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The Tree of Life and the Lyrical Film 

By Spencer Everhart for The Seventh Art 

 The 2011 film The Tree of Life is director Terrence Malick’s spiritual cathedral in movie 

form, an ode to the mysteries of the universe and its eternal questions, those questions that are as 

inherently unanswerable as they are fundamental to all human existence. Its invocation of the 

concepts of life, death, love, and loss is expressed as a cinematic symphony of experience and 

memory, all intertwined and overlapping, and always trying to evoke something more – 

something intangible yet perceivable; something universal and transcendent. 

 Film historian P. Adams Sitney posits the “lyrical film” as a work in which the subjective 

vision of the filmmaker serves as its framing device. Sitney’s assertion of this mode was made in 

regards to the realm of the avant-garde, but there is certainly room for its relevance in the world 

of narrative cinema as well. As far as narrative-driven movies go, The Tree of Life sets itself 

apart as a massively ambitious work that employs a number of experimental techniques in the 

service of its narrative. And it is the content of said narrative that primarily contributes to its 

embodiment as a lyrical film. 

 Sitney characterizes the “lyrical film” style as a result of creative developments in 

filmmaker Stan Brakhage’s work, and although he describes it as depicting a more literal first-

person vision of an artist, it isn’t a stretch to contend that its autobiographical elements are more 

than suitably applicable to a film as personal as The Tree of Life. 

 What little information there is about Terrence Malick in the public consciousness, 

bolstered by his infamous preference for refusing interviews and declining to make appearances, 

would seem to belie any type of autobiographical or auteurist analysis. But what details are more 

well-known, or at least deemed credible, about the director - such as that he went to school in 
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Texas during the 1950s as one of three brothers, one of which died at a fairly young age - are 

directly connected to The Tree of Life’s story and its evocative illustration of youth. 

 The plot of the film concerns Jack, played as an adult by Sean Penn, looking back on the 

events of his childhood, a recollection brought on by him remembering the unexpected death of 

one of his younger brothers who was only nineteen years old. This device serves as the catalyst 

for the trajectory of the film, yielding present day glimpses of a disaffected Adult Jack at his job 

as an architect; flashback memories of Jack growing up in 1950s Texas; and a segment often 

referred to as “the Creation sequence”, a bold collection of scenes chronicling nothing less than 

the history of the universe. 

 In order to view this grand schematic as a congealed whole of personal endeavor, two 

factors must be established: the first, is that the character of Jack is a surrogate for Terrence 

Malick and the second is that the majority of the film consists of Jack’s own perceptions. With 

the aforementioned background on Malick coming into play with this angle, the movie thus 

becomes a channeling of the director’s vision through his art by way of a protagonist. The act of 

having transformed this vision into a character’s perceptions is what lends The Tree of Life its 

“lyrical film” quality. 

 Take, for example, the “Creation sequence”. This segment is Malick’s most stunning and 

bold move in the film, and arguably his entire filmography, but it is not included merely as an 

experimental flourish. In fact, it is highly contextual. It takes place after scenes of Jack’s parents 

grieving the loss of their young son and scenes of Adult Jack at his place of work thinking about 

that tragic event. Voiceover narration from the characters provides an internal commentary on 

the frustration these people feel towards a creator or universe that would allow the death of an 

innocent boy. There is even a set of shots that suggest Jack imagining the spectre of death 
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claiming his brother with a window drape. With this in mind, framing the “Creation sequence” 

that follows as a rumination on galactic history through the eyes of Jack is not an intellectual 

stretch of any kind. In fact, it makes perfect sense as an exploration of the character’s inner grief 

and his attempts to come to grips with the quandary of human life in the face of all existence that 

was, is, or has yet to be. His consideration of a single loved one’s death amidst the infinite 

vastness of the universe is a deeply personal element of the film that reaches even greater heights 

of poignancy when viewed as an expression of Malick’s own existential contemplations. 

 A well-known bit of the sequence involves a pair of dinosaurs and the enigmatically 

threatening tone of their encounter. At first, it seems that the standard predator versus prey 

notion will play out normally. But the larger dinosaur pauses, reconsiders its aggression, and 

then eventually abandons its attack and wanders off. This interaction reflects Jack’s mother’s 

idea of the two ways through life: that of nature, which is survival-seeking and self-pleasing, and 

that of grace, which embraces forgiveness, benevolence, and love. Are these dinosaurs 

anthropomorphized to exhibit this dichotomy? Certainly, but that is because their meeting and 

the entire Creation sequence are not from the objective perspective of some omniscient 

viewpoint, but instead the subjective musings of Jack’s imagination, birthed from his mind. It is 

his, and thus Malick’s, own thought experiment, exercising a possibility of the existence of the 

nature vs. grace concept in actual nature itself and in creatures other than human beings. 

 Transitioning to the 1950s, the film even more so displays characteristics reminiscent of a 

“lyrical film”. This extended sequence, the longest in the film, portrays Jack at a young age 

living with his family in Texas, including his domineering father, played by Brad Pitt, whose 

authoritarian parenting style conflicts with the more compassionate personality of Jack’s mother, 

played by Jessica Chastain. These scenes of youth conjure a distinctly nostalgic atmosphere, with 
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Malick utilizing elliptical editing and a roaming camera to evoke the discontinuous fluidity of 

memory. 

 One of the most interesting aspects of these scenes is how they relate to a “lyrical film” 

aesthetic through their markedly intimate details of experience and fantasy. Jack, imagining his 

birth, sees it as a boy swimming out of a womb-like underwater house. He recalls surreal, 

seemingly invented, moments such as a chair moving on its own and a giant man in the attic with 

him as he sits in a chair and rides a bike. These episodes spring from Jack’s mind and his 

propensity for imagination becomes revealing when pertaining to his mother. 

 After visualizing a story of his mother’s ride in a plane, he envisions her floating in the 

air by a tree out in the yard, suggesting how he sees her as light, graceful, and effortless. 

Following some talk about dying, he conceives of her dead in the forest - a sleeping beauty 

inside a glass coffin - a view of saintly reverence and enduring love even in death. 

 A connection to the Oedipus myth is important here, not only in the abrasive conflict 

between Jack and his father but also in this sometimes suggestively erotic regard that arises 

between Jack and his mother. There are also instances of a neighbor woman who Jack becomes 

intrigued with. In one scene, he approaches her for a drink from the hose she has just cleaned her 

feet with. Later, the film cuts from Jack watching his mother playing with a sprinkler to gaze-like 

shots of the neighbor woman, a juxtaposition that implies a kind of attraction for the boy. 

Following this, Jack sneaks into the neighbor’s house while no one is home. He observes the 

place, looks through the woman’s belongings, steals one of her slips and then abandons it in a 

nearby river. Viewing all this as autobiographical of Malick, such information is nakedly 

personal and possibly indicative of the kind of sexual awakening he may have undergone as a 

young boy. 
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 Another important component of the flashback to the 50s is its persistent strain of 

capitalist ideology. As memories, these sequences are representative of people, places, things, 

and events for Jack and it is telling that, more often than not, the impression of his father is one 

of pedantic oppression and harsh parenting. The majority of scenes involving Jack’s father 

feature him lecturing about manners, concepts of ownership, money, and other ideals of free 

enterprise integrity. He espouses the traditional mindset of the American dream, attempting to 

pass down to his children the principles of capitalism that were so prevalent in 1950s 

consumerist America. Drawing attention to this point through memories of a strict patriarch’s 

indoctrinating ways elucidates the fragments of the film that show Adult Jack frustrated and 

dissatisfied with his career; a pointed example of this being when he says “I just feel like I’m 

bumping into walls”. Imbuing his movie with an economic and class-based awareness allows 

Malick to merge the personal and the political, demonstrating the effects of one on the other and 

imparting an autobiographical quality that is both intimate and socially relevant. 

 This predominantly auteurist reading of the film is by no means exhaustive, just as it 

wouldn’t be for a movie even as half as dense as The Tree of Life. And like many approaches to 

the film, it feels lacking a sense of all-inclusiveness. But it is this absence of totality that helps it 

sustain the exciting aura of being just one facet of a multitudinal whole, as if only the tip of the 

iceberg has been explored with regard to this monolithic movie. Malick’s vision is one that, with 

each viewing, continues to grow; seemingly expanding and evolving with its own vital pulse of 

cosmic inquiry. 

 Merely rising to the task of engaging endlessly ponderable ideas in the midst of an 

earnestness-shirking cultural climate saturated with postmodern irony lends perceptive weight to 

the film, granting it importance based on that significant property alone. But the fact that it is 
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also a deeply personal creation rich with intimate details that communicates and connects with a 

viewer’s humanity proves it to be an even more rewarding and supremely valuable work of 

cinema; a “lyrical film” writ large for all to see, hear, feel, and experience. 


