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Just like my list of pivotal films, I found it almost impossible to rank what I thought were 

the best movies of the decade without an organizing principle. It wasn’t enough to just consider 

specific shots, or a script, or a performance, or the nature of one director versus another. Every 

director has a signature, every film that has a legitimate claim to my top twenty films of the 

decade list does something interesting with the camera or contains a quality performance. No, I 

needed something else, something that would give the impression of being even vaguely 

measurable.  

The word that popped into my head at work one evening when I could have been doing 

any number of other things but was instead thinking about movies, was intentionality. The word 

clarified my thinking about certain movies. No Country For Old Men for instance. It has always 

been my contention that the Coen brothers thought they were making a different movie than they 

ended up with. They pivoted and made the best movie they could, and what they produced was 

thrilling, but part of its power comes from how uneven it feels, like an album by The 

Replacements. Or, to make another music analogy, however much I may like The Mat’s Let it 

Be, I acknowledge that Blood on the Tracks is a better album. Why? Because the rage, passion 

and occasional vocal weirdness seems part of an intentional, organized whole rather than a bunch 

of awesome accidents. When you are looking at objective bests, it’s hard to quantify 

happenstance
1
. 

Do I have any idea of how intentional the productions of the following films were? Nope. 

Have my admittedly limited years of watching and reading about films revealed how much 

improvisation some movies contain and how many of those “mistakes” make it onto the screen 

that viewers then perceive as considered genius? Yeup. But movies don’t appear out of nowhere. 

They are conceived of, written, read, re-written, rehearsed, re-written, filmed, edited, all while 

being re-written some more. Musicians often talk about going into recording studios with no 

songs written, jam for a while, take a little of this, and a little of that, staple it together digitally 

and call it a record. Can Claire Denis invite a bunch of people to a movie studio, tell them to 

build whatever, tell actors to say whatever, and then call it a movie? She sure fucking could, and 

it would probably be some-kind of amazing, but it wouldn’t make this list. 

So, intentionality. But to what end? To quote David Shields, I want “useful existential 

knowledge” from my art. The best art either confirms or re-shapes what it means to be human, 

and, personally, after having thought about it for long enough, what it means to be myself. As 

I’ve already said, movies don’t appear out of nowhere. So, do I think that every movie on this list 

was made to illicit an emotional response from a viewer? I do, and it’s at that point that raw art 

and intention meet. The goal is not to manipulate your feelings, but to make you feel your 

feelings. 

It is my contention that, through sound and images, through writing and performance, the 

following movies are the best of this still fairly new century. I haven’t seen everything, but I feel 

very ok with this. Its half American films, half from other countries, but that, unlike everything 

else on this list, wasn’t intentional.  
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speaks directly to why I have been having such a problem ranking my top 15 albums of all time.  



 

20. 35 Shots of Rum – Claire Denis (2008) It is not simple, but rather naturalistically elegant. In 

some ways the best example of what makes Claire Denis a great filmmaker. It looks like lots of 

her movies, Agnes Godard shot it, and it sounds like lots of her movies, Tindersticks (Stuart 

Staples) did the score, but more importantly it feels unlike anyone else’s film. A depiction of life 

distilled to its most basic parts: a father and a daughter, a lonely man, a lonely woman, an 

apartment, an apartment building and the way that all of those things are tangentially related. 

And it is bookended by a wonderfully simple metaphor, the challenge to drink 35 shots of rum. 

We first see it early in the film at a retirement party and then when Lionel does it at the end of 

the film. It is seemingly twice staged as an acknowledgement of an ending, but I think it relates 

more specifically to Denis as a filmmaker in that it marks a transition; it marks the moment that 

you lose something. The meaning of that image is as undefined as the moment, is as open-ended, 

but the feelings are not.  

 

19. 24 Frames – Abbas Kiarostami (2017) In The Ongoing Moment, Geoff Dyer writes about 

the photographer Walker Evans who believed that “memories could be coaxed out and distilled 

by the camera.” Kiarostami’s final film does something like the opposite and in doing so, in 

some way gets closer than most films to the relationship between films, photography, and reality. 

By animating still images, each one of these “frames” is a kind of miracle. They literally seem as 

if they had been frozen in time and the moment they begin to move it seems as if they are 

coming back to life, reclaiming their space in reality.  

 

18. Inside Llewyn Davis – Joel and Ethan Coen (2013) This is a good film with, maybe, 

perhaps, arguably, I would say the so-far century’s best performance. Oscar Isaac as Llewyn 

Davis is not just one of the screens great curmudgeons, or losers, as people like to minimize him, 

but one of its great dreamers, its great performers. His mood is not due to his artistic failure, it is 

from the existential awareness that he probably isn’t the person that he thought he was. In every 

look, in every gesture, in every note sung, in every gaze from below his progressively drooping 

eye lids, Isaac exudes perfectly realized and palpable human sadness. Each lift of his brow is a 

poem, and when he stops playing his guitar and sings the last bars of “The Death of Queen Jane” 

acapella to F. Murray Abraham, the viewer can literally feel him emptying himself of whatever 

his trip to Chicago to sing that song left him with. It is the one film on this list that is here for 

only one reason, so raise a glass to Oscar Isaac (insert glass raising emoji, or something like 

that)! 

 

17. Faces Places – Agnes Varda and JR (2017) This type of movie has no name, no term. It is 

a documentary in theory, Varda and the visual artist JR travel around France in a van from which 

they can print large images of people that they then mount on apartment buildings, abandoned 

houses, walls, shipping containers, trains, but in reality it is less a film than an expression of joy. 

The joy of art, the joy of filmmaking, the joy of conversation, the joy of life. Then Varda tries to 

visit her old friend Jean Luc Godard, tries to bring him pastry, to speak to him, to share a 

memory. Godard refuses to come to the door, and while the scene is “sad,” it is also the best 



example of the kind of emotional adventure life can be, and how, despite everything that could 

happen, it’s worth it.  

 

16. The Master – Paul Thomas Anderson (2012) A perfectly executed, but inscrutable piece of 

film wizardry. Literally almost bursting with visual metaphors, and symbolism and containing 

two of the century’s standout performances from Joaquin Phoenix and Philip Seymour Hoffman, 

The Master is beginning to claim its place as an unassailable masterpiece. But who is Freddie 

Quell and who is Lancaster Dodd? What do they want? The one film on this list where I accept 

that the director wrote something, gave it to the actors assuming they would pull something out 

of it, but never really knowing what. I’m not sure Paul Thomas Anderson knows, to this day, 

what he got, but it is a catharsis of filmmaking, and I am not sure we should be asking for it to be 

anything else. 

 

15. Spider-man: Into the Spider-Verse - Bob Persichetti, Peter Ramsey, Rodney Rothman 

(2018) The major takeaway from this movie, as far as I am concerned is: fuck superhero movies. 

This is a superhero movie, but it does not belong to the pantheon, it does not belong to the 

lineage that came before it. It is something new, and it starts something new, and while it can be 

argued that it isn’t culturally perfect, it throws a gauntlet down and demands that people start 

asking questions about representation, about inclusion, about what people will buy, and how 

things are sold. It signals the opening for a paradigm shift in mass culture, a movie that, had the 

election of 2016 gone a differently, would have been affirmational, but is now, in our current 

climate, confrontational. 

 

Also, Animation, voice acting, and soundtrack: perfect, perfect, fucking perfect.  

 

14. Morvern Callar – Lynne Ramsay (2002) A movie that is probably here because I have spent 

so much time with it, dissecting it, pouring over its intertextual references hoping to extrapolate 

the films meaning. Ramsay, one of the century’s great stylists, one if its great imagemakers, one 

of its great text-miners, presents us with a story that seems anachronistic to its main character, 

the constantly stimulated but ultimately non-plussed Morvern Callar, played hypnotically by 

Samantha Morton. Her boyfriend kills himself in their apartment. She lays down next to him. 

Hold his slit-wrist attached hands. She puts her name on his novel and submits it to a publisher. 

She cuts his body up and buries it, piece by piece, in the woods. Instead of outward character 

development we are given images and sounds and songs that show us what is going on inside of 

Morvern. There is an essay to be written about the relationship between the use of the song 

“Some Velvet Morning” while she is walking into work, and the fact that later she is listening to 

the Velvet Underground while she chops up her boyfriend’s body in the bath. There has to be. 

There is one to be written about baths. And mixtapes. Probably a few about baths. 

 

13. Widows – Steve McQueen (2018) I don’t know what else either me or Mario can say about 

this film that we haven’t already said on the podcast, but here-goes. There is not one underserved 

character in this film, not one underserved plot point, not one loose end that isn’t supposed to be 

there. It gives the unredeemable redemption, it gives the heroes a chance to be villains, and its 



mysteries are endemic to our society, and not, as critics at the time wanted to believe, heist 

movies. Daniel Kaaluya and Brian Tyree Henry are revelations and Elizabeth Dubicki finds the 

unseen depths in what could be a terrible cliché of a role. Technically speaking, I could have put 

every single one of McQueen’s movies on this list, but this is the one that tells me things in my 

sleep, and colors my vision when I’m awake. 

 

12. Ladybird – Greta Gerwig (2017) Ladybird’s appeal is immediate. Its got a great cast, a great 

script, and its director, Greta Gerwig, knows what she is looking for. She has a vision, but this 

movie’s continued power resides in how emotionally visionary Gerwig is. There is nothing easily 

gained here, nothing easily lost. Every moment of this film, every interaction, every relationship, 

has a cost. This is not to say that Ladybird’s life gets worse, or that her parent’s lives get worse, 

it’s that something each of them used to understand about one another is now different. It means 

that the relationship between Ladybird, played by Saoirse Ronan, another of the century’s best 

performances, and her best friend is changed, maybe irrevocably so. And the feeling the viewer 

gets at the end is that maybe that’s alright. The films ending situates these changes in life’s 

“we’ll see” box, but again, regardless of how hard this change is, it was necessary.  

 

11. Waltz with Bashir – Ali Folman (2008) An animated memoir about the time Ali Folman 

spent as an Israeli infantry soldier during the Lebanon War. The animation is the perfect medium 

for both separation and memory. He is haunted by memories and dreams that because of the 

direction and animation are truly haunting. Yet, because of the animation, they are reduced to the 

kind of non-reality of memory, things that can’t hurt you, things that are maybe fake, artifice. 

Though the shift to actual footage of the war contains power, it merely amplifies what it already 

there. The animation also serves as a perfectly realized medium for shame and regret, of 

purposeful separation and who wouldn’t want to be separated from the atrocities Ali witnessed.  

 

10. Stories We Tell – Sarah Polley (2012) “It’s an interrogation,” Sarah Polley tells her father at 

the beginning of this complicated and wonderful and illuminating documentary. It is an 

interrogation, of her family, her mother and father, her newly discovered birth father, her art, her 

self. But it is also an interrogation of the nature of story, and who stories belong to. And in that 

regard, it’s a documentary about truth, though it’s also a documentary where much of the stock 

footage is fake. What Polley sets in motion, then, is indeed an interrogation, not just of its 

subjects, but also of the viewer’s expectations. We accept certain information as fact, and then 

when we are shown that those facts are something else the viewer can literally feel reality shift. 

Its one thing for a documentary to inspire empathy in a viewer, or to throw in a shocking twist, 

it’s another to transmit via film a perfect reproduction of what it must feel like to find out that the 

person you thought was your father is not.   

 

9. Tree of Life – Terrance Malick (2011) The first in a series of movies where the filmmaker 

seemed to throw every technique they had at their movie. Tree of Life is probably the single most 

spiritual film experience I have ever had, but rather than a direct religious experience, Malick 

turns a living room into a church, the words whispered between a father and his baby son as the 



liturgy, the camera a spirit. The outside world then, the family’s yard, the street, the town, 

become a kind of wilderness where literally anything can happen.  

 

8. Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind – Michel Gondry (2004) The middle ground. Michel 

Gondry uses all of his quirky gimmicks and tricks to draw out the insanely complex emotions 

that come with thinking that you have saved your life, only to find that maybe you didn’t. The 

movie is cast perfectly, finding, seemingly, the exact people to embody their character’s feelings. 

The score by Jon Brion is the perfect mix of elegy, mystery and joy. And then those effects, both 

practical and special. Gondry uses the everyday to illustrate something that could never be. A 

fully realized, dreamlike vision, and unlike anything else that has been released in this, or any 

century(?). 

 

7. City of God – Fernando Meiralles (2002) Moving through the spiritual to the dreamlike, we 

now have a movie that literally feels like being shot in the foot, or probably more accurately, in 

the heart. After an introduction in the more rural slums, Meiralles moves the film into the city 

and from there the film seems less like a film and more like an exceedingly large play. It seems 

like we know every corner of the city, everyone’s turf, and it seems like we know, or could 

know, every person who populates it. Almost more real than a documentary, seemingly more 

real than life, City of God tells a simple story of a kid who just wants to get out alive, but 

Meiralles has stacked experiences and images so as to make it seem like whether her does or 

does not will dictate the fates of everyone involved. A brutal, thrilling, masterpiece.  

 

6. Spirited Away – Hayao Miyazaki (2001) The most Miyazaki film Miyazaki ever made, as far 

as I am concerned. What does that mean? It means it’s wonderful and terrifying; it means it’s full 

of folklore that seems both invented and eternal; it means that it’s fun, and funny, and impossibly 

sad: we feel for Chihiru and Haku, and the no-face, their story, but also what they personify, the 

elemental losses that their presence at the bathhouse represents. And it means that we are 

presented with visuals that couldn’t have been conceived by another director. Even after having 

seen them it is hard to believe that you live in a world where they could have been conceived at 

all. From the boiler room of Kamaji, to the cleaning of the river spirit, to the glorious miracle 

that is Chihiru and the no-face’s journey on the river train, Spirited Away plays like a dream you 

once had that for whatever reason you are lucky enough to relive whenever you want.  

 

5. White Material – Claire Denis (2009) In an unnamed African country, during an undefined 

conflict between those who have power and seek to maintain it, and those who mean to take it, 

Maria Vial, played incomparably by Isabelle Huppert, just wants to be able to produce coffee. 

But contained within these struggles are the smaller, but, seemingly infinitely more important 

struggles of how those involved define themselves and the terms by which they have come to 

that definition. By leaving the country and the conflict vague, Claire Denis is able to make a film 

that is, in a way, elemental. Rather than being about broad global ideas, it is instead about the 

color of one person’s hair and skin, one piece of property, one woman’s identity and the inherent 

discrimination of her own culture that has for too long dictated that identity. If there is a winner 

at the end of the film it is both Maria and The Boxer, the leader of a rebel army played by 



frequent Denis collaborator, Isaach de Bankole. Maria has killed her father in law with a 

machete, asserting her power in the only way left for her to do so, a feat of cinematic reduction 

that requires another thousand or so words. The Boxer lives on in myth, with one of his soldiers 

emerging from one conflict ready to begin another. Both elegant and thrilling primeval White 

Material is a singular film from a singular filmmaker.  

 

4. Silence – Martin Scorsese (2016) A film that, as it goes on, reveals itself to have less to do 

with Catholicism, and much more to do with faith, how it works, what its purpose is in both 

collective and individual lives. It is an interrogation into why faith exists at all; What problems 

does it solve? What problems does it cause? What is required of the faithful? Of the faithless? A 

film of crushing beauty, of brutal images, of impossible choices and realizations, it is the most 

interesting and complicated film Martin Scorsese has made since Raging Bull. Full of 

performances that become, at times, almost animalistic, Scorsese, has also made his most 

viscerally experienced film. While Denis artfully peels back the layers on colonialism and 

identity, Scorsese rips off the layers of his themes; he burns them, drowns them, and beheads 

them. And perhaps most cruelly he forces his characters to actively participate. In Silence 

Scorsese lays bare the cost of believing in anything.   

 

3. Pan’s Labyrinth – Guillermo del Toro (2006) A work of supreme imagination. It is easy to 

say that by tying the story of Ofelia and her nightmares and dreams, to myths, legends, and the 

Spanish Civil War, Del Toro was trying to artificially raise the stakes, heighten the drama. But 

that’s reductionist. It also easy to say that Del Toro’s influences are so present that he is 

synthesizing or, ripping them off. But this, too, is reductionist. Because Pan’s Labyrinth is about 

folktales, its structured like a folktale. And like a folktale is borrows from other sources to 

construct something else, an amalgam of material that fits a current age while seeming like it has 

always been there. Full of images and settings that seem conjured rather than built by set 

designers, every viewing of Pan’s Labyrinth feels as if you are opening Pan’s book for the first 

time, and inside you are encountering a wonder, much like Spirited Away, that is too rich and full 

of life to believe that any of it was a dream, let alone a movie.  

 

2. Wendy and Lucy – Kelly Reichardt (2008) There is no artifice to Wendy and Lucy, no 

metaphors to hide Wendy’s pain. The moment she loses her dog Lucy, her marginalization is 

complete. It’s not the sleeping in her car, its not the stealing or getting arrested, its not even her 

car breaking down and being stuck in an Oregon town that itself has seen better days, its that, 

through everything, and whatever hardships she came from, she had a friend, someone to love 

and someone who loved her. Wendy, played with immense sensitivity and depth by the great 

Michelle Williams, is not asked to persevere against an idea, or artfully constructed symbolism, 

but the world, the one we live in today. If there is an element of commentary about poverty, or 

capitalism, it is inherent in the story, because it is, unfortunately, inherent in how we live. This a 

cinematically simple film, but one that doesn’t work without a master filmmaker behind it. In its 

simplicity, Kelly Reichardt has made something as complex, or more complex, than anything 

else on this list. With nothing else to work with than some actors, a script, and a situation that 

literally millions of people in America are experiencing right now, she has created something 



that expresses a depth of humanity that is absent in most films. Even small miracles are still 

miracles. 

 

1. There Will Be Blood – Paul Thomas Anderson (2007) This list was begun with a brief 

examination of intentionality. I tried to order my list not-so-much by which film seemed most in-

line with a stated creative vision, but movies that expressed a certain considered artfulness. 

Despite all of my effort I could not find a film that did that better than There Will Be Blood. 

Every detail in every aspect of the film seems as if it had been considered to death, but rather 

than stifling anyone’s creativity, it heighted the power of the craft to almost insane levels. Day-

Lewis takes Paul Thomas Anderson’s script and makes it emotional, makes those emotions burn 

through the screen in a way that is not comparable to any other performance. His performance is 

searing, but it would not matter unless Anderson had built something powerful enough to contain 

it. And he did. It is almost as if Anderson is doing what Malick did in the beginning of Tree of 

Life, showing you the birth of the world. There was nothing and then there was Daniel 

Plainview, equipped with dynamite and humming a mad tune by Johnny Greenwood. His 

mansion at the end of the film, his own little kingdom, signifying the completion of the Earth, its 

animals named, its two inhabitants, the other one being the preacher played by Paul Dano, ready 

for the fall. It is big, and terrifying, and as exciting as any action movie. Not only that but it dares 

to be nihilistic about its intentions. Like its protagonist, the film doesn’t care if you like it or not. 

Plainview cares about nothing other than realizing his vision of what his world looks like. I don’t 

know, that sounds a lot like what an artist must feel like, or at least I would hope that’s what they 

feel like.  


