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Preface

Synecdoche, New York will always stand out as a rare example of a genius screenwriter’s first foray into directing. While the list of genius screenwriters who made this pivot is brief—among them David Mamet, Joseph L. Mankiewicz, and Federico Fellini—the bringing together of the idiosyncrasies and characteristics that so distinguished Charlie Kaufman’s writing from the field into his work as a director stands apart, especially among the Americans. It blends scathing hilarity, abysmal tragedy, and a determination to remain devoted to art as one of, if not the highest, human callings. It also features Philip Seymour Hoffman at the very peak of his powers, and thus when the editor of this series, Nicholas Rombes—of two, the other being Nadine Boljkovac—very first approached me about writing for his “Minute 9” series for 3AM Magazine, I almost instantly knew I’d be writing about Kaufman’s film. When I got in touch later, maybe a year or so after the piece had gone up, and found out he’d developed his interest in constrained criticism into the Timecodes series with Boljkovac, I put together a proposal to expand my essay about as quickly and excitedly as I’d written my “Minute 9.”

I have, at any given moment, three or four films I’d probably comfortably cite as favorites, but only with Synecdoche, New York did the prospect of analyzing it minute-by-minute seem to make perfect sense. I’d certainly never call it an “easy” film, and it wouldn’t be my first recommendation if someone found themselves curious about Kaufman’s output—for both of these, the relative ease and the accessibility for just about anybody, I’d go with Adaptation, which also functions as an introduction to a version of the man himself. What seemed to make it perfect for this mode of analysis is precisely how I’d characterize my love for it. Some films, to me anyway, function like memories. The more we attempt to prod at them, the more elusive they can sometimes feel. Or perhaps dreams are closer, though if I’m honest I’ve never felt all that compelled to remember dreams. I have an obsessive nature that sometimes spirals into a disorder, and there are moments when fixating on memories, both good and bad, will consume me. Often the way out is to write about them. In a way, although some of these memories are often dark, misremembered things my brain is using to attack my comfort, the impulse of remembering accurately seems to be based in a kind of love, or a desire to have more understanding of myself. Halfway through first watching Wim Wenders’ Paris, Texas, for example, I said aloud, “this is my favorite film.” A day or a week later, aside from the colors, I’d have been hard-pressed to tell someone anything much of note that happened in it. Like a memory we want to cling to, or like a dream, or perhaps even someone we’ve met that we fall quickly for, the more we grasp at it, the more elusive it seems to get. The more I thought, in the abstract, about Synecdoche, New York, having gone through a similar “this is my favorite film” while watching it, the less sure I felt about what I’d seen. I only knew what it had made me feel and how I’d loved it, and had a vague sense of its varicolored moods across its runtime.

Other favorites, for whatever reason, don’t tend to feel that way. It is a film embodying a spirit in American art-making that traces back to Emerson and probably beyond. Now that I’ve done it—and there were days, plenty of them, where I wondered if I’d manage to write this book—although I might possess a slightly firmer understanding of its workings, I’m happy to report that its magic, that stuff I so often feel prompted to grab at, still probably eludes about 40 percent of my consciousness. What’s changed, however, is I now have this closeness—a friend, a kind of locket—of my experience of engaging with the film so consistently and directly. I feel, I’d imagine, how John Cage must’ve felt when he’d solved the puzzle of reading Finnegans Wake by composing his own texts, the first volume of Writing Through Finnegans Wake. I feel I’ve moved through the labyrinth of Kaufman’s film and now carry some of that, and the experience of it, with me forever, and thus I feel extraordinarily lucky. You’ll notice, I’m sure, that not unlike Finnegans Wake there is an endless sprawl of theories around various meanings in Synecdoche, New York. As with Joyce, the best of these are driven by people who simply love the film, and have engaged with it so intimately, and seriously, that they can’t help but extend their thinking to this place. I’ve acknowledged these, where possible, but my impulse has been to remain true to my preferences in reading about or considering films. First and foremost, I wanted to let the film wash over me, to bask in it and to observe, because for me that’s the purest way of appreciating anything.

I hope that you enjoy this as much as I enjoyed writing it, and that tonight you’ll put on a double feature of Synecdoche, New York and Adaptation.

Grant Maierhofer, 2025




Minutes 1–119


Minute 1
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Synecdoche, New York directed by Charlie Kaufman © Sony Pictures Classics 2008. All rights reserved.

Before we see an image created for the purposes of Synecdoche, New York, we see the company who in part funded the film and hear the voice of a child, presumably this is Olive, the first daughter character, singing a sweet song about Schenectady, New York:


There’s a place I long to be,

A certain town that’s dear to me,

Home to Mohawks and GE,

It's called Schenectady,

I was born there and I’ll die there,

My first home I hope to buy there,

Have a kid or at least try there,

Sweet Schenectady,

And when I’m buried and I’m dead,

Upstate worms will eat my head . . .1



This is as good a place as any to present one of my thoughts about how to situate Synecdoche, New York as a film. I think it’s possible to view it as the inverse of Eraserhead, for two main reasons: (1) the use of sound to communicate something at least slightly incommensurate with whatever’s on screen that might be said to be the “true” feeling of the film’s voice, and (2) the idea that it’s a film about, and in response to, the anxiety of becoming a parent when one is quite convicted in one’s determination to be an artist, which is seen—at least societally—as potentially at odds with one’s ability to make art. This is, as you’ll see, a thought that a film like Synecdoche, New York—hereinafter referred to as S.N.Y.—seems to prompt, being an elusive work by someone contemporaneously and since hailed as a genius. One reaches for associations, a bit like one reaches for a blanket in which to hide. As thoughts go, however, the Eraserhead one isn’t awful, and certainly the two films would make for an excellent, if troubling, double feature.

Olive, the first daughter character, who’s Caden Cotard’s daughter, the director and playwright who might be said to be the protagonist, is one of the three members of the family that might be said to be the heart of S.N.Y. Her innocence, which is certainly conveyed by having her charmingly work her way through this sweet song to start the film, is a necessary element to the functionality of family—and probably any family—as an essential aspect to this film. It’s also, considering where the film goes—and throughout comedy will function similarly—nicely disarming. We’ve heard about this film, probably, before seeing it. We’ve heard about its creator, his difficulty, but all that we hear is the sweet singing voice of a little kid. How “difficult” could it be?

The first image we see in the first minute is an Emerson alarm clock, and it’s 7:44 in the morning, and in a few seconds it’s 7:45, and a radio announcer is switched on, who’s interviewing a literature professor about the season. It is fall. We pull back and we see a sleeping man, gesturing with his mouth, not frowning exactly but gesturing downward, and next to him there’s a nightstand full of books, and already things feel rather cluttered or busy.

The radio announcer’s question at the very end of the first minute: Why do so many people write about the fall? There is, of course, the seasonal fall, i.e., autumn, which is literally being referred to, and there is the Fall of man, in the biblical context, or simply the fall outside the Bible, of any man, though arguably regardless of one’s leaning, the literal thing being referenced in some sense refers to any of these. The harvest, before the long dark months of winter, the literal and metaphorical readying for death.



Minute 2

Our professor-on-the-radio is prompted to read something, and reads:


Whoever has no house now, will never have one. Whoever is alone will stay alone,

will sit, read, write long letters through the evening,

and wander the boulevards, up and down,

restlessly, while the dry leaves are blowing.2



During this reading Philip Seymour Hoffman’s character, Caden Cotard, the father, has sat up in bed and looks quizzically at himself on the edge of his bed in a slim mirror hung up on a door in his bedroom. We aren’t told that this is a poem by Rainer Maria Rilke, and in the interest of total candor—this is Kaufman
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