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Preface

This book is about a great filmmaker – Terrence Malick – but also about the relationship between film and philosophy, indeed the idea of film as philosophy. Since the release of his first feature, Badlands (1973), Malick has come to be recognized as one of the most significant American auteurs of his generation. He has also been described as a ‘philosophical’ filmmaker, an artist whose work has something valuable to contribute to our understanding of philosophical questions and moral problems. Some have claimed Malick as a ‘Heideggerian’ filmmaker, principally because of his intriguing background as a scholar of Martin Heidegger’s work before abandoning academic philosophy to pursue filmmaking. What does it mean to be a philosophical filmmaker? What is ‘Heideggerian cinema’? What is the relationship between film and philosophy? Can cinema ‘do ethics’? These questions and concerns have shaped my engagement with Malick’s work over many years. But it is Malick’s achievements as a filmmaker – the extraordinary beauty of his images, innovative use of sound and music and experimentation with narrative form – that aroused and sustained my aesthetic interest in his work. I approach Malick’s films in light of their cinematic qualities, the aesthetic – and philosophical – experiences that they might afford, which always remain, in my view, the touchstones for any theoretical claims one may subsequently develop in response to works of art.

In a broader sense, this book is also an account of my development as a film-philosopher, someone dedicated to the question of film and philosophy, but also open to the possibility that film can teach us about philosophy, or open ways of thinking that have genuine moral and ethical import. I attempt, then, in what follows to present a philosophically and aesthetically engaged account of Malick as a filmmaker and philosopher, which also means, in my conception of this relationship, exploring the ways in which Malick’s work contributed to my own thinking and outlook on art, ethics and life.

Anyone interested in the art of cinema would appreciate the time and effort involved in studying a filmmaker’s body of work, or an important genre in film history, or to understand films from particular cultural traditions. This is especially true of cinema, which as a mass-industrialized artform, one undergoing profound changes thanks to the digital revolution, demands attention not only to the formal qualities of particular works but to their context of production, their cultural and historical background, industrial and technological features and patterns of audience reception. Bringing a philosophical perspective to cinema – or entertaining the idea that cinema might contribute to philosophy – adds another dimension to this already complex situation. One of the challenges, therefore, for anyone working at the intersection of cinema and philosophy is to do justice to both the aesthetic features of a work and its philosophical aspects, while remaining mindful of context and other ‘extra-theoretical’ considerations.

A filmmaker like Malick poses particular demands on this kind of interdisciplinary inquiry, which I have tried to meet in my work on his films over the past dozen years. One of these is Malick’s admirable quality of remaining open to possibility, his willingness to experiment and create, while remaining true to a fundamental aesthetic vision or moral conviction. He is one of those rare artists who becomes more radical the older they get. I admire this ethos, which is not only relevant to art and philosophy but much else besides. This commitment to experimenting with style, coupled with a desire to return to the same ideas in new and unexpected ways, strikes me as one of the hallmarks of a great artist – and this is certainly true of Malick’s work.

The price of experimentation coupled with repetition, however, is often misunderstanding or frustration, something readily apparent in the critical reception of Malick’s cinema. I take heart, however, from the fact that many of his films at first harshly criticized (including ‘classics’ like Badlands and Days of Heaven) have received belated acknowledgement of their artistic achievement. This was quite dramatic, for example, with The Tree of Life (2011), which many now regard as his ‘masterwork’. For my part, I would not be surprised if Malick’s later films – To the Wonder (2012), Knight of Cups (2015) and Song to Song (2017), probably the most demanding in his oeuvre to date – will eventually receive the recognition they deserve, even if that recognition remains selective and even if that point is some years away.

Heidegger once said that all great thinkers only think one thought, but return to it over again, precisely due to its difficulty or inexhaustibility. Something similar might be said of artists, or indeed of filmmakers, who both explore new styles as well as return to the ‘one’ theme or idea that gives shape and substance to their body of work. Malick strikes me as this kind of filmmaker, one whose originality persists despite his age and one whose body of cinematic work looks, with any luck, far from complete. With another feature due for release later this year (Radegund, a Second-World-War drama), one promising a return to a more ‘structured’ filmmaking style, but also repeating the moral-ethical and spiritual-religious focus of his later work, I expect that the story of Malick’s encounter with film and philosophy is far from over. I hope that my modest contribution to this story sheds some light on this remarkable filmmaker and on the philosophical reflections that his films, in their beauty and splendour, continue to evoke.
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Introduction Terrence Malick – A Philosophical Cinema?

The films of Terrence Malick present unique aesthetic and philosophical challenges. In addition to visionary and poetic, his films have also been described as philosophical and metaphysical. Indeed, he is one of the few directors today who regularly appear in discussions of the idea of ‘film as philosophy’ (see Critchley 2005, 2009; Davies 2009a; Sinnerbrink 2011) or whose work has been described as ‘Heideggerian’ (Furstenau and McAvoy 2007; Rhym 2010; Sinnerbrink 2006; Woessner 2011). This is not surprising given Malick’s intriguing biographical background (see Critchley 2009; Davies 2009a; Michaels 2009). Before enrolling in the Center for Advanced Film Studies at the American Film Institute in Los Angeles (as part of the inaugural class of 1969), Malick had been set on an academic career. He had studied philosophy at Harvard with celebrated philosopher Stanley Cavell and was awarded a Rhodes Scholarship to undertake a PhD at Magdalen College Oxford, under the supervision of Gilbert Ryle. Malick’s thesis was to have been on the concept of ‘world’ in Kierkegaard, Heidegger and Wittgenstein, but Ryle apparently bristled at Malick’s dissertation topic, describing it as ‘not philosophical enough’. Disappointed, Malick returned to the United States, having abandoned his dissertation, and began teaching courses in phenomenology at the MIT, replacing Heideggerian expert Hubert Dreyfus (while the latter was on sabbatical). In 1969, he published an important scholarly translation of a key Heidegger text, The Essence of Reasons [Vom Wesen des Grundes], which offers fascinating insights into Malick’s understanding of Heidegger’s conception of ‘world’. Given this background, surely unique for an American auteur, it is hardly surprising that many critics were quick to pin the philosophical, even ‘Heideggerian’, label on Malick’s unique body of cinematic work.

The first to do so was Stanley Cavell, Malick’s erstwhile philosophy teacher. In the 1979 Preface to the expanded edition of his now classic text, The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film (1971/1979), Cavell singled out Malick for philosophical praise, describing his recently released second feature, Days of Heaven (1978), as displaying a beauty in its photographic presentation of nature that invites philosophical reflection:

Shall we try expressing the subject [of the film] 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. (Cavell 1979: xiv–xv)

High praise indeed from the most important philosophers of cinema! But what does Cavell mean? What does it mean to describe film – or indeed Malick’s films – as philosophical, as containing a ‘metaphysical vision of the world’, as offering a unique realization of the ‘scene of human existence’, in an aesthetically powerful way? What does it mean for a philosopher to praise a filmmaker in such terms or to have offered thanks to a filmmaker for helping in the composition of a philosophical work?1 These are some of the questions that haunt Malick’s work, questions that have inspired both his defenders and detractors. They are questions that continue to inspire my own work and serve as guides to Malick’s ‘cinematic thinking’ that I explore in this book.

Let us consider two of these questions further. The first is what it means to describe film as ‘philosophical’, indeed Malick’s films as philosophical, or more particularly as ‘Heideggerian’. The second, related issue is to explore what it means for Malick to have turned from philosophy to film, abandoning academic philosophy in favour of filmmaking. One response, the most common, is to suggest that this philosophical background shaped Malick’s subsequent career as a filmmaker, such that his films are best understood as attempts to screen aspects of what Heidegger might have thought philosophically. This approach takes Malick’s films as cases of artistically applied philosophizing or philosophically inspired filmmaking. An alternative response would regard Malick’s films as opening up the question of the relationship between film and philosophy but as a perplexing problem demanding further thought.

Malick may have turned to film because of the limitations of academic philosophy, as practised in institutions like Harvard or Oxford. He may have found this context constraining and hence sought to explore the possibilities of film as a medium with its own aesthetic potentialities – one that may invoke
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