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Texas Childhood around 2000: 

Reading Richard Linklater’s Boyhood with Benjamin 

 

‘What it told, to be sure, I could never quite grasp, for always something 

new and unremittingly dense was breaking through the familiar.’ 

  – Berlin Childhood around 1900 

 

Walter Benjamin’s concept of the revolutionary potential inherent to film, most famously articulated 

in his essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, supposes the cinematic 

spectator as an ‘absent-minded’ examiner (1968a: 241), a simultaneously distracted and alert 

participant in the reception process rather than the awe-struck beholder of auratic art forms. 

Benjamin’s enthusiasm for the new medium was not universally shared within the Frankfurt School. 

Adorno and Horkheimer’s disillusioned take on the ‘culture industry’ (1978: 89) is foreshadowed in 

Adorno’s critical letter to Benjamin in direct response to his essay (2007: 120-126). Since then, 

countless film productions have unarguably failed Benjamin’s vision, but Adorno and Horkheimer’s 

undivided cultural pessimism has equally been challenged by works that prove their universal 

judgment reductive. The film project which I will examine with regard to its capacity to redeem the 

high expectations Benjamin invested in the art form, can also be linked to another one of his texts. The 

episodic nature of Richard Linklater’s 12-year endeavour Boyhood (2014) bears a striking 

resemblance to the accumulation of autobiographical moments in Berlin Childhood around 1900.  

Like Benjamin, Linklater uses the (lack of) narrative structure to perform the processes of memory 

on a formal level and, unlike any other feature film director before him, he also captures the passing of 

time visually by presenting a cast that ages in front of the viewer’s eyes. Having stretched the 

production of Boyhood from 2002 to 2014, he is able to give snapshots of his protagonist Mason and 

the latter’s family at different stages and, rather than relying on captions to mark those leaps in time, 

he simply confronts the viewer with the way the actors’ outward appearance gradually changes. 

Linklater’s ambitious project met with great critical acclaim. From Dan Chiasson’s praise of ‘the 

greatest American movie [he has] ever seen in a theatre’ (2014: 44) in the New York Review of Books 

to Peter Travers’s declaration of ‘a new American classic’ (2014) in Rolling Stone, from the ‘Best 
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Director’ award at the Berlin International Film Festival to ‘Best International Independent Film’ at 

the British Independent Film Awards, Linklater’s epic collected superlatives across the board. 

Heralding Boyhood as a reinvention of the coming-of-age genre (cf. Bradshaw, Chiasson, Phelan 

2014), most critics have focussed on its unique approach to the subjective process of growing up 

rather than commenting on the wider political potential of the film. Those who did consider ways in 

which it challenges societal norms can quickly be found guilty of a ‘vulgar’ Marxist reading. In the 

Socialist Review, for example, Anthony Hamilton (2014) interpreted Mason’s adolescent musings on 

the ubiquity of Facebook as an explicit rebellion against ‘the mechanical routines of everyday 

mundanity which people are forced to undergo in order to survive under capitalism’ without further 

justification or analysis and otherwise simply listed those moments in which the script overtly refers to 

political events. Rather than raiding the film’s dialogues for political themes in so forced a fashion, 

this essay seeks to locate the potential for audience engagement in the very production and conception 

of Boyhood. What keeps the spectator’s mind active is the unique temporal dimension the movie 

introduces to the idea of montage: montage not so much as a juxtaposition of radically different 

images, but as a combination of images that were produced at completely different moments in time. 

Annually revisiting the project, Linklater shot the whole film on only 39 days across the twelve-

year-period. The time-lapse effect he thereby achieves has conjured up comparisons to works such as 

Michael Apted’s Up series, a succession of documentary films that introduced 14 seven-year-old 

British children from different socio-economic backgrounds in 1964 and has revisited their lives every 

seven years since. Similarly, critics frequently relate Boyhood to François Truffaut’s films about 

Antoine Doinel, a fictional character who recurs throughout the French director’s oeuvre, or 

Linklater’s own Before series, three movies that allow the viewer glimpses of one day in a couple’s 

life in 9-year-intervalls. Apart from the fact that Boyhood is a work of fiction rather than a 

documentary like Apted’s films, it also differs from the above examples in the way it confronts the 

viewer with the accumulated material: twelve years worth of real time, compressed and presented at 

once, within a reel time of 165 minutes. Linklater introduces a cinematic strategy that has never been 

used before, but presents a finished product that is aesthetically consistent: shot entirely on 35mm 

films and marked by slow, poetic shots that favour the observation of details over the thrill of a fast 

pace in early and late scenes alike. Trapped between the confusion of the new and the comfort of the 
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known, the audience is neither fully engrossed in the artwork nor fully estranged from it in the 

Brechtian sense (cf. Brecht 1990: 143-145). In order to scrutinise this intensive viewing experience in 

the light of Benjamin’s idea of ‘a heightened presence of mind’ (1968a: 238), it is essential to have a 

closer look at his equivocal notions of attention and distraction. In doing so, the first part of this essay 

will also explore the question if and how these concepts can shed light on the in-between state of 

perception which Boyhood generates – and vice versa. 

Further scrutinising the crucial role which Linklater assigns to the passage of time, I will then shift 

the focus from the production of the film to his thematic concern with memory. Again Benjamin’s 

ideas and the director’s artwork mutually illuminate each other and foster a deeper understanding of 

their respective strategies to grasp the universal experience of fleeting moments and to defy the 

illusion of logical hierarchies in our own memorialization of the past. Berlin Childhood serves as a 

literary illustration of Benjamin’s approach, while texts such as his Theses on the Philosophy of 

History offer an additional theoretical framework. Placing Linklater’s work in dialogue with that of 

one of the most significant cultural critics of the 20th century therefore allows us to probe today’s 

critics’ bold claim that Boyhood is ‘a movie that extends what movies can express’ (LaSalle 2014). 

 

Productively Distracted: Boyhood and the Shock Effect 

So what does Benjamin think film can express? In the Artwork essay he rather romantically talks 

about the way it ‘burst[s] our prison world asunder’ (1968a: 236), the camera allowing us access to ‘a 

different nature’ (ibid.) than that which we can perceive with our own eyes. Opposing Georges 

Duhamel’s view of the medium as ‘a diversion for uneducated, wretched, worn-out creatures’ (cited in 

Benjamin 1968a: 239), he emphasizes its ‘shock-effect’ (238) and the attention it requires even and 

especially in a mode of distraction. He compares this seemingly paradoxical mode of perception to the 

half-alert state of the ‘man in the street in big-city traffic’ (250), but does not grant the reader a clear 

explanation beyond that. The ‘mysteriously blurred contours’ (Schwartz 2005: 38) of the term 

‘distraction’ in the Artwork essay, are symptomatic of an uncertainty around the way he employs it 

throughout his publications. While classifying distraction as a spell on the audience that needs to be 

broken by the technique of montage in his earlier essays on Brecht (cf. Eiland 2003: 52-55), he 

introduces negative as well as positive possibilities in The Arcades Project, presenting both 
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‘distraction as […] abandonment to diversion, and distraction as a spur to new ways of perceiving’ 

(Eiland 2003: 60). It is the latter form, a ‘productive distraction’ (ibid.), which he favours over 

‘concentration’ (Benjamin 1968a: 239) in the Artwork essay, praising the active way in which ‘the 

distracted mass absorbs’ a film rather than passively being ‘absorbed by it’ (ibid).  

These shifting nuances and the ensuing impossibility to pin down a single clear definition of the 

term find a remarkable counterpart in the opposing ways in which reviews have characterised the 

experience of watching Boyhood. Ashley Clark (2014: 43) attributes the particular appeal of the film 

to ‘the ever-present tension between the viewer’s appreciation of the onscreen action and their 

knowledge of the audacious extra-textual aspect’ of its long-winded production, whereas Michael 

Wood (2014) declares the ‘good news’ that the device of time elision ‘doesn’t distract us from the 

movie’. The disagreement whether we ‘simply forget about the head-scrambling logistics of the 

project’ (Kermode 2014) as we watch the film or whether we are taking in ‘two things simultaneously: 

the movie and an implied documentary about the making of the movie’ (Chiasson 2014) reflects the 

problematic nature of the endeavour to determine one single collective mode of perception at all. 

Boyhood thus does not only enact the potential for the sort of reception that Benjamin envisions, but 

also demonstrates the ambiguities inherent to that vision. 

Released almost eighty years after the Artwork essay got published, Linklater’s film enters a 

world in which moving images are omnipresent. Their ‘constant, sudden change’ (Benjamin 1968a: 

238) alone arguably does not bring about as forceful a surprise (or ‘shock’) to today’s viewer as it did 

to cinema audiences in the early 20th century. On the surface of it, Boyhood could even be seen to 

counteract any alienating effects: the attempt to create a naturalistic image of the world seemingly 

corresponds to Adorno’s critique that cinema frequently constructs ‘reality […] with an infantile 

mimetism’ (2007: 124). However, when the audience has just gotten immersed in the plot-defying 

sequence of individual moments, the first time lapse interrupts this passive state of perception and the 

viewer becomes acutely aware of the complex workings behind the film. As far as the camera work 

goes, the transition is seamless: nothing distinguishes a cut from one 2002 scene to the next from that 

to the first 2003 scene. Linklater does not only refuse the spectator any ‘one year later’ indications, but 

also abstains from cinematic clues such as fade-outs or even match cuts that would specifically 

encourage the viewer to register changes. Instead, the viewer has to look out for marks of the elided 
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time. Especially at the beginning of the film, which presents Mason (Ellar Coltrane) and his older 

sister Samantha (the director’s daughter Lorelei Linklater) during their childhood, the differences in 

their appearance from year to year tend to be fairly subtle. Taking on ‘an estranged-dad’s-eye-view, 

alert to sudden little changes and leaps in height’ (Bradshaw 2014), the spectator thus has to enter an 

active mode of perception. Linklater reflects the role he assigns to the viewer on the content level, too. 

Again and again we witness Mason’s and Samantha’s father Mason Sr. (Ethan Hawke), who is long 

divorced from their mother Olivia (Patricia Arquette), dropping in on his children’s lives. The desire 

to take stock of the way they have developed does not only come to the fore in the questions he asks 

them, but also in the way Linklater frames the images. Virtually ‘citing’ earlier shots (see Fig. 1), he 

draws attention to the one aspect that distinguishes earlier and later ones radically from one another: 

the actors’ age. Since the factor of genuinely aging actors goes beyond anything the viewer has been 

confronted with in the course of one single feature film before, it provides for a shock effect that is 

embedded in the very mimetism of reality rather than opposed to it. 

 

   

Fig. 1: Mason in conversation with his father and sister in 2003 and 2008 respectively. 

 

The invasion of the deeply natural process of aging into the deeply artificial project of filming also 

intensifies the way we perceive the actors. Are we watching Mason grow or Ellar Coltrane? The 

fictionality of the script does not forestall an intimate knowledge of his and the other actors’ actual 

physical development over the years. In his Artwork essay, Benjamin comments on the actor’s 

relationship to the market ‘where he offers not only his labor but also his whole self’ (1968a: 231) and 

these blurred lines between acted performance and actual person are particularly noticeable in 

Boyhood. Mick LaSalle (2014) comments on the way that Patricia Arquette, for instance, ‘offers her 
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physical self to the camera […] – every fluctuation in weight; every new haircut, fortunate and 

unfortunate; every new line on her face – with the openness and generosity of a true artist’. On the one 

hand, one must not forget that this ‘offering’ is still as carefully orchestrated as it is in any other film: 

Arquette herself talks about conscious efforts to put on weight in order to testify to her character’s 

stress in an unhappy marriage (cf. Steinmetz 2014). On the other hand the uncertainty as to how each 

actor, especially the children, would evolve over the twelve-year period is a unique feature of Boyhood 

and one, which Linklater has incorporated in the production process, too. The actors’ personal 

preferences come into play optically – the director frequently encouraged them to wear their own 

outfits (cf. Steinmetz 2014) – as well as on the narrative level. Coltrane’s own affinity to photography, 

for instance, gave Linklater the idea to adopt this interest as part of Mason’s personality (cf. Kellaway 

2014). While influenced by the actor’s private life, this trait then becomes highly fictionalised as it 

serves as an inner-textual reflection on the process of capturing the world through a lens. Mason’s 

photography teacher’s advice to ‘cut the artsy crap and shoot the game’ (see Fig. 2), makes for a self-

ironic comment on the potential pitfalls of wanting to produce a work of art without forsaking the 

naturalistic motivation that drives the film. 

 

   

Fig. 2: Mason is supposed to document a high school football game: one of the recurring instances in which Linklater uses point-of-view-

shots to convey the way his protagonist observes the world around him. 

 

Just like the viewer’s experience, the actor’s performance is marked by an underlying tension 

between the fundamental artificiality of Linklater’s project and its simultaneous closeness to reality. 

‘While facing the camera [the actor] knows that ultimately he will face the public’, Benjamin writes in 

the Artwork essay (1968a: 231), but the uniquely long interval that lies between the filming and the 

finished product in the case of Boyhood, also introduces ‘time itself [as] the real actor’ (Chiasson 



8 
  

 

2014), performing through the changing bodies of Coltrane, Linklater, Arquette and Hawke. It is the 

intrusion of this physical reality that generates a new form of shock effect. Works like Apted’s Up 

series may invite the viewer to ponder political issues such as the way someone’s social class pre-

determines their future much more overtly, but by activating the audience in a less direct way Boyhood 

is particularly suited to exemplify what Benjamin alludes to when he talks about ‘[r]eception in a state 

of distraction’ (1968a: 240). The recurring shock of seeing bygone time ‘measured on the human face’ 

(Chiasson 2014) makes it impossible for the viewer to evade reality. Boyhood does not provide the 

sort of escapist distraction Adorno warns against (cf. 2007: 123), but achieves a mode of perception 

that generates exactly the aforementioned ‘heightened presence of mind’ which Benjamin sees as a 

prerequisite to cushion ‘the shock effect of the film’ (1968a: 238). 

 

‘I wanted the thing to feel like a memory’: Attempts to Narrate the Passing of Time 

The productive distraction of Boyhood leads the viewer, first and foremost, to a reflection on the 

concept of coming-of-age itself. By recording the physical development of both children and adults 

and by furthermore providing a fictional narrative of the many shifts each character’s life undergoes in 

the twelve-year-period, the film defeats the idea of ever reaching a state that is not marked by constant 

change. In a small-scale act of historicising, Linklater shows the unique circumstances of the different 

family members at particular moments in time and thereby counteracts the notion of a status quo on 

the level of people’s personal lives. Mason’s mother, for example, starts off as a single parent who is 

struggling financially before she returns to university and ultimately teaches psychology at college 

herself. Still her development is not portrayed as a story of purely positive progress, but also includes 

the failures of her second and third marriages to two alcoholic husbands. The information summarised 

in such a straightforward manner here, is recounted very differently in the film. It becomes apparent to 

the viewer in the process of witnessing individual and at times insignificant moments that happen 

between the apparently important events. The value of this narrative strategy comes to the fore when it 

is reversed in Olivia’s emotional final scene, in which she disappointedly takes stock of her life as 

Mason is about to move out. 

You know what I’m realising? My life is just going to go like that, this series of milestones: 

getting married, having kids, getting divorced, the time that we thought you were dyslexic, 
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when I taught you how to ride a bike, getting divorced again, getting my masters degree, 

finally getting the job I wanted, sending Samantha off to college, sending you off to college, 

you know what’s next, huh? It’s my fucking funeral. 

Only the specific personal elements – the worries about Mason’s potential dyslexia and his early 

cycling experiences – stand out in an otherwise generic and hollow enumeration of ‘milestones’ and it 

is exactly those non-momentous moments that Boyhood seeks to capture. 

This approach corresponds both to the presentation of Benjamin’s recollections in Berlin 

Childhood and to the way he conceptualises the writing of wider history. ‘A chronicler who recites 

events without distinguishing between major and minor ones acts in accordance with the following 

truth: nothing that has ever happened should be regarded as lost for history’, he states in his ‘Theses 

on the Philosophy of History’ (1968b: 254). Linklater’s decision to focus on the trauma of an enforced 

haircut or to present Mason and his girlfriend eating queso together instead of showing events such as 

the parents’ divorce or Mason’s first kiss exemplifies such a refusal to rank the importance of events 

according to conventional norms. Early on the director also offers a visual metaphor for his concept of 

dispensing with the demarcation of supposedly significant moments in order to let the film ‘flow the 

way your mind does when you’re looking back’ (Linklater in Gilbey 2014: 23). After a close-up 

pedestal shot which follows the indications of Mason’s and Samantha’s changing heights up a 

doorframe, we watch Mason eradicating those marks with white paint as the family is about to move 

houses (see Fig. 3). While the scene implies a resistance to external measures of the children’s          

 

      

Fig. 3: Mason erasing the measurements of his own development. 

 

development, it also points towards the mother’s desire to capture its individual stages. Boyhood itself 

reinstates this inherently nostalgic wish by its own method of gauging their lives at intervals, yet 
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simultaneously seeks to negotiate the fixedness of such measurements by locating them in the 

unspectacular occurrences of everyday life. 

With its ‘fragmentary, episodic character,’ Carolin Duttlinger (2007: 47) writes about Berlin 

Childhood, the text ‘resists the conventional teleology of the Bildungsroman’, its narrative being 

‘centered on objects and places which act […] as sites of memory’. Her assessment of Benjamin’s 

work proves to be fruitful for a reading of Boyhood, too. The ‘unguarded gaze’ (ibid.) that Berlin 

Childhood grants the reader by assuming a childlike perspective on the city, finds it counterpart in the 

way Linklater repeatedly points out Mason’s view of his surroundings as he moves around Texas. At 

the very start of the film, for instance, the image of a cloudy sky which initially just seems to serve as 

a background to the opening credits is revealed to be a point-of-view shot when the camera cuts to an 

extreme close-up of Mason looking up (see Fig. 4). The viewer is thus prepared to experience 

 

        

Fig. 4: Mason’s perspective as established in the beginning of Boyhood. 

 

Boyhood though his eyes. While the movie directly points towards the paradigmatic sky-staring 

episode in Robert Musil’s The Confusions of Young Törless in this scene and generally fuels 

associations to Bildungsroman tropes of the reflective, sensitive outsider, it does resist the narration 

from one classic coming-of-age plot point to the next, as has already been discussed. Much like 

Benjamin, Linklater employs fragmentation as a means to convey a sense of the scattered way we 

remember growing up: not as ‘one thing’, but as ‘a series of moments’ (Linklater in Steinmetz 2014). 

Even the emphasis on the material world, which Duttlinger detects in Berlin Childhood, finds its 

counterpart in Boyhood. In Benjamin’s work objects such as the telephone (cf. 2006: 48-50) function 

as a prompt for the narrator’s reminiscing, whereas it is the viewer’s memory which gets activated by 

the depiction of particular items in the movie. Frequent close-ups of the technological equipment the 
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characters interact with, for example, set these electronic gimmicks up as signifiers of a particular 

material culture which the audience can remember and relate to (see Fig. 5). The film does not look 

back on objects in the way Benjamin does, but presents them in their respective presence, causing the 

contemporary viewer to make his/her own connections to a personally experienced time period. In 

spite of Linklater’s own suggestion that the film could directly be seen as Mason’s ‘memory of 

childhood’ (Gilbey 2014: 23), Boyhood, is not set up as an act of reminiscing, but as a trigger for it. 

Capturing an instant of each year just as it occurs, the movie conveys the very sense of immediacy that 

a slightly intoxicated Mason discusses with new-found college friends in his last scene: ‘It’s like it’s 

always right now.’ 

 

   

Fig. 5: Camera focus on technology: Game Boy and 20Q function as markers for the early 2000s. 

 

Nonetheless memory plays a significant role in the making and the content of Boyhood. Linklater 

both acknowledges the influence that his and his collaborator’s personal recollections had on the way 

the script took shape (cf. Tobias 2014) and picks up on the selective nature of memory within several 

dialogues. In fact, the scene in which we see teenage Mason at his most emotional is directly related to 

the unreliability which surrounds the process of remembering the past. ‘You don’t remember? You 

said that was going to be my car when I turned 16’, he accuses his father who has traded his fancy 

signature car for a mini-van. Mason Sr.’s vehement response ‘What?! I never said that!’ is swiftly 

shown to mask his forgetfulness as his son elaborates on the exact context of his memory: ‘I was in 

third grade and you were taking me around to Anthony Nadar’s house’. What makes the scene 

particularly remarkable is the way Linklater incorporates the viewer’s memory in the process. Did we 

see Mason’s father taking him around to Anthony Nadar’s house when he was in third grade? The 

various scenes in which Linklater has shown Mason and his father together in the car blend together in 



12 
  

 

the spectator’s memory just like they do in that of the characters. Before one can come to a conclusion 

as to whether or not Mason Sr.’s promise has been shown on screen, the film swiftly moves on and the 

audience is left with the uncertainty of imagined versus experienced memory. Again, the viewer does 

not merely observe the way a character looks back on the past but becomes an active participant in the 

process of remembering. 

Boyhood serves as a document of its time – a ‘period film’ made in the present, as Linklater sees it 

(Gilbey 2014: 23) – and as a document about time. While presenting scenes that are set and filmed in 

particular moments in the past, the flow from one episode to another highlights their fleeting quality 

and thereby points towards Benjamin’s notion of the ‘true picture of the past’, which only ever ‘flits 

by’ (1968b: 255). ‘The past’, he says, ‘can be seized only as an image which flashed up at the instant 

when it can be recognized and is never seen again’ (ibid.). In his twelve-year project, Linklater creates 

and captures brief instants that he causes to ‘flit past’ the viewer through the way he edits them: 

without interruption and without hierarchy. The audience, then, is challenged to engage with the 

question of memory on two layers: on the one hand, spectators are confronted with their own 

associations to the period Boyhood depicts. On the other hand, they simultaneously absorb the fast-

forward experience of twelve years in a way that lets early scenes appear like far-gone memories by 

the time we see Mason arrive at college. 

 

Conclusion: Benjaminian In-Between Stages in Boyhood 

Reading Linklater’s film through the lens of Benjamin’s ideas directs our attention towards two 

mechanisms of audience engagement that are at work in Boyhood. On the side of production, the long-

term nature of the project offers the possibility to shock the viewer with the visual force of elided time 

as it leaps from year to year. The actors’ bodies do not just perform a movie script, but become 

markers for the passing of time. The viewer does not just take in what he/she sees on screen, but is 

constantly stimulated to connect it to the processes at work in the actors’ and his/her own reality. On 

the narrative level, the spectator fills in the gaps between each depicted moment and encounters a 

universal material culture that is likely to be bound up with personal memories. Adorno’s response to 

Benjamin’s hopes for film, his fear that the ‘rapid flitting by of the images on the screen [would] 

actually leave the spectator more passive and with less of an opportunity to respond critically’ (Wolin 
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1994: 193) cannot be justified in the case of Boyhood, where the very ‘flitting by of the images’ 

functions as a tool to convey the flitting by of the past and therefore encourages critical reflection 

rather than distracting from it. Renouncing narrative conventions, the film even complies with 

Adorno’s own visions of art as a challenge to its recipient. 

 Of course it cannot be overlooked that Boyhood is not overtly political in the way it activates 

the audience. However, Benjamin himself deviates from such direct Brechtian requirements, as he 

locates the revolutionary potential of the medium in the mode of perception rather than the content of 

what is being perceived. With its constant tension between inviting the viewer to get lost in the flow of 

presented moments and causing him/her to consider the production of the film as well as connections 

to his/her own reality, Boyhood offers a contemporary implementation of Benjamin’s notions of 

distraction and attention which are ‘never held up as absolutes, but […] brought into constructive 

dialectical interplay’ (Duttlinger 2007: 35). Benjamin’s writings, on the other hand, guide our reading 

of Boyhood towards the remarkable emphasis the film puts on ‘in-between stages’ – in-between 

attention and distraction, in-between narrative milestones – and thereby prove, once again, their 

defining quality as illuminations. 
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