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When invited to give a 
lecture at Berkeley last 
spring as part of a tribute 

symposium to my dissertation advisor, 
the great German film scholar Anton 
Kaes, i found myself returning to an 
idea that has long animated my work, if 
more on a personal level than an intel-
lectual one. i’ve always thought of 
myself as something of a cinephile, 
unfashionable as that tag may be in cer-
tain academic circles, and this seemed 
like an ideal occasion, looking back 
over the twenty years since i’d finished 
my graduate studies, to try to under-
stand how i got this way. “Cinephilia,” 
as Cahiers du cinéma critic Serge 
daney once said in an interview from 
the late 1970s, “is not just a special 
relationship to cinema; it is a relation-
ship to the world through cinema.”

But when does this relationship 
begin? My first memorable movie-
watching experience occurred in the 
mid-1970s, when i was an eight-year-
old boy living in Los Angeles. My 
father, an avid movie-goer, took me to 
see the Slovak-Canadian filmmaker 
Ján Kádar’s Lies My Father Told Me, a 
sentimental portrait of turn-of-the-cen-
tury Jewish immigrant l i fe in 
Montreal, at the Aero theatre in Santa 
Monica. very few strands of the plot 
remain fresh in my mind today (some-
thing about the forces of assimilation 
and the tug between honesty and men-
dacity), but i distinctly recall sitting in 
the dark, the whir of the projector and 
the stream of light flickering on the 
screen, sharing a bucket of popcorn, 
aware that many of the images were 
beyond my comprehension and notic-
ing that they were not beyond my 
father’s. (Many decades later, i would 
experience this scenario from the other 
side when i took my then five-year-old 
son to see Martin Scorsese’s Hugo at 
our local theater in Brooklyn.)

it wasn’t long after that 1970s epiph-
any that i became more deeply 
immersed in a kind of nascent and 
un ru ly  mov ie  love :  watch ing 
hollywood classics and horror movies 
rebroadcast on network television, 
planning sleepovers at friends’ houses 
who had a subscription to the early 
cable Z-channel (so that i could sneak 
a peak at the kinds of movies i wasn’t 
otherwise allowed to watch, like Brian 
de Palma’s Dressed to Kill—or in fact 
anything with Angie dickinson), and 
eventually developing a taste for inde-
pendent and foreign pictures. i binged 
on movies like Stranger than Paradise, 
Paris, Texas, Repo Man, Brother from 
Another Planet, and eventually found 
my way to hitchcock and Kurosawa 
(my mom took me to see Ran at our 
local art-house theater in San diego), 
and then to French new Wave, italian 
neorealism, new German Cinema, and 
beyond. As nico Baumbach puts it in a 
recent essay in Film Comment, our 
love of motion pictures is “born of the 
desire to claim that pleasures that 

could be written off as childish fanta-
sies actually had lasting value.” this 
early catalogue of movies—unsystem-
atic, idiosyncratic, and highly eclectic, 
to be sure—would shape the way that i 

watch film, and even the way that i 
teach it. More importantly, it shaped 
the way i saw the world for many years 
to come.

What i eventually came to realize is 
that the pictures we see on the 
screen—the fictions as well as the half-
truths, the conventional as well as the 
experimental—help to define who we 

are, and ultimately our attachments to 
them resemble our attachment to 
humanity, to each other. this became 
even clearer when, in 2012, i saw 
Sarah Polley’s stirring documentary 
Stories We Tell, made up of a tangle of 
memories that she recounts with exqui-
site skill. Among them are the details 
of her connection, far more essential 
than mine, to my original inspiration, 
Lies My Father Told Me. She looks at 
it, as she does at other key threads, 
through the lens of home movies, inter-
views, letters and other documents, 
ultimately leading us back to the film 
and in particular to harry Gulkin, one 

of its producers. Watching this tran-
spire not only furthered my belief in 
the power of film to shape us, but also 
reinvigorated my love of the medium.

What fortuitous timing, then, that a 
little gem of a book happened to land 
in my hands just as i was preparing my 
Berkeley lecture on cinephilia. Missing 
Reels is the debut novel of Farran 

Smith nehme, an acclaimed critic 
whose classic film blog, Self-Styled 
Siren, had long been on my radar. Shot 
through with a high-voltage current of 
movie love, it is set in the heady days of 
early 1980s new York, when revival 
houses, repertory theaters, and special-
ty video stores were thriving. Just a few 
pages in, the novel’s quick-witted hero-
ine Ceinwen (a twenty-one-year-old 
transplant from rural Mississippi who 
holds a day job at vintage visions, a 
Greenwich village thrift shop) has a 
brief but revealing chat with her elderly 
neighbor Miriam. Recognizing 
Ceinwen’s preferred taste for retro 
fashion, Miriam, a former screen 
actress with a voice like Audrey 
hepburn, inquires about her choice of 
dress. “it reminded me of Jean 
harlow,” Ceinwen responds matter-of-
factly, explaining not merely her sarto-
rial habits but pretty much her entire 
outlook on life.

the truth is that Ceinwen, who sub-
sists on little more than coffee and cig-
arettes but can name the cinematogra-
pher of Night of the Hunter on 
request, mediates most of her existence 
through the movies. She forces her two 
male roommates to sit through endless 
home viewings of classics like Shanghai 
Express and Queen Christina. (When 
she’s not around, they veer off course 
and rent Nightmare on Elm Street.) 
She drags her boyfriend Matthew—a 
British postdoc in mathematics at 
nYU, who shows an occasional touch 
of Cary Grant’s charm—to revival 
screenings and ultimately they go on 
an elaborate hunt for a lost silent pic-
ture from 1928, The Mysteries of 
Udolpho. What greater plotline for a 
true cinephile can there be than the 
search for a lost film?

We follow Ceinwen’s obsessive quest 
for the enigmatic picture, which 
involves highly combustible nitrate 
prints stored in nYU faculty housing 
and recurrent trips to the so-called 
Brody institute for Cinephilia and 
Preservation, and as the story unfolds, 
film permeates almost everything. 
When denied access to a building for 
lack of proper identification, Ceinwen 
quips: “this isn’t Casablanca, i don’t 
have to have my letters of transit.” 
After watching a movie at theatre 80 
in the village, she takes Matthew for 
drinks at the holiday, a dingy dive bar 
she likens to “the saloon in Destry 
Rides Again.” Following their first 
night together, Ceinwen’s mind is still 
on the big screen: “Frantically she tried 
to think of a line from a good movie, 
but none of her favorites had a scene 
where the heroine woke up with a 
naked man in her bed. damn you, 
hays Office.”

it’s hard to read a novel like Missing 
Reels, or to think more generally about 
the forces of cinephilia, without some-
how waxing nostalgic both for the for-
gotten movies and for a lost era of pos-
sibility. however, this needn’t compro-
mise the integrity of the impulse. in a 
recent paean to turner Classic Movies, 
critic Leon Wieseltier insisted, “if 
watching old movies is a form of escap-
ism, it is at least not an escape from the 
human world. it is, in fact, an escape 
to the human world.” despite signifi-
cant changes in format and exhibition, 
film still remains, as Serge daney sug-
gested some four decades ago, one of 
our great windows on the world.@

film

Reflections on Cinephilia

Noah Isenberg


