


CHAPTER 1

Weakness of Will in the Age of Streaming


The exercise was beneficial.

—John Mohune (Jon Whiteley), in Fritz Lang’s Moonfleet



“It’s yet another Terrence Malick movie where attractive people twirl around for two hours and it adds up to nothing.”

This is one of my least favorite sentences, and I’ve encountered it far too many times over the past eleven years. Up until the 2010s, Malick had averaged one film per decade, and they all went on to become critical darlings. When To the Wonder was released in 2012, however, everything changed. His 2011 film Tree of Life had been a major critical success, even if its boldest elements left many viewers crying “pretentious!” Now, with To the Wonder, he adopted an experimental method where he filmed reams and reams of material without a script and then pieced a patchy narrative together in the editing room. Continuing an extraordinary burst of productivity, he went on to film Knight of Cups (2015) and Song to Song (2017) back-to-back using the same method.1

At least in the United States, many audiences and critics brusquely rejected these experiments as glorified perfume commercials. I mean this literally. John Anderson wrote for News-day: “To the Wonder is a trailer for itself, although it could be mistaken for a high-end perfume commercial.”2 Anthony Lane of The New Yorker compared Knight of Cups to a “pastiche of a perfume commercial.”3 And then, writing for the UK’s Times, Kevin Maher called Song to Song “a moronic, cringeworthy perfume commercial.”4

The narrative took hold that Malick had jumped the shark. His new films were seen as vapid and redundant. They had their advocates, but these noble souls were fighting a steep uphill battle. Even within my social media bubble of professional philosophers—a group that had historically been especially friendly to Malick—I had a hard time finding anyone interested in seriously discussing what might be going on with these movies. People were already convinced that they’re empty exercises in self-indulgent aestheticism. The thing is, though, that it can be hard to distinguish a difficult film from an empty one, and we shouldn’t be too quick to trust an impression of emptiness. I strongly believe that one of the most important leaps I’ve made in my four decades as a film viewer is that I’ve learned to be skeptical of my own responses. If I watch a film and I don’t understand what could possibly be interesting about it, I try very hard to remain open to the possibility that this could be my fault. Perhaps I didn’t do a very good job watching it, or perhaps I lack necessary context.

Jumping directly from “I didn’t get anything out of this film” to “there’s nothing there to get” is an arrogant inference. Claiming that “there’s nothing there to get” carries the implication that I sussed out the relevant possibilities and came up empty. But did I really? Perhaps I didn’t find anything to sink my teeth into, but how hard did I really try to think through alternative viewing strategies? Often not very hard. And it’s not just me. Check out social media during the Cannes Film Festival and you’ll find scores of critics announcing with absolute confidence their summative evaluation of a complex and challenging film within thirty seconds of its global premiere, as though they were in a race with each other.

If one approaches To the Wonder, Knight of Cups, and Song to Song without bias, it’s hard to tell on an initial viewing whether they are staggering masterpieces or vapid perfume commercials. They’re certainly challenging to come to terms with, but from the point of view of someone who’s just encountered them for the first time, this could either be because they’re especially sophisticated or because they’re ultimately empty. In this initial position, we ought to default to a posture of humility and openness. Perhaps these films really are vapid (I certainly don’t think so!), but no one could possibly be in a position to know this after a single viewing. And it goes both ways: while I did think they were great the first time I saw them, I had not yet done the necessary work to feel confident about my stance.

It’s okay to have a first reaction, of course, but such a reaction should be provisional and open to revision. If I announce it to others, I should take care to make appropriate qualifications. The difference between “it’s bad” and “I didn’t connect with it on a first viewing and I question its merit for the following reasons …” is huge. The second still gets the point across, but it also broadcasts that I am open to being convinced otherwise, which invites disagreement and discussion. Simply declaring that “it’s bad” communicates that I’m not interested in entertaining alternative points of view.

I’m happy to discuss films with people who disagree with me, so long as they’re open-minded. These are often the people who I have the best chance of learning something from. But I’m not happy to listen to someone confidently dismiss a film they’ve barely thought about, especially when it’s a film I love. I eventually became so annoyed with the epidemic of overconfidence about Malick’s films that I started avoiding the topic. My mantra became, “I love Malick and I don’t want to talk about it.” I just kept watching the films. For the first three or four viewings, I couldn’t have said much in their defense beyond the bare insistence that they’re beautiful. I had some initial interpretive ideas, but I’ve since realized that most of those ideas were off track. It stands to reason that it took me a few false starts before making progress; these movies are dense and elliptical, and they’re full of references to religion, literature, and philosophy that very few commentators paid any attention to. I kept watching them because I felt like there was a lot going on that I was not yet able to grasp. Years passed, and I just kept watching them. I’ve since had major breakthroughs with all three, but I had to watch them more than ten times apiece and do a good deal of supplementary research to get there.

I didn’t find my way into To the Wonder, for instance, until I pieced together a subtle throughline. Marina, Olga Kurylenko’s character, is Catholic. The film depicts her coming to live in Oklahoma with Neil, an American played by Ben Affleck who she falls in love with in Paris. She had already been married, however, and according to the tenets of Catholicism, she’s still married. Her relationship with Neil is considered adultery and they can’t be married in a Catholic church. They get married in a courthouse instead, surrounded by the bustle of lawyers and criminal defendants signing paperwork, and we see in her face how tawdry this feels to her. She soon has to have her IUD removed for medical reasons and her doctor asks whether she and her husband are ready to have children or whether she would like to discuss alternative forms of birth control. For a Catholic, the sacrament of marriage entails openness to new life, and the moment when she is confronted with the question of whether she and Neil are open to having children is the moment when their relationship begins to unravel. She recognizes that they are not ready to build a family of their own. Not long after, there’s a brief but thematically crucial scene where we see the two of them renewing their vows in a church. On probably my eighth or ninth viewing, it hit me: this is a Protestant church. Marriage is not a sacrament for Protestant denominations as it is for Catholics, and Protestant churches generally allow for divorce and remarriage. Marina’s desperation to reconcile her marriage with her Catholicism has led her to this flailing attempt to approximate spiritual legitimacy, but her subsequent actions suggest that this measure does nothing to quell her turmoil: we later see her having a tryst with a carpenter played by Charles Baker (Skinny Pete from Breaking Bad) in a cheap motel.

The first few times I watched To the Wonder, I focused on Malick’s portrayal of Marina’s alienation as an immigrant living in a strange country, and I found this aspect of the film reductive and underwhelming. We see her, for instance, struck by the many colorful options at the supermarket, which suggested to me a clichéd underlining of American consumerism. Once I recognized the distinctly spiritual character of her crisis, however, I realized that the scenes that depict her experiences as a foreigner in a strange land were also operating at an allegorical level, which made them more interesting to me. I progressed further with this line of interpretation when I watched a special feature on the film’s Blu-ray release where Kurylenko reveals that Malick had her read Anna Karenina, The Brothers Karamazov, and The Idiot as preparation for the role. Once I learned this, I began to see the resonances in her character of Anna Karenina, Katerina Ivanovna Verkhovtsev (from The Brothers Karamazov), and Nastasya Filippovna Barashkova (from The Idiot). It’s all there in the film, though it’s far from obvious and certainly not something most people would notice on an initial viewing. Thinking about these connections has raised many new questions about the film that I’m still working through today, more than a decade after first seeing it.

I’ve had many similar breakthroughs with Knight of Cups and Song to Song. Much like To the Wonder, making progress with these films requires careful attention to their web of references. Knight of Cups uses John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and the Gnostic Hymn of the Pearl as structuring touchstones and includes allusions to the ancient Greek philosopher Plato that I take to be absolutely crucial to understanding what it’s doing. These Platonic allusions carry over into Song to Song, which in turn is structured by its close relationships with John Milton’s Paradise Lost and Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus. As I’ve continued to watch these films over and over again, more and more of their details have begun to make sense, and my interpretations have become increasingly rich and complex. What once seemed like streams of loosely associated images have taken shape for me as rigorously meaningful explorations of profound spiritual themes.5

How am I supposed to talk about these films with the throng of acquaintances who watched them once, dismissed them as pretentious, and never thought about them again except perhaps to make a derisive joke? I find myself wanting to say ridiculous things like, “Well, to be fair, Knight of Cups didn’t start to open up for me until the tenth or eleventh viewing, so if you only watched it once I’m not surprised you feel that way … maybe watch it nine or ten more times.” If they already think Malick is pretentious, what would they think of me? Even if they take my word for it that there’s more to these films than meets the eye, what could possibly motivate them to want to find out for themselves?

The only thing I can offer is my testimony: I’ve put in the work to make progress on this very challenging run of films, and I’ve found it immensely rewarding. But most people don’t view movies as the sort of pastime that should require work. This is understandable, especially given the populist aura of the medium, but one of my goals in this book is to convince you otherwise, if you need convincing. Cinema has far more to offer to those who approach it with humility and persistence.

This book is not intended as a scholarly study. It’s more personal than that to me. I’ll make use of scholarly resources, but I’ll do so in service of practical and expressive aims. I love the films that I’m going to discuss, and I want to encourage you to make them a part of your life and see what comes of it. In the contemporary cultural ecosystem, there is little to motivate viewers to engage with challenging movies. I count myself fortunate to have motivation to spare on this front, and my hope for this book is to spread the love. I believe that the best way to do this is to roll up my sleeves and get my hands dirty, because loving challenging films means loving the messy, complicated process of working through them. I can’t offer an argument that would convince anyone to love this process, because that’s not how love works. What I can do is share my own approach in the hope that spending some time thinking through these films will leave you wanting more.

There was a period of my life when cinephilia faded into the background. In 2008, I moved to Montana from New Jersey and bought a mountain bike and a snowboard. It was a grand time, but my new lifestyle left me exhausted and perpetually behind on laundry, and watching movies started to slide down my list of priorities. I enjoyed keeping up with my favorite directors and revisiting old favorites, but I lost the thrill of the hunt; I wasn’t motivated to stretch my horizons and seek out films that weren’t already on my radar. Instead, I found myself watching more and more serial TV. I didn’t exactly seek this stuff out, it was just … there. When I was too tired to read or watch a movie that would make significant demands on my attention, lightweight serials on Netflix and the CW were an easy way to fill the time.

As I got into the habit of watching this sort of thing, I gravitated to it even when I would have been capable of watching something more demanding. I would watch an episode or two of some serial, get hooked on the story, and keep going because I wanted to find out what happens. I’d occasionally mumble things like, “Why the hell am I watching this?” but I would press on because there were only a few episodes left in the season. When I got to the finale, however, there would be a cliffhanger to set up the next season, and I’d just go along with it. Before I knew it, I was spending a considerable amount of time watching shows that I barely even liked. I think back to all the movies that I could have watched instead with abiding regret.

The notion of “weakness of will” is familiar: you suffer from weakness of will when you act against
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