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I was a bit surprised in the spring of 2001 when my editor and publisher, David Barker at Continuum, who was about to publish my critical analysis of the work of the first woman filmmaker, Alice Guy Blaché, Lost Visionary of the Cinema (Continuum, 2002), suggested that I write a book on Tim Burton. David had heard me give a paper on special effects and thought I would be just the person for the job. I was a fan of Burton’s work, but I didn’t know if fandom would be enough to carry me through several years of intensive writing and research. I also wondered if it wasn’t premature to write an overview of a career that is surely just reaching its midpoint.

At the time, I was teaching cinema and media studies at the University of Amsterdam, and it just so happened that several local theaters were jointly presenting a Festival of Fantasy Films, which included a retrospective of Tim Burton’s feature films. It was a great opportunity to see all of his films on a big screen again. It did not take me long to decide that not only could I spend several years of my life on Burton’s work, it would be fun. Furthermore, it wouldn’t have the challenges that I had on my first project, which was about a silent filmmaker. It would be fairly easy to establish a complete filmography. It was easy to find almost all of his films. I would be able to study them in my own home instead of traveling to archives. Burton was born in Southern California, like me, around the same time. None of this was true of Guy Blaché’s films: most of them were lost, those that existed were in archives all over the world, to which I had to travel, and though I spoke French, I found her culture of origin rather remote from mine. With Burton I looked forward to an easier experience, something more fun because it was more accessible.

At the same time, analyzing Burton’s films was fraught with its own special difficulty. Since he is still alive and working, new data were coming up every day. Not that much has been written about him; with a few exceptions, most of what has been written is pure public relations. Wading through all that press, most of it not even very imaginative spin, became tiresome very quickly.

As anyone who picked up this book is already aware, Burton is a very special filmmaker. Though he works in Hollywood, his films often fall outside the contemporary Hollywood paradigm. His films are rife with tension-filled contrasts: he started out as an animator and, in a certain sense, still thinks like one, but almost all of his work as a director has been in live action. He is fond of old-fashioned special effects techniques and eschews CGI, but his films have their share of digital as well as traditional effects. He has a huge respect for actors, but what most people remember about him is his stunning sense of visual design. He is recognized around the world as a film auteur, but he is firmly entrenched in the Hollywood studio system. His career has lasted long enough that he has had to weather several marked changes in how movies are made and how the industry works, but he manages to keep expressing his own particular vision in his films, often with the same handful of people working on his production crew.

As I describe in detail in the introduction, writing about his films has led me to question the traditional academic divide between live action cinema and animation. Burton is fond of certain genres of film, such as fairy tales, horror, and fantasy (though he has also made action films, biopics, and documentaries), and often combines all of those genres in each film he makes. After closely studying his films for over a year, I finally realized that, when it came to Burton and others like him (some of whom are discussed toward the end of the book), I needed to come up with a new genre term, as the old ones have metamorphosed, recombined, and grown into something that the old names can no longer adequately describe. (I explain this new genre theory in the introduction.)

My research has especially benefited from previous work carried out by Janet K. Halfyard, Ken Hanke, Helmut Merschmann, Jim Smith and J. Clive Matthews, Mark Salisbury, Frank Thompson, and Paul A. Woods (book titles are listed in the bibliography), as well as many academic and journalistic authors too numerous to mention here, but most of whom are listed in the bibliography or in the chapter notes.

Parts of this book were given as papers at the following conferences: “The Day Hollywood Went Digital: Jurassic Park and the Transition from Stop-Motion and Animatronics to CGI in Hollywood,” Society for Cinema and Media Studies Conference, Minneapolis, March 2003; “Will the Real Animation Please Stand Up: The Transition from Stop-Motion and Animatronics to CGI in Hollywood Films,” 14th Annual Society for Animation Studies Conference, Glendale, California, September 2002; “The Animation Paradigm,” 7th International Congress of Domitor, Montreal, May 2002; and “Machine (the Computer) + Cinema = Machinima,” Society for Cinema Studies Conference, Denver, March 2002. I benefited greatly from the stimulating environment provided at these conferences.

I would like to thank Warren Buckland for inviting me to test out various chapters in his classes at Chapman University: “Special Effects and the College of Pataphysics,” in April 2004; “The Increasing Use of Animation and SFX in Contemporary Hollywood,” in March 2003; “Batman: Myth, Marketing, and Merchandising,” in March 2002, and “What a Film Composer Does: Danny Elfman,” in December 2004. His feedback as well as his students’ greatly contributed to several chapters in the book.

I wrote Chapter 3 while I was a Mellon postdoctoral fellow at Vassar College. Much of the material in Chapters 3 and 5 was presented to the students in my Film 183 course, “Fantasy and Horror,” in the fall of 2002: Anine Booth, Sophia Clark, Joshua Ferguson, Thomas Gemelli, Robert Gestone, Michael Gillen, Ashlinn Killeen, Frederick Lash, Ryan Linn, Monica Menendez, Seth Mittelman, Dimitri Otvertchenko, George Peterson, Alice Sackey, and Nicolle Walsh. Our lively discussions greatly helped me clarify my thinking about 3-D animation and special effects and their role in contemporary cinema. I am especially grateful to Ethan Bien for arranging a William Castle retrospective at Vassar. My teaching assistant, Violeta de los Reyes, helped me find numerous articles on Burton.

A project like this is impossible without the help of friends. John Leary provided me with back issues of Cinèfantastique and other Burton-related tie-ins. There were the coffee sessions discussing animation in general, and digital animation in particular, with Professor Tom Ellman at Vassar College. I also benefited greatly from the technical expertise of my friend Rain Breaw.
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Author’s Note

This book is a study of the work of Tim Burton and how his films fit into contemporary Hollywood filmmaking. To illustrate the points I am making, I have reproduced a few images from especially significant moments in his oeuvre. Each image is a single frame taken from a full-length motion picture and is used here for education purposes pursuant to the fair use doctrine.

My book is not endorsed by or affiliated with any of the performers, directors, producers, or screenwriters who created these movies or by the studios that produced and directed them, and the single-frame images are used here for purposes of criticism and commentary only.

Readers who are interested in seeing these motion pictures are encouraged to buy or rent copies of the movies from authorized sources.




Introduction

Pataphysics will examine the laws governing exceptions, and will explain the universe supplementary to this one: or, less ambitiously, will describe a universe which can be—and perhaps should be—envisaged in place of the traditional one, since the laws that are supposed to have been discovered in the traditional universe are also correlations of exceptions, albeit more frequent ones, but in any case accidental data which, reduced to the status of unexceptional exceptions, possess no longer even the virtue of originality.

—Alfred Jarry Taylor, Exploits and Opinions of Dr. Faustroll, Pataphysician1

The New Pataphysics

Film critics such as Neil Gabler have complained that the Hollywood cinema of the last twenty years has lost its meaning. Gabler, the author of Life the Movie: How Entertainment Conquered Reality,2 also wrote an oped piece in the New York Times in the summer of 2002 outlining his position.3 He coined the term likeamovie, claiming that Hollywood no longer works to actually entertain us, to really engage us, but instead delivers facsimiles of real entertainment, films we can follow only because we still remember what real entertainment looks like. According to Gabler, this is not entertainment, but the “illusion of entertainment”:

In most entertainment, the audience responds emotionally, psychologically, intellectually, even physically. There is a level of engagement, and we usually judge entertainment on the basis of how much engagement it elicits. At its simplest, as in so many teenage movies, the illusion of entertainment eschews other forms of engagement for purely physical effects. At its more complex, engagement is replaced by another mechanism entirely. Instead of character development in movies or full-bodied jokes in situation comedies viewers get a set of signals, a kind of code, that advises them how to respond without having to expend the effort, however minimal, that real entertainment demands. You see and hear the signal and you respond as if you were getting the real thing. Or, put another way, you are given the form and you provide the content.

. . . [I]n effect, these entertainments exist largely as a system of reminders of what we once experienced when we watched real entertainment—movies and television shows that engaged us and made us feel.4

What kinds of movies is Gabler referring to? The only example he gives in his article is the Adam Sandler vehicle Mr. Deeds (2002), a film with little in the way of special effects but in many ways a poor remake of its original. Gabler argues vehemently that the films he is critiquing are not simply bad formulaic entertainment, which strives to engage using overly predictable means and usually fails. The films Gabler is really attacking involve “a different way of processing what we see.” These “illusions of entertainment” get predictable responses, not by actually eliciting an emotional response, but “by cuing the audience in how they are supposed to react.” And the audience does react, because “virtually all Americans have internalized the code . . . and are hardwired to respond.”

Similar critiques have been leveled against such films as The Matrix trilogy (1999–2003) and comic book films like Hulk (2003) and Van Helsing (2004). For example, on The Matrix,

. . . the Wachowskis [brothers Andy and Larry] have synthesized a savvy visual vocabulary (thanks especially to Bill Pope’s inspired techno-cinema-tography), a wild hodgepodge of classical references (from the biblical to Lewis Carroll) and a situation that calls for a lot of explaining.

The most salient things any prospective viewer need know is that Keanu Reeves makes a strikingly chic Prada model of an action hero, that the martial arts dynamics are phenomenal (thanks to Peter Pan—type wires for flying and inventive slow-motion tricks), and that anyone bored with the notably pretentious plotting can keep busy toting up this film’s debts to other futuristic science fiction.5

On The Hulk:

[Screenwriters John Turman, Michael France, and James Schamus] lose sight of the basic requirements of visual clarity, narrative momentum and emotional impact, without which this kind of thing quickly lapses into cultishness or mythomaniacal pretension. Like the raging Hulk himself, a computer-generated Gumby on steroids. . . .6

And on Van Helsing:

[T]he brawling ghouls, vampires and werewolves wreaking havoc in Dracula’s castle under a full moon—to say nothing of the semi-romantic mumbo jumbo passing between Anna and Van Helsing in midfight—are part of a clattering, hectic spectacle that, by the end, has almost completely run out of ideas and inspiration. Which is no great surprise because, despite the rococo obsessiveness of its special effects and its voracious sampling of past horror movies, “Van Helsing” is mostly content to offer warmed-over allusions and secondhand thrills.7

Is Gabler correct in arguing that these “warmed-over allusions and secondhand thrills” are indications, not of Hollywood’s creative bankruptcy, but of film narration changing, beginning to create meaning in a new way, at least different from the system of classical Hollywood narration that we are accustomed to? The argument of this book is that the answer to this question is yes: yes, filmic narration is changing, though not in a direction without filmic precedent. This does not mean, as Gabler and the reviewers quoted above suppose, that these films mean less—which is not to say that they are better films. I will label this new system of meanings the “pataphysical” way, after the “College for Pataphysicists,” originally formed in France in 1948.8

My argument in this book is not that current films have “lost” their meaning but that they have come to mean differently, to mean in new ways. In other words, it may be that the movies Neil Gabler is watching appear to be “likeamovies” because a new approach is required to read them, an approach that he is unwilling to take. He is unwilling to let go of the security of classical Hollywood narrative logic and its continuity system of meaning and, furthermore, unwilling to have his old gods satirized.

Pataphysical films have several common characteristics, including some or all of the following. Pataphysical films

1. Make fun of established systems of knowledge, especially academic and scientific

2. Follow an alternative narrative logic

3. Use special effects in a “gee whiz,” that is, a blatant, visible way (as compared to “invisible” effects that simulate live action, but without real harm to the actors)

4. Feature thin plots and thinly drawn characters, because the narrative relies more on intertextual, nondiegetic references to be understood

Once we are aware of these characteristics, it becomes clear that pataphysical films are not a recent phenomenon. To the contrary, pataphysical films have been around since the beginning of cinematic history. For example, consider Le voyage dans la lune (A Trip to the Moon), produced, directed and starred in by Georges Méliès in 1902. A Trip to the Moon aims to show the illogicality of logical thinking. Méliès’ goal was, as Richard Abel has described, “to invert the hierarchical values of modern French society and hold them up to ridicule in a riot of the carnivalesque.”9 The film makes fun of the scientists by depicting them at first as medieval magicians, as well as generally inept. It shows them discovering that the “face” on the moon belongs to an actual “man,” and the moon is also populated with little green men. Méliès himself plays the chief scientist.10

The film follows the narrative logic of animation, which focuses on transformation rather than plot development. Even the forces of motion obey laws other than those of physics. For example, a rocket is shot to the moon from a circus cannon, a man flies back to Earth while being towed by a rocket, stars turn into women, a man survives being dunked into a vat of nitrous oxide, umbrellas on the moon turn into mushrooms and grow immensely huge, and a Selenite (a native inhabitant of the moon) disappears in a cloud of dust after being hit.

A Trip to the Moon is a “trick film,” a genre of early film predominant around 1896 to 1902, whose narrative was subservient to the special effects, or tricks. It still enchants by its use of special effects, which it uses in both a visible and an invisible way. The flyaway staging would have been “invisible” to contemporary audiences, as it was a convention that was so accepted that it would be read as realistic, but the montage of the rocket returning and the matte shots of the approach to the moon brought audible gasps and made the film enduringly popular in Europe and the United States for years, to the extent it was widely pirated by other companies like the Edison Manufacturing Co., and the Lubin Manufacturing Co.

Compare this film with The Core (Jon Amiel, 2003), in which Aaron Eckhart and Hilary Swank lead a team of scientists on a journey to the center of a stilled Earth to nudge the planet’s core back into a rotating movement with a couple of nuclear bombs. Each of the team’s adventures is highlighted by a series of special effects, and the most memorable moments come from the satire that is Stanley Tucci’s rendering of a lead scientist. In terms of its satire of the scientific academy and the use of special effects almost as a plot device, The Core and A Trip to the Moon have much in common.

Antecedents: The Incoherente and the Surrealists

In the early cinema, trick films and animation films were closely related. We can see this relationship if we compare A Trip to the Moon with Emile Cohl’s Fantasmagorie, an animated film (white lines drawn on a black background) made in 1908 for Gaumont. The thin plot revolves around a stick-figure clown and a bourgeois gentleman who suffer one calamity after another, each calamity a pretext to display a series of special effects, usually illogical metamorphoses. To name just a few, the gentleman’s hat and umbrella turn into a movie theater interior; the clown emerges out of the ballooning head of a woman sitting in front of the gentleman and engulfs him; later, an elephant, whose tusks are cradling the clown, changes into a house; the clown then plunges out of a window and loses his head, which Cohl’s hand reattaches with a paste brush.11 Fantasmagorie engages us not by a cast of “rounded” characters having a series of experiences that ends with them learning some moral lesson, but by indulging in a series of whimsical transformations that amuse and poke fun at turn-of-the-twentieth-century class pretensions.

Cohl was a member of the Incoherents, a movement he actively participated in from 1882 until its dissolution in 1891. It was
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