’s stereopticon; the photographs Holly animates through this proto-cinematic device remind us of the material of the film medium itself, prompting us to recognize the materiality that always underpins our worlding of interpretive discourse upon watching a film.


      Days of Heaven includes a similar sequence in which a young female narrator encounters an experiential frame that might enable her to express a world. While Holly’s viewing occurs through an old, pre-cinematic technology, Linda sees the moving image in the form of Charlie Chaplin’s film The Immigrant (1917). Linda is the sister of Bill, who travels to the Texas Panhandle with his lover, Abby, in the hopes of finding the wealth and success that has remained elusive through the backbreaking labor that has defined their lives. After Abby begins an affair with a landowner known to us as the Farmer—she and Bill all the while clandestinely masking their relationship with one another—a brief respite (the “days of heaven” of the title) from their alienated labor becomes possible. The exhibition context in which young Linda views The Immigrant is a traveling circus that has crashed on the Farmer’s land during these leisurely and short-lived “days,” and it evokes earlier practices of cinema exhibition when films were often projected as one component of vaudeville performances. In this context, the tactile, immediate qualities of particular images in the Chaplin film are emphasized over the classical narrative cinema’s standardized regulation of sensuous experience. Chaplin’s film here becomes part of Linda’s larger haptic experience with the surrounding environment: more than any other character in the film, and even more than Holly throughout much of Badlands (whose interpretive efforts begin and end with her viewing of the stereopticon), Linda is sensitive to the earth that surrounds her.


      Chaplin’s comedy, of course, is also a story, one of an immigrant facing poverty and subjected to a social hierarchy of power (echoing, in some respects, Linda’s own life story). Yet in Days of Heaven, as Linda watches the film, what Malick emphasizes is not Chaplin’s narrative (which would be only partially clear to the spectator of Days of Heaven who had not seen The Immigrant previously) but rather a fleeting series of images impressed upon his young narrator. The first of these is an image of Chaplin’s Tramp looking at the Statue of Liberty (seen in an eyeline match in the second image) while standing on a boat of immigrants coming to American shores for the first time. In the third image, the police tie a group of immigrants together with a rope, effectively canceling out the symbol of liberty glimpsed in the previous image. What is striking about the second image in particular is the startling appearance of a silhouetted human hand, emerging from within the diegesis of Days of Heaven, pointing at the Statue of Liberty in Chaplin’s film (as if to say that the events plotted in Chaplin’s film—perhaps even American history itself—might be undone with the intervention of the spectator’s involvement, here expressed in the most physical of terms). Malick does not suggest what The Immigrant means to his characters but insists only on the way in which it moves them to involve themselves with the cinema screen. And while Linda remains in silent awe while viewing Chaplin’s film, her confrontation with the medium nonetheless remains quietly powerful, as Malick’s use of a quick track-in shot on the young girl emphasizes the impact the film has on her.


      To some extent, what Linda makes of this imagery is a question answered during other moments of the film, as Linda voices her interpretation of the sensuous earth surrounding her. Her viewing of this world thus also parallels that of the viewer of Malick’s film, whose rapturous experience of the tactility and immediacy of the sensuous imagery in Days of Heaven is inflected by Linda’s voice-over throughout, particularly in those sequences in which her voice-over creatively interprets some aspect of the physical or natural world in defamiliarizing ways. This is a talent she shares with Chaplin himself. Later, enjoying another moment of respite from backbreaking work, she lowers her ear to the ground and suggests that she might one day become a “mud doctor,” certainly a more creative occupation than the alienated labor available to her in social world of the diegesis. In watching Linda make new imaginative use out of the dirt, one is here reminded also of Chaplin’s own ability to make the familiar objects of everyday reality “strange,” as in the famous sequence in The Gold Rush (1925) in which a pair of dinner rolls become, in Chaplin’s creative pantomime, dance shoes. Likewise, we are elsewhere occasionally reminded also of failures to make new worlds in Malick’s work, such as the pathetic stone statue that Kit, who is not privileged with a voice-over in the narrative, assembles prior to his capture at the climax of Badlands. The stones—unlike Holly’s use of the stereopticon and Linda’s creative appropriation of the landscape—never come alive in Kit’s thinking. They instead form a mute testament to his ongoing inability to express significance, which has led to his recourse to violence.


      Both Holly and Linda, like Chaplin throughout his oeuvre, open up a world through their creative interpretation of the earth. Their expressive creativity forms a potential intervention—a new worlding—into the already worlded world that surrounds them. But unlike classical voice-over narrators, who work to clarify aspects of narrative or character psychology for the viewer, and unlike Chaplin, whose graceful and theatrical appropriation of objects comprises the primary attraction in viewing his films, Malick’s characters do not hold together or settle the meaning of imagery or efface its ongoing sensuous presence in our own experience. If anything, the interpretive work of Linda and Holly—and the multiple narrators of Malick’s later films—far from “using up” the sensuous materiality of Malick’s images, make this sensuousness stand forth even more luminously. In this respect, Malick’s narrators embody the quality of striving that Heidegger discusses in the artwork essay. Existing not as mute, dumb material, nor as an objectively enframed fictional world that might be clinically analyzed, the experiential frame of Malick’s films makes possible a striving wherein, as Heidegger puts it, the “work-being of the work consists in the fighting of the battle between world and earth.”26 In other words, artworks exist for Heidegger in a state of phenomenological aliveness and productive temporal tension. They exist not to settle questions of Being for us but to open up those questions and to dynamically set in motion an interplay between the sensuous material of the cinema and its potential philosophical significance.


      Voicing Strife


      The use of first-person voice-over offers a particularly vibrant point of entry into the dynamic and interpretively contested world of the films. Before we can even get our spatial bearings in The New World, for example, the film’s first shot introduces the voice of Pocahontas praying to her Earth Mother, her arms upheld against the blue sky—as iconic and spiritual an image of existential striving as exists in this, or any other, director’s oeuvre. However, the poetics of the voice in Malick does not ultimately serve to represent Heidegger’s notion of “striving” in pictorial terms that might be described through formalist terminology. Striving instead ultimately functions in Malick’s cinema as the interplay between an audible voice-over that makes an interpretive claim about the world viewed and the visible filmic world itself, a world that may or may not bend to the interpreter’s will. Striving in Malick is thus a drama largely played out in the relationship between the first-person voice-overs and the diegetic world of the films (although the drama, of course, extends to the spectator’s own heightened experience of Malick’s film poetry).


      In this sense, the voices of Malick’s first-person narrators tend more towards Michel Chion’s notion of the semi-acousmêtre, or the not-yet-seen-voice which is unmoored in subjectivity.27 Chion suggests that in most narrative cinema, “there are not all the sounds including the human voice. There are voices, and then everything else. In other words, in every audio mix, the presence of a human voice instantly sets up a hierarchy of perception . . . the presence of a human voice structures the sonic space that contains it [italics Chion’s].”28 In most films, the voice is situated in the body of the character and emerges from conventional dialogue scenes; such visual-aural matching ensures that we take what we see on the screen as finalized, aesthetically organized phenomena that the film as image-producing apparatus has already mastered. The voice-over (or, to use Chion’s word, acousmêtre), on the other hand, unmoors itself from the body from which the voice emanates and thus has more widely variegated powers to either enhance, or disturb, our epistemological mastery of the film’s visual track.


      Chion has termed the omniscient voice the acousmêtre, the “not-yet-seen” voice. For Chion, the purest sort of acousmêtre is this voice that never appears in the diegetic world or the film frame. Bodiless, unmoored in the contingent realm of reality, this kind of voice—present in films Chion uses as examples, such as The Testament of Dr. Mabuse (Fritz Lang, 1933), The Saga of Anatahan (Josef von Sternberg, 1953), and The Fog (John Carpenter, 1980)—masters the visual world that it is heard to author. In Chion’s words, it possesses “the ability to be everywhere, to see all, to know all, and to have complete power . . . ubiquity, panopticism, omniscience, and omnipotence . . . The acousmêtre is everywhere, its voice comes from an immaterial and non-localized body, and it seems that no obstacle can stop it.”29 The acousmêtre figures the voice as complicit with standardized cinema’s attempts at visual mastery (or enframing) and complements this mastery with linguistic knowledge moored in a subject whose Being is never called into question. Malick’s narrators, however, do not possess the full power of the acousmêtre; they fall in a second category mentioned above, “semi-acousmêtres,” Chion’s phrase for a voice-over which cannot fully master what is seen. This is because they are not masterful subjects; Malick’s characters are instead on a journey towards becoming subjects, and it is in their voiced articulation of meaning that their subjectivity begins to find expression.


      In some cases, these expressions work in and against limits. In Badlands, from the very first frames of the film depicting the character in her bedroom playing with her dog, Holly’s voice-over is associated with a body that we can see and, furthermore, a body that has already been disciplined by the space of the family home within the fictional world. There is, however, a temporal disjunction between what we see of Holly and what we hear, given that she narrates the events seen in the film from some unknown point in the near future. The gap between visible reality and voiced, retrospective meaning in Malick’s films generates thematic ambiguity rather than epistemological certainty, because Holly still possesses the potential to become something other than what her social milieu has hitherto allowed her to be. On the soundtrack, Holly’s first voice-over begins to tell us of her past: that her father kept her parents’ wedding cake in the refrigerator for a decade (or “ten whole years,” as she endearingly tells us) prior to the death of her mother and that he only threw it out upon burying his wife (“after the funeral he gave it to the yardman”). This bizarre detail seems significant, a clue to the character of the father (as is the subsequent detail, that the father “could never be consoled by the little stranger he found in his house,” the little stranger being Holly herself) and yet the viewer of Badlands will never know her father very well. Perhaps Holly herself lacks knowledge of her emotionally distant father, but Holly herself often remains an enigma to us, and thus the precise meaning of her relationship with her father also remains opaque. As the stereopticon sequence later in the film shows, Holly’s own past gradually becomes a question for her (rather than a naturalized part of her quotidian experience), and those moments of her voice-over narration that tend towards introspection suggest a striving toward self-understanding, an interplay between embodied existence and worlded significance.


      In this respect, Malick does not represent the striving of Holly, or any of the other characters in his films, as an existential struggle that is resolved through the completion of the plot. He instead sets in motion an interplay between voice and visible world that is not settled by the conclusion of the film’s narrative but remains ongoing in the viewer’s experience.


      A close look at the opening sequence from The Thin Red Line will push our sense of the relationship between the meanings Malick’s characters voice and Heidegger’s notion of striving further. After a brief title sequence, The Thin Red Line opens with the image of an alligator descending into the water. The camera, tilted at a slight high angle, moves closer to the alligator, at first tracking the forward movement of its descent and then lingering for a few seconds, after it is submerged under the water, on a layer of floating moss and the remaining ripples and swirls on the water’s surface. This opening shot’s emphasis on downward movement is inverted in the next two images, the first of the trunk of a tree and shafts of light shining on the ground in front of it (the mise en scène guides our eye upward through the light, which reminds us of the sky above, out of frame), while the second is aimed upwards at the sky’s light cutting through the tree’s leaves. These three shots outline a stylistic and thematic pattern that recurs throughout the film. At times The Thin Red Line will keep us firmly on the ground, near the depths towards which the alligator in the opening image submerges itself, concerned with the material, embodied experience of its soldiers. (Certain of the soldiers will express a worldview that would keep us firmly on the ground, too, for some come to express that war makes them feel like nothing more than material, or “just dirt,” as one unnamed character terms it). Apart from a brief glance at a military map of the Guadalcanal wielded by a general early in the narrative, the film gives us no cartographic mastery of the land these soldiers traverse; most of the time we know only as much as they do. Yet at other times—in a way that the second and third shots discussed above indicate—both the film and certain characters within it express a yearning for something above and beyond this earthly realm but which might nevertheless help explain their immediate experience of war.


      These images of nature also introduce an equally important motif that reverberates throughout the film, the motif of interpretation itself. In the third shot discussed above, the camera’s gaze towards the sky is coupled by a voice-over. Many critics, in their search for a central protagonist who would make the film seem more conventional than it really is, mistakenly attribute this voice to the character of Witt, who will be introduced to the film shortly after this sequence. However, the voice actually belongs to a soldier named Train, played by John Dee Smith, who does not appear on the film’s visual track for another 15 minutes. As a character, we will never know him very well. “What’s this war at the heart of nature?” Train asks on the soundtrack. “Why does nature vie with itself? The land contend with the sea?” In rhyme with this voice, posing at once both a question and an implicit interpretation of nature’s significance (the voice apparently believes in a war in nature), Malick presents us with a fourth shot, again of a tree, with a vine wrapped tightly around it, filmed by the camera in a high-angle shot that tilts further upward. It would appear as if Train’s implicit interpretation of nature is affirmed on the film’s visual track with this image of vine and tree in conflict, in war. Yet it is better to say, in fact, that what the film is affirming is only the validity of his question. Yes, war—or something we would like to name war—would appear to emerge from nature, as we see in this image of a vine choking a tree. But is it nature naming war, or us?


      It appears, Malick’s first shots seem to be telling us, that Train’s is a question worth asking; nothing in what he says is necessarily refuted in the images on the screen. The images, however, while affirming the validity of the question, do nothing to provide closure to it through an answer. A distance exists between our language and the space of nature—and indeed the experiential space of the film world itself—for as the film’s next three hours will repeatedly remind us, Train’s question and the assumptions contained within it can only be asked of nature, never answered by it. The earth, to return to Heidegger’s concept, offers only the potential of a world for Malick’s characters; it is through their striving that the characters must unconceal a world, to perform the work of aletheia (a knowing that, for the Greeks, is the revelatory “uncovering of beings,” in Heidegger’s phrasing).30 In this way, The Thin Red Line serves not simply to illustrate or depict Heidegger’s concept of striving; it opens up the potential of strife within the experience of both character and viewer, in this case in terms that prompt us to query the nature and source of evil.


      Leo Bersani and Ulysse Dutoit have recognized this relation of the film’s voice-overs to its presentation of nature (and indeed to all the phenomena into which the voices inquire), writing that “the film’s response [to the questions posed through the voice-overs] will be non-discursive. Language raises questions which, Malick’s film suggests, language may be inherently unable to answer.”31 It would appear that the characters themselves understand this. Even if their striving is never settled, some at least reach a point of accepting the fact that striving is necessary for meaningful human existence. Near the end of the film, Train’s voice appears again on the sound track. This time he does not read nature as a parallel to war. Instead, he affirms that his voicing of meaning is a subjective projection and that earth remains in play even as an individual attempts to world its meaning. “One man looks at a dying bird and sees nothing but unanswered pain,” Train’s voice tells us. “Another man sees that same bird and feels the glory—feels something smiling through it.” Train’s voice-over here reminds us that while we may always be born into a worlded world (like the newborn bird seen earlier in the film, struggling to walk on a terrain it does not know), our experience of nature need not be burdened with already articulated symbolic meaning. In other words, we can never reach a point where nature’s mystery is foreclosed—finally worlded—by human experience. Earth is, rather, open to multiple readings, or our own expressions of a world. Train’s lines here summarize, perhaps more than any other single moment in Malick’s cinema, the unique interplay of earth and world—the striving—that exists in each individual’s attempt to interpret sensuous experience.


      If striving is the struggle to world a world, the very title of Malick’s most recent film, The New World, suggests fulfillment in this task rather than ongoing strife. What is most striking about the connection Smith and Pocahontas develop in the first act of the film is that their attempt to forge a new world through their relationship hardly appears to be a struggle at all. In the sequences depicting the beginning of Smith’s and Pocahontas’s rapturous relationship, landscape and character seem joined in ecstatic sublimity and contemplative reverie. Smith’s voice-over in these scenes, however, not only recalls his vision of democracy projected towards the American landscape earlier in the film but also frames the essence of the Powhatan tribe, and Pocahontas herself, in rigid and rather patronizing terms:


      They are gentle, loving, faithful, lacking in all guile and trickery. The words denoting lying, deceit, greed, envy, slander, and forgiveness have never been heard. They have no jealousy. No sense of possession. Real. What I thought a dream.


      In the extended cut of the film, released on DVD in North America in late 2008, Malick emphasizes this idealization of the Powhatan as an extension of Smith’s desire to erase his old identity as a scoundrel (and perhaps erase also the less than ideal motivations of European colonialism). The director adds a voice-over in which Smith tells us that his lyrical tryst with Pocahontas functions as personal redemption: “They trust me as a brother. I, who was a pirate who lived to steal what I could. I am a free man now.” As Lloyd Michaels points out, the sequence, in all three available cuts of the film, depicts Smith’s and Pocahontas’s love in a “montage of close-ups (relatively rare in Malick’s cinema) without any dialogue,” registering “the progress of their intense love, consecrated by the surrounding splendor of nature.” 32 Scored to the sweeping music of Wagner’s Das Rheingold overture (which appears at several different junctures in the film), it is almost as if Malick and his characters have established a “new world” that the human figures in all of his previous films have struggled to find. The first-person voice-overs of both Smith and Pocahontas complement this idea, speaking as they do in assertive and singular terms rather than inquisitive and fractured ones. At one point Pocahontas intones, “Two no more. One.” At another Smith says, “There is only this. All else is unreal.”


      But as soon as this mythical romance ends, the question of its potentially illusive nature begins. The voice-overs in the film, sure of meaning in the first act, become more inquisitive and unsettled later on. Throughout the second half of the film, both Smith and Pocahontas question the reality of the love they have experienced. Malick’s extended cut makes this idea particularly salient. During their second meeting—a short interlude during one of Smith’s envois with native traders—Pocahontas speaks in a fragmented voice-over paired on the visual track with images of her and Smith enjoying each other’s presence in the wilderness: “True . . . shut your eyes. Is this the man I loved . . . there . . . so long? A ghost. Come. Where are you, my love?” One of the most acousmatic properties of the film is that Pocahontas begins speaking English in her voice-over before she learns any substantial portion of the language within the diegesis, and certainly that rupture is felt to no greater effect than in this sequence. Her voice, owing to the fact that it does not temporally match with the images we see, suggests that Pocahontas herself is not so much a participant in as a spectator of these images. Her subjectivity intervenes as a crucial component in assessing the truth of what we see. Yet like Smith’s own doubts about the veracity of what he has experienced with the Powhatan, the possibility remains that Pocahontas’s memories reflect only her own desire for a new world rather than the sure confirmation that her tryst with Smith—who she regards as something like a “ghost” as she recalls her romance with him—has indeed established that world.


      The Voice’s Opportunity


      Malick’s voices function less as sure guides for the viewer to follow through the film’s narrative, then, and more as living and breathing existential subjects who search for openings that might allow them the opportunity to voice original and creative interpretations of the world (whether this be through the retrospective narration in Badlands and Days of Heaven or the inquiries into the world that characterize the multiple voices we hear in The Thin Red Line and The New World). This search, in fact, is itself a struggle in Malick’s cinema, one that is both enabled and limited by the social worlds depicted in the films.


      No other Malick film gestures towards this idea better than The Thin Red Line. The film reflects the American army’s rigidly hierarchal structure in World War II in its imaginative use of filmic space. The soldiers in the story find themselves having to answer to the directives of their superiors, including the fiery Colonel Tall (Nick Nolte). In an early sequence, the camera’s revelation of space on the ship carrying the soldiers to the Battle of Guadalcanal enhances our idea of the army’s hierarchy of power: At once driven by its horizontal momentum across the water that collectively carries all of the men to the Guadalcanal, the ship is also a vertical structure, its various levels occupied by men of different ranks of power. In the first sequence on the ship, Nolte’s Colonel Tall stands looking across the ocean at the island, while below him Sean Penn’s Sergeant Welsh admonishes Witt (Jim Caviezel) for going AWOL. Also beneath the ship are Captain Staros (Elias Koteas) and the various men who answer to his authority, including Private Bell (Ben Chaplin). Each of these characters confronts death in a way unique to him, but the ranks of the characters, vividly embodied by the various levels of the ship that carry them to war, remind us that they do so from positions on a social hierarchy enabled by different degrees of agency.


      What is unique about Malick’s cinema, however, is its ability to insist upon this unequal social hierarchy and yet at the same time show us how characters can yearn to express meaning that might transcend the social strictures into which they have been both existentially and physically inscribed. The already-worlded social hierarchy in which Malick’s characters find themselves does not determine, and is not confirmed by, the meanings they strive to articulate. This insistence on uncertainty and indetermination is unusual for a director of historical films. Unlike characters in most historical films made in Hollywood, Malick’s characters, who all exist in vividly recreated visions of the American past, do not function to “hold together” the historical world of America through a single truth that might provide the viewer a myth for understanding the meaning of history. In Heidegger’s terms, their existences can be understood as various searches for authentic meaning (as opposed to the familiar meanings that enframe quotidian life), or an original experience that leads to meaning that did not previously exist in the world. Voiced meaning in Malick is, in other words, never socially or historically overdetermined, even as characters are ineluctably caught up with already established ways of doing and making and even as they are structured in narratives that tell stories that are in a certain sense delimited by what we already know of American history. (This is particularly true of Badlands, The Thin Red Line, and The New World, all films based, however loosely, on real events.) Instead, voicing meaning becomes for Malick’s characters the effort to imagine another world, to creatively envision how the historical world in which they find themselves might be otherwise.


      A passage from Malick’s own translation of Heidegger’s 1969 volume The Essence of Reasons offers one more tantalizing clue in our exploration of the philosophical underpinnings of Malick’s approach. It is in this text that Heidegger suggests the effort to world a world requires an opportunity:


      There is no way that being, or nature in the widest sense, might become manifest if it could not find the opportunity to enter a world. Thus we say that being can, and often does, make an entrance into a world. “Entering a world” is not an event that takes place within (or outside) the realm of being but something that “happens with” being. And this happening is the existing of Dasein which, as existing, transcends. Only if, within the totality of being, a being “is” to some greater extent because it gets involved in Dasein’s temporality can we speak of its “entering a world” having an hour and day. And being can manifest itself only if this prehistoric happening, which we call transcendence, happens, i.e., if being of the character of Being-in-the-world breaks into the entirety of being.33


      Heidegger’s concept of Dasein refers to a being-in-the-world aware of its own transience and able to give meaning and significance to its experiences in the finite amount of time it has in the world. Dasein is not a guaranteed outcome of living but rather an achievement of human beings; deriving from the capacity for choice, it results when a human being stakes out significance in and through the temporal frame of embodied existence. As such, Dasein is the product of human striving, and different social and historical contexts may enable the search for Dasein in different ways. As Heidegger shows in The Essence of Reasons, Dasein can only world another world when it finds the opportunity to do so. The “opportunity” is that concrete moment in which Heidegger’s abstract, de-embodied notion of “Being” finds its concrete, embodied “hour and day,” its luminous opportunity to make a meaning that will hold forth the earth in the possibility of making a new world.


      As Klaus Held has suggested, Heidegger conceived Dasein’s experience of time as “originally experienced time,” time that yields new significance in the experience of an individual.34 In this respect, Malick’s cinematic sense of “opportunity” offers us another way to conceive how his work is somewhat different from the usual plot-driven narrative film and perhaps move beyond the illustrative use of Dasein by other film-philosophers interested in Malick’s cinema. Events in Malick’s films are not burdened with the function of conveying the significance of shifts in narrative or character behavior, because narrative suspense is eschewed in favor of contemplative reverie, sublime rapture, and thematic ambiguity. We are given to contemplate what character action means existentially—that is, how a particular action or moment in a character’s life works to form that character’s identity—or, in keeping with Heidegger’s phrasing, how that moment allows, or perhaps does not allow, the character an opportunity to signify new meaning out of the already worlded-world. “Opportunity,” in Heidegger’s sense, comes alive in Malick’s films not as a depicted fact of the story that illustrates Heidegger’s concept. Instead, the temporal qualities of the medium, in Malick’s hands, allow for the director to poetically construct the encounter between the human being and its opportunity to recognize the meaning of its self, to find its “hour and day,” its concrete duration and phenomenal opportunity to make new meaning. Alternatively, at certain moments in the films (particularly in Badlands), the films show human beings falling short of Dasein, that is, missing their hour and their day to voice meaning (even as Malick shows that “hour and day” to us in his images and sounds). Given that Malick is working in a temporal medium, he is uniquely equipped not simply to show the actions that merely confirm the meaning in and of the social world but indeed to allow the space and time to contemplate the landscapes that form the ground for the emergence of the reasons which will justify later action and transformation of the world.


      In The Thin Red Line, the director dramatizes the experience of war—an experience that would also appear impersonal and atomizing, given not only the already mentioned fact of the army’s hierarchal social structure but also because World War II involved confrontations motivated by nationality and territory rather than individuality. Nevertheless, as Malick’s film makes clear, war is made up of individuals who exist in very particular times and spaces. Like Holly’s encounter with the stereopticon in Badlands, which offers her an opportunity to ruminate on her own past, or Linda’s retrospective narration of her experiences with her now-dead brother Bill, war offers certain characters in The Thin Red Line the concrete opportunity to contemplate the meaning of their lives and past experiences, particularly where that past involves the very question of mortality that arises in war.


      For example, early in the film Witt goes AWOL to the Melanesian islands, a brief moment of open and contemplative reverie that is in stark contrast to the rigid structure of the army and the violence of battle. In one of the sequences on the island, Witt discusses, with another soldier, the death of his mother: “I couldn’t find nothin’ beautiful or uplifting about her going back to God. I heard of people talk about immortality, but I ain’t seen it.” The flashback paired with this dialogue makes clear that its imagery is not an objective depiction of the past but rather a subjective memory of Witt’s that may have no correspondence with reality in some of its details; this memory, enabled by the opportunity to contemplate his existence that the Melanesian islands give him, is a reflection in the deepest sense of the world, given that it emerges from within the reflecting human subject (in this case Witt). It begins with a long shot of an older woman lying on a bed (who we presume to be Witt’s mother) raising her hand to a young child, while a young man (possibly Witt) sits and watches; in the background of the image, a bird hops in a cage, as blue light washes out the windows (perhaps, in Witt’s memory, this blue light functions as a synecdoche for the heaven to which he believes his mother has passed). The flashback proceeds to close-ups of the bird and of the young girl (we hear, on the soundtrack, a heartbeat that may belong to her). We never learn who this girl is; in the next image we see her embracing a young man (perhaps Witt), and in the final image the camera tilts upwards to the ceiling of the bedroom. It is at this point that the image of the bedroom fades into a superimposition of the blue ocean of the Melanesian paradise in which Witt sits.


      This brief sojourn on the Melanesian islands opens up for Witt the opportunity—”the hour and day,” presented to us by Malick in these images of a natural paradise—to reflect upon the meaning of death, a brute empirical fact of war that patriotism tells us finds its meaning in the nation but which Witt attempts to define in more personal, and original, terms. Indeed, his memories remain so personal that certain motifs in his flashback (the young girl and the bird in the cage) are never given a concrete explanation. Nevertheless, Witt’s brief opportunity to reflect on the meaning of his life colors the balance of the film, for mortality (and this “immortality” that some have told him exists) remains something Witt desires to know. In large part this desire drives his interactions with others and what he calls his “love for Charlie Company,” including his calm care for wounded soldiers and his spiritual conversations with the nihilistic Welsh. His effort throughout the rest of the film is to extend his original experience of time—his reflection on his mother’s death on the Melanesian islands and his effort to approach his own death with her sense of “calm”—into his experience of war itself.


      Does Witt succeed in this regard? Some commentators think so; Simon Critchley has suggested that Witt ultimately finds a “calm” in the face of death that eludes other characters in the film (and indeed most human beings).35 As illuminating as Critchley’s reading is, I would like to suggest that while it is possible for us to ascribe this meaning to Witt’s demise, the character’s own expression of what his death means remains a private fact that he takes with him to his end. Witt’s death, like all deaths, is ambiguous. The end of his life seems intended as a sacrifice to protect the lives, at least temporarily, of his fellow soldiers (Witt successfully leads a Japanese attack away from the rest of the company, but at the expense of his own life) and is thus a kind of social event marked by the meaning its most important participant would appear to give to it. At the same time, Witt’s is a death, like all deaths, experienced alone. It is difficult to tell if Witt even believes in the sacrifice that might grant to it a larger social meaning, given that at the moment he is shot by the Japanese soldier, he also appears to be lifting his gun as if to shoot back. Could it be that this final moment of Witt’s life is not a calm moment of sacrifice for others but a moment of doubt regarding the value of such a sacrifice or the possibility of calm in the face of death? Is Witt suddenly regretting his decision to sacrifice his own life for the life of others? And might the act of killing the Japanese soldier (it is possible to infer that Witt is in the process of attempting to do this as he is killed) in fact contradict his desire to forge a better world, one free of the violence he has fled in the film’s first sequence?


      In other words, Malick’s poetic cinema never identifies with character, even as it moves us to become close to characters through voice-overs that pierce their most intimate thoughts. Because Malick’s camera sees the world from a different perspective, it always remains at one remove from the meanings its characters ascribe to their experiences, even as the films put those experiences into motion. The meaning of Witt’s death only serves to open up the question of death for other soldiers; the film ends not with the resolution of the question of death (as something to be faced with “calm”) but rather frames it as an ongoing existential problem, the meaning of which is to be voiced anew by other characters (and, indeed, other films) when the opportunity of another “hour and day” arises. Interpretations of the film hinging on Witt’s death as a sacrificial gesture are thus too quick to read his death as providing narrative closure. Malick films Witt’s “sacrifice” with a much deeper degree of ambiguity. His death, for others, is in fact nothing more or less than the “hour and day” for other soldiers in the film to begin to make their own meaning of his life (this is why Malick does not end his film with Witt’s death but includes images and voices of other soldiers who continue to voice meaning out of the experience of war they have had). We ourselves might indeed take this opportunity to read “sacrifice” as the most legible and comforting meaning Witt’s death holds for us. But given that the experience of war is ongoing in the film (although the Battle of Guadalcanal is over at the end of the film, World War II continues), the meaning of The Thin Red Line—the meaning of World War II itself—remains unsettled.


      ***


      New worlds expressed by characters in Malick’s films are thus always precarious. Even as (indeed, because) they amplify Heidegger’s concepts of earth, world, and striving in the liminal relationships between film character and filmic world, the voiced meanings of Malick’s characters eventually give way to the possibility of different perceptions and expressions of the world. This is why the conceptual options we bring to his cinema, as I have already suggested, are never the same after our experiences of his films come to a close. And even as the endings of his films close off this experience in one sense, on the level of narrative the experience remains ongoing. At the end of Badlands, Holly is, alongside Kit, arrested and put in chains, and yet we last see her flying in an airplane in the sky, perhaps the beginning of a new adventure. The last image of Days of Heaven presents Linda walking towards the composition’s vanishing point alongside a set of train tracks that guide her towards the future. The final shot of The Thin Red Line—of a coconut sprout nestled in the water—functions as both a memorial to the voiced meanings foreclosed by death but also the ongoing effort to remember old worlds through the creation of new ones. And the elation Pocahontas (and the viewer) feels at the end of The New World is palpable; one senses that the character, who rapturously roams through a cultivated English garden with her half-Powhatan, half-English son as the sounds of Wagner wash over the film’s images, has indeed found a new world. At the same time, however, the viewer knows that the real Pocahontas is dead and that the promise of equality and democracy between and amongst natives and Europeans was not met, a failure of a brutal colonialist regime. In all of these finales, the human effort to strive is not closed down or superficially resolved by the narrative’s end. Instead, each moment again confirms how Malick’s cinema functions as an experiential and poetic frame through which the viewer may encounter the phenomenological fact of striving itself. This encounter occurs not only through the viewer’s effort of interpretation but also in watching Malick’s characters make their own efforts at shaping light, sound, and movement into philosophical significance.


      Having explored the meaning Malick’s characters strive to make in this chapter, in what remains of this book I work in greater detail on the individual films themselves. In doing so, I perform a film-philosophical analysis not only of the film worlds of Terrence Malick: I am also eager to know something more of the potential alternative understanding of the world expressed by Malick’s characters, the ways in which not only the director and his viewers, but also the human figures in his films, inflect and attempt to refigure the rhythms, movements, and spaces to which they are subject.
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      Chapter 2


      On Badlands


      


      Early in Badlands, Kit Carruthers (Martin Sheen) stands in a field of grass dotted by red flowers and met at the vanishing point by a rural horizon and a sun-burnt afternoon sky. Filmed by Malick in long shot, Kit attaches a box to a red balloon. After he lets it go in the air, the camera pans, following the balloon’s trajectory across the sky before the shot fades out. At this point, Kit’s girlfriend Holly Sargis (Sissy Spacek) becomes like another viewer of this image as she speaks about the balloon in a voice-over; but rather than bring the film’s viewer closer to this object towards which her voice intends, her words float in space, failing to intervene in any significant sense in the narrative action.1 Her voice renders Kit curiously passive, too; here Kit functions more as an image for Holly’s (retrospective) rumination than as an active, contributing participant in a present and productive relationship. She tells us detachedly that the box contains “a solemn vow” from Kit in writing that “he would always stand beside me and let nothing come between us.” Alongside this written declaration are also, Holly says, “our little tokens and things.” This moment with the balloon acknowledges that this couple’s days together are of a transient nature. Kit’s “heart was filled with longin,’” Holly says, projecting onto the placid Kit what she thinks he should be feeling here, “as we watched it drift off. Something must’ve told him that we’d never live these days of happiness again, that they were gone forever.”


      Of course, a viewer of Badlands cannot confirm if Kit actually reveals thoughts or emotions that are consistent with Holly’s in this moment, for Kit is positioned too far away in the shot, and Malick gives us no corresponding voice-over in the scene that might provide a clue to his interiority. But given what we know of Kit’s own detachment from the world elsewhere in the film, it is hard to imagine that he shares Holly’s schoolgirl romanticism. Indeed, this vision of Kit might very well be the product of Holly’s imagination, given her absence from the frame in these images and the lack of suture or analytical editing that might have stitched this image of Kit to other sequences or perspectives in the film. The shot described above begins with a few bars of George Tipton’s score for piano, somewhat like a lullaby gently “made strange,” and making palpable the malaise lying underneath Holly’s ostensibly straightforward storybook “fantasy” of Kit. It ends with a gentle fade-out, like the closing of two dreaming eyes—perhaps those of the young girl whose voice guides us into this sleepy, lazy-afternoon image. If we take seriously the idea that this image of Kit and the balloon is Holly’s fantasy of remembrance, rather than something that actually occurred in her past, it might find its place among the other images in the film after all. The idea that Holly here imagines Kit as a valiant male protector may be her own pointed answer to Kit’s request, in an earlier sequence, that the young couple smash and bloody their hands with a stone in order to memorialize their first lovemaking. In the shot with the red balloon, Kit’s banal (but still deadly) violence, as elsewhere in Badlands, is met by Holly’s insistence on an innocent (if not exactly ardent) romanticism. Their two ways of being, despite the fact that Kit and Holly are lovers, never quite reach a dialogue.


      Immediate connections between Badlands and Malick’s subsequent films emerge as this image of the red balloon is seen again, now almost 40 years after the film’s initial release. Holly’s idealized observations regarding the transient nature of her relationship with Kit—their “days of happiness”—evokes, in a different register, the title of Malick’s second (and more lyrical and ardent) film, Days of Heaven, another parable about unfulfilled dreams and romantic imaginings. Less directly, similar fleeting moments of nostalgia appear in The Thin Red Line, in those flashbacks of soldiers at war who remember loved ones back home (their memories are likely no less a fantasy, although the motivation for the fantasizing is very different). In The New World, too, a possible echo of Holly’s wishful thinking is glimpsed in the brief relationship between John Smith and Pocahontas, the fantastical and illusive quality of which animates the film’s narrative and stylistic strategies.


      But this balloon sequence also speaks more immediately to our experience of Badlands. The scene is part of a larger structure, paralleled with a later sequence in which the characters create another time capsule. Holly’s voice-over guides us into this moment, too, yet in contrast to the earlier moment just described, we remain convinced of the fundamental reality of this later scene, given that it is stitched into a sequential relationship with other images (such as a shot of Kit and Holly driving in their Cadillac against the evening sky) that establish Holly’s presence. In the third and final act, approximately 20 minutes before the end of the film—and prior to Kit’s arrest by the police for the murder of several individuals across a handful of Midwestern states—Kit collects more of their “tokens and things,” including several photographs Holly has brought along on their journey. This time, however, they do not let these tokens float away in a red balloon but rather bury them, dropping them in a time capsule that they place in the ground. While the balloon suggests the finite and fleeting nature of existence, as well as Holly’s idealized remembering of this transient moment, its vibrant red color against the bright blue sky suggests the ongoing aliveness of the objects contained in the box, a vivid phenomenal opportunity for the making of meaning that Malick’s characters let float away, above the clouds. The film’s second time capsule, however, is more final. This sequence, in fact, gives further credence to the idea that the balloon sequence—and perhaps everything up to this point—is open to re-interpretation. If there is, or was, an opportunity for meaningful self-creation for these characters, it is now located in a memorial for others besides Kit to dig up and understand (he will soon die by lethal injection for his crimes, as Holly tells us at the end of the story).


      Despite—perhaps because of—Holly’s penchant for idealizing her own past, what is striking about this film, then, is what Kit and Holly don’t explore, the opportunities for worlding a world that remain mute earth as they pass through this life. As these two characters travel across the badlands, winding their way through the delicate connective tissue that binds Malick’s images and sounds into a vibrant and—for his viewers at least—excitingly uncertain experience, Kit and Holly do not seem alive to this vibrancy. They are certainly not as alive to it as Linda will be in Days of Heaven, or Witt in The Thin Red Line, or John Smith and Pocahontas in The New World. To put it another way, it is impossible to imagine these two characters existing in Malick’s later films, for in those narratives the characters are intimately connected to the sensuous detail inscribed in Malick’s imagery. Their identities become subject to the dynamic, indeterminate change and becoming viewers themselves undergo as they sink into the moving pictures and rhythms of Malick’s films. But Kit undergoes no such change, and in Holly the potential for becoming is only rarely glimpsed, even as the opening for it seems to exist all around them.


      Consider images from the later films in contrast to the few already mentioned from Badlands. In Days of Heaven, a hand casts itself across the tips of a new wheat crop, as the body it belongs to moves through a wheat field; Kit and Holly, by contrast, cannot abandon the trappings of modern civilization during their short journey into nature. In The Thin Red Line, Witt will abscond from work and patriotic duty to cast a boat to an exotic island, a moment in a life that, despite its involvement in a war, makes time for the contemplation and interrogation of the self and its potential; Holly and Kit, meanwhile, remain attached to unproductive ideals of masculinity and femininity. And in The New World, an unexplored frontier lies just up the river, whereas the rural landscape of Badlands seems to entrap the young lovers even as Malick insists upon its (potential, unseen) beauty. The kinds of haptic, exploratory encounters with surroundings in the later Malick films are generally absent from the characters’ experiences in Badlands (compare Holly’s emotional detachment in her remembrance of Kit in the balloon sequence to the ardent flashbacks of loved ones back home in The Thin Red Line). This comparison of the characters in Badlands to Malick’s later works, of course, could not have marked a viewer’s experience of the film in the early1970s, but it is inextricably a part of the time capsule that the film, nested in the interfilmic web of Malick’s presently established oeuvre, is now.


      Of course, meaning has already been made of Badlands. Itself a time capsule of New Hollywood Cinema circa 1973, the film comes to us not only with these images (widely available now through that time capsule of celluloid, the DVD), but with a historical critical reception that has grown each time the film has been “unearthed” over the last 40 years. (This reception will be explored as this chapter proceeds.) It is also worth pointing out that Kit and Holly themselves signify something of the American past through the film we are presently watching. Badlands is very loosely based on the historical figures of Charles Starkweather, a 20-year-old drifter and dropout, and Caril Ann Fugate, his 14-year-old girlfriend—a pair who, eluding authorities across the badlands of the American Midwest, were responsible for a murder spree resulting in 11 deaths in 1958. But the plot of the film, when described abstractly, shares only superficial similarities with the actual events, and it mounts no sociological analysis. Badlands, rather than projecting a confident understanding of the events upon which it is only loosely based, is in many ways about the refusal of its characters to grapple with the meaning of their own existence. Rather than functioning as a film “about” historically existing human beings (as in the mode of the conventional Hollywood historical film), Badlands is about two characters who refuse to recognize themselves as historical players on any level. In this, the film throws into relief the nature of characters in later Malick films, who, while not thinking of themselves as grand historical actors, are more willing—if not always more able—to make sense of the phenomena and events that they encounter as actors on a historical stage.


      That Malick will be preoccupied with the concrete banality—rather than the cult-celebrity distinctiveness—of his infamous young couple is apparent enough from Holly’s own narration. Near the beginning of the film, Holly’s voice-over gestures toward the entire trajectory of the journey that is about to be dramatized on the screen, but in a rather blasé manner that betrays a lack of emotional investment in its own melodramatic content: “Little did I realize that what began in the alleys and back ways of this quiet town would end in the badlands of Montana.” Holly’s statement, beyond what it implies about her lack of sharpened sensitivity to the extraordinary events she has experienced, implies also that what the viewer is about to see on the screen is complete and that the meaning of the end of the journey is in some way connected to its beginnings. In other words, at this point Holly herself would like us to consider Badlands an epic adventure characteristic of the popular culture with which she is most familiar.


      But in Badlands the characters do not undergo the typical trajectory of the journey in the classical cinema. As the time capsule motif implies, the meaning of Holly and Kit’s experience remains far more open-ended. It is possible to regard both the balloon and the buried capsule—among the many other kinds of salient and recurring images and sounds that Malick presents throughout the film—as images that invite us to make sense of that which the characters themselves fall short of thinking through. The fact that Kit and Holly do not so much confront these images but rather abandon or avoid them (first by the flight of a balloon, then by burial) suggests the gap that marks the space between our experience of the film’s spectators and the experiences of the characters. Unusual relative to the later Malick films, our sensitivity to image and sound as viewers often seems to greatly exceed the ability and willingness of Kit and Holly to respond to the world meaningfully.


      A Journey Through Badlands


      A vaguely rebellious 20-something man, Kit, meets a 15-year-old girl, Holly; the two of them begin a romance. After Holly’s disapproving father is first confronted and then killed, by Kit, the young couple takes to the road. Their journey results in the deaths of four more individuals (or possibly six more, given that the fate of a young couple Kit shoots later in the film is left uncertain). After having become both pursued targets of the authorities and something of cultural celebrities (something which Malick, in contrast to Arthur Penn’s 1967 film Bonnie and Clyde and its focus on the relationship between violence and fame, deals with only briefly in a fabricated newsreel presented halfway through the film), Kit and Holly are eventually caught. Kit is sentenced to die by lethal injection; Holly marries the son of her defense lawyer, as she tells us in her final voice-over.


      This simple story is made strange through Malick’s narrative strategies. One of the striking qualities of Malick’s films, in contrast to both non-narrative experimental cinema and the classical Hollywood cinema, is their frequent predilection for generating disjunctive visual pairings of obliquely related narrative spaces while nevertheless implying the possible causal, emotional, and intellectual relationships that might yet be found between them. Although his editing is never severely disruptive, then, it is fundamentally discontinuous. Although more salient and poetic instances of paratactic editing will occur in Malick’s later films, such relatively autonomous images appear early in Badlands. After introducing Holly in its opening shot, Badlands pictures a series of spaces in her neighborhood that are only obliquely stitched together in the film’s creative geography. A shot of a back alley (which we will later see Kit wander through) lingers on the screen for a few seconds before a cut to a long shot of a convertible parked next to a pair of trees in front of a house. Then the film cuts to a third image of a street, shot from a perpendicular angle; soon Kit’s garbage truck will drive into the frame. Both Kit and the truck, however, instead of generating a retrospective purpose that might hold together the images following and preceding their appearance, guide us into a narrative that will introduce yet more disconnections. Indeed, the film is soon unmoored from the vehicle that would initially appear to hold it together: Kit is unable to hold his job as a garbage thrower (his apparent means of traversing the film’s narrative space is lost before it can even establish a presence), suggesting that the inability of these characters to hold together the film’s visual spaces through the surety of goal-oriented narrative action is in part the result of their underprivileged social status and economic desperation.


      Badlands did not present, in 1973, these lightly disjunctive images to audiences from out of the blue. The film emerges from a tradition of American cinema called the “lovers on the lam” film, a genre that also includes You Only Live Once (Fritz Lang, 1938), They Live by Night (Nicholas Ray, 1949), and Bonnie and Clyde. But within this tradition, Malick makes a poetic intervention that departs from the classical cinema just as it distinguishes itself from the brand of lightly modernist irony that characterized some corners of New Hollywood cinema. As part of a larger trend in American cinema in the late 1960s and early1970s, however, the narrative disjunctions of the film were not unusual (even if their poetic inflection was singular). In 1975, Thomas Elsaesser argued that a certain lineage of recent Hollywood films—usually referred to thereafter as “New Hollywood cinema”—intervened in familiar classical paradigms, by combining


      the unmotivated hero and the motif of the journey, that is, the recourse on the one hand to motivation, ready-made, highly conventionalised, and brought to the film from the outside, and on the other, the lack of corresponding motivation on the inside, on the part of the protagonist’s inner drive or palpable conflict. On the part of the director (or the community he represents), this discrepancy would appear to correspond to a kind of malaise already frequently alluded to in relation to the European cinema: the fading confidence in being able to tell a story, with a beginning, a middle, and an ending.2


      With this observation, Elsaesser notes the external reliance of New Hollywood films on key narrative tropes from the past, and at the same time an internal resistance—from the site of both the character and the director—to investing the depiction of the journey with the ideological values of earlier American films. Christian Keathley has suggested that Elsaesser’s argument, published nearly a decade before Gilles Deleuze crafted his philosophy of cinema, anticipates the philosopher’s concept of the time-image, insofar as New Hollywood films “explore a cinema predicated not on action, but on the possibilities inherent in the interval between perception and action. That is, art cinema privileges, expands, and explores the affection image.”3 Deleuze’s time-image is ultimately an image of uncertainty, a picture that is unsettled in its relationship to other shots structuring a story. As Keathley goes on to point out, the emergence of these uncertain images in America is precipitated, as in the Western European context 30 years earlier, by a historical crisis—war—”specifically, the traumatic experience of [the Vietnam] war.”4 Keathley argues that films such as Badlands were made in a cultural context especially fraught with moral ambiguity and indecisiveness; such films, structured in a fundamentally different way than classical films, invited debate and dialogue rather than ideological assent.5


      In Badlands, however, the behavior of the characters, however interpretable by the viewer it might be as a resistance to society’s attempt to impinge upon their agency, operates with no consciously articulated, historically given master narrative against which they can establish their own histories. But rather than establishing a purely ironic distance from their failure to enact this counterhistory (as other films of New Hollywood cinema do), Malick takes the unconscious detachment of his characters from their world as a point of departure; in making lyrical their inability to find an opportunity to voice meaning Malick finds, precisely, his own opportunity for poetry. Thus, while a master narrative such as Vietnam may describe a point of resistance for the larger cultural and cinematic context in which Badlands was filmed, it cannot describe the narrative resisted by the characters in Badlands, who exist in a different historical time and who, more importantly, lack a consciously articulated master narrative against which they might define their actions. In Badlands, as one writer has put it, “the characters may be drawn to each other, not through a conscious desire to change or reinvent, but because neither of them has any clear sense of self in the first place.”6 Kit and Holly rebel without a cause and without an attendant signification that consciously justifies—in the diegesis—the ethical value of their actions. We might say that any conscious justification of their ways of doing and being floats away in the red balloon.


      The idea that Kit and Holly are “drawn to each other,” despite their shared lack of a sense of self, is born out in their first meeting. After absconding from his garbage route (a decision that will very soon get him fired), Kit wanders through a back alley and happens upon Holly, twirling her baton in her front yard. When Kit introduces himself by name to Holly, the image doesn’t show his face. A long shot emphasizes the Midwestern, lower-middle-class suburban milieu from which the characters emerge, rather than the self-established identities of these particular characters. “I thought I’d just say hello to you,” Kit then says to her, “I’ll try anything once.” Holly, from Kit’s perspective, becomes a kind of tabula rasa upon which he will rehearse his mimicking of James Dean (Sheen’s performance evokes Dean in the 1956 George Stevens film Giant, in particular), rather than a dialogical participant in the making of meaning. But while film theory of the 1970s emphasized the male gaze’s power over the female subject, here Holly is the one delighting most in the look, as Malick internally frames Kit as a figure to be viewed, using the vertical, compositional slicing of the frame by a tall tree to throw Kit’s visual presence into relief. Here, the male is performing for the female (the sense that Kit is a specter that Holly is closely watching and thinking about remains relevant throughout the film, suggesting that the “intimacy” in their relationship is largely the product of Holly’s imagination). When Holly asks why Kit is interested in her, he responds: “I guess I have some stuff to say. Most people don’t have anything on their minds, do they?” At this point Malick abandons the internal framing of Kit; the close-up of Holly is matched with an equally close view of her partner in the conversation. Kit’s claim that he “has some stuff to say”—although very soon contradicted by the film, which emphasizes his wandering and difficulty in articulating anything worth saying—nevertheless establishes the ostensible “goal” of the narrative trajectory of Badlands. This film is about a search for existential self-identity and meaning, but it is a search that is undertaken without a clear sense of a master narrative against which to establish such meaning and without the self-consciousness that often burdens the protagonists of postwar art cinema.


      If Badlands fits neatly into neither the mold of art cinema nor the classical cinema, it does still share aspects of both. The plot of Badlands appears deceptively routine; Holly’s own fascination with pulp fiction to some extent echoes the plot of the film she is in. But the manner in which Malick presents this plot to us suggests he is perhaps less interested in narrative than in the encounters and phenomena that challenge both his characters and his audience. But those open-ended phenomena are met by Kit and Holly without response. In Badlands what Malick shows us are two characters who, in the course of their journey, encounter new spaces and phenomena (new, at least, relative to their familiar environments) but who remain, for the most part, unable to channel those experiences into substantial reasons justifying the violent behavior that Kit, for his part, produces. If Badlands is a film about alienation, then, this is largely because a perceptual and cognitive gulf marks the space between what the camera and the filmmaker show us of the world and what Kit and Holly are ready to understand. At the same time, however, the film’s engagement with both Kit and Holly carries its own kind of power; if our responses to the open-ended images of the world in Badlands are often in contrast to that of the characters, it is important not to forget that Kit and Holly are realized through the style of both the performers and Malick’s filmmaking and are thus not only perceivers but are also constitutive of images which, taken together, comprise the film we perceive.


      In this way, Kit and Holly still mark our experience of the film in a significant way. As William Johnson has written, the film’s


      visual immediacy, which might seem to clash with the formal and narrative distancing of the film, in fact extends it. The viewer sees vividly but always at a distance. Just as Malick offers no psychological explanations to cloud our image of Kit and Holly, so he makes few attempts to involve us (melodramatically or kinesthetically) in their actions. Thus the killings are presented casually, without either the pathos or the cynicism that would be implied by a sudden recourse to slow motion, rapid cutting, or gory close-ups. The camera is never overtly subjective: while we share in Kit’s and Holly’s way of seeing the world, we remain outside them. In fact, they form part of the phenomena that challenge us.7


      For Malick distance and empathy are part of the same aesthetic strategy. Following Johnson, Brian Henderson has suggested that this distance that produces empathy (and vice versa), the product in part of Malick’s stylistic technique, is also the result of performance style, wherein “Sheen and Spacek . . . [fill] the film with their interesting sounds and motions but never [resolve] into anything, never substantializing, defining, or ‘becoming’ characters.’”8 Malick and his actors, through a set of poetic choices, avoid “suturing” the viewer into an illusion, instead leaving both camera and viewer to perceive the fictional human agent from a distance, perhaps perceiving in their spaces more than the character can. In Badlands autonomy is granted to each node in the perceptual chain of cinema, then, but Malick also picks privileged moments in which to draw viewers and characters closer to one another, even if in this first film we perhaps feel distance more often than closeness. As Malick himself has suggested in a rare public comment, “I hope that the voiceover and the cinematography create some distance without alienating the viewer too much. They should distance you, and then make you participate, then distance you again, in a back-and-forth movement.”9 It is this back-and-forth movement that defines the work of the film.


      The opening shot begins to suggest this sway between closeness and distance that recurs throughout Badlands. As Holly, sitting on her bed with her dog, tells us the simple facts of her past—of the death of her mother, her father’s keeping of the wedding cake, and her own opaque relationship with her parents—Spacek herself betrays a longing for human contact even as she gives viewers very little additional information through which to understand her. As the shot reaches its conclusion, it transforms itself, through a track-out, from a medium-shot into a long-shot, as if to emphasize further the already disconcerting mixture of intimacy and distance we feel in the scene. Both the voice-over and the camera remind us that we nonetheless do not quite know this image of the past, which contains within it additional mental images belonging to Holly, of her past with her parents. At the same time, the desire to understand more of her personal history is the product of Malick placing that character close enough for us to become interested; empathy in Badlands, as in much of Malick’s work, does not simply include understanding but rather motivates one’s desire to understand.


      As Johnson and Henderson have suggested, and as this brief look at the first passages in the film implies, character action, and the style of the actor’s performance in conveying that action, does not convey a whole psychological clarity and causality—a complete “person” with a plenitude of complexity and interiority—even if we occasionally get a glimpse of this. No doubt Holly is, in some ways, naïve, yet we also see enough of what she might otherwise be to intrigue us, to make us hope that she could become a different kind of woman. These “glimpses” in Malick’s film remind us that his characters are not finalized entities that we can conceptually take hold of; those privileged moments in which we understand, however briefly, something of a character’s emotional or intellectual makeup remind us of their own continually ongoing becoming as subjects. But the distinction between Badlands and Malick’s later films is that Holly never quite takes ownership of her own becoming. Badlands, after all, often leads the viewer to knowledge that the characters cannot quite seem to access. The opening shot gestures towards this very idea, with the shaft of light that cuts across Holly’s room from the window on the right side of the frame. In the window, light intersects with the trees and natural landscape so familiar from the director’s later work. But Holly does not seem engaged with this space (she faces away, does not stand in its light), and even when she and Kit use the woods as a hideout later in the film, she seems equally distant from nature. Nature nevertheless figures prominently in the film; as we will see in the next section, it seems to offer something valuable, even if Malick’s characters in this film do not quite recognize it.


      Spaces of Dwelling


      Nature is everywhere in Malick’s cinema: in the frames of the titular badlands of his debut feature, in the wheat fields rustling in the wind in Days of Heaven, and in the upward yearning of the camera toward the treetops in The Thin Red Line and The New World. Such images suggest transcendence, as if Malick’s pictures were visions of the world that have either attained a revelation beyond that of material things or a desire for such revelation beyond that of embodied existence. But as James Morrison and Thomas Schur note,


      the promise is short-lived: redemption inflicts evasion, transcendence entails failure, communion implies catachresis. For many artists, a turn to elemental imagery marks a return to fundamental things, a stripping away of inessentials. For Malick, the essential is as much a part of a complex as any other idea. Stripping away only reveals further notions for contemplation, and Malick’s images, in one of their dimensions, are nodes of thought.10


      If nature is a node of thought in Malick’s cinema, it is a primary one, grounding and inflecting not only what is possible for his characters in their worlds but what new worlds the characters may imagine.


      In Malick, too, we see a reversal of the role of landscape in much American cinema. In most films, setting usually functions as a container for human actions and narrative events. In this director’s films, however, nature operates relatively autonomously from human endeavor; in Ben McCann’s words, nature in Malick “does not simply pose for the camera . . . it has to be captured and aestheticised, and Malick’s method for extrapolating the hidden power of nature is generally through the close-up.”11 Of course, Malick also presents nature to us in long shots, too—as in the moments in the woods in Badlands, such as the long shot of Kit unsuccessfully fishing in the lake or the image of the couple dancing against the headlights of their car in the barren rocky landscape. But perhaps the notion of the close-up (which McCann links to the film theorist Béla Balázs’s idea that it is in close images that the secret, meaningful power of filmed objects is revealed) hints that even Malick’s relatively long shots gesture toward the desire to move closer, to feel tactilely, to develop an intimate relationship with the nature all around his characters, and to discover and articulate the meaning of what is felt there. It is in this respect that Malick’s films, as Robert Sinnerbrink notes, are about what is still possible in the relationship between the human being and nature, rather than a pre-established idea of “nature itself,” for Malick’s films “experiment with the aesthetic disclosure of alternative ways of thinking and feeling, acting and being, in our relations with nature and culture[.]”12


      Nature and culture are inextricable in Malick’s work, then, no more so than in Badlands, in which we see Kit read a copy of National Geographic while sitting on a tree and eating an apple and Holly putting on feminine make-up in the middle of the woods. It is here that Heidegger can again be specifically situated to probe further nature’s role as a “node of thought” in Malick’s work, not in order to suggest that the presentation of nature in Malick illustrates anything that Heidegger has to say but rather to understand the idea that Malick’s films are largely about what might still be possible in the relationship between human beings and the natural landscape. What might be built in the space between the human and the natural is a potential that the modern world in the story of Badlands has largely forgotten. Heidegger’s essay “Building Dwelling Thinking” can help us further interrogate what Malick’s characters are attempting to find as they journey into and across natural landscapes and how we as viewers encounter these spaces and the characters in them. For Heidegger, dwelling “involves the transcendence of an entity that can ask about what is beyond the horizons of its finitude,” as Marc Furstenau and Leslie MacAvoy have written.13 Transcendence here refers not to an escape into the “natural” from one’s cultural embodiment or an omniscient mastery of existence that disavows one’s place in history. Heidegger’s sense of transcendence is instead tied directly to the establishment of our historical existence on earth. The philosopher himself puts the concept this way:


      Building and thinking are, each in its own way, inescapable for dwelling. The two, however, are also insufficient for dwelling so long as each busies itself with its own affairs in separation instead of listening to one another. They are able to listen if both—building and thinking—belong to dwelling, if they remain within their limits and realize that the one as much as the other comes from the workshop of long experience and incessant practice.14


      Heidegger shows us that building a concrete historical existence in and across time is a matter of establishing a space wherein one may productively act, think, and intend towards the social world. The point is to build a space not wholly predetermined but one built to be transcended—one with the necessary openness to allow engagement with spaces outside in ways that are productive and dialogic. Here nature is made into a livable world, at the same time as nature continues to function as a node prompting the human desire for transcendence within the immanent, a transcendence that occurs in the progression beyond the self, in dialogue with others. Heidegger stresses that dwelling is not the same as building (if it were, our existing buildings would be sufficient dwelling spots, but the philosopher is pointing to a social malaise that is also apparent in Badlands). Heidegger’s thinking instead wants the human subject to realize the extent to which it must be able to ask “what is beyond the horizons of its finitude,” to realize its potential to engage in valuable social relations. But both building and thinking are “insufficient for dwelling,” suggesting that many of the buildings and concepts we wield—or are made to wield—in everyday life are not in fact suitable for this productive social existence.


      Heidegger’s concept of dwelling is useful when put into dialogue with Malick’s work precisely because it leads us to an explanation of transcendence as an historical phenomenon— that is, desired in particular contexts for particular reasons that are historically contingent. In The Thin Red Line, for example, Witt goes AWOL to live in nature and be with the Melanesian natives, a decision related at least in part to his experience in the war. In Badlands neither Kit nor Holly is able to manifest this desire for transcendence as well as Witt does, although their very journey suggests a search for the sort of conditions where desire, and its realization, may find firm ground. This notion of dwelling, sought though rarely found by Malick’s characters, can be understood as a dialectical and embodied phenomenology of human agency, reflecting the human agent’s need for an extension of the individual self into the larger social sphere (implicit also in the close relationship in the German language between the words Heidegger uses for “dwell” and “neighbor”). Dwelling enables productive human action and the establishment of a human identity in space through that action at a particular moment in history, or a kind of “transcendence-in-immanence.” This is not a transcendence of earth or society but rather a lifelong attempt to actively and usefully extend one’s experience beyond what is immediately given in an individual’s embodied situation—an extension that is always initially enabled, of course, through that very embodiment.


      What Malick’s characters desire in a dwelling is, again, not suggested to us through conventional cinematic means of conveying character. Instead, Malick poetically implies this search for a dwelling through the viewer’s perceptual engagements with the films themselves,and particularly through the difference marking the space between our experiences of the film and the characters’ experience of the diegetic world. To “dwell” as a spectator is to thus establish a space of viewing and expressing in which one can begin to transcend what is immanent, to ask questions of the world and begin to craft intentional projects through which one might be able to answer them (and discover still further questions). The idea that Malick’s films encourage philosophizing is one way of expressing the idea that his work functions as one enabling site for dwelling for us, where dwelling—and, in particular, dwelling in nature—enables the discovery of a transcendent realm beyond that immediacy. Dwelling exists, then, as a concept available for film practice, and thus a way of filmmaking—that is, the creation of enabling ground for future perceptions and expressions.


      This kind of dwelling is posited as a way to avoid the act of enframing, which achieves exactly the opposite of dwelling and which also has certain parallels within the cinematic institution (in particular films that attempt to pre-digest our experience for us in advance). Instead of establishing a space in which the human being may both preserve and become, enframing—or disciplining—is an attempt at mastering the world once and for all, “a making-stand-over-against, an objectifying that goes forward and masters.”15 The instrumental and disciplining logic of human social systems does not prepare adequate ground for the kind of dwelling Heidegger envisions; instead, technology is used to master and rationalize space rather than preserve its productive, enabling ground. If Malick’s film provides us with the ground for thoughtful dwelling, clearly this is what Holly and Kit lack. As Neil Campbell has suggested, both Kit and Holly are initially confined in already encoded spaces that preemptively delimit how they may construct their identities and thus what they may become, a range of places including “the domestic house, the suburb, the school, and the workplace,” which in Badlands takes the form of “the circling shots around [Holly’s] bed in the opening scene, to [Kit’s] work at the feed lot penning cattle, to the traps and cages that echo throughout the film, including one taken from the father’s house and another at Cato’s where he also keeps a spider in a bottle.”16 These kinds of heavily coded spaces are precisely what oppose Heidegger’s sense of open-ended, productive dwelling.


      Codified spaces and experiences are especially prevalent in the first act of the film, prior to the beginning of Kit and Holly’s journey. In the very first image, Holly is in her bedroom, which increasingly becomes the scene of her memory, abandoned after the death of her father later in the film. She is expected, however, to fulfill a certain kind of femininity originating in this domestic sphere, figured first in the baton she twirls in the streets before Kit meets her. Spacek, murmuring to herself the beat she is trying to keep as she twirls the baton, gives us the image of a young girl immersed in herself—at least until Kit walks by, at which point Holly herself begins performing—but also, in her keeping time to a generic beat, leaving very little room for her own creative improvisation. Elsewhere she fulfills her dutiful role as a daughter when she initially rejects Kit’s advances by suggesting that his career as a trash collector would not be good enough for her father. Later, after Kit and Holly make love for the first time, Holly seems less personally fulfilled than simply fulfilling a role expected of her and relieved that her virginity has finally been taken from her. She says to Kit that she thought she “might die before it happened” (and her inability to bluntly describe “it” as sex is one sign of the disjunction that exists between her physical existence and her cognition). Her relationship with her embodied experience here is reduced to a role that her body is expected to fulfill, not an experience that might fulfill her (soul or body). Spacek’s performance there has changed, too: Now her gaze at Kit is not so much an implicit challenge to her father’s rules but a look of de-fused desire and disappointment—still safely ensconced, however, in the polite language she has been brought up with (“Is that all there is to it? Gosh, what was everyone talking about?”).


      Kit’s workplace, meanwhile, first a garbage truck and, then, a feedlot, are shown (and, in the screeching of the truck and the machinery on the feedlot, heard) as disharmonious in relation to the landscapes against which they are figured (and perhaps there is no more disharmonious element in these compositions than Kit himself, played by Sheen less as a James Dean figure and more as a figure willing himself out of a socioeconomic situation by mimicking Dean). Kit’s presence in the unemployment office, too—in which his posture is echoed in the figures of several other unemployed males sitting in the waiting room around him—suggests he is merely a cog in an unsatisfying social framework rather than one of its active, dialogical participants.


      The instrumental roles characters are made to play in these cultural spaces are felt less in Malick’s own filming of the spaces, which are often made strange in Malick’s approach; for example, the burning of Holly’s father’s home is rendered in a series of evocative close-ups and set to non-diegetic choral music. This instrumentality is felt much more through the way characters themselves are shown to create signs that in turn reproduce codes, all despite the other traces of desire that Spacek, Sheen, and the other actors leave behind through their performances. It is easy enough to see this idea through the clichés from popular culture that constitute much of Holly’s voice-over narration, but Malick shows how social meaning covertly reproduces itself in other types of constructions as well. When Kit first approaches Holly’s father—played by Warren Oates, a significant American cult figure remembered for his appearances in Monte Hellman’s masterpieces The Shooting (1967), Two-Lane Blacktop (1971) and Cockfighter (1974)—the latter is shown painting a large image of a landscape on a billboard, one whose mixture of a Midwest agrarian landscape, farm labor, and a domestic family scene echoes the milieus depicted in the film. As a patriarchal figure, the casting of Oates certainly “makes strange” Holly’s father; his performances in the Hellman films are of men relatively closer to Kit than his present character. His persona gives to Badlands a quiet sense of this character’s own unease in his prescribed social role, even as he acts as something of a barrier to Kit’s and Holly’s desire. The billboard Oates is here painting functions simultaneously as both a vivid aspect of Badlands’s cinematography (the bright green, blue, and brown colors of the billboard echo directly the same colors seen elsewhere in Malick’s image), reflexively standing against the skyline almost like a drive-in movie screen, as Lloyd Michaels has pointed out.17 As vibrant as it is to us, however, this billboard appears to be a completely normal aspect of the characters’ lives, not yielding any further significance beyond the livestock feed it advertises.


      If such spaces, as filmed by their director, give Malick’s viewer pause to consider, the same spaces do not seem to allow characters the space and time in which to resist the social situations in which they have been inscribed. As a result, both Kit and Holly—prior to beginning their murderous journey through the badlands—attempt to achieve some respite by absconding to spaces that exist apart from the kinds of codified spaces represented in her father’s painting. Each of these spaces, however, ultimately fails as a productive dwelling for the characters. After burning down Holly’s home, for example, they attempt to establish an existence free from the disciplining strictures of human society in the woods. They are unable, though, to free themselves from the trappings of normative domesticity, even as Malick’s own camera in these same passages suggests the possibility of sensitivity to the nature around them. For a moment, it appears the woods will offer the kind of fulfilling, embodied engagement with the world that the previous spaces could not offer them. Kit, for example, is directly involved with the landscape through his attempts to forage for food, and as Kit and Holly sit and speak to one another in the trees the film creates an image of two humans engaging with nature that is certainly in counterpoint to the unsatisfying experiences with technology Kit is shown to have early in the film. But this intimate relationship with the landscape soon gives way, again, to distance; after a repeated failure to catch a fish in the stream, for example, Kit starts firing at fish with his gun, abandoning a close, tactile relationship with the natural environment in favor of a distanced and more destructive one. (For the viewer, this is also a comical moment, for Malick shoots it in long shot like silent slapstick). Indeed, these gunshots, overheard by others, are precisely what lead authorities to chase Kit and Holly out of the woods, permanently ending this brief sojourn with nature.


      Perhaps we should have known that this “intimate” connection with nature, a potential felt from the very first frame of the film with nature’s light pouring into Holly’s room from the window, was bound to failure. During their earlier picnic by a stream, Holly comments on the beauty of the landscape, saying that the flowers are too pretty to pick. She would, in other words, prefer to keep the landscape before her as a still picture rather than tactilely engaging with it and bringing it into close-up. This refusal to become and expand one’s subjectivity through an experience (in this case, of nature) is seen again in the later sequence in the woods. While there, Holly and Kit fail in their first attempt to build a dwelling precisely because their “adventurous” life in the woods reinscribes the domestic patterns that gave them no fulfillment before. While sitting in a field of grass, Holly puts mak-up on for apparently the first time; Kit acts as the breadwinner as he forages for food. It becomes significant, in retrospect, that the burning of Holly’s father’s home—which might at first be validly read as an abandonment of the patriarchal authority which has hitherto defined Holly’s existence—is later felt as a loss. While close-ups of domestic objects ablaze, such as a miniature doll house and dolls, initially frame Holly’s departure as liberating, what is shown is also the destruction of everything she has hitherto known. This home, and the innocence lost along with it, is the first of Malick’s “paradises lost.” We will see such lost “paradises” again in the burning of the farmland in Days of Heaven, the destruction of Guadalcanal in World War II in The Thin Red Line, and early, pre-colonial America itself in The New World. It is significant that the paradise lost here only seems a paradise once it is in flames, that is, once it can be fictionalized, nostalgically, as a past that never authentically existed. Indeed, many of the locations Holly and Kit encounter bear the residue of the “paradises” they had only apparently left behind.


      The things that characters hold onto from their pasts represents not an authentic relationship with their histories, then, but rather an idealization of places that were, in actuality, worth leaving. This is reflected also in their behavior, which often suggests a yearning for an earlier, “simpler” time. “Kit may shoot his only friend, Cato, in the back,” Lloyd Michaels writes in his analysis of the film, “but he politely holds the screen door open for him and, along with Holly, engages the dying man in small talk. No hard feelings, he seems to say.”18 This conservative attitude towards the past—the idea that it constitutes not a field to be continually reinvested with new personal desire (a desire betrayed through the performances, especially Spacek’s), but rather a body of knowledge to be held onto as if it were a lost Eden—introduces into the film a certain repetition. Every time the characters encounter a space (such as the woods) that seems unencumbered by the repressive social discipline imbued in the locations they have fled, this new space nevertheless fails to give rise to new relationships that might point to a way out of their murderous trajectory.


      For example, the second setting they encounter on their journey, Cato’s shack, offers no kind of productive shelter. The expanse of the badlands surrounding the shack, signifying perhaps a freedom from the work defining both Kit and Cato’s existence, is betrayed by the contents of Cato’s home, which consists of detritus and knick-knacks picked up on the garbage route. All of this material is reminiscent of the disciplined space of the work that Kit has fled, offering no new kind of social productivity. A clear socioeconomic divide also separates Kit and Holly from the rich man’s house seen later in the film. As she wanders outside the rich man’s estate, a structural repetition of Kit’s earlier wandering in the back alleys (thus suggesting, in part, how little ground has been gained so far) Holly’s voice-over betrays a lack of direct, tactile engagement with the world around her; it is the most alienated (and potentially alienating) voice-over in the film:


      I left Kit in the parlor and went for a stroll outside the house. The day was quiet and serene, but I didn’t notice, for I was deep in thought. Not even thinkin’ about how to slip off. The world was like a faraway planet to which I could never return. I thought what a fine place it was—full of things that people can look into and enjoy.


      Beyond the apparent banality of the voice-over here, it suggests that Holly notices on her walk a world as it presents itself to the senses: a world “full of things [to] enjoy,” “quiet and serene.” Yet despite these observations, Holly remains detached from the world, as far away from nature as she was in the first shot of the film, standing against space like a figure in a static tableau (it is as if she has become one of the pretty, still flowers she earlier observed) rather than engaging with it. Although noting that the day was “quiet and serene,” she strangely contradicts herself—in fact, renders the first part of the statement nonsensical—by then suggesting that she “didn’t notice.” Remarking upon all the “things that people can look into and enjoy,” Holly, far from engaging with these things in a direct, haptic, tactile fashion, as protagonists in later Malick films will be shown to do, registers her distance from those very same things by noting that the world appears to her “like a faraway planet.”


      As filmed by Malick, the badlands are a magnificent space—especially at sunset, the beauty of the landscape is sublime. But Holly and Kit can never settle there, for to do so will be to give up the chase and be caught by the law. Malick represents this idea filmically, too, repeatedly framing Kit and Holly against the landscapes of the badlands and the woods through the use of a telephoto lens. This stylistic choice throws their surroundings out of focus, distorting rather than cementing relationships between character and environment.19 If in classical cinema, characters are eventually shown to have “taken over the narration,” as David Bordwell phrases it, through the way they inhabit space and establish their projects within it, space in Badlands instead often appears to act against, and take over, the characters.20 Their journey, then, is the search for a dwelling wherein their relationship to the social world might become more fully. This failure needs to be interrogated further, however, for it is not simply an individual failure. A wider malaise is at work in the world of Badlands, one unconsciously motivating the entire trajectory of their journey.


      Missing Revelations


      I have already suggested that, in failing to bring it into their own “close-up,” something is missed in the relationship between the characters and the natural landscape in Badlands. To further explore this disharmony in Badlands, we first need to think more about how Malick presents relationships between humans and natural landscapes. Also crucial is the question of how Malick photographs and narrativizes the presence of objects in the landscape, and the relationship of these objects to both the viewer and the character.


      Stanley Cavell, Malick’s former teacher, was inspired by Days of Heaven to forge a now-classical rumination on the role and character of the filmed object in the phenomena of motion pictures. Cavell writes:


      [Malick has] discovered, or discovered how to acknowledge, a fundamental fact of film’s photographic basis: that objects participate in the photographic presence of themselves; they participate in the re-creation of themselves on film; they are essential in the making of their appearances. Objects projected on a screen are inherently reflexive, they occur as self-referential, reflecting upon their physical origins. Their presence refers to their absence, their location in another place.21


      Cavell’s insistence on a close, nearly metaphysical relationship between the instrument of recording in cinema and what is recorded by it evokes André Bazin’s insistence on the close bond between cinema and the object filmed. What is specifically valued by Bazin’s realism—predicated on an aesthetic context which privileges non-disruptive editing, long shots and long takes allowing the spectator time to contemplate a “full” image and preserving the ambiguity inherent in any intentional engagement with reality—seems, at least at first sight, valued by Malick too, given the director’s tendency to let shots of landscapes linger just long enough for the viewer to engage them.


      For both Cavell and Bazin, I suggest, the filmed object, when allowed to participate in the constitution of images, operates relatively autonomously from the narrative patterns into which it is stitched. Given each critic’s interest in the classical cinema, this does not mean that the object in classical films can never be Cavellian (or Bazinian) or that in post-classical films the object is irrelevant to the narrative which it accompanies. Instead, it suggests two tendencies. Conventional narrative cinema tends to situate the filmed object in a unified narrative form and style, and the participation of the indexical filmed object is ultimately tethered to the intentional project of a character. Nonetheless, the object is still felt as a curious presence; it is an active participant in these projects, as the film’s vivid representation of human activity within a reality is moving and convincing. In poetic cinema, meanwhile, the filmed object’s relationship to narrative loosens, encouraging viewers most comfortable with classical constructions to think differently. In both kinds of image, however, objects “capable of such self-manifestation” either harmonize with the projects, goals, and causality of the diegetic world (as in Hitchcock’s films, in which key objects frequently become powerful visual motifs and crucial aspects of linear, causal narrative), or pose counterpoints that might prompt us to attend to the visual organization of that world in different ways (as in the art cinema).


      Writing his revised introduction to The World Viewed in 1979, Cavell, mentioning Days of Heaven, curiously does not discuss the earlier debut feature of his former pupil. However, there may be a significant reason for its exclusion. What is striking about Badlands is that many of its images of objects—and, further, its images of relationships between subjects and objects—are disharmonious, wherein the potential significance of an encountered object eludes the perception, thinking, and activity of the characters. James Morrison and Thomas Schur have pointed out that in Badlands “Malick seems to want every object to pivot among the available categories, without settling into any one of them. That indeterminacy, it seems, might save them.”22 For a director insistent, in his three subsequent films, on the sensuous presentation of narrative space and the character’s heightened, embodied sensitivity and response to that space, the frequent effacement of this relationship in Badlands is a remarkable fact.


      There are, of course, some objects that seem firmly situated in their expected places and perform a function that is not especially revealing. Holly’s baton, which she twirls in the streets of Fort Dupree early in the film, is (blandly) harmonious with the image of middle-class, Midwestern femininity she projects. But there are many orders of objects in Badlands, and they tend to fall into two categories that eventually collapse into one: detritus (especially early in the film) and the category of the living, sentient being slowly becoming an object (through death). When characters in the film happen upon one of these intriguing, unexpected, disturbing or startling objects, they cannot seem to invest in them a clearly articulated use-value, meaning, or response that might productively extend both the self and the object into the social world.


      Kit certainly tries to find value in the various objects he encounters while on his garbage route: a dead dog (which he oddly attempts to “sell” to Cato, his co-worker on the garbage route); an old pair of shoes he attempts to pawn off on an old man; a discarded fudge bar that he (only half-jokingly) offers Holly as they sit with one another under the high school football field’s bleachers. Failing in his effort to find new uses for these objects, Kit usually attempts, with lightly comic effect, to sell them (or in the case of the fudge bar, to offer it to Holly in the absence of a gift), making an absurd effort to inscribe them in a circuit of exchange. In this strange, excessive obsession with detritus, Kit is willing to touch and acknowledge the potential histories others have discarded. Kit’s relationship with garbage thus suggests that he has a desire to in some way begin to connect with a forgotten world through his own embodied experience. Despite this, the disjunction between his tactile experience and any significant cognition is clear: After Kit points out a dead dog to Cato, for example, as a “dead collie,” Cato remarks that he doesn’t think the dog is in fact a collie, throwing a question mark around the significance Kit had once apparently succeeded in attributing to the dog.


      Even the apparent exceptions to these disjointed relationships between subjects and objects are filmed by Malick and performed by the actors so as to give the impression of an underlying malaise. In the sequences depicting Kit’s brief employment in the feedlot, for example, he assists in feeding the steers pills, a process that involves trapping the head of the animal in a machine before the pill can be inserted. At first glance, the operation appears to be effective, and Sheen’s performance suggests Kit’s ability to smoothly operate the heavy machinery. Malick does, however, insert one close-up in this sequence of another man more confidently embodying, in comparison to Kit, a Midwestern ethos of masculinity, thus even here throwing into relief the awkwardness of the Sheen character in relation to his expected social role. Further, Malick avoids beginning the sequence with an establishing shot, instead favoring a series of relatively closer angles (until ending with a longer shot), including an unsettling close-up of a steer forced into the machinery. In approaching the scene in this way, Malick parallels Kit’s uneasy relationship with the machine with the animal’s own marked discomfort, a distorted relationship with nature that reflects a malaise in both human and animal.


      Many of the objects Kit encounters suggest a feeling of gradual decay and entropy without the acquisition of value or meaning. A number of steers in the feedlot, for example, are either sick or dead; in one oddly comical shot Kit steps on and over a dead steer, and in another a steer is shown writhing on the ground, with no one attending to its sickness. These prefigure the images of death Kit himself will produce as a serial killer in the final hour of the film, but are also echoed by other motifs of entropy Malick later shows us, including a football Kit discards after shooting it with a gun. As Lloyd Michaels has written, “the visual association” between Kit and these images “reflects the entropy that has overcome him and that culminates when he shoots the tire of his getaway car before surrendering.”23 If the gradual entropy of the traditional film print through which we have experienced cinema was felt also as a productive marker of our historical becoming and thinking through time, for Kit such entropy is precisely the reverse, a regressive failure to make meaning through contingent encounters with other objects and subjects.


      This disharmony between subject and object ultimately results, of course, not only in regression but also in Kit’s destructive tendencies. Kit’s ultimate inability to establish a meaningful connection between his own embodied experience and the phenomena in the world surrounding him may be one of the sources (albeit hardly one of which he is consciously aware) for his later turn to violence. After making love with Holly for the first time, for example, Kit suggests that the two of them smash their hands with a rock in order to memorialize the day. Perhaps this idea is to make up for unsatisfying sex; that neither one of them seems fulfilled recalls the theme of male impotence in Bonnie and Clyde. Holly understandably reacts unfavorably to his suggestion. Kit’s yearning for a way to inscribe the meaning of his fleeting experiences takes the form not of signification but of physical violence even in this early scene, prefiguring the murders he later commits. The murders themselves are, then, an extension of this desire to smash his hand with a rock, for murder is, of course, a (brutal) form of engagement with the world, substituting for the lack of sensuous and intellectual engagement Kit otherwise feels: at once intimately involved with another subject, the firing of a gun on another human being is also the enactment of a violent and final distance from that same subject. Despite this unproductively entropic state of being, there is something nevertheless new and dynamic about Kit’s journey in Badlands. But his response to this newness in every instance suggests regression rather than becoming.


      The gun is, of course, also an object serving as Kit’s iconic link to the classical anti-heroes of film noir and crime cinema, and thus for us as viewers it is familiar. For Kit, however, it is a new object, used without confidence or meaning; as an anti-hero, Kit is often hesitant to kill or is uncertain as to why he has used his gun in the first place or how he might respond to the situation as it has changed as a result of him using it. Before he kills Holly’s father, Kit confronts him with the gun, saying, “Suppose I shot you. How’d that be?” At once serving to help him create a rebellious pose (although other emotions are betrayed by Sheen here, including a Midwestern politeness failing to mask aggressiveness), Kit’s question is also an honest one, for it is clear from the sequence he has never fired a gun before. “Want to hear what it sounds like?” Kit then asks, firing the gun into the floor, and again it is clear Kit is doing this for his own sake as much as Holly’s father’s own. Indeed, after killing her father Kit physically doesn’t know how to react: as her father lies on the ground dying, Kit jerkily adjusts his body after this startling experience, and Sheen’s awkward movements here suggest Kit’s own unconscious transformation in embodiment after this experience. It also suggests that much of what follows will for Kit as for Sheen be a performance, not so much a rebellion but as a miming of the role of the rebel. Throughout the film, death will often linger in these kinds of traces on human subjects: Kit and Holly pace around the house with the dead body of her father, unsure what to do next, and when Kit quickly glances at the dead body, he then just as quickly looks away, disavowing the existence of Holly’s father’s death; Kit paces back and forth nervously after shooting Cato (overwhelmed, perhaps, by what he has just done); and he hides the young couple who arrive at Cato’s home in a cellar before he shoots at them, refusing to look inside to see if he has managed to kill them.


      If the characters in Badlands fail to become and expand through their experiences, the failure of objects in the film to participate in a “filmic becoming,” in the Cavellian sense, is also notable. Five dogs, in six appearances, appear throughout the film, including Holly’s dog (twice), the dead dog Kit encounters on the garbage route, a dog to which Kit throws a piece of garbage, the dog owned by Kit’s former boss (these four are all seen in the first half of the film), and the dog seen outside the rich man’s home (in the second half of the film). This last dog tells us something of the failure of the characters to locate meaning in this motif patterning their world. The rich man’s dog, seen briefly in a shot Malick cuts to while Holly strolls around the estate, is part of a landscape neither Holly nor Kit engages with; it functions, as Lloyd Michaels has suggested, as only “a reminder of the world the couple has left behind” and then only for the viewer who actively notices it, as the characters fail to see it and use it as an opportunity to contemplate their past experience.24 Repeated images in Badlands, then, do not so much accrue a thematic significance as they remind us of the failure of characters to connect meaningfully with their histories as the film progresses. The extent of Malick’s commitment to a Cavellian aesthetic, then—and its concomitant obligation to allow the world to reveal, through the film object and autonomously from the manipulation of the filmmaker, phenomena to the subject, pregnant with meaning—brushes up against a cold world in Badlands in which little that is of productive use is revealed between subjects and the objects they wield. A Bazinian moment of revelation—in which the purpose of a filmed object is divined through the contemplation of the viewing subject—is, despite Malick’s aesthetic, a distressing impossibility in the fictional world of Badlands. At times it is denied us just as it is denied in the experience of the characters filmed.25


      Despite this disharmonious relationship with the world, the time capsules mentioned at the outset of this chapter do suggest a desire on both Kit and Holly’s part to mark their experience in the world. Yet do these objects ultimately reveal anything of significance to them? That one has been launched above them in the air, and the other buried in the ground, suggests that any revelation remains distant. Other types of time capsules Kit leaves throughout the film function as additional signs of his frustrated desire to preserve some semblance of personal meaning in the world. After the murder of Holly’s father, Kit begins to record his own thoughts through a dictaphone, and he leaves behind the recording at the scene of the crime. But Kit has trouble filling up the allotted one minute of time he has purchased from the recording machine; Malick ironically begins the sequence with a close-up of Sheen, implying a revelation of significant feeling, but one is not forthcoming. Time throughout Badlands is something the characters are pressured to fill with significance, a feat Kit is clearly unable to accomplish. Although initially his recording serves the practical purpose of simply distracting the police with misinformation, the fact that Kit continues to record his thoughts without such a motivation suggests he is in fact saving them for posterity.


      Kit seems dimly aware of what the viewer elsewhere realizes through the film’s fatalistic narrative structure, that he will eventually be caught. His desire for self-preservation through media and other artifacts (such as the miniature stone statue he builds out of pebbles before he is caught by the police in Montana in the last act of the film) evokes Bazin’s notion of the “mummy complex,” an attempt to preserve the individual through the implements of culture. For Bazin, mummification “satisfied a basic psychological need in man, for death is but the victory of time. To preserve, artificially . . . is to snatch [the body] from the flow of time, to stow it away neatly, so to speak, in the hold of life.”26 In one sense, then, the recordings and memorials Kit leaves behind attest to his presence on the earth and thus speak to the same kind of need to preserve. Failing to find a dwelling in which he can establish his own history, and failing to engage with other subjects, these recordings function as surrogates, speaking to a need on his part to find redemption not through a productive engagement with objects but through the creation of more objects that might inform others of his history.


      But like all histories, Kit’s is selective. As Philip Rosen has suggested, in his discussion of Bazinian aesthetics, a perfect preservation of the past is the object of an impossible desire, precisely because a full preservation of history would ensure “no room for our own world of the present.”27 As Kit and Holly stroll along the streets of Fort Dupree early in the film, they encounter a piece of garbage that Kit nonchalantly kicks aside, commenting that if everyone threw their garbage away “there would be no room to walk.” Kit, like Rosen, would seem to understand that history is enabled precisely through discarding, for not everything can be kept, but he parodies this idea through his own attempts at history that are selective to a fault. Kit’s attempt to preserve a historical self is notable for what it doesn’t include. In recording his thoughts regarding his first murder, Kit records a fiction to throw the police off the scent, stating that he and Holly plan to commit suicide; in his second recording, he does not mention the other deaths at all, remarking only that “Holly and I have had fun” and comically correcting his grammar. This preservation, in other words, leaves out the details that might fill in the lack of causal, psychological motivation in the film. His disavowal of the murders he has committed ultimately makes Kit’s attempts at preservation a failed endeavor from the start.


      Bazin’s notion of preservation is historical—that is, for Bazin the desire for preservation in the spectator is linked to his notion of the historical development of cinema and the other arts—whereas Kit’s attempts at preserving himself through the objects he leaves behind disavows any meaningful relationship to the significant objects of the past. Kit’s narrative is ultimately only a fiction. For Bazin, such attempts at preservation are not simply the act of the camera; they also require the participation of objects (or human subjects) in the pro-filmic field, a field towards which the camera productively intends, and a viewing subject, intending towards the representation of objects on the cinema screen. But no matter how intensely the viewer of Badlands attempts to think through what Kit says, Kit disavows the meaning of those important events that he himself has caused, that is, the history of his own victims. Shortly after the scenes of murder, and before he attempts to construct his own preservation of the self in the dictaphone recordings, Kit physically sets his victims out of sight, hiding the young couple and Cato behind closed doors, or, in the case of Holly’s father, destroying the corporeal remains. In the absence of any such mention of his victims from his dictaphone recordings of his own personal history (whose presence, after all, he has already disavowed in the physical sense, moving them, literally, from out of his perceptual field and then fleeing the site of the murders), his attempts at preserving a narrative of his life become testaments of his failure to substantiate an experience. Thus, even if Kit’s violence—and his sense that his own life will soon end because of the violence he has caused—provokes his desire for preservation, it is a preservation that disavows the relationship to the larger historical world in which he is finitely embodied.


      It is true, of course, that Malick’s characters do not regard themselves with the self-importance of characters in Hollywood historical epics. As Adrian Martin has written, “Malick’s characters are never wholly there in their story, their history, their destiny: they float like ghosts, unformed, malleable, subject to mercurial shifts in mood or attitude, no more stable or fixed than the breeze or the stream.”28 As true as Martin’s statement is relative to Malick’s subsequent films, Kit, and Holly cannot quite reach a regard for the self as being of any importance. The reason “they float like ghosts” is not because their embodied experience sends them into new lines of flight, as in the later films, but rather because this experience remains buried, like the time capsule, in an untapped potential to make meaning. But although it does not quite possess the lush lyricism of Malick’s subsequent work, watching his first feature is not itself an alienating experience. Malick’s filmmaking strategies encourage the viewer to develop a heightened, sensitive regard for the death and the violence in the film. In Badlands this marks the difference between Kit, Holly, and us; in the later films, however, it will mark instead a site of shared experience and sensitivity, particularly as Linda in Days of Heaven, Witt in The Thin Red Line, and John Smith and Pocahontas in The New World more actively and passionately lead us into the worlds created through Malick’s images.


      Images of Death


      There are several moments in Badlands when we glimpse something of an object, or another subject, in ways a character does not. This is precisely at the moment of death, the moment when a human subject passes from its status as a potentially becoming subject into the category of finished object. Malick and his camera acknowledge the fragments of history his characters disavow through the presentation of the film’s own images of the death left in the wake of Kit’s murderous trail. I would like to conclude this chapter by exploring these very images. Unlike the objects mentioned earlier, which elude a larger significance—the pieces of detritus which Kit encounters but cannot use—objects marked by death and violence are, with few exceptions, filmed by Malick in a more direct manner and in a way that is not tethered to either character subjectivity, psychology, or classical narrative form.


      In considering the viewer’s own apprehension of these images of the dead and of the dying in Badlands, it is here productive to link further the thinking of Bazin and Cavell. For Bazin, carefully organized images of death and dying are quintessentially realist images; they paradoxically reproduce unrepeatable moments in a life. Bazin’s most celebrated meditation on death is a short article entitled “Death Every Afternoon” (La mort tous les après-midi), which takes as its subject Pierre Braunberger’s documentary The Bullfight (La Course de Taureaux, 1949). For Bazin, the death of the bull in the film is especially affecting:


      We do not die twice. In this respect, a photograph does not have the power of film; it can only represent someone dying or a corpse, not the elusive passage from one state to the other . . . This is why the representation on screen of a bull being put to death (which presupposes that the man has risked death) is in principle as moving as the spectacle of the real instant that it reproduces. In a certain sense, it is even more moving because it magnifies the quality of the original moment through the contrast of its repetition. It confers on it an additional solemnity . . . On the screen, the toreador dies every afternoon.29


      In Bazin, the social, public nature of cinema enables a more affecting representation of death. Bazin is, above, not simply responding to a raw moving image of a bull being put to its death. His is instead a response to a series of aesthetic choices that are seen to preserve the corporeality of the public event documented in the film and then projected in the public space of the theater. These aesthetic choices and this mode of exhibition, although seen in a documentary, are closely bound up with the history of narrative film that in most of his most celebrated essays is Bazin’s main point of focus. In The Bullfight, as Bazin notes, we see the documentation of a bullfightand the ensuing death of a bull at the hands of a bullfighter—or, more accurately, several bulls and several bullfighters, given that Bazin notes the film’s classical editing strategies: “So perfectly do the matches on action conceal the articulation of the shots that the film would have to be viewed with a moviola to distinguish with certainty between a single shot and a sequence created by patching together five or six different shots.”30 Here Bazin—frequently figured in theoretical discourse as a fierce opponent of manipulative editing strategies—directly admits how completely the realism of cinema’s indexical, photographic trace is engendered in The Bullfight by discrete illusionism, such that this documentary can only effectively “document” its object by rationalizing the contingent details of the pro-filmic field through a standardized mode of cinematic articulation. Although ostensibly a documentary, then, The Bullfight also partakes of similar editing strategies ensuring the smooth movement of figures in the most proficient Hollywood cinema.


      In other words, the image of the death of the bull in The Bullfight is not simply “captured” in the raw on film. Instead, the pieces of celluloid containing the representation of its death are selected and organized in tandem with other pieces of celluloid both preceding and following that representation, all through the conventions of a social institution (the mainstream cinema, which by the 1940s was thoroughly established) so as to give us an illusion of the real. But it is an illusion that, through its choices of poetic effects that are not too obvious or manipulative, respects the original and whole event that is documented (the bullfight). The film camera’s “one-to-one” relationship with reality—here, the reality of death—is, then, not only a property of the camera but is also generated through the filmmakers’ organization of the pieces of celluloid that result from the camera’s recording. For Bazin, The Bullfight evinces how affecting the instant of real death can be when its detail is stitched in carefully organized moving images that respect the original space and time of the duration of that death.


      There is, however, another aspect to this cinematic preservation of death for Bazin, and it is one that pivots equally on the notion that, in addition to preserving images of reality, the film camera and the serial organization of images also often elide reality in, paradoxically, the most realist films. The notion of the close dialectical relationship between effacement and preservation in Bazin’s desire for a realist cinema has been perspicaciously noted by Karla Oeler, who writes that “For Bazin, where everything is recorded or reproduced, nothing stands out. All stands to be lost to serial anonymity . . . Throughout his career, Bazin praises moments when films obscure and elide, as if in the very act of showing and preserving the camera also threatens to repress.”31 Although the death of the bull is, on one level, preserved—that is, it is “contained,” in some sense, in the images of the film—it is very important to note that in The Bullfight the bull’s death is part of a larger context communicated through closely knit long shots, which includes bullfighter, arena, and audience. It is precisely from this context so preserved through camera placement and editing that the death of the bull, for Bazin as for the participants in the original event, derives its affect and its meaning. “The death of the bull” is neither a subject nor an object that can participate in its photographic presence on celluloid. It is instead, by virtue of the radically interior character of the moment of death that the bull is undergoing, unrepresentable. On a certain level, then, the death of the bull is effaced, only glimpsed; it is never directly grasped as the single object of attention. For Bazin, to efface this grasp is not only to make realist cinema but also to make an ethical realist cinema. Bazin knows that the rationalization of the cinematic institution has the dangerous potential to turn each unique moment of death (whether real or fictionalized) into simply another object repeated in the standardized machinations of the culture industry. A Bazinian cinema is also aware that the interior affect of death cannot be visually represented and thus situates the affect tethered to death in a social, discursive realm. What makes The Bullfight so affecting for Bazin, then, is not simply that a bull dies and is attended to by the camera. It is that the organization of the images in this film are geared not towards the preservation of the single moment (the bull’s death) but towards the preservation of the larger ritual (the bullfight) in which the particular, though intensely affecting, moment of death is allowed to retain both its contingent, unrepresentable particularity, its status as the not-yet-object, and its meaning for others in the social sphere.


      How would Bazin respond to the images of (fictional) death in Badlands? A comparison of the presentation of death in Malick’s film to the presentation of death in The Bullfighter is instructive. Unlike The Bullfight, in our viewing of the fictional world of Badlands there is no closely knit echo between the pro-filmic “spectators” of death (Kit and Holly) and our own experiences of the images of the dying and dead we see on the screen. These images of the dead and the dying exist over and beyond the experience of the characters, as phenomena in Malick’s images to which the viewer is called upon to respond in the absence of social meaning in the diegesis. What is missing in the film is the meaning-making socialization the gaze of diegetic spectators might grant the dying and the dead. Malick accounts for this lack in his presentation of death to the spectator, respectfully eliding the particular experience of death, placing the transition from life to death in every instance off-screen. Although images of dying are salient—indeed, moments of dying are depicted in close-ups in a film in which close-ups are hard to come by—we are never at any moment shown in them either human or animal slipping finally into a state of objecthood.


      Consider the first death depicted in the film. Holly’s father has learned she is seeing Kit without his permission. As punishment, he takes her dog out into a field and, with Holly standing in the background, shoots it. (Holly quickly flees the scene of the death after the shot is fired.) Quick edits, rather than preserving the event, break it up (and surely this issues in part from a practical consideration, since Malick could not have ethically filmed the killing of an animal and closer-shots mask the fact that the real animal does not actually die here), but the final two images we see in this sequence linger even as Holly leaves the scene. In the first, lying slightly obscured behind tall leaves of grass in a medium shot, Holly’s dog is shown breathing its final breaths, marking the elusive transformation from life to death of which Bazin speaks. Holly has fled this scene after the firing of the gun. Malick, on the other hand, remains attentive to the dying dog as the character runs, but he cuts before the moment of death turns the dog into a finalized object. In the second, her father throws a bag that contains the body of the dog into a river, and the camera lingers (after the father leaves) as the dead dog flows calmly down the stream. Neither of these moments fixate on death and its aftermath in order to tell us of the character’s thoughts or feelings towards the deceased animal. Prior to the shooting of the animal, Holly’s voice-over narrates the sequence, informing the viewer of the reason for the dog’s death. However, her voice, beyond simply telling us what we might have been able to confirm simply by looking at the images in relation to the previous sequences in the film, does not give us the additional information that we might desire: what, for example, does Holly now think of her father’s act, at the point in time in which she retrospectively recounts it for us? Unlike Bazin’s bullfight, in which the death of the bull is stitched into a cinematic ritual that both guarantees a larger social meaning at the same time respects the radical particularity of death, the death of this animal in Badlands is hardly glimpsed as an individual instance, and it is never retrospectively understood in a history. These images of the dead cannot but stand autonomously from the circuit of causality and character knowledge because the dead have been disavowed by the characters in the fictional world of the film.


      What is then repressed on one level (the experience of the characters) figures saliently on another (the experience of the spectator and the attention that Malick’s own camera pays to these images of the dying). For the characters, these dying figures are associated with their own entropy, their failure to become as social subjects. But for us, these dying figures function as time images that pressure our thinking—not only through Badlands, but indeed through the motif of death as it circulates and shifts through Malick’s entire oeuvre. Other examples, in this present film, abound: as Holly’s fish dies, she throws it into a field and runs away; the camera lingers as the fish struggles to breathe but cuts away before the moment of death. Human deaths are treated in a similar fashion. After Kit shoots Cato in front of his trailer, Cato struggles back inside and sits on his bed; Kit and Holly follow him. When Holly asks Kit, in a moment of astonishing naïveté, how Cato is doing, Kit can only respond by looking out the window (away from Cato) and responding that because he shot him in the stomach, he doesn’t have much chance. Kit returns to the bedroom, looking one last time at Cato alive, and then, as if attempting to justify his action, tells Holly that Cato stole the birdcage in his trailer. In perhaps the most striking shot in the scene, Cato gazes at the fact of his own death, looking into a small mirror, as if to capture just one more glimpse of his subjecthood before it slips away. Kit and Holly offer no consoling meaning, and their only responses to his death are absurd at worst and utterly insignificant at best.


      If Cato looks into a mirror at his moment of death, it is worth remembering that the mirror is often used as a metaphor for film itself. In showing us Cato looking into the mirror, searching for some sign of the meaning of his finitely embodied, interior self at the moment of its extinction—but unable to situate that look in a larger social significance—it is almost as if Cato suddenly becomes aware of his status as a character in a fictional film and that only he, and not the film camera, can account for the meaning of his life. Perhaps in this moment, and less saliently in all of the moments of death that figure in the film, Malick is again reminding us that cinema itself is only partially able to suggest to us human interiority. Just as Bazin described the cinema as only an asymptote for reality—it can only come just so close to touching an accurate picture of the world as it is without actually replacing or becoming that world—cinema can only approach human interiority from the outside. The cinema can come only just so close but can never finally grasp the whole person. Socialized, ritualized acts of meaning-making, like those in Bazin’s bullfight, can endow the individual with social significance. But this significance never exceeds or fully determines the meaning of the individual. Badlands, through the failure of its characters to weave dying and dead individuals into a meaningful social fabric, only throws this idea into greater relief. The terrible fact that Badlands acknowledges is that, in a society that does not provide the ground for acts of dialogical meaning-making, humans become more fully understandable as victims and objects rather than as subjects. As Oeler writes, “cinema—which must represent the victim with discursive techniques that can never fully comprehend a human being—courts complicity with the murders it depicts. But at the same time, murder can paradoxically endow the victim with a referential fullness: the transformation of a person into a victim dramatically suggests the subjective plenitude, and particularity, which has been lost.”32


      The nearly complete alienation and disaffection depicted in Badlands—the severity of which is unusual in Malick’s oeuvre—is one in which subjective plenitude only becomes salient when it is lost. But disturbingly, it is precisely a plenitude that the characters themselves cannot recognize as having been lost. In his historical account, Kit is unable to preserve the meaning of the dead, Holly is still too young to do it justice, and neither one of them is able to establish a dwelling in the revelatory natural landscape that might allow them to become something other than what society has deemed acceptable. In the absence of the diegetic gaze that might bestow upon the victim a place in history, Malick calls upon us, with his first feature film, to respond to images of death that slowly disambiguate themselves from a fictional world unable to consecrate them with historical meaning—and sometimes even unable, yet more terribly, to honor them with a loving glance.
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      Chapter 3


      On Days of Heaven


      


      Set in the Texas Panhandle of 1916, Days of Heaven tells the story of two lovers, Bill (Richard Gere) and Abby (Brooke Adams), who live a life of hard, itinerant labor. In the opening sequence, Abby sifts through the detritus of a stream outside a Chicago steel mill, while inside Bill wearily shovels coal into a fire as the loud clanking and grinding of the factory’s machinery surrounds him in din. After Bill violently strikes the factory foreman in an argument (the film never tells us if the injury is fatal), Bill, Abby, and Bill’s 12-year-old sister, Linda (Linda Manz), flee the factory for the wheat fields of Texas, where they will find jobs harvesting wheat owned by a wealthy landowner known to us only as the Farmer (Sam Shepard). Perhaps to escape authorities after Bill’s run-in with the foreman, Bill and Abby pose as brother and sister while working the wheat. The Farmer, they soon learn, suffers from an unnamed disease and has less than a year to live. When the dying Farmer shows a romantic interest in Abby, Bill scents an opportunity for the two of them to improve the conditions of their own existence. Learning of his employer’s terminal illness, Bill encourages Abby (in a plot device that echoes the Henry James novel The Wings of the Dove, with gender roles reversed) to marry the Farmer, a decision enabling the couple to enjoy a brief life of leisure on the land but which both later come to regret. On a voice-over track, Linda—who does not directly participate in many of the film’s key narrative events—offers commentary about parts of the story, as well as observations about her adventure in the Panhandle with Bill and Abby.


      Adrian Martin has suggested that Malick’s films, like the work of the experimental filmmaker Stan Brakhage, “film the things of the world (people, animals, flora and fauna) before they acquire their names, indeed before they coalesce into firm shapes, objects, identities . . . [italics Martin’s].”1 I suggest that in Days of Heaven, his characters truly begin to engage with these things in the world in a way that is open to their profound namelessness. Malick has crafted a film that is about the experience of nature and culture as a shared space; character, camera, and viewer are brought much closer to the sensuousness of things, before they are named, than in Badlands. This intensification of tactility and sensual contact in Days of Heaven is not only the result of a change in performance style and screenplay; this amplified relationship between figure and environment reflects certain shifts in Malick’s own film practice.


      Nestor Almendros, the cinematographer of Days of Heaven (a task he shared with Haskell Wexler), remarks that production practices on the film unsettled the unionized film technicians on the set:


      Days of Heaven was not a rigidly prepared film. Many interesting ideas developed as we went along. This left room for improvisation and allowed us to take advantage of circumstances. The call sheets, for example, which are Xerox copies specifying the next day’s work, were usually not very detailed. The schedule was changed to suit the weather and also our frame of mind. This disoriented some of the Hollywood crew, who were not used to working in such an improvised way and complained . . . With few exceptions, the crew (which I did not choose) was made up of old-guard, typically Hollywood professionals. They were accustomed to a glossy style of photography . . . They felt frustrated because I gave them so little work. The normal practice in Hollywood is for the gaffer and grip to prepare the lighting beforehand, so I found arc lights set up for every scene. Day after day I would have to ask them to turn off everything they had prepared for me. I realized that this annoyed them; some of them began saying openly that we didn’t know what we were doing, that we weren’t “professional.”2


      Almendros here observes the difference between a more leisurely style of filmmaking, open to the thoughts available through the fleeting impressions of the moment, and a Hollywood system of instrumental labor run to maximum efficiency. (And Days of Heaven’s production challenged this system on levels that extended beyond cinematography, too. Malick’s production designer, Jack Fisk, was called upon to build an actual mansion in Calgary, Alberta, substituting for the Texas Panhandle in the film, rather than only a façade as in conventional productions). Many of the salient cinematographic techniques in Days of Heaven exude a freedom in exploring and perceiving space. The Panaglide, an early prototype of the Steadicam which in the late 1970s was still a novel technique, frees the camera to wind its way through the space of the wheat fields without jerkiness, a creative option unavailable to Malick in making the relatively more static Badlands. 3 With the earlier film, restrictions forced the director to often rush through the filming of shots and to stick very close to the design of the screenplay.4 The filming of Days of Heaven shed many of these shackles, resulting in dynamic, gently fractured impressionistic imagery.


      Days of Heaven presents these impressions through an editing strategy that, although aimed at constructing linear sequences, nevertheless presents relatively autonomous images. Although Malick is telling a story, and a certain causal logic governs some transitions across sequences, the more salient effects in Days of Heaven are the paratactic transitions often occurring to and from images. This form of construction prompts us to question relationships between images in ways that include, but go beyond, the progression of a story. For example, after Bill, Abby, Linda, and other itinerant laborers arrive on the Farmer’s land for the first time, a long shot establishes a clear demarcation of space wherein the Farmer’s mansion is strictly separated from the grounds on which the laborers will live and work. The Farmer’s foreman (Robert Wilke) gruffly commands his employees to recognize that this space is hierarchal when he orders the workers not to approach the mansion. Yet this image, informing us of the oppression to which the workers are subjected, is immediately followed by images insisting not on work but on moments of leisure that take place in relative proximity to the Farmer’s estate. A shot of Bill admiring the landscape is followed by shots of buffalo grazing the land and a bird flying through the sky and then by images of Linda and her friend (Jackie Shultis) running their hands through wheat fields. Malick’s own filmmaking approach, then, results in a space open for the further inscription of meaning; the film’s images proceed in ways encouraging the slow accrual of associations as viewers and characters ascribe significance to these buffalo, this bird, this stalk of wheat.


      In speaking of Badlands, Malick remarked at the time of the film’s release that his characters “only know how to react to what’s inside them. They do not communicate with the outside world, they don’t understand what other people feel.”5 Days of Heaven is different, because Malick’s film includes a young narrator who makes an imaginative effort to understand what she sees, engaging with the world in a generous and creative way. In her regard for the world she reflects the namelessness of the things around her; she imaginatively reminds us of a world that always perpetually has yet to be named. As numerous critics have noted, she is, of course, not an authoritative or even very reliable narrator. I would like to suggest that this does not matter, at least not to the point that this should make us suspicious of what she says. In her effort to name the things of the world and to inscribe a personal meaning onto them, we may get no closer to reliable narrative information, but Linda is under no inherent obligation to be “authoritative” or particularly “reliable” in the first place. For Linda the act of naming marks only an open engagement with the surrounding world. She is less interested in telling us what is already in the world and what it means than in the nascent expression of what another possible world might look like.


      Just as our engagements with Malick’s films open up new worlds for us, then, so too does Linda find her “time and day,” or her opportunity, to make meaning, to perceive something of another possible world that the earth around her might disclose. But while she is the only character privileged with a voice-over, Linda’s imagined possible world is not the only one we glimpse in Days of Heaven. Malick presents several intersecting possible worlds for us—worlds seen on the faces and registered by the eyes of his characters and, in Linda’s case, articulated through the voice. As I show in the next section, one of the extraordinary aspects of Days of Heaven is not that Malick “reveals” what these worlds consist of (for example, through explication of character psychology); instead, he discloses the other worlds imagined in this film precisely through his reticence as a director, through his respect for the privacy of his characters. As Thomas Wall has pointed out, after all, Malick, prior to his fifth film, The Tree of Life, had never filmed a kiss.6


      Worlds Viewed in Days of Heaven


      The images of poverty in this film take on a terrible beauty. After fleeing the steel mill, Bill, Abby, and Linda rest in a darkened space. No establishing shot confirms or analyzes the geography of this space; instead, Malick emphasizes, in his framing and his staging, a pictorial frontality, encouraging us to view the image at a certain painterly remove from the exhaustion of his characters. In a striking shot, Bill is on the left side of the frame, cast in darkness except for the illumination of the contours of his face and his hand that holds a lighted cigarette. The left side of Abby’s face, as she gazes back at Bill, is illuminated by a single shaft of light coming from the top of the frame. There is a gentleness to this moment, evoked not only in Malick’s composition, but also in what Bill says to Abby (“things aren’t always going to be this way”) and in the sound of a baby crying out of frame. Yet even if something of this gentleness felt by Abby—in Bill’s stroke of her hair and his words—is registered by the image, it is also true that Malick, through his painterly distanciation, places Bill’s and Abby’s difficult life as itinerant laborers at somewhat of a remove from the elegance of his imagery. As viewers, the beauty of Malick’s image makes its mark on us, but we nevertheless do not quite know what it means to have fled a steel mill and what it might have been to lash out at and perhaps even kill a foreman after a difficult day of shoveling coal. Indeed, the very beauty of the image distances us from these struggles. Even as we share a space of sense with the characters in this image—we feel the image’s sensuousness just as Abby feels Bill’s hand stroking her head—what we have felt as spectators is qualitatively different. Malick brings us close to his characters and puts us at a poetic remove from them simultaneously.


      This does not mean that Malick is aestheticizing poverty. What it does suggest is that while character, filmmaker, camera, and viewer are all immersed in the space of Days of Heaven, the quality and meaning of each of these perceptual experiences is fundamentally distinct. In this film, even nature itself begins to stand autonomously from the perceptual nodes the characters occupy. Shortly after arriving on the farm, Gere’s Bill, twirling a shaft of wheat in his mouth, paces back and forth on a hill, looking at the expanse of land with a hopefulness that is a counterpoint to the pain of his labor in the steel mill. In a point-of-view shot, we cut to an image of grazing buffalo (with one of the animals staring back at Bill) and then back to Bill, whose face registers something of the satisfaction of what it means to live in harmony in a space. Bill looks off-screen, at a flying bird against the sky followed by the Panaglide camera. At this point, another corresponding reaction shot of Bill, gazing at the bird with approval, might be anticipated by the viewer, but Malick does not show this. The film instead fades to another sequence, reminding us that nature exists above and apart from any character’s gaze.


      Later, another important male character stands alone in the landscape. The Farmer plucks some wheat from a shaft and folds the grain into his hands, letting some of it blow away in the wind and tasting what remains. The camera frames him against the gray, stormy sky as he nods in approval. The crop will be good this year. Malick’s poetic images give us a sense of the Farmer’s presence in this landscape just as it did with Bill; the images convey the feeling of wheat in your teeth and on your tongue as you imagine either a prosperity that has eluded you or one that you aim to preserve. But just as nature stands autonomously from these men, so we ultimately stand separately from them, sharing a sense of space while remaining apart in the meaning we project onto it.


      Perhaps no other stylistic motif in Days of Heaven suggests that characters, even as they inhabit a shared space, stand apart from nature, and even from each other, so well as the director’s use of a low-angle close-up of a character looking out of frame. In these images, only the sky is figured behind them; their figures are sliced away from the details of the surrounding environment. In the first appearance of this motif, the Farmer is looking at Abby; the previous shot showed a group of workers arranging bushels of wheat, but it is Abby alone who sparks the Farmer’s interest. Just as the Farmer singles out Abby from the rest of the group as an object of desire, so too does the camera wrest the Farmer apart from his surrounding context in a low-angle close-up, as he asks his foreman who this woman is. The shot throws the lines and angles of his face into detailed relief against a blue sky with only a touch of white cloud on the left side of the frame. The next time the low-angle close-up motif appears, its function is similar, although its context has changed. Rather than figure the Farmer, this stylistic motif now figures Bill and Abby as their labor becomes particularly hellish. The days on the farm now seem indistinguishable from the steel mill they fled. Loud machinery clanks and grinds with an endless flow of wheat for harvest. Here Malick cuts to a juxtaposed pair of low-angle close-ups. The first is of Abby, looking off to the left side of the frame, wiping sweat off her brow, and the second, of Bill, exhausted, looking off to the right side. And again, an expanse of blue sky behind each character slices them away from the land. Here, even as Malick invites his viewer to sense the exhaustion of the labor, he also distances us from them; we are looking up at them, but they are looking past us. And although cut in what would logically be an eyeline match, the two characters are not looking at each other, either; their weariness is deeply impressed in these images even as the characters themselves seem to be looking beyond it, grasping for some kind of relief from a toil of labor from which they are alienated.


      As these scenes suggest, when we say that characters, camera, filmmaker, and viewers are all immersed in the film space of Days of Heaven, this does not mean that viewers share perspectives with characters or even that characters share the same perspective of space with each other. Rather, these various sensuous engagements with the world occur on the same ground and with the same earth as Malick’s images, even as the director’s poetry, the natural world presented in his film, and our perspectives of these are all somewhat distant from what the characters are thinking and feeling. In this way, Days of Heaven is a film that is both about what it means to inhabit a particular space with a tactile closeness while at the same time being apart from any spiritual or metaphysical connection with others in relation to that space. This hints at the overarching motivation behind Malick’s impressionistic and gently fractured imagery. In this film, his images are wrested apart from continuity and woven back together so as to give a patchwork of perspectives and positions that all occupy the same space but nevertheless do not quite occupy it in shared ways or with shared meanings.


      To further understand the construction of these poetically contrapuntal viewpoints at work in Days of Heaven, it is worth looking again at the thoughts of one of Malick’s former philosophical mentors. Stanley Cavell, in his introduction to an edition of The World Viewed published after the release of Days of Heaven in 1978, remarked that his former student’s second film posed a question to viewers about the function of its beauty and presented something that was quite distinct relative to previous cinema:


      Shall we try expressing the subject as one in which the works and the emotions and the entanglements of human beings are at every moment reduced to insignificance by the casual rounds of earth and sky? I think the film does indeed contain a metaphysical vision of the world; but I think one feels that one has never quite seen the scene of human existence—call it the arena between earth (or days) and heaven—quite realized this way on film before.7


      What was novel about Days of Heaven to Cavell can, I think, be ascertained by comparing Malick’s strategies to spatial constructions in classical cinema. Andrew Klevan (a thinker heavily influenced by Cavell’s body of work) remarks that actor and film space are harmoniously intertwined in classical cinema. In Klevan’s conception, the best classical performances “have the patience and humility, in tune with the medium’s encouragements, to inhabit an appropriate place.”8 For Klevan, actor and spatial context should ideally coalesce; filmic space, and particularly classical filmic space, functions as an “appropriate place” for the expression of gesture and emotional revelation. Malick’s intervention into this classical way of rendering space is pronounced, and I think this is part of what Cavell senses in Days of Heaven. In Malick’s film, no longer are the “works and emotions and entanglements” harmoniously inscribed in the world with a certain humility, as in classical films. Here, Cavell sees a cinematic vision in which the desires of the characters stand out in vanity against a cycle of seasons and natural disasters. Individual desire in Days of Heaven is not a part of the already existing world; as the Farmer envisions a life with Abby and Bill imagines making the “big score,” the world of nature around them cycles through its indifferent, and even violently contrapuntal, rhythms.


      Malick’s work is generally free of analytical editing and obvious establishing shots; his strategy of paratactic editing is uncommon in the classical cinema appreciated by Klevan. His stylistic approach refuses to stitch together an “appropriate place” for the realization of his characters’ desires. Despite their sensual immersion in it, the characters’ environment is not a willing stage for their drama and their emotions. It stands over and, at times, even against them (this standing-against is particularly evident in the storm of locusts at the end of the film). But in pointing out that in watching Days of Heaven one has never before quite seen “the scene of human existence—call it the arena between earth (or days) and heaven—quite realized this way on film before,” Cavell is not only encouraging us to recognize Malick’s divergence from classical methods of constructing relationships between human figure and film space. There is also a philosophical notion at work here. Cavell has identified the watching of cinema as a parallel to modern epistemological skepticism, a state in which one feels that one’s subjective perspective of the world is isolated, existing among the objects and places of the world but not ultimately reconcilable with the society of that world. For Cavell, the world we view through cinema gives us the opportunity to overcome this isolation:


      It could be said further that what painting wanted, in wanting connection with reality, was a sense of presentness—not exactly a conviction of the world’s presence to us, but of our presence to it. At some point the unhinging of our consciousness from the world interposed our subjectivity between us and our presentness to the world. Then our subjectivity became what is present to us, individuality became isolation.9


      In Cavell’s thinking, cinema is not an art of representational realism, nor an art of “presentness,” strictly speaking. What we see on the screen may be “real,” and certainly present before us in a sense, but not objectively so, for its impact is felt insofar as it is, in our viewing of films, “our subjectivity . . . that appears present to us,” as William Rothman and Marian Keane have written in their exploration of Cavell’s philosophy.10 Watching films, however, is also at the very same time an opportunity for the modern subject to overcome—precisely by making productive use of—this private isolation. For Cavell, as for Rothman and Keane, “our wish to escape subjectivity cannot be separated from our wish to achieve selfhood . . . Cavell’s idea is that selfhood cannot be achieved apart from the acknowledgement of others.”11 In the viewing of films we can, for Cavell, achieve selfhood, a selfhood that is not simply a private individuality or subjectivity but a position in the world, a kind of dwelling, from which to begin to make our vision of the world clearer to others.


      In this Days of Heaven is not so different from classical films or any other kind of film; in watching any film we might theoretically bear witness to our subjective isolation from the larger world. Cavell identifies this trait with the medium of film rather than one of its historical manifestations. Indeed, modern art as a whole, for Cavell, is dependent on the notion of acknowledgement, the means by which we achieve selfhood. (Selfhood is distinct, conceptually, from subjectivity; if subjectivity is a word Cavell uses to indicate the subject in isolation, selfhood is that isolated subject slowly taking steps towards a dialogue with others). What cinema allows us to acknowledge is that our most private desires are extendable to something we can call “reality,” and it is this observation that allows us to overcome our debilitating private subjectivity and attain something like a public selfhood. As Rothman and Keane put it in their reading of Cavell:


      When objects and persons in the world are projected and screened, they are displaced from their natural sequences and locales. This displacement, which enables movies to depict the fantastic as readily as the natural . . . itself acknowledges their physical reality. Only what exists in the world can be photographed, subjected to photography’s way of displacing things and people. And what exists in the world already bears the stamp of our fantasies.12


      In Cavell’s philosophical work on film, the film medium does not simply capture reality. Rather, it projects, exhibits, distributes—all words synonymous in this context for displaces—reality. This idea allows Cavell to counter the charge that the cinema’s frequently fantastic and artificial imagery is not “realistic.” For Cavell “realism” is not defined by the raw capturing of reality as it is lived. For example, the pro-filmic re-creation of the Texas Panhandle of 1916 in the Calgary of the mid-1970s in Days of Heaven is itself a displacement. With film we are viewing not a world we can master but a displaced reality that puts us face to face with the fact of our own subjectivity. In other words, given that we are absent from the filmed world projected on the screen, what we are viewing puts us into a self-conscious state of awareness regarding our isolation and absence from the (filmed) world. In realizing that film’s realism itself partakes of fantasy and re-creation (as in the Texas Panhandle of Days, re-created in Alberta), that cinema’s notion of an objectively realistic world is in fact the fiction of fantasy, we encounter the idea that the meaning made in film experience can do something more than isolate us. Like the film’s fantastic recreation of pieces of filmed reality into a publicly available fiction, our private, subjective fantasies have the chance to resonate in the public, historical world, or with “reality.”


      Yet, if all cinema—indeed, all modern art—bears some kind of witness to the state of modern skepticism, why would Cavell remark that with Days of Heaven, in particular, one has never quite seen one has never before seen “the scene of human existence—call it the arena between earth (or days) and heaven—quite realized this way on film before?” What I want to suggest is that Malick is not only giving us a cinematic space in which we might overcome our subjective isolation but also a series of poetic reverberations that gesture toward the new worlds that the characters might will into existence if only they could overcome their own solitary subjectivity. I think this is why Malick respects the privacy of his characters and regards their interior states with a certain mysteriousness; his film poetry is attuned to moments and gestures that reveal the textures of this interiority and its possible overcoming of subjective isolation. Malick’s challenge as an artist in Days of Heaven, I think, is to paint a picture of characters gesturing towards other kinds of worlds but without violating the privacy of those imaginings and without impinging on the viewer’s own creatively autonomous engagement with the cinematic experience.


      A more concrete sense of what I mean can be found through a close look at what is one of the film’s key motifs: the Farmer’s house. It is the one space in the film that does seem to promise some kind of unity in Klevan’s sense, a place of harmony where conflict might happen and then be resolved. Nearly all of the important narrative events occur in it or around it. Its recurring appearance throughout seems to promise a stage of sorts upon which Bill, Abby, and the Farmer might reconcile their personal drama with the natural world. But just as Malick refuses to analytically parse the spaces of the natural environment in his editing, so too does his presentation of the house eschew conventional strategies of cutting. Indeed, the mystery of the characters’ intimate thoughts only deepens the closer we get to the house. Thus, its unity may be illusory.


      For example, early in the film, when he is told by the doctor that he has a year to live, we see the Farmer in his house. He is lying down, staring straight ahead, past the camera, his hand caressing the brim of his hat (which lies on the floor). This is the first interior shot of the house in Days of Heaven, but in his refusal of an establishing shot the director sunders any potential link the image might have from a larger architectural context. The Farmer’s moment of solitude resists our attempt to derive meaning from it or to analyze it spatially; the caress of the hat by the Farmer is all we have to go on, and this simple gesture suggests only that this is a space right for his intimate dreaming and thinking in the face of his death. The quiet force of Malick’s image comes not from what it reveals but from its function as a polite witness to privacy. Only Linda’s voice-over, near the end of this shot, projects significance onto the Farmer’s lonely gaze: “He knew he was going to die. He knew there was nothing to be done. You’re only on this earth once; and to my opinion, as long as you’re around, you should have it nice.” But while her words aptly summarize what the niceness of this house might mean to her, the Farmer’s solitude is tucked away in this private nook of his home.


      If the Farmer is alone with his thoughts (of death, we presume), Linda can only guess at their content, and Malick gives us no confirmation of his interior state. And in this Malick is not so much distancing us from his characters in a Brechtian mode as he is giving us a poetic image of the dreams the house inspires in them. One of the special experiences Days of Heaven offers is watching the house slowly become a part of the lives of Bill, Abby, and Linda, even before they begin living with the Farmer on his estate. As Ian Rijsdijk has put it, this is a trajectory in which “Malick’s arrangement of privileged places” gives way to “the slow erasure of the boundaries delineating those places[.]” When the workers first arrive on the farm, they are told not to approach the Farmer’s house. Yet slowly, inevitably, they are drawn toward it. While chasing pheasants in the fields with Linda, Abby wanders close to the Farmer’s property. It is impossible that her wandering is an accident; against the sunset of the magic hour, the house stands with beauty in the background. But she has not seen the Farmer, who lies in the grass. He asks where she is from. “All over,” she says. Like nearly every moment of intimacy the Farmer will come to share with his future wife in and around this house, this encounter is foreshortened by Malick; he cuts away before any dramatic heft can begin to weigh down his images. A similar strategy is evident in two other scenes. On their wedding night, the Farmer will ask if the house is strange to Abby. But Malick, visually presenting the moment with a certain painterly frontality, will again cut away before she can respond. And later in their relationship, after the Farmer spies her taking off her stockings on the bed, he will deepen the picture of the love he has for her, claiming that he can feel her voice and breath inside him, even though it seems he does not know her. She shuts the door, and for a moment it seems a revelation is forthcoming—that Abby will tell him that Bill is not really her brother, that their marriage is based less on love and more on circumstance. But here Malick, again, cuts away before the drama can intensify, this time to a shot of the wind passing through a stream.


      In some respects, then, Malick is a chaste director. As I mentioned earlier (citing Thomas Wall’s observation), up until The Tree of Life no one had ever kissed in his cinema, so it follows that he is uninterested in depicting sex; he politely looks away from moments of intimacy between the Farmer and Abby just as those scenes begin to promise physical contact and personal confession.13 However, in refusing to show the most intense physical and psychic bonds between his characters, and in avoiding disclosing what precisely the house means to all of the figures in the film who come to live intimately in it, Malick is not being prudish. Rather, he is suggesting precisely that this is not a meaning for us to behold, for no place of metaphysical unity exists in the film where all of these various internal meanings might resonate in a larger social or public sense. A certain parallel for our own presence in the Farmer’s house can be found in the moment when Bill, who is staying in the house while Abby and the Farmer are away on their honeymoon, enters the home for the first time. He hesitates for a moment after walking in the house, dropping his bags and slowly walking down the hallway. The Panaglide camera follows him, as behind Bill we glimpse portraits (perhaps former owners of this land, deceased members of the Farmer’s family) as well as the accoutrements of wealth (upholstered furniture; the piano on which Linda, as she will later tell us, will receive her first academic training in music; and two goblets resting next to a wine decanter). Whatever dreams the Farmer has while bound up in the intimacy of his home are silently preserved, it seems, in these objects; they are as strange to Bill as the Farmer’s bed is to Abby on the night of their wedding. And they are strange to the camera too, it seems, for as the scene ends, the Panaglide no longer explores the space of the Farmer’s house but is rather fixed on Bill’s face, which looks in silent awe at a wealth he will know only in passing.


      Bill won’t and can’t know the secret meaning of these objects. They are a world away from him and from us. Later, he will steal away Abby, in the night, from the Farmer’s bed; he absconds with her to a stream behind the house while the Farmer sleeps. They bring with them a set of goblets not unlike the ones we have glimpsed in our first movement through the house with Bill earlier in the film. That Bill does not know, and does not care, about the intimate meaning these objects have for the Farmer is shown in the carelessness with which he holds them. He has brought a bottle of wine with them. “See this bottle?” he asks Abby. “I want to break it.” The sound of the bottle crashing against rocks would not be out of place in the din of the city (or the steel mill from which Bill has fled), but against the natural quietude of the Farmer’s land it is a disruption (Malick cuts to a coyote disturbed, it appears, by the sound of the bottle). In the stream, Bill will pour wine for Abby from another bottle but drink directly out of the bottle rather than use the other goblet he has brought with him; as if to punctuate the object’s foreignness to him, he drops the glass in the stream. Malick ends the sequence by cutting to a shot of the dropped object resting against a rock against the bottom of the stream, a piece of lost property swallowed up by nature.


      Just as Bill cannot derive meaning from these objects that are not personal to him, so too do we wonder what these personal artifacts reveal of the Farmer; when we see the goblet sunk in the stream, we know it has been forever lost, but what is the personal or familial significance of this lost object? Roger Ebert, in his revisiting of the film in his collection The Great Movies, remarks that Days of Heaven was criticized by some for its “muted emotions.”14 But perhaps this emotional distance emerges less from any failure on the film’s part as melodrama (it is plainly not interested in melodrama, so this cannot be its failure) but in its modest refusal to unlock the secret meaning residing in the objects, spaces, and personal encounters between characters that occur in and around this house. In this, these objects have a special aura that is not unlike the personal meaning viewers sometimes find in watching films. Andrew Sarris has pointed to the idea of “interior meaning,” a phrase which refers to an expressive quality, privileged moment, or glimpsed gesture that seems to contain something significant even if this significance remains ineffable.15 David Bordwell, in an essay on Sarris, has remarked that such a moment “cannot be adequately described; it is ‘imbedded in the stuff of cinema.’ The critic can merely point to those privileged moments where interior meaning shines forth.”16 And this is perhaps also what Cavell is getting at when he claims, in his introduction to The World Viewed, that Malick is interested in how objects “participate in the photographic presence of themselves; they participate in the re-creation of themselves on film; they are essential in the making of their appearances.”17 But Days of Heaven implies that this special aura of objects is not limited to the viewer’s, or the camera’s, gaze alone. The aura shines forth with meaning in the eyes of characters, too, a secret meaning that we can only glimpse as the personal significance of objects registers itself in the face of a character. If only were we able to communicate this interior meaning to others, the subjective solitude Cavell sketches for us might be overcome.


      There is another parallel between Days of Heaven and the insight Sarris and Bordwell make here, one that links their idea of interior meaning to the motif of the house I have been discussing. In The Poetics of Space, Gaston Bachelard analyzes the poetic image of the house and in one chapter in particular becomes interested in the drawers, cupboards, and wardrobes in which we hide our most intimate items. He remarks that the idea of compartmentalization, symbolized for him in these private areas, is sometimes regarded with suspicion in art, just as it often is in life. In his analysis of Henri Bosco’s novel Monsieur Carre-Benoit à la campagne, Bachelard analyzes the author’s use of the poetic image of the drawer; he points out that for Bosco, the drawer’s function as a narrative trope is not to imply that his protagonist has a mysterious inner life worth contemplating but rather that he is an utterly banal figure. Carre-Benoit is, in Bosco’s book, an administrator whose only beloved object is a filing cabinet in which he locks the records of his profession; there is nothing but administrative busywork tucked away in the drawer. For Bosco, as for Bachelard, the character is “a very commonplace man.” But the novelist, as Bachelard points out, “is an unusually gifted one. For with this filing cabinet he has succeeded in embodying the dull administrative spirit.”18 Bachelard seems to chide Bosco, however, preferring instead those works of art that find positive value in metaphors of “intimate reality” (Rimbaud and Rilke are, for Bachelard, two authors who find in closed drawers and intimate spaces “the unfathomable store of daydreams of intimacy”).19 I think Malick would likely be valued by Bachelard because, unlike Bosco but like Rimbaud and Rilke, Malick is genuinely and earnestly interested in the meaning characters keep intimately tucked away (in the house and in their hearts). His foreshortening of scenes and sequences, and his camera’s brief identification with Bill’s silent wonder at the Farmer’s array of expensive and familial objects, is not meant to suggest that these moments would not be worth staying with longer or that his characters have nothing to say. Rather, no space or place of unity exists wherein these characters, cleaved not only by desire but also by a class system, might articulate what they feel inside them with a greater social resonance. There is no place of metaphysical unity where the isolated subjects of Days of Heaven can make their interior meaning felt.


      In other words, while the potential for the overcoming of subjective isolation exists in Malick’s fictional people, no space and place exists where such overcoming might be achieved. And Malick does not simply make us aware of this by “distancing” us, as a modernist filmmaker might; he makes us feel the impossibility of social expression by first letting us glimpse intimacy and the possibility of intimate meaning and then gently pulling us away from it, as a painter gently shadows and blurs the contours of figures and objects so as to place them deeper beneath the surface of an image. And this is why several of the film’s most quietly suggestive and lyrical moments take place in and around the house. It is a place that links all of the characters together even as it does not quite provide the space that Klevan locates in the classical cinema, a unified space in which they might freely express interior meaning and finally overcome their isolation. It is a shared space and a place for dreams but not for the sharing of dreams.


      A Felt Unity


      Yet Days of Heaven does not keep us wholly in isolation. One of the sources of Malick’s lyricism is that he occasionally makes us feel as if subjectivity has overcome isolation, an idea that has as much to do with our experience of his aesthetic as it has to do with his characters. There are passages in Days of Heaven when, even if only momentarily, a healing of the metaphysical rift is felt. One such passage comes just as Bill has made the decision to leave Abby, who has revealed the changing winds of her love. “He seen how it all was,” Linda tells us, as Bill leaves for Chicago; “she loves the Farmer.” As Linda tells us of this major shift in Abby’s emotions in a very matter-of-fact way, Malick shows us an image of Bill leaving, via plane, with the traveling circus; Linda, Abby, and the Farmer stand in long shot and watch them fly away. Ennio Morricone’s joyous score accompanies the dissolve to a series of images that marry Abby and the Farmer not only to each other but to the very rhythms of nature. They ride together in a horse carriage, trotting along a surface of fresh snow; the Farmer gives Abby a necklace, in an image which frames one of the Farmer’s family portraits behind her (almost as if Abby has become a part of the Farmer’s familial heritage); Abby learns to draw, she makes a snow angel with Linda; and she shares a moment of intimacy with the Farmer, in bed, that has nothing of the alienation and strangeness of their wedding night. Malick will then, in a moment, cut to time-lapse photography of wheat seed sprouting in this same montage sequence in which the love of the Farmer and Abby begins to bloom. This montage does not merely serve to indicate the passage of a season and the arrival of the next impending wheat to be harvested. Instead, the details of nature’s cycles of life and its first buds of growth, for one fleeting moment, seem of a piece with the human drama, rather than apart from it. Here the Farmer and Abby are not cleaved from one another, and the space of the world, by their subjectivities; they are a part of that world.


      These days of heaven end quickly. Bill’s return to the land suggests that space has once again become sundered by isolated subjectivity. When Bill returns, after having spent time in Chicago, he approaches the house with a hesitation similar to his first entrance into the house earlier in the film. A few objects indicate a life that has gone on without him: a bike resting against the steps, a potted plant, a slightly askew front door. Shown in what are ostensibly point-of-view shots, these objects are nevertheless somehow apart from Bill; the life of these objects has continued without him present, and his subjectivity, as with the Farmer’s goblets, is absent from their presence. He sees Abby, through two windowpanes (without her seeing him), practicing her dance steps on the other side of the house. This is one of the film’s simplest but also most affecting images. Abby, on the right side of the frame, enjoys again a talent for dance she knew early in life, presumably before poverty took hold, and Bill looks at her through the window, his reflection in the pane on the left side of the frame, his absence from the farm during these several days now evoked by his presence. Then, after a cut, the Farmer sees Bill through his window (one of several instances in which his eventual, tragic confrontation with Bill is foreshadowed), but he does not intervene. In the next shot, Bill has already walked around the house to greet Abby, who turns off the gramophone to greet him. No melodramatic embrace is forthcoming; instead, the film transitions to one of Malick’s cutaways, a shot of a potted plant inside the house, its leaves gently blowing in the wind, reminding us that the passing of time has irreversibly refigured the intimacy between these two characters. Linda, not quite recognizing the emotional fragility of this moment, interrupts it, throwing herself with joy into Bill’s arms, and then the Farmer walks into frame, too, hiding whatever suspicion of Bill he betrayed in the earlier shot. All of them walk back into the house, except for Abby, who remains in the doorway, as isolated in her subjectivity, now, as Bill is in his. And on the bottom right corner of the frame we see the same wine decanter and goblets that looked so strange to Bill earlier. What the little details of this sequence suggest is that after the characters’ brief days of heaven, the world is made strange again, absent from their presence and cleaved from their various subjectivities.


      But despite the fact that Malick re-confirms the isolation of his characters in this sequence, I want to say that there remain glimpses, in the film’s most ardent passages (as in the time-lapse montage I have already noted), and in much of the whole of Linda’s narration, of the overcoming of metaphysical sundering. We have already encountered, in the first chapter, the moment when Linda watches Chaplin opening up a new world through his creative engagement with film space in The Immigrant, just as Linda herself attempts to connect with the world through her voice-over. It is the nature of her voice-over, and the perceptual surplus of “interior meaning” that she generously leaves for viewers after the film is over, that I wish to examine in the remaining pages of this chapter. I want to begin to do so by exploring the world that Linda, from out of the “earth” of Malick’s film, expresses in Days of Heaven, and how we are to understand this expressed world in our own experience of the film.


      Daniel Yacavone’s exploration of the divergent work of existential philosophers Nelson Goodman and Mikel Dufrenne is useful for my purposes here. His ideas, when connected to Cavell’s thoughts on film, offer some notion of what it means to overcome isolation and engage in a metaphysical state of felt unity in the experience of art. Yacavone points to two kinds of worlds at work in art and in cinema. The first (which Yacavone develops through a reading of Goodman’s philosophy) is the represented world, or symbolic order, of the created artwork, and the second is the expressed world of the aesthetic object (developed through a reading of Dufrenne). In the first of these types of artistic worlds, the represented world, “worldmaking . . . is above all a process of ‘re-making’ . . . whereby the worlds of existing art works (and other relevant symbolic worlds), and the conventions that they have established, are transformed via a particular style into a new artistic world, one which a work ‘exemplifies’ in the sense of being a ‘sample’ of that world[.]”20 For Yacavone, as for Goodman, “the pre-existing building materials for the creation of art worlds are all the symbolic world-versions of reality, both artistic and non-artistic, available to the artist at a given time and place.”21 As Yacavone writes, “a filmmaker must struggle to create an artistically interesting, two-dimensional cinematic world from the three-dimensional things and beings appearing before the camera; in the completed film these things and beings may be recognizable as themselves (i.e., as they exist outside the film), and yet they are also profoundly transformed into something other within it.”22 Goodman’s idea of an art world is, then, close to the conception of “diegesis” in film studies, but for Goodman, the artwork’s represented world is not simply a representation of reality but a re-ordering of that reality, achieved through the creation of a symbolic order comprised of both the particularity of a single artistic world and that single world’s relation to—and difference from—other worlds (the real world, and the world of other artworks).


      This differential quality of an artistic, symbolic world, although in one sense a complete and finished product, stakes out a relation with the world not only through the “things and beings” it uses to create its own fiction but also through the spectator’s immersive experience with the film world. This leads to a second way Yacavone understands the notion of a “film world,” developed from the work of Dufrenne. For Dufrenne, a given object may be both an artwork and an aesthetic object. As artwork, it functions in Goodman’s sense, as a finished work that, through its symbolic means, establishes its difference relative to the existing world. An aesthetic object, however, is not only this already finished, represented world. It is also an expressed world, “the art work as it is concretely experienced . . . the first and most primary of a (potential) series of removals from empirical reality and the quotidian that the aesthetic object effectuates in and through the beholder’s attitude towards it, one which endows its experience with a quality of self-enclosure and immersion.”23 If the “represented world” is constituted by a certain compositional unity (even if that “unity,” in Malick, is gently fragmented), the aesthetic object is held together, in experience, by what Dufrenne calls a “felt” unity, in which the various perceptions of the world are unified (if only tentatively) under the sign of an expression ascribed to them by an individual spectator.24


      For Yacavone, then, the experience of the film object by the spectator is something like the effort to articulate “interior meaning”; it is a kind of re-making of the original symbolic work of the filmmakers, an experience through which new expressive significance emerges from the ordering of sensuous materials. Importantly, Dufrenne’s understanding of an expressed world relies on certain elements of what for Goodman constitutes the represented world—that is, the symbolic (or stylistic) elements of the work, a key part of the spectator’s experience of the artistic world. We can be, after all, affected as deeply by film form as by film character or content. For Yacavone, this connection leads to an understanding of film experience wherein our understanding of film style and our understanding of film character become closely linked:


      The objective/subjective duality marking the viewer’s experience of a film’s world . . . in some cases mirrors the duality between objective and subjective time within its represented or fictional world, that is, time as it is experienced by its characters. And this affective link may serve as one of the main routes of immersion into its unique, expressed world. Yet although the expressed time, as well as space, of a film world intuited by the viewer is not a purely formal property of a work, but is partly articulated through and by its represented characters and situations, the affective relation between them and the viewer is something deeper and broader than a specific identification (emotional or otherwise) with a character’s thoughts, feelings, or actions. It is instead a consequence of a shared world-feeling that the film world expresses and which, with respect to representation, may be seen to provide the intuited “existential” context within which the characters think, feel, and act.25


      Malick’s work, particularly from Days of Heaven onwards, is an ideal example of this immersive, existential link between character and viewer. A viewer’s understanding of character emerges from “a shared world-feeling,” a shared space generated through an experience of the symbolic conventions that make up the film’s represented world. It is in this shared “world-feeling” that a space of shared meaning, of metaphysical unity, might come to happen in our engagement with the film. Of course, as I have already suggested, the viewer’s experience and the character’s experience cannot be exactly the same, because the character is not simply represented within the film’s fictional world (in Goodman’s sense) but is also expressed through our own experiential understanding of the world on the screen. Character, after all, is always constituted by the same stylistic, symbolic conventions that express other aspects of the film’s world. The voice-over, one of Malick’s favorite techniques, is one of these conventions. This shared space between viewer and character also becomes, however, a recognition of the character’s purchase on making meaning in the world, of the character’s special relationship with objects, people, and landscapes that remain internal and have yet to be voiced. The potential for an overcoming of the metaphysical rift between two subjectivities—in this case, the viewer and the character—thus becomes poetically possible. This is because the character, as a stylistic entity composed through image and sound, becomes a constitutive part of the viewer’s own expressed world. The relative closeness of these two expressed worlds begins to indicate the extent to which isolated subjectivity might be overcome, if not in the diegesis itself (for these days of heaven are fleeting) than in our experience of the aesthetic.


      The voice-over, in particular, is a privileged example of an element of film that serves to both represent (it lets us know something of a character represented in the film’s represented, fictional world) and express. Yet these ideas about film worlds also connect to the conditions of the characters in Days of Heaven in an even more specific way because they relate to the experience of modernity that has claimed a presence in the agrarian world of the Farmer’s land. To understand this idea, it is important to note that Goodman’s and Dufrenne’s closely intertwined concepts reflect two different kinds of philosophical aesthetics. For Goodman, an analytic philosopher, the unity of the artwork, and its autonomy from the outer world, is ensured by the distance that inheres between viewer and aesthetic object in analytical philosophical aesthetics. Dufrenne’s thought, meanwhile, is more characteristic of a continental tradition wherein the closeness of the viewer to the aesthetic work is valued as an aspect of modernity, particularly in the work of Walter Benjamin, who sees the invention of film as collapsing the “aura,” or distance, once felt between viewer and artwork in aesthetic experience. Fittingly, Dufrenne often discusses the aesthetic object’s “expressed world” as essentially similar to the worlds we encounter in our everyday lives, an idea Yacavone makes clear when he suggests that Dufrenne’s concept of “felt” unity “characterises the experienced worlds of art works . . . as it characterises the concrete experience of our everyday life-world(s).”26 In other words, even if the film is a finished entity, an autonomous object closed off from our further acts of creativity and thus distant from us in a sense, a film’s world nevertheless becomes increasingly closer as the distance between viewers and the represented world on the screen gradually decreases as we immerse ourselves in the film’s sensuous world. And in this collapsing of distance—in our encounter with the expressed worlds of Malick’s characters—we are, on the plane of aesthetic experience, close to the overcoming of the subjective isolation outlined in Cavell’s work.


      I have already suggested the extent to which Malick respects the privacy of his characters’ interiority in Days of Heaven. It is only Linda who we really get close to, and not in the sense that she is an authoritative narrator whose role is strictly to give us “narrative information” (she isn’t), but in the sense that we are privy to some of her most contingent and impressionistic thoughts. Linda, in a sense, “uses” the technology of the film, as its narrator, as an opportunity to inscribe her relationship to what she sees. Her own “expressed world” is achieved through her voice-over, which is part of the stylistic texture of the film itself. If this collapse of distance cannot be felt in the depiction of technology within the film’s represented world—the technology used to harvest the wheat, after all, only serves to widen the gap that exists between the Farmer’s class and that of the workers—one of its salient expressed worlds, a “felt” unity, emerges from the intertwined experiences of Malick’s viewers and Linda herself. Linda’s narration emblemizes both the collapse of distance in an experience of cinema and the related overcoming of subjective isolation. Linda’s narration does not unify the events we see on screen into a finished whole but rather gives us the feeling of this young girl’s attempt to express a meaning in relation the world she encounters.


      Crucially, Linda’s narration is also key to any meaning Malick’s viewers might express. As a narrator, she brings us close to her world while at the same time leaving us a perceptual surplus that serves as our own opportunity to find meaning in the story. Janet Wondra, pointing to Linda’s engagement with her narrated past in the form of the voice-over, has suggested the following:


      As the freight train chosen by the adults steams into the future, Linda’s narration snatches at the past. Because she is a child, she must go where adults take her and put her life together piecemeal from what she is given and can find around her: childhood as hand-me-down, or perhaps childhood as crazy quilt, since Linda makes the hand-me-down pieces into a pattern very much her own, creating what might be called a co-text.27


      Linda’s own story is achieved through what Wondra calls a “gathering gaze” that operates both in the narration itself and in Linda’s behavior on the film’s visual track; this is a gaze which seeks not to master, objectify, and thus demystify phenomena, but rather to impressionistically register the world. As Wondra indicates, even if she cannot master the overarching direction of her life (it is Bill who chooses to take his sister and Abby to the Panhandle at the beginning of the film and Abby who enrolls Linda in school at the end), she still has agency through which to creatively make meaning out of what, at any moment, surrounds her. In this she is, in a sense, like another viewer of the film, registering impressions of what is given in the images and constructing, in a parallel to our own, a sense of their significance.


      Throughout the film Linda also engages with the physical world around her—as when she guides her hand along the wheat fields in the Panhandle early in the film. By virtue of her sensitive relationship to the landscape around her, Linda is very close to the sensibility of the film’s director. The camera in Days of Heaven seems to parallel Linda with its own kind of sensual “gathering gaze” that is characteristic of Malick’s films. As I have suggested, there is a terrible aesthetic beauty in the film’s evocation of the back-breaking labor of the workers. This quality is emphasized further by the fact that Malick and his collaborators chose to shoot much of the film during the so-called “magic hour,” right before sunset, resulting in a cinematographic beauty that for some of the film’s first critics, expecting an efficiently constructed narrative, was a distraction.28 This observation supports what Morrison and Schur have said in regards to the film: “Again and again, we are reminded of the difference between what we are shown and what the characters see, yet ultimately we are denied the satisfaction of feeling ourselves privileged observers who are allowed to understand what the characters cannot.”29 Yet even if the significance ascribed to phenomena by Malick (and by us) is different than the significance ascribed by Linda and others, both remain rooted in a fundamentally shared ground—that is, the immediate, sensuous experience enabled by the film’s aesthetic. Linda is more responsive to this kind of immediate experience than any other character in the film; it is through her voice (admittedly child-like and not quite “philosophical” in the strictest sense) that we come close not to “narrative information” but to a metaphysical dialogue between subjectivities.


      The idea that Linda seeks a creative dialogue with others informs not only her voice-over but also her presence in the represented story world. Linda is remarkably sensitive to other human beings, an idea at work not only in the voice-over but in her conversations and interactions with other characters. Linda is able to craft friendships, both real and imagined, with people she meets on her journey. She will project thoughts and memories onto others (particularly the Farmer) but will also come to know others in friendships that are free of the dramatic intrigue of the love triangle. Some of these friendships, many quite brief, are glimpsed in fleeting imagery; when Linda, sitting in a field, playfully accepts a shaft of wheat as if it were a flower from a circus performer whose plane has stalled on the Farmer’s property, we see not the start of a relationship with dramatic implications but rather an impression of a bond with no substance other than play and love—a childhood memory that is beautifully free of the adults’ fateful narrative trajectory.


      Another friendship Linda creates will develop with some substance, in a series of scenes she shares with a friend she meets on the Farmer’s land. When she first meets the girl, they walk through the fields together; the wheat comes up to their waists, and the sound of the ground and wheat beneath their feet forms an earthly counterpoint to the blue expanse of heavenly sky above them. As the sequence comes to a close, we realize the girls have been hunting for locusts; in a close-up, Malick shows us the insect that Linda and her new friend try to grab. “I don’t think they like us,” Linda’s friend remarks as the creature hops away, unknowingly foreshadowing the locust swarm that will descend upon the farm at the end of the movie. But Malick’s interest is not so much in how the moment anticipates what is to come but in what binds Linda with her new pal; the moment is shot through with the scattered sharing of both personal background and present state of mind that is characteristic of the beginning of friendships. Linda and the girl slowly learn things of one another (that Linda has a brother named Bill; that the girl keeps a cigarette in her ear) at the same time as they begin a new story together. Later, as the wheat crop begins to dwindle and the working season on the Farmer’s land comes to an end, the girl tells Linda a story about a boy who told her he loved her and then forgot about her. Malick introduces us to this moment by joining the conversation in the middle. “Did he ever buy you anything?” Linda asks; the camera is first focused not on our narrator but on her friend, in a close-up of her dirt-lined and tear-stained face. As the camera pans to Linda, the girl wonders if perhaps she was not pretty enough for the boy; Linda then asks her what happened to her ear (a dog bite as a child), perhaps discovering a physical detail that causes her friend’s anxiety over her appearance. Linda asks for a puff of her cigarette; in doing so she reminds us of the happier time (presumably before the friend’s love interest left) in the wheat fields, in which the two girls chased after locusts and Linda noticed her ear—not for its imperfections but for the cigarette it holds.


      Later in the film, Linda will watch as her friend, now much happier, leaves the farm. As the girl runs to the train, she reminds Linda that she loves and cares for her and that she should try to do good. Of course, we have already witnessed Linda doing good, in her ability to find with this girl a shared space of personal meaning and friendship. Linda’s capacity to “do good,” and her larger awareness of such a thing as moral judgment, is a theme of the film; in other sequences, her voice-over speculates on both the morality of the human race as a whole as well as the morality of the actions Bill and Abby take in deceiving the Farmer. In this respect, she is an especially generous narrator, for she is able to ascribe moral ambiguity to their situation where others might condemn their act: “Nobody’s perfect. There was never a perfect person around. You just got half devil and half angel in you.” Although the theme of moral judgment is evoked by Linda’s narration, then, Linda herself refrains from judging; her own attitude toward the actions of the adults muddies the stark moral picture of the world she paints early in the film, when she shares an anecdote about a friend she met who warned her of the unforgiving nature of divine judgment (if you’ve been bad, she says, “God don’t even hear you talkin’”). Her own voice and attitude toward others is marked by a generosity that befits her young age and her openness to the things and people of the world she sees, as well as a preternatural understanding of the social injustices that might motivate some to crime. In one voice-over, in fact, she hits upon both of these ideas at once, sensing the injustice of the Farmer’s exploitation of labor but also sensitive to who the Farmer is as an individual: “This Farmer, he had a big spread and a lot of money. Whoever was sittin’ in a chair when he come around, why’d they stand up and give it to him. Wasn’t no harm in him. You’d give him a flower, he’d keep it forever.”


      Linda’s narrative imaginatively tries to understand her experience and to connect with others through that understanding. Very early Linda says, “Me and my brother, it just used to be me and my brother. He used to amuse us.” As James Morrison and Thomas Schur have pointed out, this line—and Linda’s voice-over throughout the film, which flows from it—makes “clear that the real emotional undercurrent of Linda’s monologue concerns her feeling of increasing isolation, her growing separation from her brother.”30 In fact, two of the most lyrical moments of unity in Days of Heaven occur in Bill’s absence (the viewing of The Immigrant and the changing of the seasons Abby and the Farmer enjoy together). Perhaps the voice-over, then, works to inscribe Bill as part of a “felt unity” Linda can only imagine in his absence. This also reminds us that in the uncertain point in the future during which at least some of Linda’s observations on the voice-over track are made, her brother has already died. Linda is here attempting to make sense of the isolation she felt in relation to her brother during the last days of his life and also in relation to her separation from her brother after his death. All of this reminds us again that the voice of our narrator stands not for a static subject fixed in time—she is not Chion’s acousmêtre—but rather a subject still engaged in her own process of becoming, of which coping with her brother’s death comes to be a key aspect.


      As Morrison and Schur have suggested, then, although Linda is at times an isolated character, “she is the one who longs most deeply for contact” in her expressions, contact not only with her brother and others in the film, but also, in her role as the film’s narrator, the very viewers of Malick’s work.31 In Yacavone’s terms, the worlds she expresses are represented on the screen in her relationships and conversations with other characters (as we have seen from the above discussion), but they also become, through her voice-over, expressed worlds that intimately bind her to the viewer in a collapse of aesthetic distance. Linda’s narration gives her expressed world a privileged place in our viewing of the film. Despite its lack of ostensible “reliability,” Linda’s “co-text” emerges from a relationship to the sensuous environment around her that is closer to our own than that of any other character. In this way, Days of Heaven positions Linda as both part of another storyteller’s story and something of a storyteller herself. And as I want to suggest, our notion of Linda as a storyteller allows us to think through the interior meaning Malick’s viewers are left with after the story has been told to us. In the final section of this chapter, I want to deepen this picture of Linda’s voice-over, particularly in terms of how it invites the participation of Malick’s viewer through a collapsing of the distance between her world and ours.


      Linda as Storyteller


      Linda’s position in the narrative fluctuates between labor and contemplative leisure; even as she is caught up in modernity’s encroachment of the natural landscape, her voice-over’s storytelling has roots in an earlier age. As a folk tale that nevertheless grapples with the newness of modern experience, and as an “expressed world” that collapses the aesthetic distance that cleaves the viewer from her, Linda’s narration is also approachable through ideas in Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Storyteller.” In this essay, Benjamin’s reflections are situated around the case study of Nikolai Leskov, a Russian writer whose stories for Benjamin remind us that narrative art takes shape through our abilities to exchange with others the meanings and value of human experience. As Benjamin discusses in the essay, Leskov’s stories feature working craftsmen, such as silversmiths, and their narrative structure insists on the craft-like nature of narrative art. For Benjamin, Leskov’s narratives serve as a reminder of how the traditional aspects of storytelling begin to wane in a modern period obsessed with efficiently delivered information. Benjamin’s understanding of storytelling, in opposition to this obsession, emphasizes storytelling as a craft rooted in, reflecting, and transmitting experience. For Benjamin, a story is not a product to be consumed but a form of productive, communal work involving the participation of the listener as well as the teller:


      The storytelling that thrives . . . in the milieu of work—the rural, the maritime, and the urban—is itself an artisan form of communication, as it were. It does not aim to convey the pure essence of the thing, like information or a report. It sinks the thing into the life of the storyteller, in order to bring it out of him again. Thus traces of the storyteller cling to the story the way the handprints of the potter cling to the clay vessel.32


      Storytelling, in Benjamin’s sense, marks a transmission of experience, with the listener having an equal stake in the constitution of a story’s significance. Like a product created through craft, rather than the purely aesthetic creation of an auratic work of art, the narrative achieves new life in the experience of the listener. The story bestows upon the listener a set of imaginative limits enabling a dialogue with the productive work of the teller that results in the construction of the meaning of a story. The listener then carries that meaning forward into the future, for “the more completely it is integrated into [the listener’s] own experience, the greater will be his inclination to repeat it to someone else someday, sooner or later.”33 It is this creative bond between teller and listener that defines storytelling qua storytelling for Benjamin. This notion of storytelling understands, and indeed cherishes, the fact that every story will leave a poetic excess of meaning that becomes commensurate in different, unpredictable ways to different listeners.


      Particular examples from the film can further illustrate how Days of Heaven establishes Linda’s expressed world, and the film itself, as an instance of Benjaminian storytelling. Viewers of the film receive a surplus of “interior meaning” from Linda’s narration; her story is not given to us as a whole piece of “information” that can simply be processed but rather functions as one particularly generous and creative element in our own imaginative, interpretive reconstruction of the events seen in the film. Take, for example, the film’s first sequence, a depiction of the Chicago steel mill from which Bill, Abby, and Linda flee after Bill attacks the mill foreman. Here, Days of Heaven begins to establish both Linda’s perspective of past events and the film’s own sensuous way of inhabiting filmic space. In one striking shot, the camera follows Bill in a circle as he shovels coal into a furnace, a camera movement that closely follows the rhythms of that work. In other shots, the soundtrack plays a significant role, at times drowning out the dialogue between Bill and the foreman. Gilberto Perez notes how this sequence introduces the film’s important motif of apocalyptic imagery, which here takes the form of “the hell of stoking a furnace in a mill.”34


      These initial shots establish the steel mill, two of the main protagonists, the social classes from which the protagonists emerge, and Bill’s own experience in the steel mill. But these details—and Perez’s own regard for the image as a symbol of hell—exceed what Linda’s voice-over tells us (although apocalyptic metaphors will later pattern Linda’s narration). Linda, in her voice-over, does not speak of social classes and backbreaking labor; she cannot quite understand what of Bill’s experience is impressed upon the film’s visual and sonic tracks. And unlike Perez, she draws no firm symbolic parallel here between factory work and “hell.” Linda’s voice-over speaks not of the specific labor in the mill the film investigates on the visual track but of both her past experiences with her brother and her existence as an itinerant laborer, which informs her experiences more generally:


      We used to do things together. We used to have fun. We used to roam the streets. There was people sufferin’ of pain and hunger. Some people, their tongues were hangin’ out of their mouths . . . [My brother] used to amuse us, he used to entertain us. In fact, all three of us been goin’ places, looking for things, searching for things, goin’ on adventures.


      Linda here implies the liminal site of resistance she occupies in the unfolding of the narrative and indeed in the unfolding of her own life. At once she registers her past with Bill in a child-like way, framing their experiences as an “adventure,” almost as if the attempt to simply find stable work and shelter were spectacular events. But Linda also understands the pain of this life she and others have been positioned to lead, observing how members of her social class are made to suffer “of pain and hunger.” Here Linda’s storytelling reflects both a creative and a socially aware engagement with the world (for her, a painful existence can become an adventure). This kind of creative and social engagement is something Benjamin’s notion of storytelling requires; it offers us an expressed world without exhausting the film’s story as narrative information that is merely to be communicated and finalized.


      In addition to giving us a narration that does not fully exhaust the meaning of narrative events, Linda’s voice-over is also part of the larger folk culture (including other stories Linda has heard) depicted in the film; its tenuous relation to the industrial rationalization that at times threatens to overwhelm her existence has parallels with Benjamin’s storyteller in the context of modernity. Consider her first appearance in the film, which comes after the sequence in the mill and before the journey to the Panhandle. As Bill sits with Abby, who lies exhausted on a bed, Linda arranges several yellow flowers, and Malick depicts this activity in two subsequent shots (interrupted by the one shot of Bill and Abby). In the first, a medium shot, the appeal of the yellow flowers tends to overwhelm the frame, becoming the salient point of attention for both spectator and character. In the second, tighter medium shot, the focus is on Linda herself and less on the flowers as an object of beauty but rather this time as an object of and for labor. That these flowers are work for Linda, and not pleasure, is accentuated by Linda’s voice (here in the form of diegetic dialogue), in which she speaks the following words: “What else do I gotta do today?” Linda’s flower-arranging, located as it is in an interstitial space between craft (the skill necessary to arrange this appealing bouquet of flowers that Malick directs us to notice in the framing of the first shot) and alienated labor (Linda’s exhaustion with the activity, emphasized in the second shot) reflects her narration itself. The narration incorporates her vivid imagination (receptive to beauty) yet is motivated, at least in some part, by a greater personal need (her need to make sense of her past after the loss of her brother and her effort to understand, in her own way, the asymmetrical nature of the labor system in which she works).


      But at the same time as Linda opens up an expressed world for us, one that is positioned with fragility on the dividing line between folk culture and industrial alienation, she leaves room for the work of interpretations to come. Just as Malick respects the private interiority of his characters, so too does Linda’s narration stop short of fully revealing her motivations and interiority. Not everything is explained by Linda. As Benjamin writes of the storyteller: “There is nothing that commends a story to memory more effectively than that chaste compactness which precludes psychological analysis . . . the more natural the process by which the storyteller foregoes psychological shading, the greater becomes the story’s claim to a place in the memory of the listener[.]”35 This sense of a certain “chase compactness” Benjamin values in a good story (which I have italicized in the quoted passage) echoes the chaste quality of Days of Heaven I described earlier in this chapter. It also helps us characterize Linda’s narration. Gordon Gow suggests in an early review in Films and Filming that “Malick has written, with manifest care, a simplistic off-screen narration outdone in poetic appeal by the pictures he sets before us, yet Linda Manz delivers the words tellingly.”36 Gow here implies that the visuals outstrip the narration not in order to show it up but rather to offer an excess of visual information beyond that to which Linda understands or refers to and thus a space of experience that stands for our share in the dialogue. There is a reticence in Linda’s narration that is not simply a product of her unreliability but is rather characteristic of a girl who is open to the world of things and people before they are named. Linda opens up a dialogical vision of the world for us; like her director, although she impresses upon us a certain vision of things, she stops short of explicating what it finally means (even when she projects emotions onto the Farmer and other characters, she does not paint a full “psychological” picture of them). And this reticence is not simply because she is a child and is not yet able to make sense of the world authoritatively but precisely because she is preternaturally sensitive to the opportunity to overcome metaphysical isolation in modernity through the telling of stories that do not attempt to merely convey information to the listener.


      What is left for us, then, after Linda’s narration is complete? What aspects of Days of Heaven does Linda’s listener carry forward into the future? I suggest that two thematic motifs, in particular, poetically linger after watching Days of Heaven; these are two forms of “interior meaning” that remain in memory long after both Malick’s and Linda’s stories have been told. They are the theme of metaphysical unity and the relationship between character and landscape. Linda’s storytelling, to some extent, accounts for both of these motifs, yet it cannot fully explain them or close them down. Their resonance is left over for us to explain, and I would like to suggest the best way to do this is to carry them forth into a discussion of Malick’s next two films. The first of these, the theme of metaphysical unity (in particular, a unity bestowed on the film’s universe through the judgmental gaze of a divine God), is introduced as a motif by Linda while riding on the train early in the film. Her words extend from a story she has been told in the past:


      I met this guy named Ding-Dong. He told me the whole earth is goin’ up in flames. Flames will come out of here and there, and they’ll just rise up. The mountains are gonna go up in big flames, the water’s gonna rise in flames . . . There’s gonna be creatures runnin’ every which way, some of them burnt, half of their wings burnin.’ People gonna be screamin’ and hollerin’ for help. See, the people that have been good—they’re gonna go to heaven and escape all the fire. But if you’ve been bad, God don’t even hear you. He don’t even hear you talkin.’


      As Lloyd Michaels has suggested, after this monologue the film “proceeds with a dark fatality reminiscent of Greek drama as well as biblical prophesy.”37 Hubert Cohen echoes Michaels’ reading, suggesting that the film functions as a biblical allegory, these lines indicating “that [Linda] is trying to figure out the moral rules that govern the world,” in a film that ultimately, for Cohen, calls upon its audience “to sense the presence of a judgmental and intrusive God.”38 Such a reading is supported also, to some extent, by the film’s title, a reference to Deuteronomy (11:21) warning humanity that the earth will not be theirs to keep should the commandments not be followed. The film’s climax, in which a swarm of locusts descends upon the Farmer’s land, provides perhaps the greatest justification for this interpretation. Joan Mellen, for example, writes that the fire appears “as if only a complete purging of will redeem the sickened social order,” framing the film’s suggestion of the intervention of God as a rebuke to humanity’s inability to devise a humane social system.39 Mellen’s observation (and any that wants to read the presence of divine judgment in the film) is supported by occasional overhead shots during the sequence, which suggest the perspective of a deity, and silhouetted images of the characters standing against the fire, which suggest an abstracted place in a larger allegorical narrative. This regard for the film’s climax as a kind of moral judgment is also felt in the film itself. Linda, for example, tells us in one of the film’s final sequences of Abby’s regret regarding her decision to deceive the Farmer: “She promised herself she’d lead a good life from now on; she blamed it all on herself.” It is not just the film’s critics, then, who have felt after experiencing the film’s crowning sequence a sense of judgment from on high.


      Yet Abby’s feelings about what she has done also suggest, finally, why the film’s invocation of divine judgment is only one possible reading. Because Linda can only infer Abby’s moral qualms about what has happened (like Linda, we are not privy to Abby’s interiority), this reminds us again that in this fictional world there is no metaphysically unified perspective. And the sequences after Bill’s death, far from polishing the film off with a sense of closure, suggest another new order of experience that will again challenge the capacity of human judgment to bring its subjective isolation into a space of unity. This is precisely the experience of industrialized, global war, briefly evoked in the images of young soldiers going off to fight World War I at the end of Days of Heaven (images anticipating Malick’s film about the subsequent world war, The Thin Red Line). Malick, in other words, poses the question of truth and moral judgment in relation to the events in Days of Heaven, but the possibility of historical events corresponding to a single version of the “truth,” metaphysical or otherwise, remains a question which will be animated in both The Thin Red Line and The New World.


      A related motif, the relationship of characters with natural landscapes, is also in flux at film’s end. As we have seen, Malick’s characters in Days of Heaven, although immersed in the sensuousness of the landscape as in the director’s later films, nevertheless stand apart from nature; even as Bill gazes at the buffalos and the birds, he is not quite able to stitch them into his narrative of the American dream. At moments a connection between humanity and nature appears to have been restored in Days of Heaven, as I have noted earlier in this chapter. But, of course, the transience suggested by the film’s title is finally unavoidable. By the end of the film, after Bill has died and after Abby has enrolled Linda in a girl’s school, the days of heaven of the film’s title are truly over. The shared space of nature that Malick so briefly presented as the earth through which a new world might be made disappears as quickly as it emerged. This is especially true given that Linda is situated, at the end of the film, in a disciplinary context similar to the one from which Kit and Holly abscond in Badlands. As if to draw this parallel, the final images in Days of Heaven depict Linda and her friend from the wheat fields escaping from the school to play on the railroad tracks. Perhaps Linda, like Holly, will become a runaway? The ongoing presence of industry and civilization at the end of Days of Heaven also implies that humanity’s relationship with the landscape remains an open and uncertain motif in Malick’s work. Despite the acute sensitivity the director brings to nature in his second feature film, nature still stands autonomously from the projects and desires of his characters. The question of the relationship between humanity and the natural landscape, then, like the question of metaphysical unity, is far from settled in the poetic imagery of Days of Heaven; as in the later films, this relationship is regarded by the film in more elegiac rather than optimistic tones.


      As we depart from Linda, Bill, Abby, and the Farmer, we are reminded, then, that these poetic motifs live beyond Days of Heaven. They are part of a “co-text” of surplus interior meaning that we, as Malick’s viewers, have yet to finish writing, given their continued resonance in his later films.
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      Chapter 4


      On The Thin Red Line


      


      “The real war will never get into the books.”


      —Walt Whitman


      “Show me to see the world the way you do.”


      —An unnamed soldier, in The Thin Red Line


      Few films have sparked the philosophical imagination as much as The Thin Red Line. Malick’s third film, the second adaptation of the James Jones novel of the same name, takes as its subject the experience of the C-for-Charlie Company in the Battle of Guadalcanal, a key conflict in the Pacific War between the Japanese and American armies in the Solomon Islands during World War II. The regard for The Thin Red Line as “philosophical” is evident from its very first reviews, although for many befuddled critics the term often served as an epithet to explain away those aspects of its style and form that distance the film from conventional World War II movies.1 While more sustained reflection has emerged in the ensuing decade, the film’s reception in academic circles has posed problems any critic attempting another reading must confront. The majority of interpretations align The Thin Red Line with Martin Heidegger’s work, and in doing so they suggest the film is, in its themes and representation of war, illustrative of his concept of Being (Dasein). I want to suggest, however that as suitable as Heidegger’s concept is to a reading of the film, The Thin Red Line also probes into the possible limits of Heidegger’s concept, rather than merely illustrating it. Further, the film does this not abstractly but from within its own place in film history.


      Heidegger’s concept of Dasein refers to a being-in-the-world aware of its own transience and able to give meaning and significance to its experiences. As Heidegger writes, Dasein is constituted existentially, through the capacity of choice and the creation of possibilities:


      Dasein has always some sort of decision as to the way in which it is in each case mine. That entity which in its Being has this very Being as an issue, comports itself towards its Being as its ownmost possibility. In each case Dasein is its possibility, and it “has” this possibility, but not just as a property, as something present-to-hand would.”2


      Dasein is an achievement of human beings; deriving from the capacity for choice, it results when a human being stakes out significance in and through the temporal frame of embodied existence. As such, Dasein is the product of a constant human striving. For many critics, Heidegger’s focus on the self-aware, self-reflexive, existentially becoming individual resonates with The Thin Red Line because Malick, it is argued, animates Dasein in an environment where the self’s temporal existence becomes especially precarious: the battlefield. Marc Furstenau and Leslie MacAvoy draw a parallel between the concept of Dasein and its interior, self-reflexive search for meaning and the director’s use of the voice-over: “Malick uses voice-overs to represent this inwardness in the film, and through the voice-overs we become privy to the characters’ thoughts in a manner which augments the dialogue and gives us a deeper understanding of how their situation challenges them, the questions it raises for them and how they attempt to make sense of it.”3 Kaja Silverman, in a similar reading, suggests that the film’s depiction of the soldier’s confrontation with his own finitude is evocative of Heidegger’s philosophy: “[I]t is very different to choose the destiny we cannot escape by becoming in advance the individual that event will make us, as Heidegger urges us to do, than to be cast by an external force into the mouth of a death machine.”4 The Thin Red Line, in both of these interpretations, becomes a dramatization of the attempt of human beings to find meaning and significance in war—that is, to find an “openness to the world,” as Silverman phrases it, resisting the instrumentalization of body and mind inherent in a battle plan that posits the soldier as a cog in a design over which he has no control.5


      While insightfully associating Dasein with The Thin Red Line’s narrative, these readings have not gone far enough in suggesting what Malick’s film, as a film—assembled not only through its dramatic content, but also as a work of cinema with a certain history—creatively accomplishes in dialogue with Heidegger. Furstenau and MacAvoy suggest in passing that “Malick has chosen the cinema for his poesis,” yet the authors remain mostly concerned with the story he tells through that poesis rather than with the director’s own unique grappling with the enabling conventions of war cinema and his own poetic style. For example, in the passage quoted in the preceding paragraph, the authors have characterized the film’s voice-overs as a reliable sign of character interiority but have not considered the film’s problematizing of the very notion of interiority and subjectivity as they are usually treated in narrative cinema. Their reading, despite its key insights, thus falls into the trap of conventionalizing what is in many respects an unconventional war film. Silverman, although attentive to certain instances of style, can ultimately only suggest that the film “does philosophy, every bit as much as a text like Heidegger’s On the Way to Language might be said to do,” without suggesting what this “doing” might consist of, beyond her own reading of the film in association with Heidegger’s ideas.6 While often brilliantly using Malick’s film to illuminate Heidegger’s ideas, these interpreters do not go far enough in suggesting how The Thin Red Line intervenes in our understanding of Dasein. Robert Sinnerbrink, I think, in his own article on Malick’s film, has correctly posed the solution to the problem: “Rather than citing Malick’s background in order to lend the film’s imagery and themes a Heideggerian content, the relationship between Heidegger and Malick should remain a question, rather than a presupposition, for philosophical readings of his work.”7 And for Sinnerbrink, such a question cannot be posed except through close attention to the film’s own “enactment of . . . cinematic poesis, revealing different ways in which we can relate to our own mortality, the finitude of Being, the radiance of Nature, [and] the experience of loss, of violence, of humanity, and of just letting things be.”8


      The relationship between Heidegger’s concept of Dasein and the finitude, nature, and loss on display in The Thin Red Line may be more concretely established, then, through a close analysis of the film itself. It is useful to begin that analysis by placing Malick’s contribution to the war genre in a historical lineage and stylistic context and by articulating some of the fundamental questions Malick’s film seems to ask. First, The Thin Red Line is a genre film, in this case the World War II combat film, which begins with Bataan! (1943) and continues to the present day. The film’s creativity can thus be partially understood in relation to the history of this genre. Second is the related question of the myths which The Thin Red Line animates in its depiction of war. Although many war films extol certain truths about the war as a whole, Malick’s film suspends any confidence in the possibility of establishing a single “truth” about World War II. Instead, the film focuses, in a more fine-grained manner, on how particular soldiers have different ways of understanding their experience of war. We might regard these as personal “myths” that yearn for a larger context or conversation in which to resonate mythically. Finally, there is also the question of Malick’s own film style, related, of course, to the two aforementioned aspects of genre and meaning. In making The Thin Red Line, the director crafted a film that was distinct not only from the contemporary Hollywood cinema of the late 1990s but also a shift in aesthetic temperament relative to his two earlier films.


      Malick is infrequently discussed in terms of genre; his creativity and originality, and his lyricism, often lead critics to assume that a discussion of other genre films is less important than a reading of Malick’s own work apart from this context. But Malick’s creativity becomes visible, at least to some extent, through his departure from traditional forms; genre, at least in the case of The Thin Red Line, enables his poetry. The World War II genre has received copious attention in academic film studies, and in the last 20 years many of the debates have centered around the genre’s relationship to the Vietnam war. For Dana Polan, representations of war in cinema prior to Vietnam, in which the World War II combat film is central, are marked by a certain conservatism, a tendency to explore variations upon “a set structure and set meaning,” depicting missions and battles that “for the soldiers . . . can become the occasion for emotional growth and self-discovery but, in the ideology of the World War II film, one discovers what was really there all along—the meaningfulness of nation and national mission, the rightness of one’s place, the justification of cause.”9 By contrast, in war films made since Vietnam, one or more of these components of narrative and ideology are out-of-joint or entirely absent, resulting in films such as Apocalypse Now (Francis Ford Coppola, 1979), Full Metal Jacket (Stanley Kubrick, 1987), and Casualties of War (Brian De Palma, 1989). These films, questioning the purpose and validity of Vietnam, throw the experiences of their characters into a state of existential angst and uncertainty. In some respects, The Thin Red Line, in chronologically following this post-Vietnam combat cycle, may be read as an American World War II film made through the prism of Vietnam and other movies made about Vietnam, as Polan himself goes on to suggest: “Like the narration that can go anywhere but never adds up to a final meaning, the field of battle in The Thin Red Line is a space of floating, of meaningless violence that can come from anywhere, but also of the effect of just waiting, of living with nonaction.”10


      Polan suggests that Malick’s film reminds us that for the individual soldier not every moment of the experience of war is affirmed by nationalistic patriotism. The phenomenon of ideological affirmation in war cinema, while a component of many World War II films, was in large part developed as a response to World War I during World War II. This is because the first World War was, in some respects, a troubling and unresolved conflict that, while perhaps not as traumatic as Vietnam, has certain parallels with the later war. Many of the most notable war films that followed “The Great War” in the 1920s and 1930s—including The Big Parade (1925) and All Quiet on the Western Front (1930)—may be fairly described as pacifist and antiwar, reflecting Thomas Doherty’s claim that the “carnage [of World War I was perceived as] so brutal and senseless, the outcome so shattering and disorienting, that it resisted celluloid rehabilitation. Hollywood never engineered the raw materials of the Great War—destruction, death, and disillusionment—into the scaffolding for durable generic construction—reconciliation, reassurance, affirmation.”11 It was only during World War II that Hollywood (through a close relationship with the U.S. government) began to craft films—such as Sergeant York (1941) and Air Force (1943)—in which the war’s purpose was seen as entirely justified in nationalistic terms. At this time, the kinds of ideological closure Polan speaks of began to emerge. Even in the most inquisitive and probing post-war films, such as The Best Years of Our Lives (William Wyler, 1946), the purpose of the war itself is not ultimately questioned.


      Yet Polan’s historical contrast between World War II and Vietnam films perhaps oversimplifies these earlier World War II films. Despite the narrative closure most classical World War II films work to attain—closure necessitated by both governmental pressure and the more disturbing legacy of World War I on film—the war film has frequently found audiences willing to engage in debate and inquiry. Doherty goes so far as to suggest that the American film as a popular art form matured during the war years precisely because it became a privileged medium for the staging of a discourse regarding, if not the war itself, then at least representations of the war.12 As Doherty notes, the link between cinematic representation and knowledge of World War II did not merely imply passive acceptance: “[T]he wartime generation was every bit as cognizant of the limitations of art as the present one, and quite a bit sharper-eyed to celluloid evasion and Hollywood convention.”13 Doherty, in examining trade magazines and other periodicals published during the period, goes on to point out that soldiers themselves contributed to the discourse circulating around the production of images of the war they were fighting, in many cases commenting upon those films that seemed most authentic.14 “Far from having a mesmerized gaze or a goosestepped soul,” Doherty goes on to suggest, “the average American moviegoer circa 1945 had acquired a more alert, attuned, and skeptical eye than the circa 1941 model. Graduating from the four-year curriculum in motion-picture technique and propagandistic persuasion was the first generation of moving-images spectators as accustomed to education as entertainment, as prepared for critical engagement as for cultural diversion.”15 From its inception, then, the World War II combat film—at least as experienced, if not always in terms of its production—has been founded on debate and inquiry. This aspect of the genre’s historical reception is all the more remarkable given the frequent tendency of the films themselves to be structured around a chosen version of the “truth,” a justification of America’s involvement in the war.


      Certain moments of early World War II combat films, in fact, anticipate the inquisitive, ambiguous nature of The Thin Red Line. For example, the very first entry in the genre, Bataan, vividly emphasizes the oppressiveness of the experience of war. Kathryn Kane notes that in the film “freedom is not often suggested by editing. Each man seems to be pinned to his cramped environment by the steady gaze of the camera. Increasingly frequent ground fog and a stagnant, disease-carrying pond complete the oppressiveness.”16 Even if such moments are resolved by the film’s end, as they are in Bataan, they are at least included so as to demonstrate the experiential ambiguity that exists on the battlefield. The Thin Red Line builds upon such moments from the history of its genre by creatively incorporating these two central aspects from the genre’s early reception—war as a phenomenon to be questioned and not passively accepted and war as an experience unto itself, irreducible to the machinations of nationalistic ideology or mythmaking that serve to justify the cause back home—within its very structure and texture. At once told through a linear narration that moves in parallel to the ineluctable forward movement of war, at the same time the film also emphasizes the thick, haptic experience of the characters, who exist more often than not in a liminal sensory environment, a “space of floating” and waiting. The plot of The Thin Red Line thus guarantees some degree of traditional narrative closure (particular characters pass away, and the depicted Battle of Guadalcanal ends with the departure of one group of soldiers from the island), but its style bestows a present-tense thickness to the experience of characters we never come to know as well as the conventional protagonists of classical war films. And it is not only the characters themselves who refrain from justifying the war through the patriotic, and sometimes jingoistic, discourse of the traditional World War II combat film. The film’s imagery never inspires confidence in a patriotic purpose that might justify the loss of life and shedding of blood. The war is a phenomenon open to future debate in both the soldier’s experience and the viewer’s apprehension of the film and is not something on which the film itself passes explicit judgment.


      Rather than framing World War II through an already articulated “truth” provided by past instances of its genre, then, The Thin Red Line is in large part a dialogical “film about conversation and interchange,” as Polan has characterized it.17 Like Days of Heaven and its climactic depiction of the locust plague, The Thin Red Line gestures towards no single interpretation that frames its depiction of a tumultuous event. As Michel Chion suggests, it is the best example of the director’s “interrogatory works, whose role is to make questions resonate in the universe, and speech in the world.”18 But unlike Badlands and Days of Heaven, this dialogue in and about the film is not framed through the retrospective narration of a single character. As will also be the case with his next film, The New World, several different characters constitute the voice-overs in The Thin Red Line, and their temporal frame—and even, at times, the identity of the voice presently speaking—becomes difficult to establish. As Chion has also suggested, “the voices do not necessarily have any precise connection to the exact moment into which they are edited,” and they are further described by Gavin Smith as “fleeting glimpses into the characters’ souls or semi-coherent fragments of thought. . . presented in a variety of registers, from naturalistic to poetic.”19 The Thin Red Line marks a shift within Malick’s oeuvre, wherein the film is pivoted not around the becoming and dynamism of one character’s subjectivity but rather around the concrete experience of the events themselves, as framed in the film through a multitude of subjectivities that frequently blend together.


      This leads us to a second frame in which we can place the film, related to the question of genre and interpretation. It concerns its use of myth. Amidst the film’s movement across a myriad of subjectivities, five characters in particular emerge as salient. Each of them, in the absence of a metaphysical or ideological truth that might bind the journey of the soldiers, views the war through a different kind of personal, rather than national, myth, allowing them to endure the experience and attribute to it a sense of meaning. That these deserve to be called “myths” rather than just personal stories lies in the idea that in making personal meaning, each soldier also yearns for some connection to the social world, for a dialogue in which their personal account of war might intervene in the mythology of the war itself. Private Witt (Jim Caviezel), for example, who for many critics is the closest the film comes to a conventional protagonist, speaks of a desire for “another world” and frequently goes AWOL from the army. Witt holds an attitude towards the events of the war that bespeaks a calmness and serenity that is in counterpoint to the violence otherwise seen. His attitude lets us see Guadalcanal as a kind of fallen Eden, the prelapsarian innocence of which Witt’s own finite acts of care and love might help to restore. Sergeant Bell (Ben Chaplin), meanwhile, espouses no grand philosophy but instead uses the memory of his wife back home, Marty (Miranda Otto) as a means of enduring the war, a memory communicated to viewers through a series of flashbacks seen intermittently. As a result, the viewer does not come to know Marty herself so much as the idealized memory of a woman Bell fashions through his own subjectivity in order to endure the battle. Colonel Tall (Nick Nolte), meanwhile, seizes upon World War II as a last chance to achieve glory in what has been a long and frustrating military career, likening himself to Caesar and framing the war through the Homeric epics that give his vision of the battle the grandeur he desires. Captain Staros (Elias Koteas), Tall’s doppelganger, is quiet, contemplative, and religious. Although a lawyer back home, Staros, more than any other character in the film, is shown to search for the moral law that might serve him in guiding his men well; unlike Witt, Tall, and, to a lesser extent, Bell, Staros does not frame his experience of the war under a single truth but rather insists upon his continual search for that meaning within experience. Sergeant Welsh (Sean Penn), by contrast, disavows any possible transcendence of earthly existence; he throws the meaning-bestowing existential frameworks of other characters into relief through his repeated insistence on the lack of meaning in the world. However, at certain points the meanings these characters use to endure the war come under duress (and, in the case of Bell, outright collapse), necessitating that each soldier must at some point reframe, or entirely rebuild, the truth he has assigned to his experience.


      There is, of course, much more to say of these characters. For now, this brief summary leads us to the fact that Malick’s film, rather than asserting a single truth about World War II, as a more conventional combat film might, depicts the search for meaning. Thus, while Colin MacCabe, in an early review of the film, chides Malick for having “no [historical] interest in World War II” because “C for Charlie company are engaged in a conflict which is as old as time, which is simply a modern version of the Trojan War,” the director’s interest in myth does not in fact preclude history.20 Malick shows how experiences of the most tumultuous historical events throw characters out of joint and in desperate search of new explanatory myths through which to understand experience. For Malick, myths do not frame history but rather operate in history. This is because he places the myths of war in the voices of his characters; the myths are not “applied” to the subject matter of the film but are rather shown to emerge from embodied, existential life. It is thus more accurate to suggest that the film is about the myths individuals use to negotiate the experience of war, rather than suggesting that the film functions as a myth itself.


      To this end, it is useful to remember how myth, philosophy, and the poetic are related. Aleksei Fyodorovich Losev, whose study of myth has explored commonalities between the mythic and the poetic as well as the differences between them, has characterized myth by distinguishing it with the aesthetic. For Losev, art produces distance: we may be enraptured with the objects on a stage or screen, but we do not “rush the stage” or throw ourselves at the screen as we might in our fascination with an object in reality. A mythical engagement, on the other hand, is real; the mythical subjectivity, as Losev notes, “does rush the stage” [italics Losev’s].21 “The important thing,” Losev goes on, “is that art and poetry have a certain detachment that snatches things away from the flux of everyday phenomena and turns them into objects of a peculiar interest, remote from basic and everyday interests” [italics Losev’s].22 But when art loses this distance separating the aesthetic from life and becomes myth, the subject believes in the art as he would reality and apprehends the myth as a viable frame for understanding the world (indeed, the myth becomes part of the world).


      Such an idea is vividly evoked in The Thin Red Line shortly after Colonel Tall quotes Homer, in Greek, to Captain Staros, prior to a battle. “Eos rotodoctoles,” Tall intones, translating, “Rosy-fingered dawn. You’re Greek, aren’t you Captain? Did you ever read Homer? We read Homer at the Point. In Greek.” Tall affirms a close relationship to Homer’s myth not only through his description of the sunrise depicted within Malick’s exquisite framing of the Solomon Islands as a “rosy-fingered dawn” but also through the fact that he has read the myth in the original; for Tall, at any rate, this reading puts him closer to the heroic meaning of the myth than any other character. But it is clear that Malick himself does not support Tall’s vision. Leo Bersani and Ulysse Dutoit, for example, have pointed out that the film is “more about the psychic uses of war than about the origins or causes of war,” and the film achieves some distance from the various ways each of the soldiers use a personal myth (or a historical myth which has become personal, in Tall’s case) that allows them to endure and make meaning of what is a disorienting experience.23


      Irving Singer, exploring a similar idea, suggests that cinema, and the moving image more generally, is uniquely capable to animate not only myths themselves but the various ways in which human beings use myths as frames for experience:


      As we all know, many examples of superb mythmaking occur in operas between the seventeenth and twentieth centuries. Film goes further: it transfers the mythological representation out of the theater and into the realm of nature and society, where it still takes place aesthetically but can now be observed as if it duplicated what we might encounter in our commonplace immersion in the everyday world of sight and sound.24


      In one respect, there are cinematic myths such as John Ford’s Red River (1948), films that ask their viewers to “rush the stage” of aesthetic distance and accept the film’s vision of the world as a truth. Many World War II films also function in this manner. Malick’s work, however, is closer to the films of Orson Welles, a director who claimed that, rather than using film to make myths, film should be used to examine the mythical. (Of Ford’s work, only The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance achieves this kind of self-reflexive distance, although it is a distance used ultimately to justify the validity of mythmaking). Following both Losev’s and Singer’s ideas regarding myth, through the distance engendered by The Thin Red Line as an aesthetic object we can see characters like Tall, in his projection of Homeric mythology, as an individual who rushes the stage and takes the myths through which he frames his experience as a natural extension of reality. Tall’s is only the most explicit of these myths; others, such as Witt’s projection of innocence onto the Melanesian people and Bell’s fantasy-idealization of his wife back home, are equally mythic, even if they do not always draw on historically recognizable myths such as Homer’s Odyssey. This is not only because each character “rushes the stage” and comes to believe, for a time, that his personal myth is a kind of truth but also because they seek a larger framework of social dialogue in which their stories might resonate with others mythically. By film’s end, however, several of these characters will encounter the collapse of one or more of these myths, and the film itself will refuse to settle on a single one of them as a universal truth of the experience of World War II.


      If the genre of the combat film and the use of myth are two important aspects of Malick’s approach, the director’s film style, and its departure from convention, marks a third. More than 20 years separate Days of Heaven and The Thin Red Line, an absence from filmmaking that is always remarked upon in Malick scholarship.25 Much had changed in the intervening years, including the style of contemporary Hollywood filmmaking itself. Although the early 1970s had marked a moment of brief experimentation with narrative form and style, the gradual emergence of “blockbusters” such as Jaws (Steven Spielberg, 1975) and Star Wars (George Lucas, 1977) ushered in more than two decades of so-called “high concept” filmmaking, resulting in films characterized less by novel stylistic forms than iconic imagery through which the film is easily marketed.26 Steven Spielberg has famously defined high concepts as movie ideas “that you can hold in your hand,” and the difficulties Fox had in marketing The Thin Red Line suggested that the film’s ideas were perhaps too unwieldy for such an efficient advertising campaign.27


      Creative work, of course, still continues in Hollywood, motivated less by a departure from classical norms (as was New Hollywood) than by a desire to explore classical conventions in new ways. David Bordwell has drawn a parallel between contemporary Hollywood cinema and Italian mannerism: “In both situations, artists were acutely aware that they were expected to innovate, but they worked in the shadow of towering predecessors. How to paint the human body after Leonardo, Raphael, and Michelangelo? How to tell a story authoritatively after Ford, Hawks, Hitchcock, and Welles?”28 It is important to note that by 1998 (in part due to the influence of his first two films and in part due to the legendary stature he had accrued during his absence from filmmaking) Malick himself had become one of these “towering predecessors.” The independent filmmaker David Gordon Green, for example, honed a style in his first two films, George Washington (2000) and All the Real Girls (2003), that was repeatedly compared with Malick’s early work (as if to acknowledge the influence, Malick produced Green’s third film, Undertow, in 2004). Malick himself, as Lloyd Michaels points out, was given an enormous amount of freedom (befitting a filmmaker of his stature) in crafting The Thin Red Line: Fox 2000 Pictures, the distributor of the film, insisted only that a certain number of recognizable star performers be cast.29


      Malick was successful in subverting the production company’s desire for recognizable actors, however, since many notable celebrities (George Clooney, Woody Harrelson, and John Travolta, for example) appear only fleetingly and in roles that tend to undermine, or at least obscure, their personas. In terms of form and style, Malick was less interested in paying tribute to the classical cinema than many of his contemporaries in the 1990s and more intrigued by the idea of returning to the aesthetic temperament of silent films. Jonathan Rosenbaum, for example, cited The Thin Red Line for its exploration of “silent-movie syntax,” writing that “Malick’s most visible influence is F.W. Murnau’s Tabu (1930), a late silent picture that deals not with war but with ‘natural’ innocence and ‘civilized’ corruption in the South Seas.”30 Murnau’s influence is particularly evident in Malick’s consistent reliance on lengthy and complex tracking shots; the moving camera is also a key stylistic motif in Murnau’s The Last Laugh (1924) and Sunrise (1927). As James Morrison has pointed out in writing on The Thin Red Line, “The primary formal maneuver . . . is a sinuous, decentered tracking shot that glides over multiple planes of action, following one character and then shifting to others with just the smallest turns of its roving but precisely defined perspective . . . even as it shows how each of the men is alone in his fear, it constantly reveals unexpected connections between them in space.”31 And as in Sunrise, in which Murnau frequently uses tracking shots that first follow and then, through an autonomous movement, move ahead of characters in space, Malick will situate a character in a given space and then show how that space exceeds the single figure, shifting to other characters or other aspects of the landscape (such as the flora and fauna that surround the soldiers in the Solomon Islands). If Malick’s narrative form and use of the voice-over constantly shift across different characters, his visual style and frequently discontinuous editing strategies complement this array of perspectives. The camera, even more than in his first two films, might be fairly characterized in Malick’s late work as exploratory, developing an interest in character but equally, and at times more, eager to explore space and cut across time in ways that are not always directly tethered to an interest in the characters.


      In some respects, Badlands and Days of Heaven are situated around the notion that a film must have a single protagonist. These two films established an interest in these particular characters, at least in part, through references to cinematic spectatorship: Holly’s stereopticon in Badlands and Linda’s viewing of Chaplin’s The Immigrant in Days of Heaven both parallel our own situation of film viewing. No similar self-reflexive parallel emerges as directly in The Thin Red Line; and no single character orients our experience of Malick’s gently fragmented impressionistic images. But one character does provide a subtle metaphor for cinematic spectatorship that captures how Malick’s film style intersects with the film’s thematic concerns (and also the philosophical concept of Dasein itself). Near the film’s end, a new Captain, Bosche (George Clooney) speaks at some length about the principles through which he will guide the men. Welsh, listening, tells us the following in voice-over:


      Everything a lie. Everything you hear, everything you see. So much to spew out. They just keep coming. One after another. You’re in a box. A moving box. They want you dead or in their lie. Only one thing a man can do. Find something that’s his. Make an island for himself.


      Refusing to find meaning in the authority Bosche and the other patriarchal figures in the army exude, Welsh in fact resists their authority. For Welsh, this resistance to war results not in new meaning but only a lack of signification, suggested by another moment in the film involving Welsh. After a heroic deed on the field of battle, Staros insists that he will see that Welsh receives a Purple Heart, but Welsh point-blankly refuses it, pointing again, in his characteristic manner, to what he views as the pointless materialism behind the purpose of the war: “Property. The whole fuckin’ thing’s about property.” And the circularity of the film’s narrative structure to some extent complements Welsh’s suggestion that the war is to a large extent an experience of repetition; one of the film’s final images insists on the repetition inherent in the linear grind of battle, for example, showing us another ship full of young soldiers heading to another battle on the Solomon Islands as the C-for-Charlie company sails to another mission. But this oppressive repetition, for Malick if not for Welsh, is not necessarily meaningless, for it can be meaningfully resisted through a different kind of aesthetic circularity. As Bersani and Dutoit have remarked, “the push ahead—the ideal narrative pushing toward a clearly defined goal—is opposed to the film’s favored circular mobility . . . itself a kind of kinetic argument against the invasive movements of war. It is non-purposive, devoid of the territorial ambitions necessarily inherent in military planning.”32


      In contrast to the film’s director, however, the only solution Welsh sees to the army’s instrumentalization of the human being as a means to secure property is to withdraw from any possibility of community with others. If Welsh’s metaphor of the “moving box” evokes the mobility of the rectangular widescreen frame comprising the film we are presently watching, the fact that the film contains no single protagonist insures that we need not view Malick’s moving box through only Welsh’s perspective. While Welsh conceives this moving box as an island every man builds for himself, Chion suggests that his metaphor’s larger resonance with the experience of cinema:


      Cinema is the art that makes it possible to place the large and small things of this world on the same scale, making them figure at the same size in the changeless frame of the screen. In Terrence Malick’s cinema, the animal living its animal life, the landscape and the sun, human beings, their questions, their preoccupations and their machines are all placed on the same scale. The film uses its own means . . . to illuminate the strange cohabitation of human beings with animals and with the world, in the same ‘moving box.’33


      If Welsh places himself on an island, in viewing The Thin Red Line we, by contrast, are brought out of ourselves, perceiving the landscape of the Guadalcanal through a multitude of subjectivities. If the forward movement of the battle determines the nature of the soldiers’ precarious existence, Malick’s visually overflowing, frequently sinuous “moving box” contains the excess no battle plan can master. Malick’s style suggests not another world beyond this onebut rather other possible worlds within this one, worlds not articulated in terms of nationalistic fervor.


      Malick’s film, as this discussion has shown, is given shape through its intervention in the history of the war genre, his depiction of characters’ use of personal myths, and the crafting of a film style that resists not only certain trends in contemporary filmmaking but also the linear thrust of war itself. In what follows, I will be concerned with closely examining particular scenes, sequences, and instances of theme and style across the film, not only in order to deepen the ideas introduced so far but also to concretely demonstrate the way in which the film itself, as cinematic poesis, asks us to engage in a dialogue with Heidegger’s concept of Dasein, as well as other philosophical concepts. In the next section, I will be primarily concerned with a closer look into Malick’s voice-overs, here serving as our primary point of entry into the film’s mode of questioning and interrogation. Unlike most World War II films that settle on an ideological framework for depicting the war, The Thin Red Line’s use of the voice suggests that the experience of war is ultimately not representable under the sign of a single truth. While the voices in Malick’s film yearn for connection and affirmation, the film repeatedly insists on the isolation of the soldiers. In the final section, I will build upon this idea by closely examining the enabling myths particular characters use to endure their experience of war. The film develops a series of aesthetic patterns that connect, in non-discursive terms (even as some of the characters yearn for discourse), the explanatory frameworks characters use to understand the war. The film, however, ultimately does not settle on any one of them, situating the question of how World War II is to be understood as one open to further contestation and dialogue.


      Asking Questions


      When Colin MacCabe suggests that The Thin Red Line “invites us to take [its voice-overs’] statements as defining the images we are seeing,” he is missing the extent to which Malick’s film throws a question mark around what it presents to us. This film reflexively calls our attention to the fact that it is not simply a film about war using images to advance a linear story but a film interrogating the potential value of these particular images for an understanding of the experience of war it depicts.34 But as I hope to suggest, this reflexive questioning is consistent with the film’s engagement with Heidegger’s concept of Dasein, which cannot be understood apart from the notion of a human being questioning itself and its existence in the world. But applying Heidegger’s concept to The Thin Red Line eventually leads us to the idea that Malick’s film also poses questions to the concept of Dasein itself.


      As we discovered in the first chapter, the character of Train asks questions of nature. They bear repeating: “One man looks at a dying bird and sees nothing but unanswered pain,” Train’s voice tells us. “Another man sees that same bird and feels the glory—feels something smiling through it.” Train’s voice-over here reminds us that nature is never burdened with already articulated symbolic meaning. It is instead always open to our expressions of a world. Given that the film does not answer these questions, one way to understand The Thin Red Line is to entertain the idea that our concern should not necessarily, or primarily, be with the questions themselves but rather with the human subjects whose voices ask these questions and make these statements. Who are these individuals? Do the voices represent each individual’s subjectivity? By extension, do they represent an experience of war that is collective—that extends beyond the individual voice we hear, isolated on the soundtrack through voice-overs that appear, at times, more monological than dialogical? Asking these questions leads us to contemplate further the film’s form as a whole, and, in turn, its attitude towards the possibility of the experience of war finding authentic representation in a historical narrative.


      To pursue this inquiry, we can explore further this example of Train, introduced in the first chapter. He appears, apart from the voice-overs, only twice, and in scenes that are very similar. It should be noted immediately that in these appearances—in speaking with other characters in the film—Train speaks in a far different register than he does in the voice-overs. Early in the film, before Charlie Company arrives at Guadalcanal, Train trembles in fear in the face of the impending battle he knows he must face and talks with Welsh about both his past and his future. Train’s stepfather, we learn, beat him as a child; he spent a good number of childhood nights sleeping in a chicken coop to avoid this wrath. He expected things to get better, but instead, he is about to face the most harrowing experience of his life. Here Malick sketches an entire socioeconomic and psychological background in brief dialogue, yet the isolation Train expresses here, and his feeling that his future hangs in the balance of this war, characterizes each soldier to some degree. Train appears only once more in the film, near the end, as Charlie Company boards a ship to leave Guadalcanal, speaking with an unnamed companion. His fear, still palpable as Charlie Company heads to its next battle, is more contained now; he speaks again of his difficult life, made only more harrowing through his experience of war.


      Apart from the fact that Train is wearier now than he was before, little has changed in this second scene, and nothing in what he says suggests this is the same individual responsible for the poetic, philosophical musings on the film’s soundtrack. Malick cues another Train voice-over (the final words presented in the film) immediately after the character has appeared to us in his final scene:


      Where is it that we were together? Who were you that I lived with? Walked with? A brother. A friend . . . Darkness, light. Strife and love. Are they the workings of one mind? The features of the same face? Oh my soul, let me be in you now. Look out through my eyes. Look out at the things you made. All things shining.


      Beyond its actual content, this voice-over, like many others in the film, succeeds in establishing a gulf between a character and that same character’s voice-over on the soundtrack. Unlike Witt and Welsh, who have discussions that may be fairly characterized as philosophical at certain moments in the film, nothing of what we see or hear of Train in the social world of the film’s story suggests that he is capable of pursuing the kinds of questions towards which his voice-over (which only we hear) gestures. If anything, Malick’s sketch of the character’s sociological and psychological background suggests the opposite. It is possible, then, that Train’s voice-over—and nearly all of the other voice-overs in the film, with the aforementioned exceptions of Witt and Welsh—are not part of a social discourse at all. Unlike Linda in Days of Heaven, whose narration is informed by the folk stories she has heard, the voices of these soldiers seem to exist in an interior space so private that it cannot be reconciled with what we see of these individuals on the film’s visual track.


      Malick thus creates a dialectic between a character’s visual appearance and that same character’s voice-over; what is heard in a voice-over does not always resonate with what is seen of the characters on the image track. The voice-overs are thus not subject to what Michel Chion calls deacousmatization—the loss of the disembodied voice’s omniscience—for the voices never possess such a power in the first place. This idea also implies something about what happens to the individual soldier’s experience of war in any historical reconstruction. John Streamas, in an article on the film, has suggested that The Thin Red Line counters the notion of World War II as “the good war,” an idea saliently present in the discursive context against which the film was released in 1998, discourse generated in large part by Tom Brokaw’s book The Greatest Generation (which considers the collective experience of the war, as interpreted by Brokaw) and Steven Spielberg’s film Saving Private Ryan (which affirms the individual heroism of particular soldiers in the war). As Streamas suggests, these representations of World War II are ultimately “euphemisms and visual sleights,” for the “‘real war’ got into neither books nor visual imagery.”35 Streamas acknowledges that such artifacts serve a purpose, for while many Americans at home understand the constructed nature of information and imagery delivered to them about war, such constructions nonetheless fill the need for a “moral reference point.”36 But while Saving Private Ryan ultimately justifies the mission its central characters undertake through notions of brotherhood amongst soldiers and defense of country, The Thin Red Line refrains from establishing this moral compass almost entirely.


      The director’s own source material, the Jones novel, espouses an even stronger response to such attempts to control the understanding of what World War II means and rejects any consideration of them as a reference point, moral or otherwise. This idea is suggested through the inner dialogue of one of Jones’ characters:


      If this were a movie, this would be the end of the show and something would be decided. In a movie or a novel they would dramatise and build to the climax of the attack. When the attack came in the film or novel, it would be satisfying, it would decide something. It would have a semblance of meaning and a semblance of an emotion. And immediately after, it would be over. The audience could go home and think about the semblance of the meaning and feel the semblance of the emotion. Even if the hero got killed, it would still make sense. Art, Bell decided, creative art—was shit.37


      After reading this passage, it is fair to assume that the poetic voice-overs in Malick’s film (which have no precedent in the novel) might not impress the tough-minded Bell in the Jones book. But in another way The Thin Red Line aligns itself with this character’s sentiments. Unlike other more widely seen or read accounts of the war (likely the kinds of films that raise Bell’s ire in the passage above), Malick’s version of The Thin Red Line does not convey a confidence in the ability of either historiography or fiction to achieve the construction of a truth about the war. It instead suggests that our knowledge of this moment of history will only be had via some concrete understanding of the embodied experience of the figures in the film. The voice-overs themselves prompt the viewer to realize that an honest historical reconstruction of this war, and perhaps any war, cannot be had except through an accompanying recognition that any such attempt is always inevitably incomplete. That a character we barely know asks in the final five minutes of the film “Where is it that we were together?” begins to suggest the way The Thin Red Line considers the meaning of World War II as open to ongoing contestation, rather than something the film itself can anchor through narrative closure or moral certainty. The film’s voice-overs, as James Morrison has suggested, “are the shards of lost, fleeting voices”; can an experience of war, the film seems to be asking, be about anything other than loss?38 These voices are scattered throughout Malick’s film and then patterned so as not to ultimately reveal a single overarching historical truth about war but to capture the experiences of these fictional soldiers through a form and style that acknowledges through its very construction the fundamentally private nature of the encounter with mortality.


      The Thin Red Line, in eschewing a representation of World War II that attempts to inscribe a single truth about its soldiers and the battle they fight, achieves its aesthetic unity in another way. Moments of loneliness are frequent throughout Malick’s cinema; recall Holly’s isolation in the very first shot of Badlands or Linda’s separation from her brother in Days of Heaven. To some extent, these characters are able to break out of their private selves through their retrospective voice-overs, attaining some measure of engagement with the world in the process. But while the voices in Malick’s earlier films are inflected with a mix of present-tense observation and past-tense retrospection, the voice-overs in The Thin Red Line are even more temporally uncertain, removing any possible authority any one of them might contain. If Malick, like Jones, doubts the truth of conventional historical accounts of war, he also doubts the value of privileging the perspective of a single protagonist and a single subjectivity. Instead, the film endeavors to poetically connect several subjectivities, generating a composite picture of the experience but one that carries with it a certain melancholy regarding the ultimate impossibility of such a composite to reach anything like a finalized, historical (or metaphysical) truth.


      But surely Malick did not make The Thin Red Line only to testify to the impossibility of representing war in cinema—that is, to negate his own undertaking in advance. What, then, is the nature of the truth that The Thin Red Line would like to construct? In other words, does the notion that the experience of war cannot be represented by the conventional means of cinema contain, in itself, a kind of truth that is nevertheless relevant to that experience?


      The soldier in wartime faces, quite consciously, an aspect of Dasein that is only rarely reflected upon in quotidian existence: the fact of one’s own finitude. For Heidegger, to face the fact of one’s mortality is, as Kaja Silverman puts it in her work on the film, “to be ‘held out’ into the ‘nothing’—into the void of that nonbeing out of which we have emerged and to which we will return.”39 To be aware of one’s mortality and becoming-towards-death is, for Heidegger, part of what it means to be authentically human. When a soldier in The Thin Red Line begins to think about the nature of existence itself—when he attempts to ascribe meaning to his being-towards-death, which characterizes not only his own existence but also the existence of others—he confronts his own historical being more acutely and immediately than most humans. If some commentators have accused Malick’s voice-overs in this film of being only naïvely philosophical, perhaps the voices cannot help but be so, given that they are forming the beginnings of an inquiry in response to a sudden recognition of one’s possibly imminent mortality in war.40 The becoming of individual soldiers, then, is in large part an effort to make meaning of one’s existence in the face of death; theirs is thus a becoming that is enabled by one’s sudden and immediate awareness of the entropic nature of existence. In the context of this film, this awareness is a kind of existential clearing, given that Malick’s visual compositions in The Thin Red Line frequently feature shafts of light forming paths through dense thickets of trees and landscapes.


      As the individual soldier grapples with his own mortality, then, he comes to recognize that each of his fellow soldiers confronts his own being-towards-death at the same time. It is the very collective nature of this encounter—the fact that similar encounters with death surround each soldier—that intensifies each of their individual experiences. But the shared nature of this confrontation is not brought to the level of social discourse by Malick’s characters, even when they know that it colors the experience of everyone around them. Sequences in which characters do attempt to publicly discuss their personal encounter with death result only in frustration and a retreat into the private self. In one sequence, Private Doll (Dash Mihok) kills a Japanese soldier in battle. As we soon learn from his voice-over, it is the first human being he has killed in war: “I killed a man. Worst thing you can do. Worse than rape. I killed a man. Nobody can touch me for it.” Doll’s thoughts suggest that no law can punish him for this crime; it is a crime made lawful by war. At the same time, Doll’s attempt to ascribe a larger significance to this killing within the totality of the war itself fails. After he realizes he has killed the Japanese soldier, Doll shouts to a commanding officer that he believes the Japanese are retreating. It is a claim unsupported by the film’s visual track (which remains fixed on Doll in a medium close-up and shows us no image of the Japanese, retreating or otherwise); in fact, Doll has no evidence for his assertion apart from the fleeting triumph he feels in vanquishing an enemy soldier. Doll is only told by the officer that he should be quiet and remain where he is. Here, the death of another, rather than allowing the soldier to attain some measure of understanding that resonates within the army as a collective, sends the soldier even further into the recesses of his own subjectivity. Doll’s first experience with death is affirmed not within the army’s social structure; instead, it only sends him into interior contemplation, as Malick’s inclusion of the voice-over in the sequence would suggest.


      Heidegger’s philosophy, too, supports the notion that death—in particular, one’s own death—is not something about which one can converse with another. As Stephen Mulhall points out, the philosopher conceives of Dasein’s being-toward-death as fundamentally non-relational; for Dasein, “death is a way to be; it is not an event but an existentiell possibility, a possible mode of its Being.”41 In Heidegger’s thinking, one who attempts to turn his own death or the death of others into a kind of social event is seriously deluded, for death cannot be overcome by the planning of funerals or subscription to diet and exercise regimes. “Those who adopt such strategies,” Mulhall goes on to observe, “refuse to acknowledge that death is not to be outstripped . . . [they] are covering over the fact that death is a non-relational possibility, not a social event.”42


      In a way, Malick’s film would seem to accede with these ideas, for discourse between characters in The Thin Red Line quite often fails to dialogically acknowledge the significance of death. The aforementioned sequence with Doll provides one instance of this idea. Further, when the death of another does reach some level of social discourse in the film, it frequently functions only to demonstrate the inhumanity of war. Consider, for example, two sequences involving the confrontation of an American soldier with a Japanese prisoner of war. In the first, the American soldier, Private Dale (Arie Verveen), spits in the face of the Japanese and puts two cigarettes into his nostrils to block the smell of the dead and dying prisoners around him. In speaking to one of the prisoners, he recognizes the finitude of the dying Japanese but refuses to discursively acknowledge any connection between his own experience and the experience of this man. In doing so denies the Japanese man’s humanity:


      I’m gonna sink my teeth in your liver. You’re dyin.’ See them birds up there? [Looks up at carrion birds circling overhead]. They gonna eat you raw. Where you’re goin’, you’re not comin’ back from.


      The Japanese prisoner then talks back to Dale; the words are not displayed via subtitles for the viewer who does not speak Japanese, but translation of the words affirms that the prisoner is telling Dale that he, too, will die one day.43 Given that the two cannot understand the other’s language, no dialogue is reached here, and even without the linguistic barrier, it would be clear enough that Dale treats the Japanese as nothing more than material.


      Later in the film, in a moving sequence scored to Charles Ives’ piece The Unanswered Question, Dale appears to have recognized the inhumanity of his own actions. Sitting alone in the rain during his company’s one-week leave after the battle (and placed by Malick in a long shot so as to emphasize his isolation), he contemplates the bag of teeth that he has removed from the corpses of Japanese soldiers. Recalling, in flashback, the earlier conversation with the prisoner, Dale weeps and throws away the bag, while Train’s voice-over appears once again, telling us the following: “War doesn’t ennoble men. It turns them into dogs. Poisons the soul.” We hear, after this voice-over and as if cued by Dale’s flashback, the voice of the Japanese soldier from the earlier scene, intoning that Dale will also die. It is almost as if Dale could understand these foreign words now (and Train’s words as well); here, he perhaps recognizes the humanity of the Japanese soldier. Yet despite these three rhyming elements in this sequence (Dale’s epiphany, Train’s voice, and the flashback to the dying Japanese prisoner) that would suggest a collective link across different experiences of mortality in war, each of these elements also nevertheless exists in isolation. Malick’s use of space and sound here, and elsewhere, is not socialized, even though it is poetically intersubjective; in other words, although it serves to connect the experiences of soldiers across a series of images and sounds, for Dale, Train, and the Japanese soldier this interconnection is not brought to a discursive level. They are never seen together in the same image. Their voices, too, are marked, in each case, by a temporal difference (the time at which point Train thinks or says these words is, in fact, not discernable at all). This is again an instance of Malick’s practice of parataxis, which in The Thin Red Line serves to join together previously discordant, isolated elements so as to create a feeling of collective experience that has yet to be brought to discursive consciousness or social realization.


      Another way to put this is that only we as viewers can inscribe the film with a collective significance felt only emotionally in the diegesis. While the film clearly endeavors to connect the experiences of its various characters, it seeks to do this aesthetically rather than discursively. Like relatively traditional war films such as Saving Private Ryan, The Thin Red Line depicts the fighting of the war as an unavoidably collective endeavor, and the film is a composite picture of several soldiers’ experiences. But Malick does not settle on any single explanation to understand their collective experience. His film represents instead a more open search for the right terms through which to explain the war and a belief that these terms are, ultimately, not the property of any single individual depicted in the film.


      A Moving Box


      Unlike Saving Private Ryan, which unites its various characters and the different ranks they hold through an abstract, idealized sense of brotherhood and nationalistic purpose, The Thin Red Line views the army’s social structure as inherently divisive and alienating. Michael Hammond suggests a similar point when he writes that Malick’s film, “with the camera consistently moving between a number of different soldiers . . . articulates the structures of power under which they labor.”44 In this respect, The Thin Red Line, like Jean Renoir’s Grand Illusion (1937), is frank about the potentially disabling nature of humanity’s social constructs, such as the hierarchies and nationalistic ideologies preventing human beings from recognizing what is shared in their experience. Also like Renoir’s film, it counters this situation with a feeling of interconnection that transcends the nationalistic unity that motivates war. In this sense, the film is just as much about the search for another language through which the experience of war might be shared as it is about the limitations of the world as it is presently constituted. When Witt wonders, at one point, whether “all men got one big soul,” he begins his search for a language to understand war that does not resort to the discourse itself responsible for perpetuating war. The film itself, not reducible to Witt’s perspective, does not necessarily ascribe to his belief in pantheism, but it does practice an open-ended arrangement of imagery that represents its own search for a cinematic discourse that might circumvent the kinds of unity previous war films have espoused. The film achieves its own kind of unity by allowing its viewer to apprehend connections between characters and their subjectivities without assigning the ideological meaning of the war to any single one of them.


      If the social structure of the army divides as much as it unites the soldiers in The Thin Red Line, another mode of organization lies at the heart of Malick’s aesthetic patterns. In the absence of any single historical truth, the film achieves its aesthetic unity through the creation of a non-discursive intersubjectivity, the threading-together of a number of intersecting frameworks through which the characters make meaning of the war (or, to recall our earlier, cinematic metaphor, different “moving boxes”). In this section, I want to suggest that these “moving boxes” often take the form of myths emerging from each character’s experience. Each of these myths offers a different frame through which the immediate reality of the war is interpreted and each, in its way, is concerned with replacing what is felt to be an inadequate and frequently meaningless social structure (the army itself) with a desire for another, possible world. What connects these various ways of looking at the world are the liminal spaces in which they are articulated. It is not during the battle sequences, but before and after them, as characters wait for battle against the vast landscape of Guadalcanal, that Malick’s characters make sense of the battle they have been asked to fight. In a sense, each of them projects his own myth onto this landscape, refusing to let the structure of the army itself determine the meaning of the war they are presently fighting.


      Before examining these myths and the ways they intersect, it is worth exploring the function of Malick’s landscapes more broadly, for it is in relation to the landscape that each character’s framework for interpreting the war emerges. While the film contains several visceral, realistic battle sequences, The Thin Red Line gains its sense of immediacy and tactility from the lush flora and fauna of the Solomon Islands as much as it does from the depictions of the battle itself. It is worth bringing to mind the difference between setting and landscape in cinema. As Martin Lefebvre has shown, setting helps create a narrative mode in film, for setting “is above all else the space of story and event: it is the scenery of and the theatre for what will happen.”45 Filmed environments become settings when they are understood primarily as backdrops to narrative events and the goals of characters. Landscapes, on the other hand, function relatively autonomously from narrative in the spectacular mode, occurring either when the spectator’s gaze is encouraged to look upon a filmed environment in ways that are not directly related to narrative or when the spectator resists the forward movement of the narrative and turns what was intended as a setting into a landscape. For Lefebvre, spectators can thus “discover” landscapes in narrative films that appear to be using the environment only as a setting, as he discusses in relation to the reception of the films of John Ford.46 This mode of spectatorship, taking pleasure in the filmed environments of narrative films in ways that declare it as something more than just a setting, results in what Lefebvre calls “a doubly temporalised landscape . . . it is subject simultaneously to the temporality of the cinematographic medium and to that of the spectator’s gaze, which is given to shifting from the narrative to the spectacular mode and back again from one moment to the next.”47


      Each of The Thin Red Line’s characters develops his own relationship to the landscape; their encounter, if only briefly, inflects our own encounter with film space as viewers. Malick thus turns this desire to experience the landscape apart from a linear narrative into a component of the experience of his characters, frequently freeing the natural landscape from the foreword movement of the Battle of Guadalcanal (and from the instrumental social hierarchy of the army itself). The very first sequence of the film, for example, does not so much begin the story as it depicts an immediate departure from the narrative before it is even underway, as Witt goes AWOL from the army, luxuriating in the glow of the Melanesian islands and projecting upon the native peoples the ideal connection and community he struggles to achieve with his fellow soldiers. Even the forward movement of the battle itself results in moments that use the environment as landscape rather than setting: after Charlie Company’s landing on the Solomon Islands, for instance, they discover that the Japanese have already advanced several miles ahead of them. What results is not the anticipated battle but an uncertain encounter with the natural landscape that is unfamiliar to them (one soldier describes the strangeness of what he has seen by noting that “they’ve got fish living in the trees,” and the natives, who regard the Americans with either bemusement or indifference, function as another signifier of this strangeness).


      If by going AWOL Witt resists the “narrative” of the war and seeks out his own understanding of the landscape, this is in fact a frequent occurrence throughout the film and amongst different characters. This is why critics who have accused Malick of bringing a colonial gaze to the native peoples and the natural landscape are ultimately mistaken.48 While it is true that Witt idealizes the Melanesian way of life he encounters in the opening scene as reflecting a “natural innocence” which throws the corruption of his civilized society into relief, this is his myth, and not the film’s. As Jacob Leigh suggest, Witt’s voice and point of view, in contrast to critics who have considered his perspective as a surrogate for Malick’s own, “do not comprise the film’s themes and ideas: [other] scenes—in the brig, on deck with the officers and down below with the company—all introduce other perspectives.”49 But even Leigh attributes too much to Witt, reading the film’s first sequence, in which Witt goes AWOL on the Melanesian island, as issuing directly from the character’s perspective. This opening sequence certainly includes Witt’s perspective, but as we will see, it ultimately goes beyond Witt’s limited field of vision.


      After the film’s first three shots of the alligator and the clearing of light through the trees, Malick brings us to the Melanesian landscape in a series of images that depict the life of the natives. In each of their activities—swimming, arranging and collecting rocks, opening coconuts—they are depicted by Malick as a social group engaged in collective activity rather than individual endeavor. Witt, on the contrary, appears by himself, having gone AWOL from the army (he is on the island with one other, unnamed soldier, although the two are infrequently depicted together and even Witt’s conversation with this man feels like a monologue). While successfully conveying to the viewer Witt’s love for the Melanesians and the environment in which they live, many of the shots, rather than establishing Witt’s point of view, simply establish Witt’s presence in this landscape. For example, the second shot after Witt’s first appearance in the film—a shot of a single Melanesian boy walking on the shore—would appear to be a point of view from Witt’s perspective. Yet the third shot in the sequence establishes that Witt is looking at a pair of Melanesian men rowing a boat behind him and not the boy. Further, we never see the men through Witt’s eyes; they simply pass in the background of the image. The three shots, then, rather than “suturing” viewers into the perspective of a single character as in most classical films, in fact avoid suture altogether, depicting Witt, the boy, and the Melanesian men as autonomous elements of a landscape open to Witt’s gaze but not fully definable through it. Even when we see what Witt is looking at in a corresponding image—as in his glance at a family bathing in the ocean—Malick is also able to establish through such constructions not only Witt’s perspective of the Melanesians but also the fact that he exists apart from them. Thus, any meaning he attributes to their existence emerges from his own experience rather than from any truth regarding the Melanesians themselves.


      What Malick does acknowledge is that Witt’s mythical idealization of the Melanesians emerges from a resistance to the narrative the army would seek to impose on his experience. This becomes evident in Witt’s first conversation with Welsh after returning to the army in the film’s second sequence. Welsh, Witt’s superior in rank, admonishes Witt for going AWOL again. The conversation, nominally punitive, clearly revolves around the question of Witt’s ability to become a proper soldier, evident when Welsh tells him: “The truth is, you can’t take straight duty in my company. You’ll never be a real soldier.” While this is a conversation that initially serves to reflect Welsh’s superiority in rank over Witt (he begins the sequence standing up, above Witt), Malick shoots them in a series of shot/reaction-shots in close-up, implying an intimacy in their interchange which has little to do with army hierarchy or status. Indeed, the shift in the conversation becomes more personal and philosophical as it continues. “In this world, a man, himself, is nothin,’” Welsh tells Witt, “And there ain’t no world but this one.” Witt counters by telling Welsh he believes in another world, clearly evoking the transcendent Melanesian paradise he has enjoyed in the film’s opening sequence. But as the sequence soon makes clear, he understands this “other world” in immanent terms, too, for Witt’s desire for another world is more concretely manifest in the care he shows other soldiers (in the aftermath of later battle sequences, he will be shown caring for the wounds of fellow soldiers) and, indeed, in this conversation itself (Witt tells Welsh he sees a “spark” in him, something which transcends Welsh’s cold, nihilistic materialism). Transcendence for Witt is here felt to emerge from within immanence, a product of his embodied engagement with the landscape and with others.


      Rather than privileging only Witt’s perspective, then, the poetically intersubjective form of The Thin Red Line develops interlocking patterns across different encounters with the landscape, even when the myths characters are shown to project onto the landscape are shown to be ultimately incompatible. The one visual element within the landscape that connects most of these characters is the presence (and occasional salient absence) of water, an appropriate motif for a film that insists upon not strong and fast bonds between characters but rather a more fluid and dynamic intersubjectivity. Witt’s journey by ocean to Melanesia accounts for one of these narrative trajectories, but Bell, Tall, Staros, and Welsh also construct their own myths, each of them patterned through the water motif. Each of these characters expresses a different understanding of the world through his gaze, a gaze which turns the narrative’s setting into a more open landscape; and by doing so, they in turn undergo a distinct “being-toward-death” that resists the instrumental narrative of the army in favor of a myth that ascribes to their (potential) death a personal significance. The various meanings these characters ascribe to their own experiences are unified only by the eventual loss of the world of meaning each of them builds.


      Of these five characters, it is Bell’s narrative that is the most conventional. We learn of the wife he has left back home. His loyalty to her is, in fact, the reason he is at war. Initially employed as an officer in the corps of engineers, Bell grew to miss his wife and resigned his commission so he would be able to return home. The corps, angry at his resignation, granted his request but promised him that he would be drafted into the army as an infantry private. While another soldier, talking with Bell prior to the landing on Guadalcanal, is quick to blame the army for Bell’s situation, Bell himself refuses to do this, for he prefers to spend his time remembering his wife, memories which the viewer is shown in a series of flashbacks. Malick has followed a staple of the World War II film here, the memory of the wife back home, which, as Tania Modleski has pointed out, is in most traditional combat films a threat to the soldier’s survival (Modleski points to the cliché wherein the soldier who “displays a photograph of his girlfriend, wife, or family” and is thus “doomed to die by the end of the film”).50 But Bell does not die in the film, and he possesses no photograph of Marty that might link her to some objective, documented reality. Bell’s memories are instead depicted through a series of flashbacks. Bell’s wife clearly exists—the letter he receives from her near the end of the film confirms this, if there was any doubt—but the flashbacks are heavily romanticized and idealized. What we see is not Marty herself but rather Marty as Bell would like to remember her. She is a woman-as-myth, a kind of Eve before the fall, a structural parallel to Witt’s belief in Melanesia as an earthly paradise. The only images of her that come to us apart from Bell’s imagination profess this “fall,” for they appear immediately prior to his discovery of her letter in which she tells him she is leaving him for another man.


      Bell’s flashbacks of his ideal Marty, however, do not really emerge from this one conversation he has about her with another soldier. Instead, they are evoked by the landscape of the Guadalcanal itself. While Bell sits in his bunker on the ship, prior to both his first flashback of Marty and the company’s landing on Guadalcanal, we hear the sound of the ocean as the ship progresses towards the island. As Bell’s first flashback appears on-screen, this sound of water continues but is now linked to the body of water seen in his memory of Marty and him standing on a pier holding hands. Bell’s lightly fantasized memory here gives him the means through which to endure the hardships of the war. As the company prepares to land, Malick shows us the faces of soldiers terrified at the prospect of the battle they are about to wage. One of these images is of Bell, whose voice-over accompanies the montage: “Why should I be afraid of death? I belong to you . . . If I go first, I’ll wait for you there, on the other side of the dark waters. Be with me now.” It is Bell’s idealized memory of Marty that gives him strength to face the grueling experience of war and assign it meaning, but this idealization proves fleeting, ultimately overwhelmed by the material, present-tense war that engulfs Bell. In the Jones novel, Bell’s relationship with his wife is highly sexualized and corporeal, but the flashbacks in Malick’s film—while depicting the couple in a sensual embrace—are nearly ethereal and disembodied, establishing Marty as less a corporeal presence and more a ghostly, and only vaguely erotic, specter. After Bell reads her Dear John letter late in the film, he stands in front of a line of trees and army vehicles in an extreme long shot, as if looking to the landscape for some sign of another potential meaning now that his own world, his Edenic myth of Marty, has collapsed.


      Within the army’s hierarchy, Bell is only a private. Above him in rank, indeed above all of the other depicted characters (with the exception of a Brigadier General played by John Travolta, who is seen only briefly in the film’s first act), is Colonel Tall, who directs the American attempt to wrest control of Guadalcanal from the Japanese. Certain contrasts become evident between the meaning Tall and Bell ascribes to the landscape. Whereas water evokes for Bell the protective, ideal memory of Marty, for Tall it is a source of resentment. Looking out onto the Pacific Ocean separating the ship from Guadalcanal at the beginning of the film, Tall experiences a flood of bitter memories, communicated to the audience via voice-over: “Worked my ass off. Brownnosing the generals. Degraded myself. For them and my family. My home.” It is clear that for Tall his family is not a source of meaning or protection, as Marty is for Bell, but rather a source of shame. This idea is further clarified in a later conversation with Captain Gaff (John Cusack), when Tall admits his disgust of his son, who did not choose a career in the army. Gaff, who successfully carries out a mission for Tall, becomes like a surrogate son to the elder colonel (Gaff, via Cusack’s uncharacteristically placid performance, becomes a tabula rasa upon which the fiery Tall can project his desire for glory in battle). If the army’s social structure becomes a surrogate family for Tall, he must reinforce this by refusing his soldiers the one thing reminding him of his blood relations, that is, water. Repeatedly informed that the company is running out of water, Tall acknowledges its importance but refuses to take the time to wait for reinforcements, insisting upon the forward movement of the battle and the fulfillment of his desire for glory. Rather than water, an obstruction to Tall’s bid for glory (and a symbol for the intersubjectivity that Tall works to deny through his authority), it is fire and its destruction which most links Tall to the landscape. And rather than replenishing supplies, for example, Tall orders the launching of bombs ahead of battle to announce their presence to the Japanese; and he refers to the sunrise as a “rosy-fingered dawn,” evoking Homer’s historical myths as a precedent in his own stab at achieving glory.


      Tall likens himself to a character in a Greek myth as a means to achieve a glory that has so far been denied to him by the army. In a conversation withCaptain Gaff, who has reminded the Colonel of the importance of sending for reinforcements and water, Tall defends his decision to progress despite the exhaustion of his battalion:


      I’ve waited all my life for this. I’ve worked, slaved, eaten untold buckets of shit to have this opportunity, and I don’t intend to give that up. You don’t know what it feels like to passed over. You’re young. You’re just out of the Academy. You’ve got your war. This fifteen years, this is my first war!


      The rank Tall has in the army is clearly inadequate to his vision of himself; his first appearance in the film, discussing battle strategies with Travolta’s brigadier general, is imbued by Nolte with a tacit resentment felt toward a superior soldier much younger than he. It is not the army itself that gives Tall the meaning he needs to achieve glory; Tall desires to rewrite his very role as colonel, as one of his more despairing voice-overs suggests: “Shut up in a tomb. Can’t lift the lid. Played a role I never conceived.” If other characters, too, are not entirely comfortable with the roles into which the army casts them, Tall is the one in a position to reshape his role, given his relatively lofty perch in the army’s hierarchy.


      By denying his men the water that for him, as for Bell, symbolizes a connection with the family back home, Tall is able to shape Charlie Company into another family of which he is the patriarch. In this respect, Nolte’s performance as Tall, as Leo Bersani and Ulysse Dutoit have suggested, is an “embodiment of pure will,” an intensity emerging not from a patriotic ideal but from Tall’s sense that without victory in this battle his career in the army will have been a failure.51 Despite the fact that his trajectory is inevitably connected to that of the other soldiers, it is clear enough that his search for glory ultimately leaves Tall as perhaps the most isolated figure in the film. After the Battle of Guadalcanal is over, Tall grants to his men a one-week leave. As the men rush into the ocean to celebrate their leave, Tall is conspicuously absent. His use of his “family,” like his myth, is now exhausted; the last image we see of Tall in the film (structurally, this shot appears almost an hour before the film is over, suggesting that Tall’s own myth is dwarfed by the larger reality of the war) is of him sitting alone in the Japanese camp, which the Americans now control after their victory in battle. Tall sits amidst the conquered enemy’s former dwelling, but this is hardly a moment out of Homer nor the moment of glory towards which Tall’s entire narrative appeared to have been headed. Instead, Tall is filmed by Malick in a series of images conveying emptiness more than the spoils of war. Tall sits alone in a long shot and files a knife while other soldiers celebrate. The wind blowing through the chimes of what was formerly a Japanese stronghold reminds him, perhaps, of the transience of this victory. Guadalcanal, once seen by Tall through the lens of Homeric mythology, is here strangely bereft of meaning.


      The character whose trajectory most directly intersects with Tall’s is Captain Staros, directly under Tall’s command. Staros, like Tall, views the men under his command as a surrogate family. Unlike Tall, who draws upon Greek mythology to justify his self-serving commands, Staros is himself Greek (when he tells his men that he views them as sons, he first speaks this line in Greek prior to translating it for them, a kind of dialogical answer to Tall’s earlier monologue in Greek). Malick is not necessarily implying that Staros has a link to a Greek essence Tall lacks; instead, this initial contrast between the two characters ultimately shows how Staros, unlike Tall, consistently, reflexively questions the validity of the principles through which he leads his men. Occasionally this involves directly confronting Tall’s confidence and assurance in the battle plan; in one crucial scene, Staros refuses to carry his men into combat when it will almost certainly mean the demise of almost all of them. He also repeatedly asks Tall for reinforcements, in particular the request for water that the colonel ignores throughout the battle. His existential engagement with the landscape of Guadalcanal is thus not an appropriation of it through the frame of an already articulated law—Staros does not subject his principles to the authority of the army’s social hierarchy—but rather is a search for the reasons and values that might justify his conduct in war. Staros accepts the fact that the landscape against which the battle is fought will not simply bend to human demands (when Tall demands that they attack the Japanese army by heading directly up a hill, rather than around it, Staros, because of the lack of water to replenish the strength of his soldiers, insists upon this as a tactical impossibility). He seeks not to impose meaning in advance of his experience of war but to rather derive from it the principles through which he might responsibly lead his men.


      In one shot, prior to the conflict with Tall just mentioned, Staros stands against the expanse of the Guadalcanal mountains during sunset. Far from consigning this landscape as terrain that must be conquered, Staros’ contemplation here provokes his search for the reasons that might justify his authority over other soldiers: “Are you there? Let me not betray you. Let me not betray my men. In you I place my trust.” Staros’ journey through the film is a search for the values by which he might guide his men, and his prayer is shown by Malick to be a request for the strength to conduct that search. Staros, in this respect, loses his search for meaning not necessarily through its collapse, as is the case with Bell and Tall, but rather through the simple fact that Tall, deeming Staros too cowardly to function as a captain, dismisses him from battle.


      If these three aforementioned characters each follows his own kind of narrative trajectory, the motif of water—connecting Bell and Tall to their lives back home, Welsh to the Melanesians, and Staros to the soldiers whom he commands—as well as the relationship with the landscape more generally, serves to connect all of them. Only Welsh avoids association with this motif. He is instead linked with the solid ground of the earth, and he refuses to “world” this earth into significance, repeatedly referring to “the world” as, in fact, just more earth, “a rock.” His nihilistic, materialistic existentialism remains distant from the water that might serve to connect him with others. But Welsh, nevertheless, does betray a desire for human connection, in his acts of bravery, for example, and his obvious concern for other soldiers. What most convey this desire for human connection, however, are the three conversations he has with Witt throughout the film. These three scenes suggest that the narrative trajectories of Witt and Welsh are closely intertwined, for theirs is the one relationship in the film that brings the lonely encounter of one’s finitude to the level of social discourse, ultimately testifying to the impossibility of framing the event of one’s death within a dialogue with another, yet nonetheless suggesting the importance of such an attempt. Each of their three conversations, one appearing in each hour of the film, develops Witt’s and Welsh’s separate understanding of their existential, finite existence.


      In the first conversation, Witt is briefly brought to a moment of doubt about the validity of his belief in another world. As Welsh attempts to convince him that there is only “one world,” Malick is careful to show us, in close-up, a moment of very real doubt in Witt’s face, paired with a line of dialogue in which he admits that perhaps the other world he saw “was only in my imagination.” Yet Witt confirms this belief in another, possible world in the next two conversations with Welsh. In the second, he and Welsh sit, in a moment before battle, in the middle of a field of grass; shot by Malick in a conventional shot/reverse-shot structure, the variations in their points of view suggest their differences in perspective. Welsh’s view of Witt is shot in a telephoto lens, throwing the landscape out of focus and thus cleaving Witt from the surrounding environment. Witt’s view of Welsh, however, is shot with a wider lens, with several soldiers sitting in the background in focus, effectively establishing that Witt sees Welsh as part of a social whole while Welsh is content to view Witt just as he views himself: as an island. Welsh is the only one who speaks in this conversation (and he speaks yet again of his belief that the attempt to care for others in war is meaningless), yet Witt seems to speak with his eyes; he looks up at the sky, as if to tell Welsh of a realm that is somewhere above their embodied existence but accessible from within it.


      Some other sequences in the film suggest that Witt’s message to Welsh has been felt by the latter. Certain sequences prior to this final conversation have shown Welsh capable of caring for others, the same kind of care that he has otherwise disavowed in his conversations with Witt, in one scene risking his own life to deliver pain-killing drugs to a dying soldier on the battlefield. While on the company’s leave, Welsh and Sergeant Storm (John C. Reilly) discuss a wounded soldier dying in the company’s medical tent. “I look at that boy dyin,’ I don’t feel nothin,’” Storm says. “I don’t care about nothing anymore.” Welsh responds, somewhat uncharacteristically, given his repeatedly stated belief to Witt about his lack of care for others: “Sounds like bliss. I don’t have that feeling yet.” In their third and final conversation, Witt, too, testifies to something he has seen in Welsh, repeating again that he sees a “spark” in him and asking why the latter “makes himself out to be a rock” when in fact he does care for others. As the two characters have their final conversation, they walk circles around a small hut with clearings of light shining through in the roof (characteristically, Witt gazes through these during the scene, suggesting again his ongoing search for another world). Welsh, for the first time, spends less time disavowing any belief in the possibility of a different kind of world and more in wanting to know how one believes in such a world: “You still believing in the beautiful light?” he asks Witt. This time Welsh is asking not simply to disavow his belief in anything similar but as if he would actually like to know.


      The discourse between these two characters suggests a shared desire to make sense of one’s finite existence and to do it in ways that might lead to the creation of a social world better than the one seen in the film. Witt’s death, in relation to this idea, functions ambiguously, as I suggested in the first chapter. Because of the question surrounding Witt’s final act, interpretations of the film which have fixed on Witt’s death as a sacrificial gesture have been too quick to read his death as a social event. Malick films Witt’s “sacrifice” with ambiguity, suggesting again the ultimate impossibility of understanding the private experience of death as public and social.


      In one regard, then, the film, like Heidegger’s concept of Dasein, conceives the making of meaning in finite human existence—that is, in relation to one’s death—as a fundamentally private experience. Heidegger’s concept, however, was not conceived on the battlefield; what is most devastating about his early philosophy (the context in which the concept of Dasein was first articulated) is that he conceives this private, individualistic self as characteristic of human beings in every possible environment. This is where The Thin Red Line finally intervenes in (rather than merely illustrating) our understanding of Dasein in the body of critical literature on Malick: not by contesting Heidegger’s central claim that the search for Dasein is in large part an individual striving but through its own poetic intersubjectivity. This poesis ultimately encourages us to read Heidegger’s existential self as an individualistic entity that nonetheless seeks sociability, an idea that is infrequently voiced in critical literature on this director. As Stephen Mulhall suggests, “[T]he readiness-to-hand of objects for a particular Dasein is not (and could not conceivably be) understood as their readiness-to-hand for that Dasein alone; if any object is handy for a given task, it must be handy for every Dasein capable of performing it . . . readiness-to-hand is inherently intersubjective[.]”52 Despite the devastation of war that The Thin Red Line so vividly shows us, Malick would seem to be optimistic about the potential powers of intersubjectivity, for he achieves an aesthetic unity in his film by reminding us that the desire for social interconnection, even in those contexts in which it is a most arduous, and perhaps impossible, undertaking, is still worth striving for. Even though The Thin Red Line does not attain a single “truth,” then, its unity is far more authentic than the traditional war film.


      The possibility of a larger social meaning in The Thin Red Line is felt even in the face of its ostensible collapse. Staros continues to believe in the value of his role as guiding authority to his men, even though he is dismissed from the army by Tall. The meaning of Witt’s sacrifice (if it is a sacrifice) is ambiguous, but his burial near the end of the film signifies the necessity of an ongoing search for meaning. Bell, depicted for the last time in this scene of Witt’s burial, has perhaps found in Witt a memory that might replace what he has lost with his wife’s request for a divorce. Only Welsh, by contrast, continues to insist on the impossibility of finding any meaning, for he continues to espouse nihilism: “Where’s your spark now?”


      The characters, despite the aesthetic and thematic patterns that connect them, arrive at no final closure of meaning. Appropriately, the film ends with openness rather than closure: as the men we have become familiar with over the preceding three hours are shipped away from Guadalcanal, we see another ship headed in the opposite direction, suggesting a circular rather than linear movement through time. But despite this lack of closure, the question of the meaning of one’s finite existence is still felt to be one worth asking with and to others. In this way, Malick’s film both ascribes to Heidegger’s notion that the experience of death is a non-relational, non-social event and yet contests the claim that the desire to inscribe death itself with social meaning is meaningless. Even if the soldiers in the film are not shown to attain such meaning, this desire signifies something that is true, for The Thin Red Line, about the experience of war. “If I never meet you in this life,” Sergeant Welsh says after Witt’s death, in a voice-over juxtaposed to a vision, from Welsh’s perspective, of a graveyard seen as the company leaves Guadalcanal for the final time, “let me feel the lack.” This line of dialogue, I think, suggests much about the shape of the film in which Welsh is seen, because the aesthetic unity of The Thin Red Line is, paradoxically, the product of this feeling of lack. This feeling of lack, a falling away of meaning, is felt at some point and in some way by every major character in the film, and this is what gives The Thin Red Line its shape as a work of art.
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      Chapter 5


      On The New World


      


      Commentators have interpreted Terrence Malick’s revision of the legend of John Smith and Pocahontas, The New World, as both an old and new object, a film of tradition and summation on the one hand, and a work of creative renewal on the other. For Lloyd Michaels, The New World “inscribes the major elements of his oeuvre to date,” intensifying and amplifying the aesthetic and thematic values pervading the director’s entire body of work.1 James Morrison, meanwhile, noting the director’s continued interest in “the dual character of ‘nature’ and ‘beauty’ in different historical, social, and cultural contexts,” suggests that The New World goes farther than the earlier films in poeticizing the potential renewal of the relationship between human beings and the natural environment: “Nature, once it takes its place in this radically sundered structure, can appear only as an image of failed transcendence, even if the film suggests the possibility of an authentic immanence with an ardency unmatched in this director’s work.”2 For both critics, this is a film of last things, an elegy for a lost moment in history that preceded—but, if imagined and lived differently, might have prevented—a violent genocide that continues to haunt the American conscience. It is also an intoxicatingly creative work of cinema, one insisting on the creative and poetic possibilities of the cinematic imagination, only now through a “far more diffuse, elliptical, and structurally radical” form than the relatively more gentle fragmentation that shaped Malick’s earlier films.3


      The film’s production confirms Malick’s relative separation from most contemporary Hollywood cinema. Instead of working under the shadows of the great filmmakers from the classical period, Malick’s production strategies on The New World reflect an ongoing interest in the silent cinema, in particular the sinuous tracking camera of F. W. Murnau’s The Last Laugh (1924) and Sunrise(1927). Evident throughout The New World is a roving, relatively autonomous camera, interested in character movement but not beholden to it. Malick’s use of a steady hand-held camera, a penchant in his filmmaking since Days of Heaven but nowhere more evident than in his fourth film, evokes not only Murnau’s tracking camera but also the director’s own The Thin Red Line (a film that, as Michaels has also pointed out, forms something of a diptych alongside The New World).4 The camera’s movement, at once paralleling the film’s own theme of exploration and discovery, also establishes a difference in perspective relative to the explorers whose experience is dramatized in the film. In this way, The New World develops a critically and aesthetically acute attitude toward colonialism through its style, in which lingering, roaming, circular camera movements (in conjunction with the film’s discontinuous cutting technique and elliptical structure) frequently function contrapuntally in relation to the linear, causal devastation of the European colonial project.


      The most logical inroads into an analysis of Malick’s fourth film is through the establishment of stylistic and thematic links to his three previous efforts. The film offers instances of stylistic and thematic repetition and variation, including its use of the voice-over, its depiction of nature, and its narrative structure, which one again depicts a journey. As in Badlands, Days of Heaven, and The Thin Red Line, the voice-over serves to guide us into the fictional world of the film, but more than ever Malick’s voices are destabilized in relation to their precise temporal, spatial, narrative, and even cultural coordinates. The voices in The New World retain at least partial status as acousmêtres as in Malick’s other films, developing an ongoing dialectical rather than finalized relationship to the fictional persons embodied on the visual track. The New World, however, goes farther than the earlier works in its use of multiple and at times competing acousmêtres.


      In one early sequence shortly after the arrival of the European colonizers to what will soon be Jamestown, an unfinished structure—the skeleton of what is to be a colonial fort—is shot by Malick and cinematographer Emmanuel Lubezki from a low angle, as if to prefigure a majesty and grandeur no doubt desired in its construction but as yet unattained. Unaware of any such intentions, but with intentions of his own, a Virginian Algonquin climbs to the top of the uncompleted fort’s highest point, looking out at the expanse of the landscape from the new perspective it provides. The native’s movement is ruptured by a jump-cut, drawing our attention to the constructed nature of this filmic segment and, in turn, echoing the story’s own theme of social and discursive reconstruction (and destruction) in this landscape of a new world. Accompanying this editing strategy is the soundtrack, with two voices audibly superimposed on top of one another. One is diegetic, but temporally and spatially displaced (from when and where, exactly, it is hard to say, although we can safely infer it is prior to the moment we see on the film’s visual track). This is the voice of Christopher Newport (Christopher Plummer), who leads this colonial mission, imbuing his charges with the urgency of their task to construct a fort in preparation for winter. On top of Newport’s voice and this image of the Algonquin, however, is the private voice-over of Captain John Smith (Colin Farrell):


      How many lands behind me?


      How many seas?


      What blows and dangers?


      These are not the words of the historical Smith; instead, they allude directly to Virgil’s Aeneid, suggesting the epic lyricism that viewers might expect Malick to make of this subject matter at this point in his career.5 In terms of the technique of the voice-over, however, these hesitant, querying, investigatory words—hardly the sure statements of the conqueror we know from textbooks—are presented in tandem with the commanding voice of Newport and the tentative exploration of the Algonquin native. The native, further, offers us no indication of his own interiority; unlike Newport and Smith, his perspective is communicated, at this point in the narrative, in visual rather than discursive terms. What Malick is giving us here, and elsewhere, is not only a multivocal presentation of history as in his previous film, The Thin Red Line. It is a more radically polyphonic palimpsest, in which voices are enfolded upon and at times in discord with one another.


      Morrison’s observation that Malick’s fourth film is a more “radically sundered structure” than his previous efforts also suggests a certain shift in the director’s presentation of nature. For Morrison, while the “nature imagery [in earlier Malick films] often appeared in dissociated interludes between narrative segments, [in The New World] it is part of the narrative sequence, which is fractured not by their appearance, but from within.”6 In The New World, nature figures in virtually every frame, as a kind of interlude of potential reconciliation and renewal that intervenes in the devastating linearity of the colonial project (a project that lays the roots for the industrialization so brutally vivid in Days of Heaven). In this respect, perhaps the most telling among Malick’s unconventional stylistic choices throughout the film is the almost complete use of natural, rather than studio, lighting in the film’s cinematography, which allows nature to develop a distinct presence apart from the projects of the human beings depicted in the landscape. Emmanuel Lubezki, the film’s director of photography, discusses this poetic choice:


      [T]his is basically a sunlit movie. When we were shooting, we were extra-aware of how everything in nature is constantly shifting. We became aware of the earth moving, the shadows changing, the color temperature constantly shifting, the rivers changing color, and the tide shifting, and all of that happens really fast. When you’re distracted, you don’t notice those changes. Shooting studio movies, you tend to want to control the elements, but on this picture we didn’t—we wanted to capture life. The moment we embraced life, we turned our backs on artificial light. I think the flow of nature became a theme of the movie.7


      As Lubezki goes on to note, this approach, so amenable to capturing the beauty of nature and no less resistant to standard Hollywood forms of production than the cinematography of Nestor Almendros and Haskell Wexler on Days of Heaven, is not always flattering to the human form. An exclusive use of natural light “can distort a face or an object; people can look older or tired.”8 Just as the human being has no hierarchal place of mastery over the narrative in The New World, then, the human figure does not determine the visual composition of every shot. Nature, and the beauty of nature, frequently stands autonomous relative to human beings, and the relationship between the landscape and the human figures becomes, as in all of Malick’s work, an open question.


      Malick’s and Lubezki’s impressionistic lighting strategy, with its embrace of nature as something more than just a setting, also complements a film that, although quite vivid in its depiction of the brutality of the European colonialist project, does not grant the colonialists any privileged purchase over the narrative drive as a whole. Colonialism as a process—as cultural expansion, a cartographic re-mapping of consciousness, and a form of cultural oppression—is something the film only evokes in fits and starts. After a brief prologue and opening credits sequence, the film begins with the arrival of three European ships to the shores of the new world. The content of these grand, majestic images would not be out of place in any conventional Hollywood historical film about European exploration and conquest during the period. Malick, however, does not film and contextualize the images so as to situate our point of view from the perspective of a grandly confident heroic narrative agent. Instead, the vessels are presented to us as a series of disorienting images, viewed from contrapuntal perspectives. From the vantage point of the Algonquin, for example, who view the arrival of the ships from the shores they are not yet forced to know as the anglicized “Virginia,” the ships might very well be magical moving islands (a notion one of Malick’s chapter titles in the three-hour cut of the film alludes to) rather than instruments of European economic expansion. For Newport, who stands on one of these vessels as its captain, the ship’s bow affords an expansive view of the continent of which the camera also partakes. From this perspective the American shore is seen as a vast expanse of pure potential. Yet Newport’s view also prefigures the tragic limitations of the colony whose construction he will in large part direct, given that he is also seen from behind the netting of a sail that operates figuratively as prison bars. This image, in fact, initiates a visual motif in which barriers erected by the Europeans on the land function as cages separating them from nature as well as any prospects for a productive social relation with the Algonquin. For Captain John Smith, meanwhile, chained for mutiny in an actual prison cell below decks, the landscape is figured as something of a spectacle. Two internal frames—the openings in his cell—provide his first view of the landscape and remind us of the larger frame of the film we are presently watching. He would also remind us of a prisoner in Plato’s cave, tricked into thinking the phantoms in front of him were real, if not for his ability to confirm the worldly presence of this spectacle through the sense of touch, as water from the Atlantic Ocean drips into his cell. Nature, for Smith, is here a kind of salvation, as he raises his enchained hands, as if in prayer, towards the new world he can only glimpse through the cracks of his compartment.


      Nature’s potential is thus the source of both the film’s optimism and its elegiac tone. Without too much of an overburdening teleological emphasis, it is possible to say that The New World functions, in part, as an exploration of the sources of the occasional alienation from nature felt in the earlier films, given that they are set in later historical moments.


      All of Malick’s characters embark on uncertain journeys, and in The New World this journey is most obviously the colonial expansion to “undiscovered” land. This expansion is first figured in an opening credits sequence animating two-dimensional maps springing into three-dimensional depth, cartographically depicting the leveling of trees and the ensuing laboring of workers in founding Jamestown. Like the opening montage of photographs in Days of Heaven, this credits sequence animates inert objects, presenting these maps not as the finalized epistemological products of the European colonial regime but as works of the imagination the film suggests might have been written differently. Curiously, however, for a film “about” the founding of Jamestown and the vanquishing of the Virginian Algonquin, these maps are as close as Malick’s film gets to a direct presentation of the colonial intention to conquer a foreign land. Given the wide array of affects and meanings nature comes to have in relation to the different subjects inhabiting “the new world,” the colonial intention to inscribe onto nature a universal law and meaning is rendered a failed project from the start. The birdsong and other flora and fauna heard on the soundtrack as the camera pans and cuts across these various maps in the credits sequence gesture towards the plenitude of nature—the sensuous surplus value—that the rationalism of European cartography fails to fix and define. Further, once the narrative proper begins after this sequence, Malick devotes only a handful of the film’s passages to the colony’s subsequent rise and fall. A handful of images show the work of clearing forest and building forts. Newport’s directives, often presented to us in a voice-over that displaces his presence on-screen, are felt more as just one component of the film’s dense layering of sound. Given the scant attention to the laborious human effort of building a colony—labor glimpsed rather than depicted in these fleeting images in the film’s first half-hour—Jamestown is almost felt to “erect itself” off-screen, while Malick gets to the more important business of showing us Smith and Pocahontas (Q’orianka Kilcher) walking through the space of the Virginia wilderness, the potential of its landscape written in light across their faces.


      But in addition to this larger colonial journey—a journey fragmented by Malick’s discontinuous editing and refracted through his impressionistic images—the viewer is also given a depiction of two rather more personal and spiritual journeys in the film, that of John Smith and the figure we recognize from myth as Pocahontas. Her name is in fact a point of contention for Malick, because Pocahontas is not named as such in the film (apart from the end credits); the question of her identity is in large part reflected in her ongoing spiritual journey. As Adrian Martin has observed, “What defines this central female character across the film, then, is not the essence of a single, original, ‘true’ name, but a succession of names . . . Malick structures the film around a displacement of—and investigation into—personal identity, and the typical cinematic means of signaling that identity.”9 Names are far from an unreflective given in The New World. Naming is in fact one of the film’s themes. Although the Christian moniker “Rebecca” is bestowed upon Pocahontas after her permanent arrival in Jamestown, Malick refuses to allow these familiar historical and mythological figures of Pocahontas (and John Smith, and “Rebecca”) to cohere as finalized, psychologically knowable subjectivities. His approach means that, like Holly, Linda, and the soldiers of The Thin Red Line before them, these two figures are depicted as undergoing an experience of becoming and change (one which is thrown into relief against the static and xenophobic consciousness of several of the European settlers). This kind of characterization, no less fragmentary and challenging to perception than the film’s narrative and pictorial scheme, complements the director’s central notion that the history of early America, like the history of World War II in The Thin Red Line, might have been written otherwise.


      The greatest evidence for this focus on the personal and spiritual becoming of the characters may be gleaned through the first voice-over Pocahontas is given in The New World. The prologue features an image of flowing water, a recurring visual motif generating The New World’s entire filmic flow. The camera slowly follows the ripples in the water, registering on its surface the impressionistic textures of the reflected light, clouds, and trees. In tandem with this image we hear the first voice-over, spoken by Pocahontas:


      Come, spirit.


      Help us sing the story of our land.


      You are our mother.


      We, your field of corn.


      We rise from out of the soul of you.


      Malick’s allusion here is to a Vachel Lindsay poem entitled “Our Mother Pocahontas.” It is worth quoting a passage from that work for comparative purposes:


      John Rolfe is not our ancestor.


      We rise out of the soul of her


      Held in native wonderland,


      While the sun’s rays kissed her hand,


      In the springtime,


      In Virginia,


      Our Mother, Pocahontas.


      Lindsay treats the story of Pocahontas as a finished narrative, one positing her identity as essentially knowable (by “us”) and owned by her American descendants (she is “our mother”). Prior to the verse under discussion (the second in the poem), “Our Mother Pocahontas” establishes what are for Lindsay, as for much of American folklore, the primitive, animalistic origins of the title figure. He begins the poem by referencing her father, the Powhatan king, whose “panther-grace bloomed” in his daughter, a motif that recurs throughout the poem. In the verse quoted above, Lindsay further establishes Pocahontas’s close relationship with the natural realm as well as her importance to American history by negating the centrality of other figures in American ancestry, in this case John Rolfe, while idealizing the “native wonderland” from which she emerged. These motifs are not atypical within the artistic and literary mythology the Pocahontas legend has accrued over the last 400 years.10


      But the film’s allusion to “Our Mother Pocahontas,” far from indicating a simple parallel between Lindsay’s attitude and Malick’s own, echoes instead Witt’s prelapsarian reverie in the Melanesian landscape in The Thin Red Line and John Smith’s own idealization of the natives when he first encounters them: “They are gentle, loving, faithful, lacking in all guile and trickery. The words denoting lying, deceit, greed, envy, slander, and forgiveness have never been heard. They have no jealousy, no sense of possession.” Smith, like Lindsay, removes the natives from history by pinning them down to a single essence. Malick’s film, however, quotes Lindsay so as to displace many of his meanings. By alluding to his poem in a voice-over belonging to Pocahontas, Malick situates her relationship to nature (the “Earth Mother” she repeatedly seeks throughout the film) as one she possesses and, further, one which is part of the “story of our land,” which here is only beginning. And while both poem and film contain a reference to humanity as a “field of corn” sown by a greater spiritual force, in Lindsay’s verse this corn is modern America itself, tautologically seeing its historical image reflected in the mythical figure of Pocahontas it has created. By placing these words in the voice of Pocahontas herself, however, the film works to establish her own purchase on their meaning, reminding us again that we do not fully know, and can never fully know, the meaning of her life, given that she exists in history more as myth and an object of wish fulfillment—of which Lindsay’s poem, like the animated Disney feature, is one example. Malick’s attempt at poetizing her spiritual search is less an effort to finalize her into another kind of legend and more an attempt to imagine conditions of experience in which we might see fleeting impressions of what she might really have been.


      In the following two sections of this chapter, I will seek to deepen our sense of how The New World performs variations upon familiar Malick motifs by placing the film into dialogue with certain relevant strands of philosophy. In the first section of this chapter, I will argue that The New World continues Malick’s interest in the self-reflexive possibilities of cinema or what Stanley Cavell terms more broadly as the manner in which “objects participate in the photographic presence of themselves in the re-creation of themselves on film; they are essential in the making of their appearances.”11 The film’s reflexive consideration of cinematic illusion constitutes its primary relationship to the historical myth it embodies. Of course, unlike Badlands and Days of Heaven, its story world contains no explicit reference to cinema, but The New World, particularly in its first half-hour, includes a plethora of internal frames, vistas, and stages in which individuals and groups view while others are viewed. This pattern of images reminds us of the fundamental strangeness of each civilization in relation to the other; and with the help of self-reflexive editing strategies, the film also evokes its own being as a constructed aesthetic object. Unlike previous cinematic versions of the Pocahontas myth, then, which ask us to “rush the stage” in accepting their mythical visions as reality as a kind of historical truth, Malick wants us to reflexively interrogate what it means for the relationship between Smith and Pocahontas to have been a myth (an idea I explore by placing Malick into dialogue with work on myth by Edgar Morin). Indeed, the characters themselves come to reflexively question the fantastic qualities of the myth they are embodying, and the film places the idea of cartographic mastery (part of the mission of the colonial project) into dream-like doubt. After Smith leaves the Algonquin settlement, for example, both he and Pocahontas begin to regard their union as something of a dream, the memory of which serves only to fracture the tentative peace between the two cultures and to place them once again as viewing subjects in relation to a viewed other. Further, this viewed other becomes less the object of reality and more the object of a fond memory, one which gradually loses its ontological status in reality as the film proceeds (prompting both characters to ask themselves if, indeed, their love ever actually occurred). The figures in The New World are nothing less than “the objects [that] participate in the photographic presence of themselves,” and the film avows the fantastical nature of the Pocahontas legend through the manner in which its characters regard themselves as something like actors in a dream.


      In the second section, I will seek to bring my study of the film and Malick’s work as a whole to a close by shifting to a closer look at the final hour of the film. After their illusion of an intercultural union is established as only a dream Smith leaves the colony, and Pocahontas is educated as an Anglo-Saxon. John Rolfe, her English husband, works to firmly ensconce Pocahontas as an instrument in European colonial expansion (Rolfe, in Christian Bale’s sensitive performance, is shown to have real doubts about this project). But Pocahontas nevertheless continues her own spiritual journey begun in the first half of the film and thus resists fixing her identity in European society and norms. Likewise, The New World itself, as my analysis of the final passage in the film will suggest, refuses to master Pocahontas’s spiritual becoming through the movement of its own narrative form. Instead, its cinematic expression strives for an ethical aesthetic that acknowledges the radical difference Pocahontas as subject posits to the workings of myth. Using Kant’s concept of the aesthetic in conjunction with the somewhat more familiar (in Malick studies) Cavellian exploration of the self-reflexive qualities of cinema, I will show how the film establishes her “aesthetic otherness,” gently distancing itself from Pocahontas’experience so as to avoid inscribing her in yet another reactionary myth.


      ***


      Any introduction to a close analysis of The New World would be remiss without one more additional précis concerning the multi-textual nature of the film itself. Malick’s film is mediated not only by its literary, musical, and philosophical references, but also by the contrasts apparent across the three different cuts of the film released over a span of three years. The first, distributed to qualify the film for Oscar consideration in December of 2005, is a 150-minute cut. The second, essentially a shorter cut of this first version, runs at 135 minutes and is the most widely seen of the three versions; it was widely released in January of 2006 and subsequently on DVD. Finally, in October of 2008 a third, “extended” cut was also released on DVD in North America at a runtime of 172 minutes and with chapter titles within the film itself, rendering the director’s experiments in narrative fragmentation even more salient. Unlike Malick’s earlier films, which each exist in an authoritative version, the director has not authorized any of these cuts as definitive.


      One sequence in the three-hour version offers an illustration of the fundamental difference between the earlier cuts and the more recent “extended cut.” There is one particularly striking sequence added in the longest version. In this scene, John Smith saves a young Algonquin boy from drowning in a river, shortly after arriving to the natives’ settlement but right before his intimacy with Pocahontas begins. After Smith saves the boy, Malick shows us the natives walking away from Smith to gather around the saved child; as they leave the frame, Smith is isolated, alone, in the middle of the shot, an expanse of water behind him. Immersed waist-high in the water, Smith here finds himself at a liminal point of transition between his earlier mode of being with the European colonial powers (the river behind reminds us of the colony back to which it leads) and a new potential existence with the Algonquin. Then, as if to encourage Smith’s transition from one kind of life to a new one, some of the natives move back into the frame, as the camera tracks ever so slightly backwards to grant more screen space for the arrival of the new figures. In this expansion of the frame, the image makes salient not the European world from which Smith came but rather the new world to which he now might belong. Because of the above addition, as well as a handful of other extended sequences that spend more time lingering on Smith’s cohabitation with the natives, the 172-minute cut opens up Smith’s and Pocahontas’s eventual relationship as a social intervention within the Algonquin and European cultures. Here, their relationship is more saliently marked as a cultural ritual welcoming Smith into the fold. In the longest cut it is only after saving the native boy and proving himself a worthy member of the Algonquin society that Pocahontas and Smith begin their romance in earnest; in the shorter versions, their romance is felt more as an event that occurs apart from the rest of the tribe. The loving close-ups through which Malick frames both Farrell and Kilcher during the romance in all three of the versions function more as a depiction of intimacy between two individuals in the two shorter cuts, but in the long version these close-shots, along with the sweeping romanticism of Wagner’s Vorspiel, centrifugally emerge from Malick’s more sustained consideration of the context of the Algonquin society as a whole.


      In the extended cut, too, the social nature of their union more strongly throws into relief Smith’s return to the struggling English colony, already diseased and near ruin. This longer cut also includes additional scenes in which other European settlers question Smith’s ability to act as a loyal leader. Although all three versions re-imagine Smith as somewhat resistant, at a certain point, to the violence of the colonial project, the longest of the three versions explores this notion more extensively. Rolfe, too, emerges as more complex in the longest cut; he is given additional voice-overs suggesting a torment over his complicity in inscribing Pocahontas in European law through their marriage (in all three versions Bale is able to suggest an inner disquiet, perhaps suggesting that his character has some remorse over his inability to actively resist the colonial oppression impinging upon the cultural and spiritual identity of the woman he loves).


      Although it is important to keep the longest cut’s elaboration of the Smith-Pocahontas relationship and Rolfe character in mind, ultimately the textual multiplicity of The New World is not an impediment to analysis. The very existence of these varied cuts compliments The New World’s own focus on the multivocal nature of historical myth. The two earlier cuts offer us a more intimate view of the John Smith-Pocahontas relationship; the longer cut opens up that relationship within the frame of Powhatan society itself and thus imagines each as more complicated figures. In the two sections which follow, then, I will refrain from limiting my comments to any “authoritative text,” since none exists, and will instead treat the three different versions The New World in ways consistent with the film’s own spirit of dialogue and paratactic juxtaposition.


      Mapping the New World


      Like all of Malick’s films, The New World may be regarded as a historical film that “revisions” history. As Robert A. Rosenstone suggests, revisionary historical films eschew standard realist assumptions for “expressive modes of representation that expand the vocabulary of the historian.”12 For Malick this expressive mode involves the struggles of individual human beings grappling with the significance of events and attempting to achieve a dialogue with the social and historical world. Malick’s earlier narrators use the cinema—either explicitly, in sequences depicting the viewing of films and other moving images, or implicitly, through the inherent self-reflexive qualities of their voice-overs—as an expressive means to achieve a selfhood that might assuage their isolated mooring in their own subjectivity. In viewing cinema, we can recall from Cavell, we are put face to face not with an objective, mastered reality (even if particular films purport to give us this), but with the isolated condition of our own subjectivities, and in turn are invited to realize that our subjective desires and fantasies may achieve something like a dialogue with the larger world. The New World, despite its obvious lack of reference to the twentieth-century world of cinema, is no less imbued with motifs of looking and seeing the world through a subjective veil on a poetic level. The film is aware that Pocahontas, and every other Native American represented in the film, is the mythical creation of a Euro-American culture and history developed over the course of 400 years. The achievement of the film is not only to refract the apparent “reality” of this myth through images that are frankly forthright about their very status as works of the imagination but also to depict characters as reflexively conscious of living what may in fact be a myth. In this, The New World both embodies and projects onto the American landscape a subjective fantasy that later generations of schoolchildren will be able to recite from memory as “historical fact.” For a film “about” the relationship between John Smith and Pocahontas, The New World proceeds through their romance quickly, devoting more time to the question of whether or not their love, in socially, personally, and spiritually productive senses, even actually occurs. The film imagines both characters—but especially John Smith, a surrogate for the unavoidably complicit gaze of every Western viewer of the film—as not only participants in this illusion but as spectators of it, inquiring into the reality of the images they remember like the skeptical spectator seeking to confirm their fantasies in a “reality” unfolding on the screen.


      In probing into these motifs of seeing and being seen, and of regarding the past as a dream, The New World wants to find a way to ethically re-imagine the Pocahontas myth, a way to both sweep us up through an ardent romanticism and at the same time acknowledge that romanticism as a fiction. This is a fiction, the film seems to suggest, that we must feel, sense, and, from our positions as spectators, “live,” ultimately in order to critique and redirect. In its combination of romantic ardency with self-conscious reflexivity, Malick’s film recalls what Steven Dillon has called the “Solaris effect.” Referencing Tarkovsky’s film Solaris (1972), one that echoes Malick’s film in its combination of a lush, lyrical poetics with lightly modernist self-reflexivity, Dillon calls for an ethical poetics of contemporary American film, one that acknowledges the artificial, constructed nature of cinematic images without absconding from emotional, dramatic investments. He draws upon Tarkovsky’s narrative (adapted from Stanislaw Lem’s novel) about the astronaut Kris, who encounters the specter of his dead wife in the form of a hallucination aboard the spaceship Solaris (an entity sharing certain qualities with cinema itself, in particular its ability to “project” through the minds of the subjects it encounters highly authentic embodiments of fantasy). “The relationship between Kris and his dead, perfectly real wife,” Dillon writes, “I take to be the archetypal relationship of audience and screen at the cinema. There is photographic reality, sensual and emotional immersion, but also a concurrent knowledge that the reality is all along an artifice, a constructed hallucination.”13 The New World also acknowledges its depiction of the John Smith-Pocahontas relationship as a fantasy, one with two willing participants who are to some extent aware of the impossible and fantastical nature of their desires and memories. Pocahontas is there, in front of us on the cinema screen as embodied by Kilcher in her striking film debut, and yet also not there, the product of 400 years of fantasy. Farrell’s Smith, too, viewing her in ways that frequently frame our perspective as viewers of the drama that he lives, must deal with the fact that the Pocahontas—and the America—he thought he knew may have never actually existed.


      The New World’s insistence on living and breathing the Pocahontas myth as if it were reality, while at the same time acknowledging the discursive limits of this myth, also evokes the work of another thinker. Edgar Morin, like Cavell and Tarkovsky, is fascinated by the play of presence and absence in cinema. But unlike more dour ideological assessments of film that insist on disavowing the fantastical nature of cinema that masks the artifice producing that “reality”—assessments that began to appear at the time of Morin’s most famous work on film, The Cinema, or the Imaginary Man, in 1952—Morin argues that it is only through sensual engagements with the “myths” of reality that film gives us can we even begin to critique them. Morin writes:


      Of course from the time he appeared on earth, man has alienated his images, fixing them in bone, in ivory, or on the walls of caves. Certainly the cinema belongs to the same family as the cave drawings of Les Eyzies, of Altamira and Lascaux, the scribblings of children, the frescoes of Michelangelo, sacred and profane representations, myths, legends, and literature. But never so incarnated in the world itself, never so much grappling with natural reality. That is why we had to wait for the cinema for imaginary processes to be externalized so originally and totally. We can at last “visualize our dreams” because they have cast themselves onto real material [italics Morin’s].14


      By visualizing myths and dreams through the concrete material of reality itself, those myths and dreams, as Morin later suggests, “come back upon our waking life to mold it, to teach us how to live or not to live,” functioning as “stored ectoplasms, astral bodies that feed off our persons and feed us, archives of soul. We must try to question them—that is, to reintegrate the imaginary in the reality of man.”15 As Lorraine Mortimer suggests in her reading of Morin’s work, “the problem is not to live in some pure reality purged of myth, but to recognize and elucidate the imaginary reality of myth and live with myths recognized as myths, having a new relationship with them, possessing them as much as they possess us.”16 Morin wants us to recognize the concrete reality of our myths and dreams when they are consciously displaced into the artificial and dream-like but still awake and reflexive world of film. His ideas enrich our understanding of The New World’s own harnessing of the Pocahontas myth. The New World is not a passive transmission of the same tired myth but rather a re-envisioning, or a counter-mythology, precisely because it is a reflexive-mythology, one that inquires into the very status dreams and fantasies play into our own understanding of historical America.


      The film’s exploration of the relationship between myth, dream, and our understanding of historical “reality” begins with a re-imagining of one of the most instrumental of colonial objects: the map. The three-dimensional cartography animated in the opening credits makes these maps strange, panning and tracking across their surface, transforming their two-dimensionality into a more fluid, three-dimensional cinematic depth of space, rendering what is mapped as a space alive with phenomenological thickness. But even more relevant here are some of the tantalizing details vibrantly shimmering across this imagined cartography: flora, fauna, and fish hover above the topographical surface, as if floating in the sky; the rivers drawn on the maps are animated in the film so as to seem as if they were developing into the arteries of some hitherto unknown, self-constituting organism; and the figures and objects that will become familiar to us in the narrative are glimpsed in this cartography (the ships, the Indian by his fire, the colonial workers establishing their colony). These, then, are not simply maps; as imagined by Malick and put to new life within the cinematic, they are magical maps, appearing not so much filmed as dreamt. The illusionistic and spectacular quality of these images is established not only by certain of their features mentioned above but is also grounded in an editing technique that, eschewing the direct cut, fades in and out of blackness as each new fragment of the map appears, like the blinking of eyes just opening from a dream (or just about to close and drift off into one). And the first image of the story world seen after this opening credits sequence is of a fish, matching the fish seen hovering above the continent like a cloud in the last of the maps shown to us. This suggests the film we are about to see is a continuation of the dreamy topography established in its opening minutes, one frankly forthright about its status as illusion, but an illusion of the kind that asks us to participate in its creative mapping. Like its sinuous tracking shots, the film’s paratactic editing structures, calling for our participation in a kind of conceptual re-mapping, might also be regarded as contrapuntal to the devastating linearity of the colonial project. The New World is perhaps a dream, but one, in its calling for the activity of the spectator, far from the reactionary dream-cinema postulated by Christian Metz, who would have us dream at the cinema only passively, subject to dreams rather than actively engaging with them.17


      The larger idea Malick points to here is that cartography embodies many of the same reflexively illusive qualities of the cinema itself. Modern maps, the product of Enlightenment rationality, have a history that belies their sober origins. In that history there is a kind of non-rational, dream-like magic not at odds with the rational search for objective knowledge but rather at one with it. “In antiquity,” Christian Jacob has written, “interpreters of dreams were attentive to dreams of flight and images of the earth as seen from space. They decoded the content of nocturnal and aerial visions in an astonishing hermeneutic combination: the meaning of dreams varied according to what the dreamer saw, from landscape and relief to the extent of space encompassed by his or her gaze.”18 That antiquity’s concern with dreams evokes the aerial visions of modern maps will be strangely familiar to any viewer of The New World. It is the (repressed) dream-like quality of cartography—one of the chief products of the rationality that sought to distance itself from the “primitive” magic of the American native—that The New World brings back to the surface with the maps of Jamestown in the opening credits of the film. In Malick’s hands Enlightenment cartography becomes a concrete manifestation of the human desire for perspectival mastery, but it is also presented as something of a magical myth unto itself, one we might inhabit creatively and critically no less than the story of Pocahontas.


      Although perhaps the most vivid and memorable, these are not the last maps we see in The New World, and this is not the only time that the film links the rational practice of cartography with the non-rational phenomenon of dreams. A later sequence, appearing in the second hour of the 172-minute cut (it is absent from the other two versions), after the romance between Smith and Pocahontas has begun to fade, further establishes the film’s magical cartographic imagination and its linking of map-making to consciousness. Important to this second appearance of the motif is the sequence immediately preceding it. Smith has returned from a second meeting with Pocahontas. After this meeting, Smith returns to a colony struggling to survive on inhospitable swampland. The camera tracks from behind as Smith takes charge of the task of rendering a livable colony. But much of what is seen in these shots also gains distinction through comparisons to his earlier reverie with Pocahontas. Rather than the circular movements through an expansive and untamed wilderness he enjoyed with the Algonquin, Smith moves in a linear, projective direction, taking charge of the colonial space as its president and attempting to establish an ethic which might serve to render it equal to the societies of the neighboring natives. As Smith takes up the project of colonialism, he himself reminds his underlings, and us, of the somewhere else that seems to guide his intentions:


      Look about you. Everything’s swamp, with water standing in lakes and pools, so the ground gives way beneath your feet. I suspect there’s more puddles than dry land, each producing more mosquitoes in their slime than there are beads in a nunnery, and each mosquito as hungry as a priest. None but a savage could inhabit this place. Or west of here, towards the mountains, or south, now that is something else. We can sail on, seek a passage to the Indies.


      In no other sequence of the film is Malick’s Smith unified by both of the tendencies that color his behavior at different moments in the film: to establish a European colony in America, first of all, but one in the image of—not in opposition to—what he has mentally mapped out in his tryst with Pocahontas during his absence from the colony and his stay with the Powhatan. However, just as Smith invokes this unity, it slips away. As Smith speaks in this sequence, a jump cut disrupts the flow of the camera’s movement, resulting in a stuttering rhythm reminding us of the ongoing construction of this filmic and colonial space, the very “map” Smith and his fellow explorers are trying to draw. Smith’s words, too, are reflexively doubled by his own fragmented, interior voice-over—“Like her . . . always alone,” and then, “Let the dead bury the dead”—and these audible slices of his interiority are like the aural equivalent of the jump cut, at once drawing us closer to Smith’s emotions and distancing us from it through poetic technique. These two whispers, audibly imposed over his diegetic dialogue, suggest his desire for life and his refusal of the stink of death and decay that meet him upon his return to the English colony, preferring instead a social communion with the Algonquin; his whispers thus rupture the forward movement of the colonial project no less than Malick’s editing strategies. But what is also suggested here is his frank acknowledgement that—“always alone”—these utopias of union and peace are merely fantasies that have yet to find any discursive confirmation with the other Europeans, who regard his fondness for the natives with suspicion.


      Smith has, of course, already established this dialogue with Pocahontas, who shares his view of the landscape; such intersubjectivity, The New World suggests, if it had ever really existed in this colonial space, would have drawn the topography of Virginia differently. After the moment described above, maps make their second appearance in the film. As Smith refers to a land he has seen far more beautiful than the swamp in which he is presently mired, a flood of subjective imagery is cued, none of it firmly locatable within the consciousness of a single character, given that this imagery in turn also cues a voice-over of Pocahontas. One of the most striking of these images is a shot of three maps of the Chesapeake Bay that we may fairly infer flow from the pen of Smith himself. Historiography has shown that the historical Smith’s cartography clearly marked colonial from native land. Norman J.W. Thrower, for example, has pointed out that “On Smith’s map the help of the indigenous population is acknowledged by a series of crosses that separate those areas he had visited from those he had ‘by relation’ with the Indians[.]”19 Here, then, we see an example of Malick’s creative re-visioning of history: just as this flow of imagery is missing a firm site of demarcation that would separate the memories, cultures, and subjectivities of Smith and Pocahontas, so too these maps—which within the film’s fiction are prototypical versions of the final maps Smith will produce once Virginia is fully “discovered” and Jamestown is firmly settled—are missing the signifying tropes that would firmly demarcate land discovered anew in the name of Christianity from that which has already been claimed by the natives. Via associative accrual in paratactic juxtaposition with the other images in this montage (which include not only Smith and Pocahontas but other Algonquin, engaged in their own acts of ritual and magic), something of the dream quality of antiquity remains in these maps, through which Smith’s desire to build a colony elsewhere than on this infertile swampland finds its geographical, ideological, and spiritual ideal in the language of cartography.


      The map imagery, gesturing towards an America that does not exist but which Smith imagines, also echoes the topography of Malick’s own filmic space. Like the unfinished maps seen in the film, The New World is a design always in a process of becoming, confessing its artificial nature to its viewers frankly and inviting them to participate in its completion (again, it is, in that sense, that the film is an ongoing work of artifice and myth rather than a finished one). In this sense the maps seen in The New World also remind us of the play of presence and absence which, as we have seen, characterizes the cinema itself. And such play of presence and absence is also at work in Malick’s own creative counter-play with a myth of America’s founding. Important again here is the dream-like presence of maps in the film. Tom Conley, who has extensively studied the relation between cartography and cinema, points out that:


      a map in a movie begs and baits us to ponder the fact that who we are or whomever we believe ourselves to be depends, whether or not our locus is fixed or moving, on often unconscious perceptions about where we come from and may be going. To be able to say who one is depends on believing in the illusion that consciousness is in accord with where it is felt in respect at once to itself and to its milieus. Maps in films often enhance that effect when they beguile us into believing that we are naturally in the world and are adequate in respect to the moving images we are processing . . . We find ourselves immediately undone by the weightless fact that we have no reason to be where we are. The giddy and unsettling effects of watching and studying cinema may indeed have to do with the way the medium brings forward and summons issues of mental geography. It would not be wrong to say that the bilocational effect that maps exert on films prompts us, in either conscious or unconscious ways, to ask if we indeed have any relation whatsoever with being.20


      Maps, like films, confirm our presence and being to the world, giving us knowledge of the world that goes well beyond the individual. But while fulfilling this desire, maps also paradoxically occlude it, for this very objectivity, like the skeptic’s “world viewed” at the cinema, affirms only what we would otherwise lack without the map as mental construct. Like the creation of the Pocahontas myth, itself a fictional “topography” linking various elements of history into a fantastical mental construct, our subjectivity always intervenes in cartography, reminding us that our omniscient, masterful grasp of a world is, in fact, a fiction, for it misses our embodied, contingent presence. Smith’s unfinished maps of the Chesapeake in The New World reflect something of his fantasy for a unified new world. Yet he is still not quite located there; this union, especially after he leaves Pocahontas for the first time, is consistently felt as an elsewhere. Certainly, when he confirms to Pocahontas at the end of the narrative, in England, that he never “found his Indies,” we can finally regard this utopic map, seen so fleetingly much earlier in the film, as something of a tragically lost project.


      If these unfinished maps of the Chesapeake are one sign of Smith’s tenuous grasp on his illusion of a unified new world, the film as a whole develops patterns of seeing that situate Smith and Pocahontas as surrogates for our own act of watching the film. Staging in The New World frequently feels less like a design inscribed by its director than a mise en scène that characters themselves create against the open tableaux of the Virginian landscape. In one early shot in the film, after the first landing of the European ships on the American shore, Malick frames a field of grass in front of an expanse of trees, untouched by human presence. Then, first a weapon, and then the colonizer holding it, pokes into the frame, followed by two more Europeans who figure themselves in this world for the first time. And later, Smith stands in the foreground with a few other explorers while the Algonquin dance in the distant background, figured as a group and not individuated. Kent Jones, in an otherwise appreciative review, chides the film here for the Algonquin’s “resemblance to a performance by an especially earnest and hardworking theater group,” and Amy Taubin makes a similar point when she suggests that it “was probably a mistake to have the actors playing Native Americans trained by an expert in dance ethnography because they move through the forest in the opening scenes as if they were in an Agnes De Mille ballet.”21 But these metaphors for describing Malick’s poetic choices (and Malick’s own reliance on contemporary performative language to re-imagine the movements of the Native Americans) share something with Captain Smith’s own relation to this spectacle, for each requires a familiar description to describe and inscribe the unfamiliar. The New World makes this idea clear not only in terms of the European relationship to the vision of the Algonquin but also the Algonquin relationship to the spectacle of the European. In one of the early sequences depicting the first contact between the two cultures, for example, an Algonquin playfully projects his native language onto a series of objects (armor, a cigarette, and a canteen) belonging to a pair of colonial guards, much to the befuddlement of the two white men who participate in a spectacle they only unwittingly offer up.


      Malick’s images of the Native Americans (and the colonizers themselves) thus arrive to us not as an ethnographic document but as a spectacle refracted through centuries of hindsight and cultural allusion. As Manohla Dargis suggests in her review of the film, the natives in the film are “still irrefutably ‘other’; for a filmmaker living 400 years later in another world and different skin, there is no alternative.”22 If Malick’s own imagining of Pocahontas and the other natives unavoidably partakes of the same fantasizing as other less reflective cinematic versions of the myth, Malick nevertheless maps his own post-colonial gaze onto the figure of Captain Smith, situating the character as a predecessor to Cavell’s idea of the modern, skeptical gaze more fully embodied in the director’s contemporary-set films. At every turn Smith’s subjectivity, like Malick’s (and our own), intervenes in his vision of the Algonquin and the landscape in which they live.


      If Smith’s cartography reflects a desire for cultural and spiritual communion with the natives, the character’s voice-over also implies this idea. As Smith guides an envoi of Europeans towards a first meeting with Pocahontas’s father, the Powhatan king, in a desperate attempt to secure more food through trading, the film glides into a temps mort. Here the director—in counterpoint to the fear and apprehension inscribed on the faces of several of Smith’s men—leisurely shows us the cycle of an entire day, from first light to dawn, with images of the landscape dotted with sunlight peeking through trees and reflecting off the water. These slices of space and time—which form no coherent objective geography and instead exist like the visual and temporal equivalents of fragmented archipelagos or islands23—are here mapped only by Smith’s voice-over, unifying these spliced views through a desire for spiritual and social communion that we see elsewhere in the glimpses of the unfinished cartography the film will later show us (a passage of dialogue from the film that, although already quoted in the first chapter, is worth quoting again):


      We shall make a new start. A fresh beginning. Here the blessings of the earth are bestowed upon all. None need grow poor. Here there is good ground for all, and no cost but one’s labor. We shall build a true commonwealth, hard work and self-reliance our virtues. We shall have no landlords to rack us with high rents or extort the fruit of our labor. No man shall stand above any other but all live under the same law.


      After Smith says these words, the film’s visual track contradicts his statement, immediately fragmenting the union he has worked so hard to imagine and project: the sight of a native in chains, for example, being led as barter to the meeting with the king and, in the next sequence, a violent physical confrontation between Smith and a band of natives, sent by the king who has anticipated his arrival.


      Smith’s voice-over, then, like the fragments of subjectivity offered in The Thin Red Line, is not quite social discourse. However, it is his whisper to us, functioning in some respects as the aural equivalent of a direct address, that suggests a certain awareness on Smith’s part of his participation in a myth. Through the voice-over quoted above, Smith attempts to bring together the geography of Virginia under the sign of an ideal democracy, and he is equally willing to combine the instrumental rationality driving the colonial project with the sheer fantasy of the non-rational, the same dreaming that lies beneath the desire for cultural expansion and cartographic mapping (and re-mapping). In addition to the desire for an equal form of governance expressed in the voice-over quoted in the previous paragraph, during his leisurely envoi to see the king he also describes to us his search in the landscape for a new spiritual form of life: “Who are you who I so faintly hear? Who urge me ever on? What voice is this that speaks within me? Guides me towards the best? Where? Always the star guiding me . . . leading me . . . drawing me on . . . to the fabled land.” Smith, of course, eventually projects this non-locatable spiritual voice onto the figure of Pocahontas herself, and in doing so Malick shows how the myth he is dramatizing is in large part the product of European fantasy. Yet he also wants to show that at a certain moment in the actual experience of this history, this myth might have had authentic purchase on the meaning of the landscape, for Malick takes Smith’s projection of a democratic fantasy onto the “fabled land” as an earnest attempt to invest the rationalized project of European colonialism with a magic that might have served to put it into true dialogue with the other cultures encountered in the new world.


      Smith’s interactions with the natives also offer further evidence for his willingness to participate in the creation of a new society that is equal parts rational and magical. While the map that opens Malick’s film suggests the dreams that underlie the rationality of the Enlightenment, it is during this first confrontation with the charges of the Powhatan king, led by Opechancanough (Wes Studi), that we begin to see the non-rational encroach upon Smith’s own engagement with the world. After a violent first confrontation with the Powhatan natives, Smith gives them a compass as a peace offering. He frames this device not as an instrument of European rationality but rather as a magical artifact: “It shows you how the sun chases the night continually across the world,” Smith tells the natives. This line of dialogue directly evokes Smith’s own historical record (in which he often refers to himself in the third person), as transcribed in his Generall Historie, with which Malick is obviously familiar:


      He demanding for their Captain, they showed him Opechancanough, King of Pamunkey, to whom he gave a round Ivory double compass Dial. Much they marveled at the playing of the Fly and Needle, which they could see so plainly, and yet not touch it, because of the glass that covered them. But when he demonstrated by that Globe-like Jewel, the roundness of the earth, and skies, the sphere of the Sun, Moon, and Stars, and how the Sun did chase the night round about the world continually; the greatness of the Land and Sea, the diversity of Nations, variety of complexions, and how we were to them Antipodes, and many other such like matters, they all stood amazed with admiration.24


      As David Read points out, Smith here “seems to revel in the magic inherent in a knowledge of the ‘roundness of the earth’ and its ‘greatness,’ ‘diversity,’ and ‘variety,’” even at the same time as he ostensibly distances himself front it.25 But if the historical Smith disavows this magic as he writes himself into history, Malick’s Smith imbibes it as he lives the myth, marshalling the same language used to express his own spiritual search to describe the “magical” workings of the compass he gives to the natives. The compass is, indeed, so magical that it leads him to regard the sun anthropomorphically, as a creature “chasing the night continually around the world.”


      Although the compass is also obviously an instrument of European knowledge, I disagree with Lloyd Michaels when he suggests that this object’s presence in the film suggests only a “cultural divide” and an attempt “to civilize ‘savage’ subjects.”26 Instead, in this sequence Malick is showing us that Smith is just as willing as the natives to imbue the object with properties of magic and dream. Malick and his cinematographer, too, share this desire with Smith, for they imbue their own film with an almost magical relationship to the sun, furthering the film’s notion that our subjective fantasies always intercede between our gaze and an objective apprehension of reality. Lubezki, discussing the film’s cinematographic use of natural lighting, does so in strikingly dramaturgical terms, anthropomorphically describing the sun as “a very important character in the film, the most important force in nature, and we wanted to show it in relation to the characters.” This approach led him and Malick to include a number of lens flares throughout the film, a technique that impressionistically registers the distant object of the sun through a flare on the lens of the camera.27 These flares remind us that the film camera is itself something like Smith’s magical compass, intervening cinematographically between our view and an objective image of the sun, reminding us of the magic and illusion that might inhere in our experience of nature.


      But no other sequence reflects the importance of magic and illusion to The New World more than the saving of John Smith by Pocahontas. Historians have been divided over the purported historical reality of the event itself, in which the native princess throws herself on the European explorer just moments after her father, the Powhatan king, orders his death. Smith wrote about Pocahontas seven years after her death, leading some to dismiss claims that she had saved him. Others argue that the “saving” of Smith was itself part of a cultural ritual that the Algonquin enacted so as to welcome Smith into the fold.28 It is this last interpretation that seems to convince Malick. The saving of Smith occurs in one of the few interior locations in the film, the Powhatan king’s hut, shortly after Smith gives the natives the compass. Although this structure is lighted from above through openings in the hut allowing streams of natural light inside, Malick and Lubezki frequently present this light as if it were artificial, framing several of the images so as to suggest that Farrell’s Smith stands within something like a living camera obscura, which the Algonquin have erected in a ritualistic celebration of his arrival.29 While Farrell’s performance conveys Smith’s genuine terror and thus something of the “reality” of this event, the movements of the Algonquin themselves suggest that what we see is a carefully imaged ritual: one native stands above Smith, as if in the rafters above a stage, while the king and his charges circle Smith, with the natural light cast so as to produce an image. Indeed, several other natives rush inside the hut to take in the spectacle with us. The film thus clearly frames this ritual as an illusion to be viewed; like the image-inverting function of the camera obscura it resembles, what we see in this space is not quite “historical reality” but a mythical inversion of that reality. Smith, at a certain juncture, even participates in the illusion himself, amazing the spectators by throwing his gunpowder onto the fire (a “magical” act that parallels his earlier introduction of the compass). Malick also reminds us of the artifice of his own film by inserting a series of jump cuts across the movements of several masked Algonquin, who perform a native dance immediately prior to the saving of Smith. These cuts, rather than allowing the images to depict the movements of the natives themselves, generate rhythmic ellipses that result in a series of shots that appear to animate the natives’ dance, “springing” them to life through a series of jumps in the visual track.


      If Malick means for us to understand this event as an illusion, a magical inversion of historical fact inside a living camera obscura, it is no less significant for that. During the ritual, one of the justifications for the sparing of Smith’s life is the idea that he “can teach [Pocahontas] about his land across the waves,” implying that this fantasy might lead to socially productive knowledge. But throughout the second half of the film, both Smith and Pocahontas question the reality of the love they have experienced. Like Smith’s maps, the possibility remains that their love reflects only the fiction of desire, rather than any viable historical reality. This viability is shattered with devastating finality in the sequences leading to Smith’s departure from the colony. The Powhatan king discovers that Pocahontas has shared a secret crop with Smith that will allow the Europeans to subsist on the land (a revelation more clearly conveyed in the three-hour version). This discovery leads to a full-scale battle between the Algonquin and the Europeans outside the front of a fort, a conflict in which Pocahontas’s brother is killed and any hope of a union between European and Algonquin becomes impossible to imagine. When Smith and Pocahontas meet secretly at dusk over a fire, she invites him to run away with her. But Smith, having now given up most of his resistance to the brutal colonial project that he was once so intent on investing with true ethical and democratic value, makes clear that, by this point, no map can possibly create the topography that might accurately reflect the peaceful union their love desires: “Where would we live? In the woods? On a tree top? A hole in the ground?” Smith has only one more fantasy and it is the only one he succeeds in fulfilling: to have Pocahontas falsely informed of his death at sea, so that he may return to Europe as an instrument of colonialism. An image immediately following their final meeting by fire, in which Pocahontas is figured in long-shot against an expanse of leveled trees that have served as the wood used to build the European colony, prefigures what Smith later recognizes all too clearly: the impossibility of reconciling the cartographic, colonial gaze and its destruction of the landscape it seeks to master with the dream that it might have been otherwise.


      “Why Does the World Have Colors?”


      After the romance between Smith and Pocahontas is irrecoverably broken by violent conflict between the Europeans and the natives, Smith is notified of a potential trade that might occur between the natives and the colonists: Pocahontas in exchange for a copper kettle. “She and her lot are on the verge of killing us all,” Smith is told by his men, and the trade might bring peace to the two colonies. In effect, this refusal to barter for Pocahontas’s life is Smith’s last act of resistance. As Malick presents it in the extended cut, however, it soon becomes clear that no such offer for a trade existed. Instead, with Smith again held in chains, the other colonialists use the occasion of a trade to kidnap Pocahontas and bring her back to the colony. (History tells us that Pocahontas was raped during this kidnapping; Malick, true to chaste form in his avoidance of graphic carnality, does not show us this, although he does emphasize the objectifying gaze of the Europeans, who follow Pocahontas with both eyes and body as she makes her first uncertain movements in the colony). Following this “trade,” the natives retaliate with violence; the colonial powers, in turn, burn and pillage native settlements.


      If Malick avoids a frank depiction of colonial sexual aggression, The New World does show us the violence inherent in the attempt at regulating and standardizing Pocahontas’s perception. The filmmaker makes clear what the Europeans are attempting to master by focusing in a detailed manner on Pocahontas’s sensual engagement with the contours of Jamestown shortly after her arrival at the colony. Thrown into a new order of social experience, objects that are familiar to the colonizers become strange to Pocahontas. After being shown to her living quarters, she looks up at a shaft of light in the ceiling (perhaps recalling the more natural shafts of light the film repeatedly emphasized during its presentation of the earlier romance). Then she caresses the contours of a bounded book, which she marvels at as a material object, and runs her palm through an open flame, tamed by a candle but still retaining the spark of the wilderness with which she is more familiar. The recurring stylistic choices in all of these images are medium and close-up shots, and in his eschewal of an establishing shot, Malick refuses to “situate” Pocahontas in the landscape of Jamestown as the colonialists themselves will attempt to do but instead frames more intimately Pocahontas’s own engagement with particular objects and sights that strike as every bit “other” as they are familiar to her European hosts.


      Her uncertain engagement with space in this sequence is developed further over a series of scenes prior to her marriage to John Rolfe. Despite later sequences that show us the colonial attempt to craft for her a new identity (“Rebecca,” who wears European garb and covers her Algonquin tattoos with the hem of a skirt), The New World elsewhere suggests that her ongoing spiritual becoming has not ceased; this spiritual journey offers a source of limited resistance to the European mode of becoming she is forced to otherwise adopt. In the first sequences depicting her permanent arrival at Jamestown, Malick is careful to show how Pocahontas both protects and preserves her own autonomous development of identity. At first isolated in her living quarters, exploring the textures of these European objects placed around her (a mise en scène she has no agency in designing), she soon makes to leave for the exterior space of the fort. As she moves to leave her quarters, however, Malick lingers on a gesture that in most narrative films would mark the transition from one shot to another: the opening of a door. Doors, more than any other visual trope in classical cinema, cue both the movement of figures and the advancement of plot through the revelation of the new knowledge that lies behind the door. Working from ideas implicit in the film criticism of Serge Daney, Joe McElhaney has inquired into the meaning of the door in cinema, writing that


      Classical cinema creates a world in which our primary desire is always to know more and see more, not simply as a part of the inevitable process of a cause-and-effect narrative unfolding, but also in terms of the organization of the images themselves. Behind every image in classical cinema is another image and another, each of them linked in what Deleuze (in writing on Daney) has described as a “powerful beautifying organic totality.” Hence the importance in classical cinema of continuity editing strategies that fluidly link spaces together . . . The door (along with the picture frame, the window, and the mirror) supplies this desire for controlling and containing the image, directing the eye back toward the power of the single shot even if the entire rhythmic structure of classical cinema . . . compels the senses to move on.30


      In this sequence, Malick does not reduce either the door or Pocahontas to a figure that would advance his own mastery of narrative form. He also refuses to cleanly stitch Pocahontas into a system of exchange through the cause-and-effect progression of the narrative; instead, he establishes her difference via her refusal to move through the door (a refusal to inscribe herself in the cultural knowledge to which the door might lead).


      As the sequence continues, Pocahontas’s refusal to walk through the door evinces a complex entanglement of memory and power. As Pocahontas is about to leave the room (and the sound of this door slowly creaking on the soundtrack emphasizes the process of opening it, rather than hiding it through the abstraction of a cut in continuity editing), she looks to her right, across from the door, and through a window, in which she and we see a European staring back at her. After this, two images—subjective impressions from her memory—appear: First, from a high, subjective angle, a foot steps into a pond (presumably it is her own); and, second, a hand caresses her shoulder, framed in medium shot (we assume it is Smith touching her, but he is not shown, figuring him as a ghostly absence even in her memory). Her progression here stopped short by a flood of memories, it becomes clear that no simple movement through this door will result in the kind of causal agency possessed by characters moving through doors in classical cinema. At this point, Malick’s film clearly wants us to consider the possibility that the shaft of light written across Pocahontas’s face as she holds this door tentatively open might be the “light” of the rational Enlightenment and its knowledge, a light that welcomes Pocahontas and other natives into its arms but only through their oppression. Perhaps not surprisingly, then, she shuts the door, refusing to effect a causal transition to what in classical cinema would be the next scene, or another node in an ongoing chain of (Anglo-Saxon) knowledge. Malick’s camera respects this choice, following her back into her living quarters.


      This sequence crystallizes many of the film’s tropes, as they appear in its final act. Before Smith leaves the colony permanently, he instructs another colonialist to tell Pocahontas that he has died at sea, with the hope that she will eventually move beyond a romance that may have indeed been an illusion. Pocahontas responds to his death with solemnity; as in the collapse of the personal myths characters use to explain war to themselves in The Thin Red Line, Pocahontas is existentially affected by the collapse of her key explanatory myth. In a series of sequences that depict her melancholia, Pocahontas wanders the landscape of Jamestown, searching again for an identity that has been thrown into flux with Smith’s departure: “Come, death. Take me. Set me free. Let me be what I was.” This wandering effectively pauses her inscription into the European regime and intensifies once more her relationship to nature, as she absconds from Jamestown to pray to the Earth Mother (as in the film’s very first voice-over). One additional sequence in the three-hour cut illustrates the nature of Pocahontas’s spiritual renewal after Smith’s “death.” After returning to the colony after an extended sojourn into the woods, Pocahontas encounters an unnamed Algonquin, who has wandered onto the European settlement. Earlier in the film, Smith referred to this native as a madman, and his behavior is clearly shown as existing outside both European forms of rationality and Algonquin social codes. But here Pocahontas identifies with him, following his strange movements with fascination and seeing in his “madness”—presented by Malick as less an illness and more a child-like joy in simple objects, movements, and natural phenomena—a possible escape from her inscription in the colony’s instrumental progress and its stifling of her own becoming.


      As Malick depicts it, Pocahontas’s subsequent relationship with Rolfe is certainly human and tender. But for all of its apparent love, her romance with Rolfe is clearly also the inverse of her relationship with Smith. During his first point of contact with the Algonquin, Smith was given to idealizing, describing in voice-over the natives as innocents outside of history. Yet Smith’s notion was belied in his experience with Pocahontas; if their relationship was a fiction, it was a potentially productive one because it was an intersubjective illusion, shared with the figure of Pocahontas and inscribed in Algonquin society. No shared myth defines the relationship of Pocahontas and Rolfe, however. They each ascribe significance to their relationship in separate ways, and their interaction recalls the cleaved subjectivities of characters in Malick’s early films. Rolfe, watching Pocahontas from behind as the two walk through a field of grass, himself confesses this to us in voice-over: “Who are you? What do you dream of?” He admits here that he has no intersubjective connection to Pocahontas’s desires and fantasies, even though the film itself shows her spiritual search as ongoing even during this moment of her inscription into Anglo-Saxon law and custom through her marriage to Rolfe. In the extended cut, especially, Rolfe’s first encounters with Pocahontas are framed less as the multiperspectival, open-ended courtship of her earlier romance with Smith and more as a one-directional pursuit in which Rolfe figures as looking agent and Pocahontas figures as object pursued.


      More than a lover, in fact, Rolfe is figured as an educator of Pocahontas and thus an agent moving forward the plot of colonial progress. A genteel Englishwoman, Mary (Janine Duvitski) has been charged with the task of educating Pocahontas in the basics of Anglo-Saxon femininity and dress. Part of this education is clearly designed to make her forget Smith. Mary speaks to Pocahontas as Malick presents a montage of images representing Pocahontas’s education: “Think of a tree, how it grows ‘round its wounds. If a branch breaks off, it don’t stop, but keeps reaching towards the light. We must meet misfortune boldly and not suffer it to frighten us. We must act the play out and live our troubles down, m’lady.” As Mary calls for Pocahontas to inscribe herself into the narrative of the Anglo-Saxon “play” to which she refers here, Pocahontas—acting as Mary’s genteel “lady” should—opens the door to her room for Rolfe. She does not walk through it, but he does, effectively establishing Rolfe as the causal agent in both the film’s narrative and the Native American’s cultural assimilation. He proceeds to educate her in the English language; but Pocahontas stops him short, asking a question that is quietly profound: “Why does the world have colors?” Here the film marks some distance from its presentation of the female characters in Malick’s first two films, who were frequently figured as either naïve or lacking in adult knowledge; in contrast, Malick’s camera at this moment moves in for a close-up as if to identify with the subject asking the question. Pocahontas’s question (which stops Rolfe short) suggests not only her own resistance to an education that would strip her of any potential of her own becoming but also signifies the film’s own aesthetic resistance to standardized forms of cinematic perception.


      Pocahontas’s question about color recalls Brian Price’s observations on the aesthetic and ideological effects of color in the cinema:


      The pleasure of an art object is thus owed to the perceptual certainty and formal mastery of the pictorial field. By contrast, color disrupts order: it promises to undo the Gestalt effected by line and form. The closer we look at color, the less legible forms become, the less able we are to comprehend the narrative and its moral message. Color thus defies the goal of Aristotle’s Poetics: to establish narratives that effectively convey moral lessons and that purge society of emotions and impulses deemed hazardous to the healthy functioning of the republic.31


      The moral overtones of Aristotle rely upon line and form to bestow upon color uniform perceptual organization. But Price reminds us that color can “threaten the perceptual clarity afforded by line,” opening a path towards understanding how “language becomes a way of regulating perception. When we refer to an object as blue, for example, [we are] ultimately quieting the multiple aspects of the object, forestalling the noise of other perceivers who might see it differently, noise that might, in the end, better reflect the complexity of the object itself.”32 Malick thus anticipates Pocahontas’s question. As Mary speaks in a moral discourse that echoes Aristotle—impelling Pocahontas to be more like a tree and keep “reaching towards the light,” so that she may “act the play out”—The New World, through a non-diegetic insert, cuts away from the site of her instruction and back to the natural world. We see a tree, the lines of its branches and trunk reaching towards the sky. The image might be seen to illustrate Mary’s moral meaning. But at the same time the shot also clearly exceeds her pedagogy, for the lines of the tree are partially occluded by the light reflecting off of the multicolored leaves which, moreover, do not form a line in any single direction, but are cast about in the wind. This impressionistic imagery, although accounting for the relative permanence of this tree’s grand line and form, is imbued with the color and light available at a particular time of day, a quality that rationalistic discourse cannot fully fix and define. Malick echoes Pocahontas’s honest question with an image that illustrates the limited and culturally relative nature of Mary’s discourse.


      In analyzing the conclusion to The New World, I can begin to suggest what Malick, and some of the ideas in this study, may potentially offer to the future of cinema studies. Rolfe brings Pocahontas to England, where she has her final meeting with John Smith, who has just returned from a failed expedition. Prior to their last encounter, Malick frames Smith, in an extreme long-shot, as a rigid part of a cultivated English garden, flanked on either side by a row of symmetrically placed and delicately sheared trees. More vibrant than the green color of the trees themselves is the uniform line they form in the landscape, echoing in architectural terms the normative discourse of both Mary and Rolfe in the earlier sequence. By this point in the film we might remember that Smith’s romance with Pocahontas offered him the opportunity to re-figure European modes of thinking and being rather than merely subject the Algonquin natives to those modes. But as we know by this time in the film, that potential was an illusion whose significance Smith failed to grasp, defeated by the 400 years of history that tells us that, in fact, the Europeans did not accept such a radical, dialogical project and instead committed brutal acts of genocidal violence in the construction of their new world. The film reminds us: yes, this could have been. We might even be able to feel what it could have been; the film is an elegy. But of course, it was not that—a genocide ensued—and to suggest otherwise is ethically irresponsible. Appropriately, in this image Smith does not experience or immerse himself in this landscape (as he did in the first hour of the film during his time in Virginia); in fact, this landscape, at least for European society, does not exist for purposes of sensual immersion. He is merely another of its figures here, fully disciplined and ensconced within the linear form of Anglo-Saxon society when he previously resisted its colonial brutality.


      But Pocahontas engages within the landscape differently than Smith in the stirring final passage of this film. Here she comes to encounter the cultivated English landscape as another site to be explored, investigated, and lived in, with lines and forms dissolved in the more open-ended, dialogical experience of color and impressions. Accordingly, Malick does not frame her in such an enclosed manner as he does Smith. In her final appearance of the film she is instead playing hide-and-seek with her child and indeed with us as the camera chases after her. She whispers to her son; she will be soon dead, of a virus contracted in England, but there is something about this play in the garden that gestures more productively towards the future. If Smith has given up his search for meaning (his Indies, he tells her in a moment of reckoning, “may have passed him by”), for Pocahontas this search continues, and rapturously so. She will not be fixed by what attempts to fix her. She resists, and through her resistance finds the spiritual “Earth Mother” she has sought for the duration of the film.


      This study’s analysis of Malick’s work has sought to trouble the distinction film scholars usually draw between style and narrative form; narrative form does not simply use style as an adjunct to its plot, but rather style has the power to help us imagine how history might have been otherwise. But I have been equally interested in troubling the dichotomy between “analysis” and “impressions,” instead preferring that the two engage in a kind of dialectic. That these final thoughts about the final sequence in Malick’s fourth film are just a few impressions of mine is important, because beyond what I have already suggested, I find that I am stopped short by this sublime final passage of The New World, and I suspect Malick intends for such cognitive dissociation. Frankly, I am not sure what this rapture that the film itself expresses here—it is the most lyrical passage in a film of lyrical passages, scored to Wagner’s Vorspiel, appearing for the third time—actually means to Pocahontas, that perceiving agent who marks a difference relative to both us and the film itself. She is, I think, keeping that meaning secret: at one moment, she whispers something to her son, but the soundtrack’s exclusion of this whisper, and the film’s visual framing of the moment in a long shot, lets us know clearly that her words are not for our ears. What we do hear is Rolfe, who speaks to us in voice-over on the soundtrack as these final images of Pocahontas are shown to us; he reads the letter she has left for their son before her death and in doing so marks the first of many Anglo-Saxons who will act as her voice throughout history. Malick is perhaps the only of these voices in this lineage who disavows his ability to know, exactly, what spiritual epiphany Pocahontas has found in this well-tended English landscape, or in other words, what the identity she finds at the end of her long spiritual becoming is. We cannot know it, the film suggests, because 400 years of genocide and unethical myth-making separate us from this figure who is animated but not explained in the final frames of The New World. Malick respects the radical difference of her experience; instead of letting the camera and his formal narrative structure master her experience, Malick lets her possess the myth that has too often possessed her. What it all “means” gets washed away with the final chords of Wagner.


      Malick’s respect of perceptual and existential difference in this final sequence demarcates a site in which one final dialogue with a philosophical concept can occur: the Kantian notion of the aesthetic and its inherent respect for perceptual difference. Cultural studies (which, in many institutions, is becoming the home of film and media studies) is indebted to Kant, who was in many ways the first significant thinker to suggest that the “world” is in fact a relative construction of the perceiving human subject. As Melinda Szaloky has put it, “Kant’s synthesis of the empiricist and rationalist philosophical traditions through a ‘transcendental idealism’ makes room for both a separate physical reality—approachable but never fully recoverable through the senses—and a world-making mind, which imposes its nature-given patterns and concerns upon the world of objects.”33 As The New World has dramatically shown, the construction of mental worlds can become oppressive and even violent when one mental world, and its own privileged relationship to the physical realm, is monologically imposed on another, subjecting others to unwelcomed and unwanted forms of becoming. However, for Kant, an aesthetic object has the power to disrupt such monologism, via his conception of aesthetic taste, which drives us into the social world of dialogical discourse.


      Kant tells us that when we find a work of art beautiful, we are compelled to wield our historically and personally available conceptual armature in order to defend our evaluation and to persuade others than the object is of significance. However, after we find it is impossible to convince everyone, we ultimately also discover that we cannot—except by force—ever expect everyone to accept our evaluation. In watching films, too, we remain separate from the world, unsure if what we value through the watching of films will ever find discursive resonance or if it is doomed to remain fantasy. Stanley Cavell, who has put his concept of modern skepticism into productive dialogue with this aspect of the Kantian aesthetic, has suggested that aesthetic taste, and the criticism that follows it, is moved by “a kind of compulsion to share a pleasure, hence tinged with an anxiety that the claim stands to be rebuked. It is a condition of, or threat to, that relation to things called aesthetic, that something I know and cannot make intelligible stands to be lost to me.”34 Cavell frames the problem further:


      . . . Kant’s location of the aesthetic judgment, as claiming to record the presence of pleasure without a concept, makes room for a particular form of criticism, one capable of supplying the concepts which, after the fact of pleasure, articulate the grounds of this experience in particular objects. The work of such criticism is to reveal its object as having yet to achieve its due effect. Something there, despite being fully open to the senses, has been missed.35


      For both Kant and Cavell, the experience of an aesthetic object is always an experience past: after the film has run through the projector—indeed, perhaps after film itself has run its course as a cultural object—we are still nevertheless convinced that there was something there and that it is still significant. We are driven to write and to talk about it and to try to convince others. Part of the work of overcoming skepticism and isolation occurs in the dialogical reach that would seek to bring filmic experience into the world.


      This is, admittedly, a rather cursory summary of one of the most fundamental ideas in Kant’s third critique (Cavell helps us bring the concept within the philosophical parameters of this study). A separate study would itself have to be devoted to the question of exploring how Kant’s concepts, as Szaloky also points out, are already (unconsciously, for the most part) at work in film studies.36 Kant, however, helps us get to the ethical aesthetic that I think Malick achieves at the end of The New World. James Schamus, the producer and co-writer of Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, and a theorist in his own right, has brought Kant into film studies this way:


      Learning to live with one’s own aesthetic “otherness” is at the core of the ethics of aesthetic experience; aesthetic judgment takes the objective form of something that is “universally communicable,” but such communication can never be universally enforceable (although structures of hegemony and the architecture of power often provides pathways of least resistance to the assumption of “global” tastes). The experience of aesthetic judgment confirms our “difference” even as, in its very form (its iterability, as Jacques Derrida might say), it asks us to assume a “sensus communis,” a common sense without which the aesthetic experience itself would be unthinkable.37


      In the final sequence of The New World, Malick respects Pocahontas’s own “aesthetic otherness,” which we feel, but perhaps do not fully, discursively understand, as she runs through this English garden with her son (a garden that is just as much a product of aesthetic artifice as it is of nature). By this point in the narrative, she is at least in part the product of an Anglo-Saxon education. Yet there is also something spiritual and deeply personal happening in this sequence that Pocahontas’s English does not tell us and that is certainly not directly visible in the line and form of this carefully gardened English setting. In her state of rapture, she prays to her Earth Mother; it is implied that she has finally found the identity she was seeking. For an educated audience, sensitive to the violence enacted in the name of colonial expansion, the image of a Native American woman finding her “Earth Mother” in the artificial environs of a cultivated English garden is perhaps offensive. But I do not think that Malick is suggesting that colonialism was “good” for Pocahontas; he is, in fact, refusing to explain this rapture any further in discursive terms. Malick’s film gently keeps Pocahontas at a distance in this sequence (as opposed to the slightly crueler distance separating us from Holly and Kit in Badlands), communicating to us something of the emotional quality of her spiritual discovery but refusing to finalize it through narrative form and the revelation of information that would attempt to fix the film with closure. Aesthetic feeling replaces signified meaning at the end of The New World and in ways that, to my mind, are fully ethical. Meaning is held in suspension, because the last 400 years have shown that the Western arts lack the ability to responsibly dramatize this particular meaning, if it were even accessible.


      Our “co-authoring” of Malick’s films thus comes to an end, at least for now, with a dialogue gently sundered. Pocahontas recedes from view, safe—until the next re-telling–from the violence of mythologies and in possession of her own. But even though the film is over, it is worth noting that a piece of music remains in my head. The film ends with this third citation of Wagner’s Vorspiel. Wagner’s music and his theoretical writing were both bound up with a desire for a revolutionary future, and as James Treadwell has suggested in writing of the composer’s work, Wagner’s Ring cycle (from which Malick takes this musical extract) ultimately


      cannot bring about the new world [the opera] describes. It can only reveal its meaning after the fact . . . Wagner’s efforts to write the future are thus haunted by a curiously inescapable helplessness. However much the prose writings of these years may look like statements of intent—and at first sight they look like nothing else—they are, essentially, something like the opposite: admissions of incapacity, always deferring the future they anticipate so eagerly.38


      Wagner, of course, is a deeply problematic figure; his own vision of a revolutionary future is certainly not one I am advocating. But Malick is not asking us to read his use of Wagner in relation to the composer’s biography or intention; in fact, as the preceding quote suggests, Wagner’s very music puts intentional meaning in a state of helplessness. It is in Malick’s use of Wagner, I think, where something more progressive is felt, something that teaches us to view films not as fulfillments of our theories but as uncertain dialogues with others and with other words and worlds. If films cannot bring about a new world by themselves, it behooves us to understand how our experiences of films may orient us progressively towards the future, a future that, past the moment of projection, is always at work and in play in our dialogues with others, with the cultural creations that matter to us, and with the natural world in which we (precariously) live. The poetry in Malick’s cinema, refusing to master the fictional worlds it creates, generously opens up such questions for us by designating a space for the viewer to co-author its significance.
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      Postscript


      On The Tree of Life


      What follows is not a full analysis of Terrence Malick’s fifth film, The Tree of Life (released in theaters shortly before this book went to press). What I instead want to offer in this postscript are my initial impressions of the film and a sense of how it engages the thematic and aesthetic preoccupations of Malick’s career. My goal is to provide a few observations that might be of use in further study of Malick, whose career may only now be reaching its most prolific stage. (Six years separate the releases of The New World and The Tree of Life, but at the time of this writing the director is reportedly already at work on a sixth film starring Rachel McAdams, Rachel Weisz, Ben Affleck, Javier Bardem, and The Tree of Life’s Jessica Chastain).1


      The story of The Tree of Life defies encapsulation. Its complexity is due not only to the subject matter—which takes on nothing less than the meaning and origins of life itself—but also to the further sundering of Malick’s imagery and his narrative structure. The film opens with a pair of prologues. In the first, we are introduced to a family, the O’Briens (their last name is not revealed until the end credits): Mr. O’Brien (Brad Pitt) and Mrs. O’Brien (Chastain); their oldest son, Jack (Hunter McCracken); and Jack’s two younger brothers (R. L., played by Laramie Eppler, and Steve, played by Tye Sheridan). Much of the ensuing film will depict the childhood and growth of Jack and his brothers, as well as the life of the family in their first house. However, the indelible imagery of this opening sequence primarily concerns the death of one of the brothers at a later point in time (Malick never confirms which of Jack’s two brothers passes away).


      In a crucial early moment, the camera follows Mrs. O’Brien as she answers the doorbell and receives a telegram bringing news of her son’s death; we watch as this tragedy inflects her pale beauty with tear-stained sadness. Jack’s mother is a woman who, prior to the death of her son, calls for her children to look to the sky so they may see “where God lives.” But upon receiving news of her son’s death she questions the same God whose spirit she has hitherto yearned to embody. “There are two ways through life,” she has told her children, “the way of nature and the way of grace.” But just as Mrs. O’Brien’s own quiet confidence in the power of grace is called into question after the death of her child, so too will her oldest living son wage an internal battle between grace and nature. For Jack, these contradictions are embodied by his parents. The mother is grace, at odds with the vanity and the brutality of nature; the survival of the fittest, meanwhile, is a philosophy espoused by Mr. O’Brien, who raises his sons with a severe discipline that is the product of his own failed ambitions to become a celebrated musician and successful inventor. But Malick himself does not quite call upon the viewer to choose either grace or nature, as does the theologian Thomas à Kempis in the pages of his Imitation of Christ (a fifteenth-century text to which Malick is alluding); he is instead interested in showing how these two forces constitute a permanent conflict of the human spirit.2 Malick, then, is ultimately concerned to show us how both the ethereally spiritual and the brutally natural are intertwined. When young Jack hugs his father and receives a kiss from him in a rare moment of affection, the boy glimpses a spirit shining through his father’s mean exterior. Similarly, when young Jack steals a negligee belonging to a woman living next door, he spies the corporeal, and even carnal, underbelly of his mother’s seemingly untouchable innocence.


      In this first prologue we also meet Jack as an adult, played by Sean Penn, in contemporary-set scenes that are intercut with the passages that introduce us to the younger Jack and his family. Jack is now, we gather, an architect, living in Houston; his clean, sparse home, with its wide windows and corner staircases, recalls, in certain of its features, the first of his two childhood homes we will glimpse in the film. (And “glimpse” is certainly the right word here; as with the Belvedere in Days of Heaven, we never grasp a total sense of space and structure of any building in this film). The adult Jack’s house is also occupied by a woman who appears to be his wife but whom we see only in a handful of distant, cold frames—images brought to life only by the flame of a candle Jack lights in memory of his departed brother.


      These scenes with the adult Jack are the first images of contemporary life that Malick, a director of films of the historical past, has put on film. And even more startling than Malick’s presentation of this modern home is the present-day city of Houston in which Jack works, its skyscrapers filmed by Malick with the same low-angle awe as the trees he will frequently frame so as to capture their reach toward the heavens. Anthony Lane, in an early review of the film, drew a parallel between Malick’s “flashes of transcendence that are vouchsafed by patterns of glass and steel” in the city sequences of The Tree of Life and director Michael Mann’s aesthetic obsession “with the physical spaces that we inhabit.”3 Yet while Mann remains fascinated by the metallic sheen and speed of contemporary living in his stories of men struggling to retain agency and meaning against the backdrop of postmodern uncertainty, Malick is more concerned to show how the surfaces of contemporary life have the power to kindle memories of past worlds that remain hidden in the imposing girders of our present ones. Intercutting images of the young Jack with his adult counterpart who negotiates the terrain of adult work and responsibility, Malick implies that Penn’s character, far from functioning as a narrator, is instead searching for a lost voice from childhood that might give him a narrative through which to understand the death of his brother, the spiritual and material struggles of his parents, and his life as an adult. And this grasping for a narrative, constituted through Jack’s flashbacks, continually circles back on itself. Just as the adult Jack’s lighting of the candle in memory of his brother’s death parallels his father’s lighting of a candle in a church in a flashback, so too do the striving skyscrapers of Jack’s adult life echo the stained-glass ceilings of the church of Jack’s childhood. The spirituality Malick himself strives to find in contemporary life does not find its moorings in any particular religion (Malick’s vision of spirituality in The Tree of Life is malleable enough to include multiple forms of belief; the central metaphor of the title has roots in both Christianity and Judaism), but rather in the sensations of modern existence that have origins in the autobiographies of his characters and in past forms of human life.


      And, indeed, “past forms of human life,” and of all kinds of life, are central to Malick’s larger concerns in The Tree of Life. The film also contains a second prologue, one so unusual and awesome that it was on the minds and tongues of cinephiles even prior to the release of the film. This prologue takes the form of a montage which appears after the introduction of the O’Brien family and the adult Jack and presents us with nothing less than Malick’s imagining of the first emergence of the universe, the evolution of the first life on planet Earth, the arrival of the dinosaurs on land, and their eventual destruction by an asteroid. Assisted by the visual effects of Douglas Trumbull (who, eschewing computer-generated imagery, opted to re-imagine the creation of the universe and the movements of the first molecules through the use of dyes, liquids, and traditional film cameras), Malick’s montage imagines the cosmos in both its vastness and its particularity. We are not seeing molecules and fish and the arrival of the first dinosaurs on the planet in these images, but rather these molecules splitting apart and coming together, these fish coursing through the primordial ocean, and these dinosaurs on the screen. This particularity, these phenomenologically discrete visions of passing times and days no human being could have possibly witnessed, is this director’s way of rendering the birth of the universe on the same scale as the film’s human drama. For Malick, the death of Jack’s brother is part of a much larger process, the evolutionary chain of human life itself. No other American film in recent memory (save for the famous elliptical cut juxtaposing the bone to the space station in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey [1969]) slices through so much evolutionary time in such a compressed screen duration.


      In his depiction of this evolutionary survival of the fittest Malick sees not a scientific theory to be illustrated but a mysterious fact of experience that is best understood in detailed gestures, movements, and relations between beings. Indeed, it is in the fundamental mystery of relationships that Malick finds a parallel between prehistoric evolutionary processes and the more finitely embodied gestures of the human characters in his film. At one point in this montage, Malick uses special effects to present the interaction of a pair of dinosaurs. A carnivorous raptor spies a wounded herbivore who lies dying near the shore. Looking down at potential prey, the raptor places a claw on the face of the poor creature, and for a moment it is possible to imagine we are about to bear witness to the kind of carnage not unfamiliar from Jurassic Park (Steven Spielberg, 1993). But the raptor eventually removes his foot, sparing his potential prey, and then leaves the herbivore for other sights and sounds. With a final shot of the raptor fleeing toward the horizon line, as the herbivore is left to gasp for its last breaths, this fleeting moment between the two dinosaurs is as carefully drawn as the relationship between young Jack and his father. Mr. O’Brien’s attitude towards his son at times takes the form of a tough love, but it also evinces the same occasional, surprising tenderness shown in the raptor toward the herbivore. If Malick is indulging in an anthropomorphism with his prehistoric creatures, this is not to explain away our fascination with them via recourse to human metaphors but rather to open up the fundamental mystery of the behavior of both dinosaur and human being. In other words, the parallel between human emotions and the wonder of dinosaurs opens up more questions than it answers.


      As my brief discussion of the opening sequences of the film suggests, The Tree of Life is both a familiar Malick film—in its sensitive painting of the particular mysteries of human (and non-human) interaction and emotion—and an utterly new one, in the director’s attention to the cosmic origins of human life. Accompanied by the director’s usual public persona of reticent mysteriousness, The Tree of Life received more attention in public discourse prior to its release than most Malick films, chiefly because of its premiere at the Cannes film festival in May of 2011 (where it was awarded the Palme d’Or by a jury consisting of Robert De Niro, Olivier Assayas, Jude Law, Uma Thurman, and others). The Cannes screening became notorious for its divisive reception (some journalists delighted in reporting the boos that greeted the film, but Manohla Dargis was more measured in her account of the “vigorous rejoinder of equally determined applause” that drowned out the negative reaction).4 Initial reviews were mostly positive and offer several fascinating insights that might be deepened in future study. Roger Ebert, one of the film’s early champions, compares the film’s bold vision to Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, while at the same time noting that the Kubrick film “lacked Malick’s fierce evocation of human feeling.”5 As if in anticipation to the commentators who might find The Tree of Life pretentious, Ebert also celebrates Malick’s ambition: “There were once several directors who yearned to make no less than a masterpiece, but now there are only a few. Malick has stayed true to that hope ever since his first feature in 1973.”6 Ebert also suggests that The Tree of Life recapitulates Malick’s interest in the transient, delicate nature of life: “[I]t all happens in this blink of a lifetime, surrounded by the realms of unimaginable time and space.”7 Dargis, in her report from Cannes, echoes Ebert’s response, remarking that “The film is an affirmation of Mr. Malick’s belief in the power of cinematic images to express the sublime . . . and perhaps, of his faith in the audience to meet him with equivalent seriousness.”8 Agreeing with Ebert that the film’s cosmic explorations are reminiscent of 2001, Dargis suggests that “each concerns concepts of God. In 2001, God has been replaced by science . . . In The Tree of Life, God is everywhere and nowhere—in a ray of sun, a blade of grass.”9 Finally, Ed Gonzalez understands The Tree of Life as Malick’s most personal film, a demonstration of how “childhood experience crafts adult sensibilities.”10


      These are fecund observations, serving to gesture towards further avenues of sustained exploration in Malick studies as well as functioning as interesting critical perspectives in their own right. They also indicate a growing seriousness on the part of film critics to grapple with the meaning and significance of Malick’s imagery, and the choice of his cinematic techniques, as his career continues to evolve. One sign of this evolution is discussed by Leo Goldsmith in his review of the film, when he points out that The Tree of Life is “the first of [the director’s] films to be constructed around flashbacks.”11 For Goldsmith, these flashbacks, consisting as they do of “fleeting snapshots of recollection, sudden blazes of light, offhand snatches of conversation, and the delicate moments of bodies and landscapes,” function as Jack’s sensual remembering of past time, evoked by the film to show how the “world comes into being through one’s relation to it, and vice versa.”12


      Goldsmith’s reference to the technique of the flashback welcomes further commentary. As Maureen Turim has pointed out, the standard definition of the flashback regards it as “simply an image or a filmic segment that is understood as representing temporal occurrences anterior to those in the images that preceded it.”13 Yet given that we actually see images of Jack’s childhood before we meet the adult Jack (indeed, we are privy to Mrs. O’Brien’s own recollections of childhood in the first images of the film, prior to the introduction of her husband or her sons), it is clear that Malick is interested in the inherent ambiguity of the flashback, the way in which the richness and density of its visual and sonic appearance confirm recollection while also challenging our understanding of the past with sense memories that invite a deeper chain of associative retrieval and recall. The flood of memory we are witness to in The Tree of Life goes well beyond what the adult Jack can remember, given that we see scenes in which his younger self was not present (particularly the scenes of his father at work and in court as he learns of the denial of his invention patents). Of course, it is entirely possible that the adult Jack (like Malick himself, whose childhood is one possible point of origin for the images we see) is creating a fiction by attempting to give sensual shape to moments during which he was not present. But given how frequently Malick’s characters in this film ask questions of the filmic universe the director presents, rather than acting as narrating agents that produce the imagery we see, it is better to say that the adult Jack and the other narrators are attempting to shape their own autobiography from out of a cosmic bath of image and sound, the vastness of which repeatedly threatens the discrete shape of individual autobiography itself.


      In this respect, The Tree of Life pursues a philosophical inquiry into the very nature of the flashback as a source of meaning in film. This is an inquiry that parallels the stated goal of Turim’s study to analyze the “play of difference” between the “objective” place of subjective retrieval and the “subjective” nature of memory.14 For Turim, the ambiguity of the flashback, an uncertainty in which Malick’s film poetically invests, functions to spark “a cinematic discourse on the mind’s relationship to the past and on the subject’s relationship to telling his or her past.”15 The images of childhood in The Tree of Life are past sense impressions that the adult Jack, just one of the film’s narrators (alongside both O’Brien parents and his younger self), would like to wrest into a narrative. When he asks, early in the film, “Where were you?” he might be asking this question of his mother, his father, his departed brother, his younger self, or, indeed, God. In Malick’s previous films, the director gave us a world into which character, camera, viewer, and filmmaker became immersed. In their intentions toward the world each of these nodes on the experiential chain of cinema, as we have seen, has the power to open up other worlds. But Malick’s intensification of narrative fragmentation in The Tree of Life performs an inversion of this idea: now Malick’s characters are not so much concerned with voicing meaning but are rather on a spiritual quest for the very origins that “spark” their voice and cause their search for narratives to happen. The candle that the adult Jack lights for his brother is both a memory of the brother he has lost as well as the sign of a larger question that asks why the human being is driven to light the candle, and to construct a narrative of remembrance, in the first place.


      The images of Jack’s childhood, then, although clearly tied into his adult self, are not bracketed by Malick as a subjective reflection that emerges from within the body of an objective narrative duration. In most narrative cinema, the potential ambiguity of flashbacks is tamed by granting their appearance a certain objective character, emerging as they often do from the memories and recollections of characters firmly established with clearly conveyed psychological states. But Sean Penn’s Jack in The Tree of Life is one of Malick’s most opaque characters; if the imagery we see of his childhood is a part of his recollection, certainly Malick does not desire us to understand these images as an objective representation of an experience past. Instead, the images of childhood that we see are, as I have suggested, what Jack seeks. In being the first Malick film to clearly link a child narrator to his adult self (in Badlands and Days of Heaven we wonder at the women Holly and Linda might become, but we see on the screen the man Jack has grown into), The Tree of Life evokes Malick’s earlier films while at the same time pushing their narrative strategies further. If the voices of Holly and Linda were ambiguously stitched into a temporal and spatial context, in The Tree of Life it is all but impossible to understand the voice of the young Jack in any conventional sense. The voice of the young Jack seems intended less as a guide to understanding the life of an actual boy who grows up in the 1950s than as a lost voice that the adult Jack seeks to recapture. And in this sense, the very structure of Malick’s images—more fractured and as intensely impressionistic as ever—are designed to give audiences an experience that parallels Jack’s own. These may equally be our flashbacks, Malick seems to be saying, inviting us to create our own patterns of memory as we connect the details of our own autobiographies with Jack’s childhood experience.


      In Malick’s earlier films, his characters voice meaning that has the potential to intervene in a history that could have happened otherwise. This is perhaps felt no more acutely than in The New World, in which John Smith’s fantastical relationship with Pocahontas offers a way out of imperialism. But with The Tree of Life Malick has created an entire film out of such moments pregnant with possible futures. Malick creates a chain of images forming a paratactic structure that calls for, rather than merely provides, a narrative and an autobiography. In The Tree of Life all moments are on the same scale; to recall my citation of Michel Chion’s work on Malick’s films in an earlier chapter, in the moving box of cinema, everything can appear, from dinosaurs to the big bang to the bubbles children chase on suburban lawns, and all of these form potential branches that might extend out into the space and time of existentially lived life.16


      The Tree of Life consists, then, of so many cinematic branches. Some of these branches reach out into the world, striving for significance, as in the passages in the middle of the film, in which young Jack questions his goodness and whether or not he is aligned with the grace of his mother or the nature of his father. Others are foreshortened by both time, space, and memory: we only briefly glimpse Jack’s grandmother, early in the film; Jack’s mother shields his eyes as an older man, perhaps Jack’s grandfather, suffers a seizure on their front lawn; a disabled man with a pronounced limp walks by Jack and his brothers as they follow their mother into a convenience store. These are moments that, like the young Jack’s brief encounter with African-American children at a community event, find a fragile and uncertain place in his personal narrative; it is as if his father’s demands that he respect the boundaries of personal property cuts short potential branches of his own narrative, including possible relationships with “others” perhaps deemed too different to be a part of his world.


      If The Tree of Life is consistent, in one way, with Malick’s concerns to poeticize various forms of life on the same cinematic scale, it is also marks a shift in Malick’s work in other ways. Unlike his previous films, The Tree of Life explicitly draws upon Malick’s childhood experience in Texas (we learn that the film is set in Malick’s childhood home of Waco, Texas, through two quick visual details, the name of the local newspaper Mr. O’Brien reads and the label of a DDT truck).17 The director’s own elusive autobiography is thus unavoidably at the center of The Tree of Life. The biographical information available on Malick confirms that one of his brothers committed suicide in part because of his failure to become a successful musician, a fact of the auteur’s past that winds its way into The Tree of Life not only in the figure of R.L. (a talented guitar player who, perhaps, dies too young) but also Mr. O’Brien himself, who works in a factory but struggles with his own failure to achieve a musical career.18 In this respect, The Tree of Life offers much evidence for critics interested in interpreting the new film as evidence of Malick’s work as a “personal cinema” in the most traditionally auteurist of ways. However, Malick as auteur does not function as the origin of meaning in this film. Sean Penn’s character, the adult Jack, is something of a surrogate for the director, a modern artist (Jack builds structures out of steel and glass while Malick creates cinema out of light, sound and movement) struggling to make sense of the loss of his brother and the meaning of his past experience. (Brad Pitt himself referred to Malick as a metaphorical architect in his publicity interviews for the film, further strengthening the connection between the reticent Jack and the director’s biographical legend).19 But the opaque nature of Penn’s character, and the way in which Malick keeps him distant from us, parallels Malick’s own distance from the public spotlight; just as Malick has refrained from functioning as a “character” in critical discourse, so too does Penn’s Jack remain more a surrogate sketch of the auteur than a fully embodied figure. Indeed, the adult Jack may be as finally unknowable as the stern father played by Brad Pitt. The parallel Malick draws between the compositions of the skyscraper shots in Jack’s adult life and the steel beam structure of his father’s workplace suggest possible commonality between their adult behaviors, implying that Jack’s own effort to understand his father emerges from a deeper striving to understand his own place in the world.


      In this fundamental respect, then, The Tree of Life is a deeply personal auteurist film that nevertheless resists situating its director as the expressive origin of meaning. In Malick’s previous films, as I suggested in the first chapter of this study, his characters struggle to shape meaning out of the shards of light, sound, movement, and beauty to which they are subject. The cinematic shards that comprise these films were undoubtedly the work of Malick, the “strong creative voice” working to open up spaces of meaningful experience for both character and viewer.20 But in The Tree of Life, the auteur himself becomes subject to these same shards of beauty that he creates; Malick’s “voice” (and the adult Jack’s as well) itself searches for a narrative through-line from out of a paratactic imagistic structure that is without question the most disjunctive and challenging of Malick’s career so far. In other words, rather than functioning as the Prime Mover of The Tree of Life, Malick, concerned with the evolution of life and origin of the species, is himself searching in his film poetry for a causal agent, perhaps God, that might grant shape and structure to fleeting memories from a childhood and human past that the roving camera of the film seeks to recapture. For the first time in his career, the auteur’s own efforts to wrest the sense memories of personal experience into a narrative directly parallels that of his characters. Malick’s own search for the origins of expressive meaning leads us not to the auteur, however, for the auteur is not the source. The auteur is only the guide on a journey to origins far more mysterious.


      ***


      In closing, I want to suggest that one poetic image in particular, which emerges from Malick’s own film practice, offers a tool for further study of how The Tree of Life functions as both a deeply personal film that nevertheless invites its viewer to participate in an existential quest that goes well beyond the figure of the auteur. The motif of the house, as I have shown in previous chapters, is crucial in Malick’s films. In Badlands, Holly’s childhood home is both a place of discipline and gender definition as well as a paradise lost after her murderous journey with Kit begins. In Days of Heaven, the house functions as a potential site for the healing of a metaphysical rift in human experience, a place and space where the film’s characters might find connections between their subjectivities. And in The Thin Red Line and The New World, potential future dwellings are contested by human groups involved in battles over territory and disputes over property that seem to reconfirm the metaphysical sundering only temporarily healed in fleeting moments of human connection. In these films, Malick’s poetic image of the home has been closely tied to larger historical human events, from the founding of Jamestown to the encroachment of industrialization in American agricultural life, from the battles of World War II to the suburban malaise of postwar America. But in The Tree of Life Malick removes the home from these larger historical narratives, situating it within both autobiography and prehistoric evolutionary processes. For Malick, the further we are drawn into the O’Brien home—into the interior pain of the father’s failed attempts to translate his love of music to his sons, into the mother’s efforts to translate the grace of her own childhood into a form of sense-experience for her children, and into Jack’s first encounters with his infant brother—the further we are drawn inside ourselves, connecting to these images less through a narrative design and more through the memories of our own experience.


      I want to point to one way of seeing the home in cinema that helps us, I think, get at the way Malick draws us inside his poetic home in The Tree of Life—a home that is a place of dwelling and being that draws upon our own internal powers of signification, self-reflection, and conceptual creation. George Toles, in his criticism, has aptly described how the metaphor of the home functions in the experience of cinema, drawing a parallel between Henry James’s description of literary narrative as a “house of fiction” and his own sense of what it might mean to encounter both the poetic image of the house in cinema and the cinema as a kind of house. He does so in ways that resonate, I think, with Malick’s most recent film:


      [The House of Film] faces us, from a traversable distance, in a form both uncannily familiar and estranged. It is equally connected to what we already think we know, given what we have been and done in that “plural being” that is our scattered family origin, and what we do not know, by virtue of all we have still not confronted and achieved in separation from it, “on our own.” The house of film is a frame we long to enter in the spirit of homecoming, but that we cannot possess any more securely than the lost home of our beginnings. The interior of dwelling is everything that film can reveal to us by way of presence, privileged enclosure, and the successive vanishings that are always the cost of film’s forward movement . . . The truth of our placement, when film works as art, is a continuous sense of drawing nearer to a place we seek, with some last vital task or piece of business not yet accounted for. Any moment, perhaps, things will be sorted out, and we can finally set our bags down. But until then, let us keep ourselves in a fine pitch of readiness. The house lives, as we do in relation to it, as the imagination’s movement between the invisible and the visible. It all looks very familiar, but we’re sure we’ve never been there.21


      The textures of The Tree of Life will be quite familiar to seasoned viewers of Malick’s cinema. The voice-overs of the young Jack remind us of the adolescents in Badlands and Days of Heaven. The sudden disruption crime introduces into the placid innocence of middle America, sketched in The Tree of Life in one passage in which the young Jack witnesses the arrest of hardened criminals for an offense that goes unmentioned in the narrative, reminds us of how the violence of Kit Carruthers emerged from suburban banality in Badlands. Just as each of the soldiers in The Thin Red Line confronts a war hidden in the heart of nature with a voice that strives to make sense of its human dimensions, so too does the young Jack internalize the emotional and spiritual entanglements represented by the war of nature and grace embodied by his parents. And just as Captain John Smith dreamt of a different, new world in his imagined tryst with Pocahontas, so too does the young Jack glimpse a possible expansion of his self in his crush on a young girl whose ethnicity promises to lead him beyond the white boundaries of his family and closest friends.22


      Yet as Toles’s words also suggest in this context, as familiar as The Tree of Life is, we’re also sure we’ve never been there. Each of the three houses in the film (the boyhood home of the young Jack, the home in which the O’Briens live when they hear of the death of their son, and the home in which the adult Jack lives) may all contain architectural echoes and emotional traces of the other two; similarly, The Tree of Life opens its window onto the world in a form and shape that will be immediately inhabitable for Malick’s appreciators. But at the same time as the houses in the film share a certain familiarity, and just as the film sets all of its recognizable auteurist motifs into play, it recombines these fragments of the familiar into a new structure, an arboreal expanse of images that take deep root in viewers long after the film has passed. In this sense, and despite the rather polarizing critical reception it has received, The Tree of Life is less a film to be immediately judged and ranked in a finalized hierarchy of auteurist masterpieces than it is a film to be lived with, to be internalized and made meaningful in personal ways, just as Malick’s narrators shape meaning out of the sights and sounds of his cinematic world.
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      Terrence Malick Filmography


      Terrence Malick has directed the following feature films:


      Badlands (1973). Production: Pressman-Williams Enterprises.


      Director: Terrence Malick. Producer: Terrence Malick. Screenplay: Terrence Malick. Cinematographer: Brian Probyn, Tak Fujimoto, Steven Larner. Editor: Robert Estrin. Aspect ratio: 1.85:1.


      Cast: Martin Sheen (Kit Carruthers), Sissy Spacek (Holly Sargis), Warren Oates (Father), Ramon Bieri (Cato).


      Days of Heaven (1978). Production: O.P. Productions, Paramount Pictures Corporation.


      Director: Terrence Malick. Producers: Bert Schneider, Harold Schneider. Screenplay: Terrence Malick. Cinematography: Nestor Almendros and Haskell Wexler. Editor: Billy Weber. Aspect ratio: 1.85:1.


      Cast: Richard Gere (Bill), Brooke Adams (Abby), Sam Shepard (The Farmer), Linda Manz (Linda), Robert Wilke (Farm Foreman).


      The Thin Red Line (1998). Production: Twentieth Century Fox, Fox 2000 Pictures, Phoenix Pictures.


      Director: Terrence Malick. Screenplay: Terrence Malick, based on The Thin Red Line by James Jones. Cinematographer: John Toll. Editor: Billy Weber, Leslie Jones, Saar Klein. Aspect ratio: 2.35:1.


      Cast: Sean Penn (Welsh), Adrien Brody (Fife), James Caviezel (Witt), Ben Chaplin (Bell), George Clooney (Bosche), John Cusack (Gaff), Woody Harrelson (Keck), Elias Koteas (Staros), Nick Nolte (Tall), John C. Reilly (Storm), John Savage (McCron), Paul Gleeson (Band), Arie Verveen (Dale), Dash Mihok (Doll), John Travolta (Quintard), Jared Leto (Whyte).


      The New World (2005). Production: New Line Cinema, Sunflower Productions LLC, Sarah Green Film Corp, First Foot Films, The Virginia Company LLC.


      Director: Terrence Malick. Screenplay: Terrence Malick. Cinematographer: Emmanuel Lubezki. Editor: Richard Chew, Hank Corwin, Saar Klein, Mark Yoshikawa. Aspect ratio: 2.35:1.


      Cast: Colin Farrell (Captain John Smith), Q’orianka Kilcher (Pocahontas), Christopher Plummer (Christopher Newport), Christian Bale (John Rolfe), August Schellenberg (Powhatan), Wes Studi (Opechancanough), David Thewlis (Wingfield), Yorick van Wageningen (Captain Argall).


      The Tree of Life (2011). Production: Cottonwood Pictures, Plan B Entertainment, River Road Entertainment.


      Director: Terrence Malick. Screenplay: Terrence Malick. Cinematographer: Emmanuel Lubezki. Editor: Hank Corwin, Jay Rabinowitz, Daniel Rezende, Billy Weber, Mark Yoshikawa. Aspect ratio: 1.85:1.


      Cast: Brad Pitt (Mr. O’Brien), Sean Penn (Jack), Jessica Chastain (Mrs. O’Brien), Hunter McCracken (Young Jack), Laramie Eppler (R.L.), Tye Sheridan (Steve), Fiona Shaw (Grandmother).
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