
 i

 

 

Music Video Auteurs: The Directors Label DVDs 

and the Music Videos of Chris Cunningham, 

Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze. 

 

by 

 

Tristan Fidler 

Bachelor of Arts (With First Class Honours), UWA ’04. 

 

This thesis is presented for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy of the 

University of Western Australia. 

 

English, Communication and Cultural Studies. 

 

2008 



 ii

MUSIC VIDEO AUTEURS 

ABSTRACT 

 

Music video is an intriguing genre of television due to the fact that music drives the images 

and ideas found in numerous and varied examples of the form. Pre-recorded pieces of pop 

music are visually written upon in a palimpsest manner, resulting in an immediate and 

entertaining synchronisation of sound and vision. Ever since the popularity of MTV in the 

early 1980s, music video has been a persistent fixture in academic discussion, most notably 

in the work of writers like E. Ann Kaplan, Simon Frith and Andrew Goodwin. What has 

been of major interest to such cultural scholars is the fact that music video was designed as 

a promotional tool in their inception, supporting album sales and increasing the stardom of 

the featured recording artists. Authorship in music video studies has been traditionally kept 

to the representation of music stars, how they incorporate post-modern references and 

touch upon wider cultural themes (the Marilyn Monroe pastiche for the Madonna video, 

Material Girl (1985) for instance). What has not been greatly discussed is the contribution 

of music video directors, and the reason for that is the target audience for music videos are 

teenagers, who respond more to the presence of the singer or the band than the unknown 

figure of the director, a view that is also adhered to by music television channels like MTV. 

 

It was with a new generation of music video directors who appeared during the 1990s that 

music video began to receive a certain amount of prestige that it had not enjoyed before. 

Directors such as Spike Jonze, Jonathan Glazer, Michel Gondry, Mark Romanek, Floria 

Sigismondi, and Chris Cunningham had grown up with music videos on MTV and 
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proceeded to push the promotional parameters of the genre, employing attention-grabbing 

concepts and engaging narratives within the scope of the featured music. They were no 

longer simply known within the industry, but were discussed in magazine profiles, 

television interviews and website profiles, particularly if they made the successful 

transition to feature film-making, such as Spike Jonze had achieved with Being John 

Malkovich (1999) and Adaptation (2002). In 2003, Palm Pictures released the Directors 

Label series, which sought to celebrate the artistry of music videos by highlighting the 

work of individual directors. The first three volumes selected the most-discussed video 

directors of recent years: The Work of Director Spike Jonze, The Work of Director Chris 

Cunningham, and The Work of Director Michel Gondry. Palm Pictures gave each director 

control over the content of their DVD: from deciding which of their videos to include in 

their author-approved disc to supplementing their collected videos with interviews, 

commentaries and documentaries, extra-textual features available in the DVD medium. In 

essence, each director in the Directors Label series is both author and star of their DVD 

text. The selection of individuals deemed worthy of a Directors Label DVD presupposes a 

hierarchy amongst directors of music videos, from those who stand out creatively and those 

who remain unmentioned. It is here where auteurism and music video intersects within the 

figure of the music video director. In film studies, auteur theory positions the director as the 

source of meaning and interest within a film text, privileging him or her with authorial 

status. While not really a theory per se, and more a method of critically reading a film, 

auteurism has been continually debated for the simple fact that film is a collaborative effort 

and that it does not necessarily equate with the predominantly individual pursuits of art and 

literature. Like cinema, music video is also a collaborative effort involving a basic crew of 

cinematographer, technicians and actors, but saddled with the overriding economic focus 
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on the music and the musical artist. Individual artistry can be harder to determine in a 

music video text, particularly with the dependence on another artist’s work – the song text 

– determining the structure, tone and look of a video. 

 

What will be defined in this thesis is the concept of music video auteurs, which will be 

analysed in two interrelated areas of study. First, the existence of the auteurist phenomenon 

in the Directors Label series will be discussed, with reference to the extra-textual tools of 

DVD technology, which are used to increase the profile of the chosen music video directors. 

This will be the subject of Chapter One: Auteur Theory and Music Video Directors where 

the history and permutations of auteur theory will be summarised, followed by an 

examination of directors in the music video genre. Chapter Two: Auteur Machines: DVD 

Technology and The Directors Label will deconstruct the supplementary features of the 

Directors Label DVDs in regards to how they represent the director as an auteur. With 

Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze established as music video auteurs, the thesis will proceed 

to the second area of study, analysing their music videos as significant works in their own 

right. Chapter Three: Chris Cunningham, Chapter Four: Michel Gondry and Chapter Five: 

Spike Jonze will focus on their respective subjects through the majority of each director’s 

music videos, referencing their collection and re-contextualisation within the DVD medium 

of the Directors Label series. Each director will be defined by singular aesthetic concerns 

and stylistic tendencies unique to them, whilst displaying themes common to all of them: 

including the union of body and space to music; the collaborative by-product of working 

with distinctive musical stars; and the use of popular culture to comment upon the world 

through a virtual reconstruction of it. What will be argued in this thesis is how music video 

is validated as an art-form, not simply through individual music videos that impress with 
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their ideas and ingenuity, but through their reception as authored texts. The promotion of 

music video directors as music video auteurs through DVD technology provides a new and 

important contribution to cultural studies, particularly within the fields of music video 

studies, auteur theory and the burgeoning work undertaken on the DVD medium.  
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MUSIC VIDEO AUTEURS 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Andrew Goodwin begins Dancing in the Distraction Factory: Music Television and 

Popular Culture with an Author’s Note, explaining his method for citing music videos 

within his study. He identifies the videos’ authors as the musical act or artist who 

performs the song. Using Sinead O’Connor’s Nothing Compares 2 U as an example, 

Goodwin discusses the basis for his approach:  

 

Usually it is the clip’s director (and the record company whose product is being 

promoted in the clip) who is chiefly responsible for the clip itself. To switch to 

talking of John Mayberry’s Nothing Compares 2 U, in order to acknowledge the 

director, would, however, be confusing for the reader and in any case merely 

implies another auteurism, which I wish to refuse.1

 

Auteurism, or Auteur Theory as it is also referred to, is the critical practice of reading 

the director as the author of a film, despite the collaborative effort necessary to 

complete it. Goodwin believes auteurism exists in music videos, but only at the level of 

the music industry foregrounding singers and bands as the ‘stars’ of their videos.2  

Understanding the director of a music video as an authorial presence is misleading in 

Goodwin’s view as the target audience that music television caters to – the youth 

demographic – receive videos primarily through the featured song, the genre of music, 

and the agency of the performer/s. Or, as Simon Frith argues, “The ‘author’ of the 

                                                 
1 Andrew Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory: Music Television and Popular Culture, 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), pp. xiii-xiv. 
2 Ibid, p. 109. 
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images is taken to be the ‘author’ of the music they accompany.”3 For audiences at 

home, as Frith is saying, the singer or band performing the featured song is the ‘author’ 

of the video – it is their music video – and this is a view that is generally supported by 

music television. When the most prominent music television channel, MTV, holds 

televised award ceremonies for music videos, such as the MVAs, the focus is on the 

celebrity status of the singers and bands rather than recognising the creative 

contributions of the videos’ directors. In 2002, The White Stripes accepted the 

Breakthrough Music Video MVA for Fell In Love With A Girl and could only vocally 

thank its absent director Michel Gondry who conceived the popular concept of filming 

them in ‘Lego-vision’. Of course, MTV had initiated the policy since December 1992 of 

listing the names of video directors in the onscreen credits that bookend each video. 

However, they were still relegated underneath the song title, the name of the performers, 

and the title of the album. In the television medium, music videos principally exist as a 

promotional format, designed to sell the pre-recorded music through the inclusion of a 

new visual dimension, and the director’s presence is not traditionally included as a 

promotional element. While auteur theory has been a contentious issue in the medium 

of cinema since the 1950s when the Cahiers Du Cinema critics coined the term, 

“auteur,” it has not been seen as necessary to apply to music videos. 

 

The lack of acknowledgement a director receives in music videos has been conditioned 

by debates regarding the artistic merit of what is essentially a commercial enterprise, an 

argument prompted by the popularity of MTV since the early 1980s. Any creativity 

displayed in a music video is subsumed into the greater economic function of 

influencing album sales and radio airplay through its circulation on television. For this 

                                                 
3 Simon Frith, Music for Pleasure: Essays in the Sociology of Pop, (Oxford: Polity Press, 1988), pp. 215-
216. 
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reason, Frith derided music video directors as little more than ‘designers.’4 However, 

the reception of directors as a creative force in music videos has altered considerably in 

the years since the publication of Goodwin’s Dancing in the Distraction Factory. There 

has been a pronounced increase of magazine articles and print interviews devoted to 

proclaiming music video as a “new film school.”5 Directors who became known in the 

industry for producing creative, memorable videos - Spike Jonze, Jonathan Glazer, 

Mark Romanek and Michel Gondry to name a few – ‘graduated’ to making critically-

acclaimed and financially successful films like Being John Malkovich (1999), Sexy 

Beast (2000), Adaptation (2001), One Hour Photo (2002) and Eternal Sunshine of the 

Spotless Mind (2004). Subsequently, music video was reappraised as a creative 

endeavour and seen as a platform for up-and-coming film directors. One clear reason 

for this change has been the technological advances in home entertainment. What was 

once purely a promotional expense became a commercial product through music video 

releases on VHS home video in the early 1980s. Cable technology helped expose 

teenage viewers to a variety of music artists through the flow of videos while home 

video narrowed the focus to several videos by the same performer or performers. Music 

video collections were generally marketed to be purchased by fans of a particular artist, 

to re-watch and re-experience their music and presence in a visual form. Inevitably 

replacing VHS throughout the late 1990s onwards, DVD technology offered greater 

content volume and easier exploration through menu screen navigation that 

appropriated Graphic User Interfaces (GUI) from computers. Both of these factors have 

benefited the compilation of music videos onto DVD.  

 

 

                                                 
4 Frith, Music For Pleasure, p. 216. 
5 Megan Spencer, ‘Thank God for Rage,’ Beat the Drum, (Summer 2004), p. 114. 
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In 2004, Palm Pictures released the Directors Label series, which publicised itself as 

“the premiere showcase of the art of music video,”6 undertaking the original approach 

of focusing on individual music video directors rather than the singer or band who 

starred in them. If music video was to be understood as art, then specific directors 

would be held up and celebrated as artists worthy of recognition, and the first three 

volumes – The Work Of Director Spike Jonze (Volume 1), Chris Cunningham (Volume 

2), and Michel Gondry (Volume 3) – collected together a number of diverse videos 

underneath the authorship of the titular director. Auteurism is implied in the selective 

project of the Directors Label, choosing certain directors over others to introduce to a 

DVD audience, and asserting that they are the authors of the collected music videos in 

opposition to the views of Goodwin and Frith. Peter Wollen points out that there are 

two schools of auteur critics; the first evaluates an auteur on the basis of consistent 

“thematic motifs” and the second stresses “style and mise en scene” for determining 

which directors classify.7Generally auteur directors are determined by a combination of 

approaches – looking at commonalities of style and theme throughout their career – that 

seems initially difficult to apply to the genre of music videos. Music video directors’ 

careers are marked by a certain inconsistency, working with different songs, different 

genres, different performers and different budgets – the only commonality being the 

name of the director. Michel Foucault considered there to be a difference between ‘the 

proper name’ of an author and ‘the name of the author.’ The ‘proper name’ refers to the 

name attributed to a person – that Chris Cunningham, Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze 

do exist as people – and the ‘name of the author’ is the name attached to a text or series 

                                                 
6 Quoted from Palm Pictures: http://www.palmpictures.com/film/-directors-label-series.php (accessed: 
12/11/07). 
7 Peter Wollen. ‘The Auteur Theory’ in Film & Theory: Introductory Readings, ed. Gerald Mast and 
Marshall Cohen. (New York, London and Boston: Oxford University Press, 1974), p. 532. 

http://www.palmpictures.com/film/-directors-label-series.php
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of texts.8 Music videos, as pointed out by Frith earlier, already have a name attached to 

them – that of the singer or band who have performed and recorded the song, and in 

most cases, are the stars of the video. However, Foucault’s theory of the ‘author 

function’ can equally apply to the ‘name of the music video director,’ which in the 

Directors Label DVD is predominantly displayed on the cover and works to group 

together a series of diverse musical texts. The presence of an author’s name 

 

“… is functional in that it serves as a means of classification. A name 

can group together a number of texts and thus differentiate them from 

others. A name also establishes different forms of relationships among 

texts.”9

 

Applying Foucault’s concept to the medium of cinema and the auteur theory, the name 

of a director differentiates their films from others and we come to understand the 

relationship between their films with their respect to how they work as a “Steven 

Spielberg” or “David Lynch” film. For music videos, particularly through the marketing 

of their transference to DVD, the names of ‘Chris Cunningham’, ‘Michel Gondry’ and 

‘Spike Jonze’ separate and distinguish their music videos, even though they are already 

differentiated by the name of the musical act or artist whose song it is.  

 

Auteur theory traditionally identifies an auteur from other directors in the manner by 

which a clear personality, or authorial signature, is present in their films, particularly 

through consistent style and themes. The Directors Label series acts as the oeuvre for a 

particular video director, enabling the viewer to consider their stylistic tendencies and 
                                                 
8 Michel Foucault, ‘What Is An Author?’ (Extract, 1969) in Theories of Authorship: A Reader, ed. John 
Caughie. (London and Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981), pp. 282-283 
9 Ibid, p. 284. 
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thematic interests across their collected videos. While the Directors Label DVDs 

substantiate the ‘name of the music video director’ with a clear indication of what they 

have directed, what their ‘look’ is, and what pieces of music they work with, it also 

alludes to ‘the proper name’ of the director, by which I mean, alluding to the person 

behind the name. DVD technology is distinguished by the room it has for extra-textual 

materials that support the primary text, including interviews, documentaries, 

commentaries, and deleted scenes. Fictional narratives are incorporated into factual 

accounts of their making and their possible meanings for the creative artists behind the 

scenes. Such supplementary, ‘bonus features’ are able to disseminate the authorial 

agency of a director more readily, and in a more targeted fashion, than a press 

conference or a newspaper interview, a quality which has led Catherine Grant to dub 

DVDs as “auteur machines.” 10 Consequently, the content of the Directors Label is not 

simply the videos of the directors, but also the biography of the directors themselves: 

from the U.K.-born Cunningham who trained as a special effect technician on films, to 

Gondry, an ex-musician from Paris, and to Jonze, an L.A.-based skateboarding 

enthusiast and photographer. Adding to this is the fact that Richard Brown, the producer 

behind the Directors Label, offered each selected director the opportunity to personally 

oversee the compilation and design of their individual DVDs, allowing them to 

maintain some control over how they and their work would be represented. 

Cunningham, Gondry, and Jonze are, then, both subject and author of the Directors 

Label DVDs. 

 

The premise of this thesis is based upon two interrelated areas of inquiry. First, the 

Directors Label is considered as an example of the auteur phenomenon in music videos, 

                                                 
10 Quoted in James Walters, ‘Some people are disappointed to only get the film… What is a DVD?,’ 
Screen, 46:4, (Winter 2005), p. 505. 
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promoting the agency of the music video director through DVD texts and their extra-

textual features. Second, the music videos of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze are 

treated as intrinsically significant, demonstrating the meaningful possibilities found 

within the genre itself. The research question I propose is why have certain directors 

been championed as auteurs in music videos, and how has this been conditioned by 

advances in screen culture, most specifically in the DVD format? While directors in the 

initial period of music videos during the early 1980s, like Russell Mulcahy have been 

prolific, also inevitably making the transition to feature film-making, it appears that 

only in the 1990s onwards music video directors have been considered not only creative 

forces, but stars in their own right. Music videos have now come to promote the 

authorship of the director, competing and often merging with the presence of the 

musician-as-star. The first three volumes of the Directors Label series will be studied as 

primary texts, which will be used to argue that the conception and promotion of ‘music 

video auteurs’ would not be possible without DVD technology. The decision to build a 

DVD library of music videos around the ‘author function’ of the director’s name is, 

what I consider to be, an important moment in contemporary music video studies. From 

the ability to amass a multitude of music videos under the authorship of the director to 

the extra-textual marketing of the director as a creative force through the supplementary 

materials, the DVD medium has opened up the commercial reception of a director as an 

auteur figure. The Directors Label was a successful, if temporary, instance of that idea, 

granting an artistic aura to a role that was previously disregarded and slighted within 

music video studies. Additionally, the auteur reception of directors like Cunningham, 

Gondry and Jonze provided by the Directors Label series opens up their music videos to 

be critically read with an eye to the themes and aesthetic choices that may reoccur over 

the course of their body of work. In the marketing of each director as an artist of the 
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medium, they are also represented as an accessible concept that encapsulates what their 

music videos offer visually and tonally to viewers. The reputation of each video director 

is built upon the appeal and success of their music videos, offering transitory pleasures 

within the succinct promotional concern of foregrounding the music and if possible the 

musicians. While each of these three directors provides an audio-visual experience that 

is distinct from the other, they all share a fascination with the ability of the medium to 

synchronise movement and music together, using anything from the motion of the body 

to the trajectory of a fabricated world to achieve this within the framework of the 

featured song. This thesis thus assesses by reference to music video production, both the 

creative and critical potential of DVD technology, and the effects of importing the 

auteur author-function associated with avant-garde feature cinema. 

 

Academic work on the genre of music video can be traced to the growing popularity of 

MTV in the early 1980s, which is where teenagers across North America were seeing 

music videos for the first time. The combination of pre-recorded music and lip-synched 

visuals was regarded as both an exciting and problematic development for both the 

music industry and the television industry; exciting, because it opened up a new genre 

of expressing music visually, and problematic, because it was privileging surface 

attractions over the authenticity of ‘live’ performance. In the pages of Screen, several 

writers such as Dave Laing and Sean Cubitt began to focus on music video as a pop 

cultural text for its complex integration of artistic practice and commercial purpose. As 

Laing wrote, “Music videos were… seen as (and called) promotional videos, as pictures 

to sell records.”11 Music was becoming assertively visual and the techniques used were 

intriguing in the way they appropriated art and cinema, but were also a pronounced 

                                                 
11 Dave Laing, ‘Music Video – Industrial Product, Cultural Form.’ Screen, 26:2, (March-April 1985), p. 
81. 
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manifestation of consumer culture. Other writers touched on these concerns but 

extended their focus to other areas. Marsha Kinder responded to the blockbuster success 

of Michael Jackson’s long-form video, Thriller, in 1984, by comparing the series of 

disparate images in a single video to the visual associations a dream carries within the 

subconscious.12 Deborah H. Holdstein provided close readings of three videos (Michael 

Jackson’s Beat It, Donna Summer’s She Works Hard For The Money, and David 

Bowie’s Let’s Dance) to how they act as vehicles for their stars, representing them as 

narrator and mediator.13 What was most clear in the emerging field of music video 

studies was that you couldn’t discuss music videos without addressing its main context 

– MTV.  

 

Since its first transmission in 1981, MTV heavily played videos from British New 

Wave bands as the UK already had developed a history of videos throughout the late-

1970s onwards. There was a sense of experimentation with the channel as they did not 

have an extensive library of videos to draw from and it helped popularize avant garde 

artists who could take advantage of the medium (Devo, Talking Heads, Lori Anderson). 

With the increase of popularity and record companies courting MTV to play their artists, 

MTV was no longer an experimental fad but a corporate institution. It was becoming a 

wider trend in academic work focusing on music or popular culture to include a chapter 

on the influence of music video; Peter Wicke’s Rock Music for the former and Dick 

Hebdige’s Hiding In The Light for the latter. However, the first book dedicated to a 

sustained critical argument on music television was E. Ann Kaplan’s Rocking Around 

The Clock. Providing a postmodernist account of how music videos work within the 

larger commercial system of MTV, Kaplan described the cable channel as “like one 
                                                 
12 Marsha Kinder, ‘Music Video and the Spectator: Television, Ideology and Dream’ in Film Quarterly, 
38:1, (1984), p. 5. 
13 Deborah H. Holdstein,  ‘Music Video: Messages & Structures’ in Jump Cut, 29, (1984), p.3 
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continuous ad”14 with music videos blurring the line between commercials and pop 

culture texts, symptomatic of Ronald Regan’s America in its unquestioning 

materialism. 15  For the most part, Kaplan studied music videos as televisual texts, 

analysing their illogical image-changes, avant-garde techniques and timeless present, 

which produced “decenteredness” that she considered postmodernist. 16  Many of 

Kaplan’s points would be later criticised and deconstructed, particularly her breakdown 

of the genre into five types that they “approximate” – Romantic, Socially Conscious, 

Nihilist, Classical, and Postmodernist.17 The five types were seemingly contradictory in 

that Kaplan considered music videos in general as postmodernist yet would ascribe a 

category of videos that were blatantly Postmodernist.  

 

Responding to Kaplan’s argument, whilst asserting their own views on music video and 

music television were two key writers in the field, Simon Frith and Andrew Goodwin. 

Frith voiced his dislike of the over-heated academic theorising of music video: “Pop 

video is now more heavily theorized than pop music and has generated more scholarly 

nonsense than anything since punk.”18 Reacting against the use of postmodernism to 

validate music video as an “art-form,” Frith reiterated its existence within a capitalistic 

system where rock music is commercialised to sell products in advertising.19 In Frith’s 

eyes, the aesthetic effect of music videos could not be seperated from their market 

effect.20 His broad types of music videos made more sense than Kaplan’s, dividing 

                                                 
14 E. Ann Kaplan, Rocking Around The Clock: Music Television, Postmodernism and Consumer Culture. 
London: Routledge, 1987, p. 12. 
15 Ibid, p. 30. 
16 Ibid, p. 5. 
17 Ibid, pp. 54-55. 
18 Simon Frith, Music for Pleasure, p. 205 
19 Simon Frith. ‘Video Pop: Picking Up the Pieces.’ Facing the Music: Essays on Pop, Rock & Culture, 
ed. Simon Frith. New York & London: Mandarin, (1998), pp. 96-97. 
20 Frith, Music For Pleasure, p. 206. 
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them into categories of performance, narrative and conceptual. 21  Goodwin would 

follow Frith’s line of reasoning in his book on music television, Dancing in the 

Distraction Factory, which addressed wider errors in music video studies.  

 

When music videos are read as silent mini-movies whose narratives 

might be understood in isolation from the music and its wide 

significance in pop culture, the result is enormous confusion about how 

audiences might actually make meaning from the video clips.22

 

The visual dimension was generally foregrounded in most writing on music videos 

whereas Goodwin argued that the audio dimension, the actual music that is the basis of 

the video and the presence of the musicians who perform the music are equally as 

important to understanding how videos work. Dancing in the Distraction Factory takes 

into account how MTV works, the history of music video, how its promotional intent is 

inseparable from its audio-visual pleasures, and even provides a deconstruction of how 

song, image and storytelling are synchronised in one example (George Michael’s 

Father Figure). Goodwin’s central argument is against the insistence of a postmodern 

tag for music videos. Discussing them as “subversive” or “anti-realist” misunderstands 

the conventions of the genre where singers can work as both protagonist and narrator 

through the double-address of music, “fractured” visuals actually are structured to the 

properties of the music, and the meaning that the singer or band has to their fans 

influences the meaning of the video. This was one obvious failing of Kaplan’s writing, 

which demonstrated a lack of awareness about what performers meant to their fans, 

taking them at face value, evidence of which is seen in her confusion over whether 

                                                 
21 Frith, Music For Pleasure, p. 217, 219. 
22 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, p. 4. 
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Devo’s video for Whip It was a “phallic, violent and sadistic” video.23 Knowledge of 

the band would assert that the style of that video was tongue-in-cheek and ironic. When 

you read a video, Goodwin says, you are also reading its relationship to “the wider 

world of pop culture.”24

 

With the 1990s, alternative music like Grunge and Rap was accepted into the 

mainstream and embraced by MTV who wanted to lead the way in regards to popular 

taste and thereby responded to growing interest in music genres. Academic studies on 

music video continued, most following Goodwin’s lead, extending the analysis to 

interrelated areas that were not covered in detail: Blaine Allan’s consideration of “the 

kinship of music video and film musicals” 25 ; looking outside of America as Sally 

Stockbridge did with her thesis, The Australian Video Music Clip Industry, which 

examined the longer history of videos in Australia with programs like Ready, Steady, 

Go, Countdown and Rage; and Joe Gow’s discussion of the genres within music videos, 

not so much how they are determined by music genres, but the recurring structural 

formulas that existed across genres – “the anti-performance piece,” “the pseudo-

reflexive performance,” “the performance documentary,” etc.26 However, throughout 

the mid-to-late 1990s, there were several books published examining music videos and 

music television at the time that MTV were moving from showing music videos and 

focusing their programming on reality television (The Real World, The Osbournes, 

Newlyweds, Laguna Beach). Kevin Williams’ Why I (Still) Want My MTV covers the 

same territory that Goodwin did, but with an eye to the use of aesthetics and moods in 

music videos. Carol Vernallis’ Experiencing Music Video: Aesthetic and Cultural 

                                                 
23 Kaplan, p. 140. 
24 Goodwin, p. 25. 
25 Allan, p.3, 5. 
26 Joe Gow, ‘Music Video as Communication: Popular Formulas and Emerging Genres.’ Journal of 
Popular Culture, 26:2, (Fall 1992), pp. 50-53. 
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Context would further such evaluation of the style and technique in contemporary music 

videos, giving detailed readings of specific texts from the 1990s. The most recently 

published, Saul Austerlitz’s Money For Nothing, discusses the history of music video 

and MTV, underlining the nostalgia currently creeping in for a time when the channel 

exclusively played music videos. Now they are relegated to the status of commercial or 

late night filler and while other channels or music television shows program music 

videos, there has been a shift to discovering new bands and new videos on the internet. 

As Auterlitz writes, music videos have become “the province of bloggers, music 

websites and internet portals seeking new content.”27

 

Within music video studies, the presence of the music video director has been referred 

to in passing. Many writers have pointed to feature film directors – such as John Sayles, 

Brian De Palma, Bob Rafelson, Nicholas Roeg, etc – working in music videos as 

evidence of the creative possibilities and artistic appeal of the genre.28 Though, as Frith 

points out, “Even when well known filmmakers are employed, it is usually to confirm 

the artistic status of the performer, as if only a great film-maker can realize the ideas of 

a great pop star.”29 Firth then poses the question of whether the ‘maker’ of a video with 

regards to who owns the rights and the royalties is the commissioning client, the 

production company, or the very unlikely option of the director.30  Kaplan touches upon 

the issue of control within the video-making process: “Directors differ greatly in the 

degree to which they demand or receive artistic freedom, though undoubtedly some see 

a tension between the record companies and themselves, which is exacerbated by the 

                                                 
27 Austerlitz, p. 221. 
28 Kinder, p. 2; Kaplan, p. 14;  
29 Frith, Music For Pleasure, p. 216. 
30 Ibid, p. 216. 
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fact that the companies are responsible for the financing.”31 While academic writing 

occasionally touches on the question of whether the music video director retains any 

authorial agency, other publications began to promote the names of directors as creative 

figures. Michael Shore’s The Rolling Stone Book of Rock Video interviews several key 

directors of the early 1980s (Russell Mulcahy, Julien Temple, etc), alongside musicians 

and executives, to hear their thoughts on what works and what does not work in music 

video. At the end of the 1990s, further interest in music video directors was established 

in several books that treated them as artists, displaying stills from acclaimed examples 

of their work as visual art. Mark Romanek’s Music Video Stills was devoted to his own 

work as a director (Nine Inch Nail’s Closer, Madonna’s Bedtime Stories, etc), and 

Romanek’s name was also included in Neil Feineman and Steve Reiss’ Thirty Frames 

Per Second, which covered over sixty working directors, discussing their careers and 

illuminating who they were with accompanying stills from key videos. More recently, 

Matt Hanson’s Reinventing Music Videos seeks to highlight the next wave of video 

directors who are arriving after established, celebrated names such as Spike Jonze, 

Michel Gondry, Mark Romanek, and Jonathan Glazer have progressed to feature film-

making.  

 

The issue of video directors as creative agents has not been covered in any depth 

throughout music video studies, which is a gap that I wish to correct with the focus of 

this thesis. Critical analysis of the role of the director, particularly with an eye to the 

status of several directors who are regarded as ‘masters’ of the genre, is necessary 

because it stands as an extension of the promotional function of music videos. Where 

music videos were originally regarded as a way to sell recorded music, as well as the 

                                                 
31 Kaplan, p. 13. 
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image of a singer or band, they are now also an avenue to launch the careers of feature 

film directors. The new wave of directorial talent that emerged in the 1990s consisted of 

people who had grown up with MTV and dreamt of a career in directing videos in a 

different way than those who worked in the field during the 1980s. Technologies such 

as the internet and DVD have helped considerably in shaping and consolidating the 

auteur reception that directors like Spike Jonze, Michel Gondry and Chris Cunningham 

have received, particularly with the Directors Label series produced by Palm Pictures. 

As a consumer product, DVD supplies a concentrated and immediate method of 

receiving music videos that “cocoon”32 the spectator/listener within their own sense of 

supplementarity, and offer the director as the creator of an authored space composed for 

our exploration. The transference of what was originally a television medium to the 

technology of DVD has sought to not only shine a light on the work of these three 

directors, but also reappraise the artistic merit of music video itself. I will be using 

auteur theory and textual analysis of both the Directors Label DVDs and the featured 

music videos to argue that the remediation of music videos into a DVD medium helped 

strengthen and consolidate the understanding of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze as 

music video auteurs.   

 

The structure of the thesis will move from exploring auteur theory and DVD technology, 

how both apply to the genre of music video, and then focus on the work of the three 

directors I am studying. Chapter One will begin by summarising the history of auteur 

theory, detailing its origins in the 1950s, and discussing its critical permutations 

throughout several decades of film-making practice. Originally a way for critics to 

engage with cinema as an art form, auteurism has become an avenue of marketing, 

                                                 
32 The idea of watching movies at home is described as a form of domestic “cocooning” by Corrigan, p. 
27. 
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helping to promote a film through the agency of the director, which is in turn 

disseminated through interviews.33In this matter, Timothy Corrigan’s theory of ‘the 

commerce of auteurism’ and Justin Wyatt’s High Concept will lay the critical 

foundations for how I intend to analyse the Directors Label DVDs and the music videos 

of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze. The chapter will also discuss the role of the director 

in music videos, explaining their position within the music industry and what is 

expected of them in contrast to the medium of cinema. By this means, I conclude this 

chapter by proposing a definition of the concept of the music video auteur. Chapter Two 

will dissect how a particular reproduction technology – the DVD format – has had an 

important critical effect in consolidating the notion of authorial status in the medium. 

An auteurist reading of the Directors Label DVDs of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze 

will be used to show how they are represented as ‘authors’ in the content and packaging 

of their DVD discs, right down to the design of the menu screens. The technology 

consolidates their critical acclaim as director with their participation in commentary 

tracks and documentary films about their videos and their directorial style, which help 

establish an accessible, marketable image of them as personalities and celebrities. Both 

behind-the-scenes extras and supplementary work in commercials and short films 

extend their representation as a video director into an image of cross-media artist where 

consistent themes and motifs are clearly present. A set of technologies has created new 

patterns of production and understanding about directors for audiences, which is 

particularly important for music video directors, who have not previously had a forum 

to so directly articulate their agency to their viewers. What will be clear is how DVD 

has made possible the reappraisal of music video directors as creative figures, 

compounded by their extra-textual representation as personalities, both the author and 

                                                 
33 Timothy Corrigan, A Cinema without Walls: Movies & Culture after Vietnam, (New Jersey: Rutgers 
University Press, 1991), pp. 107-108.  
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the star of their disc. The music video director is thus promoted as an auteur through the 

possibilities of DVD technology, whilst the Directors Label permits Cunningham, 

Gondry and Jonze to control their videos in exchange for their own commodification. 

 

The textual and structural reading of the DVD features and packaging will be extended 

to analysing the music videos of Cunningham, Gondry, and Jonze. The extent of our 

analytical focus will unfortunately not cover every video included on the three 

directors’ DVDs, but will pay close attention to the great majority of their work. The 

criteria for what videos have been selected for critical attention has been determined by 

how they convey and reiterate their representation as auteur, particularly with reference 

to how they are portrayed as auteurs across the Directors Label DVD. While the overall 

focus of the thesis is on an auteurist reading of music videos, the individual videos 

through their content, design and style will bring in readings from the inter-related 

fields of Cultural Studies, Film Studies and obviously Music Video Studies. While there 

exists, as I have previously demonstrated, a field of literature on music videos, the 

combination of television, music, and cinema in the genre itself still demands reference 

to work outside the loose parameters of Music Video Studies. In the three successive 

chapters on the music video directors, or ‘auteurs’ as I am arguing, the critical readings 

of their videos will adhere to Goodwin’s belief in the importance of the music, the lyrics 

and any related iconography, and how they work together in the impact of any music 

video.34 While my focus is on directors who are principally celebrated for their visual 

contribution to the medium, their real talent actually resides in synthesising sound and 

image together, forcing one to pay equal analytical attention to the music as well. 

Throughout the writing, the song will be described and contextualised prior to the 

                                                 
34 Goodwin, Dancing In the Distraction Factory, p. 86. 
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discussion of the structural and visual qualities of the music video text. 35  The 

importance of music within the music video context will not be overlooked. The songs 

and artists a director decides to work with inevitably reflect their own taste. The audio 

collage of the voices, instruments, sounds and musical genres contained on each 

Directors Label DVD creates a portrait of each director’s personality as an artist.  

 

Chapter Three will look at the majority of videos from The Work of Director Chris 

Cunningham, grouping several together in regards to connective themes and aesthetics. 

Cunningham’s key auteur interest is the design and construction of ‘cinematic’ bodies, 

by which I mean human bodies that draw on familiar physical properties and transform 

them through special effects and montage until they are grotesque, transcendental, and 

spectacular. The relationship between bodies and the spaces they exist in mirrors the 

relationship between vision and sound in music videos. Cunningham is interested as a 

director in creating bodies that reflect the tonal properties of the music and their 

relationship to the setting embodies his nihilistic, darkly comic view of the world. From 

the comparison of four videos in particular (Aphex Twin’s Come to Daddy and 

Windowlicker, Portishead’s Only You, and Leftfield’s Afrika Shox), Cunningham 

depicts an uneasy relationship between human bodies and the cities they exist in, 

whether they are destructive forces like the grotesque children of Come to Daddy or are 

brought to destruction like the decaying central character of Afrika Shox, emphasising 

the negative aspects of urban space in creatively visceral ways. The theoretical 

understanding of bodies and space will refer to the work of Elizabeth Grosz and Scott 

                                                 
35 Note: In Dancing in the Distraction Factory, Andrew Goodwin intended to distinguish songs and 
music videos as separate texts through stylistic means. Videos would be cited in small uppercase letters 
and songs would be identified with quotation marks. As the principal focus is on music video, which 
incorporate the song in their existence as a text, this thesis will keep it simple and refer to both the titles 
of songs and their videos in italics, following the tradition set for citing the titles of films and books. If 
the qualities of the song are being discussed rather than the video, great pains have been taken to make 
sure it is contextually clear what is being referred to in the writing. 
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Bukatman, in particular the latter’s concept of the ‘syncopated city’ in Matters of 

Gravity. I intend to then progress from the discussion of his themes and aesthetics, 

which have been signaled and supported by the larger context of the Directors Label 

DVD, and address how they are accepted or challenged with his collaboration with two 

two iconic female artists. Both Madonna’s Frozen and Björk’s All is Full of Love stand 

as an intersection of their authorship as stars and his authorship as a director. 

Cunningham’s reconfiguration of each performer’s anatomy draws on the respective 

‘star-text’ of Madonna and Björk, even as it continues his own interest in the 

relationship between body and space. We see how Cunningham’s interest in spectacular 

bodies and atmospheric settings work with the interests and ideas of the other authorial 

presences in his videos, that of his musical artists. 

 

Chapter Four will group a number of music videos from The Work of Director Michel 

Gondry with regards to three interrelated areas of focus concerning the director Michel 

Gondry. With Cunningham, I introduce the theme of body and space, which is integral 

to all three directors, but with Gondry, I am using the director a case study for the genre 

of music videos as following in the tradition of Tom Gunning’s ‘aesthetic of attraction.’ 

The White Stripes’ Fell in Love with a Girl, Daft Punk’s Around the World and The 

Chemical Brothers’ Let Forever Be will demonstrate Gunning’s concept concerning the 

early years of cinema where short films displayed the presentational qualities of motion, 

action and illusion to paid customers. These videos exist in the postmodern era of 

‘attractions’, which still persist in contemporary Hollywood narratives with sequences 

of special effects and high concept ideas that attempt to ‘wow’ an audience. Gondry is 

more suited to the discussion of attractions as he uses accessible ideas, structural 

gimmicks and simple visual tricks to help visualise the music he directs videos for. 
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While overall Cunningham is classified in both his DVD and his videos as a darkly lit-

purveyor of urban space, Gondry is interested in a whimsical and sensitive portrayal of 

both cities and nature. Reality is captured on location – shooting in famous cities like 

Paris and New York – or is recreated in a studio setting, and in both cases they are both 

presented as a conceptual amusement park that mirrors the pattern and trajectory of the 

music (Jean-Francois Cohen’s La Tour de Pise, Massive Attack’s Protection, Kylie 

Minogue’s Come Into My World and The White Stripes’ The Hardest Button to Button). 

Similarly, natural landscapes in The Chemical Brothers’ Star Guitar and Björk’s Joga 

are captured on camera and, through their structured response to the music, are given an 

emotional foundation. The absence of onscreen bodies is replaced through the sensation 

of the viewer moving spatially through the ‘emotional landscapes,’ resulting in a music 

video version of the sublime. Continuing the focus on issues of collaboration, Chapter 

Four ends with an analysis of the collaboration between Gondry and Björk, particularly 

in an unofficial trilogy of videos – Human Behaviour, Isobel and Bachelorette that 

merge together their own interests in nature and civilisation at odds with one another.–

Meaning is created first at the level of Björk’s song-writing and then in Gondry’s 

representation of them as videos, where their mutual interest in the environment as 

musician and director is merged into what Robin Roberts terms, “a multi-voiced text.”36  

 

Finally, Chapter Five will also critically read the major videos from The Work of 

Director Spike Jonze that represent Spike Jonze as an auteur, emphasising the persistent 

use of pastiche, appropriation and remediation in the genre of music video. Jonze 

employs a postmodern aesthetic to his work, which references and uses images and 

ideasfrom television genres such as the cop show and the sitcom (Beastie Boys’ 

                                                 
36 Robin Roberts, Ladies First: Women In Music Videos, (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1996), 
p. 17. 
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Sabotage and Weezer’s Buddy Holly), to the film genre of the musical and its 

expressive possibilities of song and dance (Björk’s It’s Oh So Quiet and Fatboy Slim’s 

Weapon of Choice). What distinguishes Jonze as a director, and yet also aligns him with 

Cunningham and Gondry, is his understanding of how pop songs are used culturally as 

soundtracks to emotionally relevant scenes from film and television. The common 

thread throughout his videos is how music is used to tell stories, casting the pre-

recorded song as a soundtrack to the collection of clichés and conventions, which 

coalesce into a new complete text. This technique pushes two of his videos - The 

Chemical Brothers’ Elektrobank and Daft Punk’s Da Funk - in particular into working 

as short films with central characters. The themes of body, space and attractions, which 

bind together the three music video ‘auteurs,’ comes together in the concluding section 

of the Jonze chapter, which turns to his use of stunts as a measure of acknowledging the 

gap between ideals in music video (and entertainment in general) and the real world. 

Wax’s California, The Pharcyde’s Drop and Fatboy Slim’s Praise You all court the real 

with the risk of physical danger and social awkwardness present in the high concept 

union of body, space and music.  

 

Chapters Three to Five will provide critical consideration of the first three directors 

selected by the Directors Label as worthy of celebration, examining the concepts and 

ideas they use to not just simply visualise the music, but to extend it further as an 

attraction. Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze have achieved success by working with the 

music, distilling the appeal, the structure and the tone of the featured song into an 

imagined world. As a cultural medium, music contains an emotional effect, whether the 

composition is intended to simply make us dance or to reflect an internal state, which 

has been touched upon in Richard Dyer’s writing: 
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We feel music (arguably more than any other performance medium) yet it has 

the least obvious reference to ‘reality’ – the intensity of our response to music 

can only be accounted for by the way music, abstract, formal though it is, still 

embodies feeling.37  

 

Dyer understands music as having the least obvious reference to ‘reality,’ which we find 

in the act of listening it, a series of sounds that is disembodied enough to allow us to 

project our own internalised meanings and understandings upon it. Music video extends 

the intensity of our response to music into a concrete form, a palimpsest text that re-

writes images over the pre-recorded song. Using the emotional pull of the featured 

music, directors like Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze engage in what Michel Chion 

calls ‘synchresis’ where what one sees and what one hears is forged into an immediate 

and necessary relationship. 38  The structure of the music is fitted with a visual 

antecedent in the on-screen representation of a world that moves to its beat and rhythm, 

delivered in moments of synchresis, which can either be as simple as the basic 

performance of an instrument or involve complicated and precise unions of body and 

space in relation to the featured pop song.  

 

The question of artistic possibilities and personal expression within the largely 

commercial realm of music video has commonalities with that of commercial cinema 

such as Hollywood where individual artistry can easily become a marketable 

commodity. John Caughie suggests that this is why auteur critics followed directors 

                                                 
37 Richard Dyer, ‘Entertainment and Utopia’ in The Cultural Studies Reader, ed. Simon During. (London 
and New York: Routledge, 1993), p. 274. 
38 Michel Chion, Audio-Vision: Sound On Screen, ed. Claudia Gorbman. (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1990/1994), p. 165. 
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working within the Hollywood system as it represented “the struggle between the desire 

for self-expression and the constraints of the industry.”39 Why this was so intriguing 

and worthy of discussing was this produced “a tension” in commercial cinema that was 

at times lacking in the ‘art’ cinema.40 While the marketing imperative is clear in music 

videos through the foregrounding of the music star, the critical discussion of music 

video directors seeks to offer a similar ‘tension’ where artists work within the 

constraints and limitations of the form to offer art and creativity to the viewers. This is 

the underlying proposition behind the contemporary interest in auteurism within music 

videos, an attempt to further distinguish the form from basic advertising. As Andrew 

Sarris states, “An author must be evaluated in terms of the the total contexts of their 

careers. This is one of the basic assumptions of auteurism.” 41   The release of the 

Directors Label DVD collections of music videos, framed under the ‘author function’ 

of the music video director’s name, allows us to undertake Sarris’ integral activity in 

auteur theory. We are able to read the videos of Chris Cunningham, Michel Gondry and 

Spike Jonze with reference to their presence as authors, a reading that is compounded 

through their extra-textual representation in the supplementary features of each DVD.  

 

                                                 
39 John Caughie, ‘Preface’ in Theories of Authorship: A Reader, ed. John Caugie (London, Boston and 
Henley: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981), p. 11. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Andrew Sarris, ‘The Auteur Theory Revisited’ in Theories of Authorship: A Reader, ed. John Caughie. 
(London and Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981), p. 22. 
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MUSIC VIDEO AUTEURS: CHAPTER ONE 

AUTEUR THEORY & MUSIC VIDEO DIRECTORS 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

The French word ‘auteur’ translates into English as ‘total author,’ and it is one of the 

most divisive concepts in film theory.1 Perceiving a film director as an auteur means 

establishing that they are an artist, capable of personal expression and individual 

creativity within cinema, a medium that was traditionally denigrated as a commercial 

form of entertainment. However, in comparison to the novelist or the painter, 

filmmaking demands collaboration, with even the cheapest production requiring other 

people to help complete the film: screenwriters, actors, cinematographers, editors, 

composers, costume makers, set designers, and even the technical labour of grips. 

Auteur theory remains important because of the conflict it signals between the economic 

reality of a film’s production and the critical process of a film’s reception. Auteurs exist 

only on account of their discussion by cineastes and critics who traditionally use 

auteurs’ names as an identifying mark for what a film promises, whether it is certain 

aesthetic motifs or the development of on-going themes. The critical value a film 

director may have as an auteur is now also a site of commercial value in the marketing 

and promotion of a film. Dana Polan argues, “In an age where the director’s name can 

be a saleable attraction for a film, auteurism becomes not the tool of analysis but an 

object of analysis.”2 The intention of this chapter is to consider auteurism critically as 

an object organising the reception of films and apply it specifically to its presence in 

                                                 
1 Susan Hayward, Cinema Studies: The Key Concepts (Second Edition), (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2000), p. 21, 26. 
2 Dana Polan, ‘The Confusions of Warren Beatty’ in The End of Cinema As We Know It: American Film 
in the Nineties, ed. Jon Lewis. (New York: New York University Press, 2001), p. 142. 
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music videos, and particularly to the critical and commercial value it has in the 

Directors Label series.  

 

The directors of music videos are subordinated into a commercial practice of promoting 

released ‘singles’ for bands and singers, and the production of a video (though 

considerably shorter in duration and scope than a feature film) still necessitates a crew. 

Artistic individuality is also harder to distinguish for video directors than it is for film 

directors as the video text is specifically designed to foreground the visual and/or audio 

presence of the musical artist. On music television, while a director may be credited in 

small type underneath the song title, they are not recognised as the ‘author.’ As Sally 

Stockbridge testifies,  

 

In terms of most programs and audiences, the clips are authored by the 

band/artist. The clipmakers are, in the main, the absent subject of enunciation. 

Their creativity is usually not on the agenda. Video music clips, therefore, create 

a problem as far as authorship is concerned, which also includes the problem of 

intention.3    

 

The musical performer/s in a video are understood as the ‘author’ figure/s by the 

audience, similar to how certain films are discussed as the work of the featured star (for 

example, “the new Jim Carrey film”). Authorship is recognised only as far as it is 

promoted. In contrast to a music video director, the feature film director has numerous 

avenues for their role to be recognised within the film text, most noticeably in its 

publicity, where they are addressed as an authorial subject in media interviews. Or, they 

are foregrounded as author through the ‘A Film By’ credit, which is separate to the 

                                                 
3 Sally Stockbridge, The Australian Video Music Clip Industry [PhD Thesis], (Murdoch: Murdoch 
University Publications, 1991), p. 218. 
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‘Directed By’ credit and bespeaks the ownership of the motion picture (for example, “A 

Martin Scorsese Picture”). The opportunity for a music video director to publicise their 

authorship in a music video was formerly quite slim. Now there are specialist magazines 

like Res that – within their visual art focus – offer regular profiles of music video 

directors, particularly for those who have become feature film directors, such as Michel 

Gondry or Jonathan Glazer. The promotional dynamic has changed considerably with 

the technological advances of DVD for those directors who continue to work with the 

form of music video.  

 

A music video director’s name can be recognised within the industry as a sought-after 

technician, but labeling a director as an auteur establishes them as carrying an artistic 

aura, which has been difficult to discern with the foregrounding of the star aura of the 

musical performers in music videos. Additionally, the turnover of produced and 

released videos is high in contrast to length of time it takes to complete a film, fostering 

an attitude towards video texts as disposable and insubstantial in comparison to the 

respect garnered for cinema. Neil Feineman argues that the ability of music videos to 

handle diverse images, styles and techniques, all of which is predicated on the varying 

genres, tones and sounds of the songs featured, forces us to redefine what an auteur 

means: “Traditionally an auteur would be able to tick off a list of signature traits 

common to his or her own work.”4 Are the stylistic and thematic traits that identify a 

director able to be maintained when faced with the diversity of songs and performers 

found in the music industry? The question is easier to consider with respect to the 

Directors Label collections where the many videos of one director are compiled as an 

oeuvre, allowing the viewer to compare each video against the other. For a music video 

                                                 
4 Neil Feineman, ‘Introduction’ in Thirty Frames Per Second: The Visionary Art of the Music Video, ed. 
Steve Reiss and Neil Feineman. (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc, 2000), p. 24.  
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director to be considered an auteur, we have to hear or, rather, see their presence – as 

something distinct and additional – amidst the music.  

 

This chapter will proceed by first summarising the history of auteur theory in order to 

establish a workable definition. Key to this process will be Timothy Corrigan’s idea of 

‘the commerce of auteurism,’ which refers to the way a director’s creativity is promoted 

as a saleable identity within the marketplace of cinema. The focus will shift to 

discussing the role of the director in music videos in order to apply the commerce of 

auteurism to the Directors Label series. With the review of auteur theory that this 

chapter undertakes, we will be able to understand how Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze 

are consciously positioned and discussed as auteurs in music videos, particularly in the 

Directors Label DVDs where the marketing of their ‘creativity’ is of a commercial 

benefit to them and Palm Pictures. At the same time, applying auteur theory to music 

videos yields in fact a new understanding of auteurism, using the established codes of 

reading an auteur to another genre – music television - as a new category is proposed, 

the music video auteur. How a music video auteur is defined, by the existence of 

identifiable aesthetic choices and visual interests sustained across the multiple 

collaborations with diverse songs and music artists, will be drawn on for the further 

analysis of the way the three directors are represented in DVD technology as ‘stars’ 

(Chapter Two) and then how their videos can be read as the work of ‘auteurs’ (Chapters 

Three to Five).  

 

AUTEUR THEORY: THE FILM DIRECTOR AS AUTHOR. 

The origins of auteur theory remain the province of the Cahiers du Cinema critics, a 

film group prominent in France during the 1950s, which counted budding filmmakers 

amongst its members, most famously Francois Truffaut and Jean-Luc Godard. Cahiers 
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considered French cinema as too literary and instead embraced the wealth of American 

films newly available to them after they were held back due to the German occupation 

of France during World War II.5 The members of Cahiers were now able to collectively 

see more than one film by the same director, which made it easier to make connections 

between them by using the director’s name as an organisational category.6 The term, 

‘auteur’, was applied to certain directors whose presence the Cahiers group argued 

could be seen in their work and they proceeded to establish ‘la politique des auteurs’ 

(auteur policy), which revolved around three claims: (1) that cinema could obtain 

intellectual and critically substantive value, similar to the ‘high-art’ fields of art and 

literature; (2) that film, at the same time, was a new, unique language that was separate 

from older cultural forms; and (3) that film afforded directors a means of personal 

expression.7 Colin McCabe positions the basis of ‘auteur policy’ in “the necessity of 

understanding [films] in terms of the relation between the fundamental articulations of 

the cinema (view finder, frame, shot) and the fundamental themes of great art 

(inspiration, poetic intuition, idea).” 8  Cinema, predominantly regarded as simply 

‘entertainment,’ particularly inside Hollywood, was now being re-appreciated as art. 

The director was regarded as an author figure for a film, in the same fashion that a 

writer is the author of a novel, or an artist is the creative force behind a painting. Yet as 

Dudley Andrew points out, Cahiers du Cinema attributed authorial privilege or 

auteurism rather, to directors “with strong (invariably masculine) personalities 

producing art capable of transcending its condition of production and reception.” 9  

Amongst those heralded directors were John Ford, Howard Hawks, and Alfred 

Hitchcock, who transformed genres like the Western or the Thriller by infusing them 
                                                 
5 Helen Stoddart, ‘Auteurism & Film Authorship Theory’ in Approaches to Popular Film, ed. Joanne 
Hollows and Mark Jancovich. (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1995), p. 38-40. 
6 ibid, p. 39. 
7 Stoddart, p. 39 
8 Colin McCabe, ‘The Revenge of the Author’ in Film & Authorship, ed. Virginia Wexman Wright. (New 
Brunswick, New Jersey and London: Rutgers University Press, 2003), p. 33. 
9 Dudley Andrew, ‘The Unauthorized Auteur Today’ in Film Theory Goes To The Movies, ed. Jim Collins, 
Hilary Radner, & Ava Preacher Collins. (New York and London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 77-78. 
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with their own personal sense of style, wit and imagery. American cinema, from the 

low-budget B-pictures of Samuel Fuller to the flawed genius of Orson Welles, could be 

regarded as art in the eyes of the French if the personality of the director was “written in 

the film.”10  

 

There was a sense of critical entitlement to auteur theory with the Cahiers group 

distinguishing between those directors who were merely technicians, and those they 

regarded as artists, thus establishing a canon of directors that would be continually 

argued and debated. Auteurism was a critical practice rather than a fully-fledged theory, 

which as John Caughie suggests, turned spectatorship into an interactive form of 

communication between director and viewer: 

 

The business of the critic was to discover the director within the given 

framework, to find the traces of the submerged personality, to find the ways in 

which the auteur had transformed the material so that the explicit subject matter 

was no longer what the film was about.11

 

Subtext was the focus. A film was no longer simply about its character or story, but was 

also understood as the continuation of a director’s thematic concerns, reflecting their 

attitude towards the world. The director transformed the material through their use of 

‘mise en scene’ (everything in the frame) which helped distinguish them as an auteur.12 

Some of the critics from Cahiers turned this critical practice into cinematic reality with 

the French New Wave, synthesising their love of genre cinema with their own personal 

interests, whether autobiographical or socio-political concerns – most famously seen in 

                                                 
10 John Caughie, ‘Auteurism – Introduction’ in Theories of Authorship: A Reader, ed. John Caughie. 
(London, Boston and Henley: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981), p. 9. 
11 Caughie, p. 12. 
12 Susan Hayward, Key Concepts in Cinema Studies, (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), p. 13. 
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Francois Truffaut’s Les Quatre Cents Coups (1958) and Jean-Luc Godard’s A Bout de 

Souffle (1960). Most importantly, what was previously regarded as a critical practice –

understanding a director as an auteur – now became a consciously sought after creative 

role in cinema.  

 

The problem with auteur theory is that it prizes the director above all others in the 

creative process. As much as the Cahiers du Cinema wanted to establish certain 

directors as authorial figures similar to painters and writers, the reality of filmmaking 

was insistently collective, the work of groups. McCabe points out that even on an 

average production thirty to forty people are needed to help complete the film, and the 

director’s skill was in making them all work together. 13  Film production demands 

collaboration, which places it at odds with the individualism present in art or literature. 

This affects the issue of reception, with critics focusing on the authorship of the director 

and sidestepping the contributions of others, like the screenwriter, cinematographer, or 

the charisma of a certain actor. How can one divide creative contributions neatly, or 

assume that the director is the ultimate authorial voice? Corrigan argues that reading a 

film on the basis of its auteur more often than not provides a socio-political and 

historical form of ‘tunnel-vision’:  

 

To view a film as the product of an auteur means to read or to respond to it as an 

expressive organization that precedes and forecloses the historical 

fragmentations and subjective distortions that can take over the reception of 

even the most classically coded movie.14  

 

                                                 
13 McCabe, ‘The Revenge of the Author,’ p. 37. 
14 Timothy Corrigan, A Cinema without Walls: Movies & Culture after Vietnam, (New Jersey: Rutgers 
1991), p. 102. 
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Sole focus on the director also ignores surrounding social contexts that would account 

for a film’s success and meaning, such as how the growing youth movement and 

political unrest in relation to the Vietnam War had an impact on the box office success 

of Easy Rider in 1969. Treating the film as only the work of director Dennis Hopper 

(who also starred and co-wrote the film) ignores its obvious social and cultural 

importance.  

 

In critical theory during the 1970s and 1980s, auteurism underwent an upheaval from its 

original understanding by the Cahiers du Cinema critics, particularly as cinema 

developed into a global market that based its success on blockbuster franchises and big-

name stars, rather than personal expression and artistic motifs. Justin Wyatt identifies 

one of the key changes from “classical Hollywood” to “post-classical Hollywood” is the 

investment by producers and studios in the ‘high concept’ film. He defines ‘high 

concept’ thusly: 

 

While the idea must be easily communicated and summarized, the concept must 

also be marketable in two significant ways: through the initial “pitch” for the 

project, and through the marketing, the “pitch” to the public.15

 

Advertising and merchandising are ways in which the high concept film is pitched to the 

public and, after the box office success of high concept films like Jaws (1975) and Star 

Wars (1977), there was an insistence on this style of film-making from major studios 

hoping to replicate such large scale profitability. Wyatt identifies certain directors 

within this system of filmmaking, Brian De Palma for instance, he suggests that their 

style and vision has been “unified and patterned across successive films.” De Palma in 

                                                 
15 Justin Wyatt, High Concept: Movies and Marketing In Hollywood, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1994), p.8.  
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his appropriation of Alfred Hitchcock’s techniques of suspense repeats key stylistic 

traits (the false nightmare ending of Carrie was repeated in Dressed to Kill) and 

thematic interests (bearing witness to a tragedy that cannot be changed reoccurs from 

Blow Out to Casualties of War). The sense of stylistic excess that is present in high 

concept films, which has been influenced by tastes in advertising, is argued by Wyatt as 

not being driven by a personal vision. Instead, “the logic of the marketplace is clearly 

the author of the style.”16 The change in Hollywood filmmaking results in a change 

within the understanding of what an auteur is; the personality of a director becomes 

absorbed in a marketing machine. While auteurism in practice was affected in this 

period, so was the reception of what auteurism meant for academics. Feminist critics, 

such as Laura Mulvey, untangled the masculine hierarchy throughout the history of 

auteurism, particularly the “boy’s club” atmosphere of Cahiers. Peter Wollen severed 

auteur theory from its connotations of artistry, conceptualising directors simply as 

“names for certain regularities in textual organization.”17 The influence of structuralism 

on postmodern theory established the director’s imprint as one system of meaning 

within multiple over-lapping systems of meaning that are all present within the one film 

text: the cultural era; socio-political context; the writer; the actors; even the audience 

themselves – all of which must be considered for analysis. Referring to Roland Barthes’ 

‘The Death of the Author,’ Dudley Andrew stated one such poststructuralist position, 

“Auteurs may exist but they do so by the grace of spectators.” 18  The auteur is 

constructed from his or her film, in what Susan Hayward calls ‘auteurial intertextuality’ 

where “because of X hallmarks the film is ostensibly a certain filmmaker’s and also 

influenced by that of others.”19  

 

                                                 
16 Wyatt, p. 34. 
17 Quoted in Andrew, p. 78. 
18 Andrew, p. 80. 
19 Hayward, p. 19. 
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Robert Altman is a good example of auteurial intertextuality in an American filmmaker, 

achieving popularity in the mythical era of the 1970s where artistic experimentation and 

financial success could go hand in hand. Drawing on European cinematic influences and 

a background in television, Altman created his own signature approach, which could be 

regularly identified both in style (overlapping dialogue, improvisational scenes, and 

multiple plotlines cohering into one overall portrait of a society) and content (anti-

authoritarian satire, genre revisionism, actors with who he regularly worked with). John 

Frow considered how the signature of the author – specifically in relation to its practice 

and value in the art world – becomes a sign that audiences begin to recognise: 

 

In the context of mass cultural production the authorial signature becomes less 

important as a creator of value than the construction of the author’s or artist’s or 

actor’s or performer’s name as the object of a brand recognition – a process 

closer to the trade mark than to copyright, and one in which the artist is 

effectively corporatized.20

 

Frow later argues that the brand is a “corporate rather than a personal signature”21 

attached to a product rather than a person. As Frow brings contextual mention of 

politique des auteurs in his argument, we can apply his theory on the signature as a 

form of branding to cinema. Obviously the signature of a director, Altman in this case, 

is not the physical writing of his name as a signature, but the collection of traits and 

conventions that are connected to his name, a signature style. Altman’s own influence 

as a director could be discerned in the intertextual replication of his style in later films 

such as Magnolia (1999, directed by Paul Thomas Anderson) and Crash (2004, directed 

by Paul Haggis), which inevitably would be referred to as “Altman-esque” in reviews. 
                                                 
20 John Frow. ‘Signature and Brand’ in High Pop: Making Culture into Popular Entertainment. (ed) Jim 
Collins (Massachusetts & Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), p.62. 
21 Frow, p. 63. 
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We can see then, with reference to Frow’s argument (as well as Foucault’s idea of the 

‘author function’), that the ‘signature’ of a director becomes a form of branding, an 

identifiable set of conventions that can be replicated and paid homage to by other film-

makers. The name of a director and its author function then comes to signify a particular 

type of film. Recognition and expectation from a certain audience towards an auteur 

director have commercial and corporate ramifications that are now incorporated into the 

economic business of marketing a film, both in large-scale productions and low-budget 

filmmaking.  

 

THE COMMERCE OF AUTEURISM: DIRECTORS AS BRAND-NAMES. 

As an idea, the auteur is still attractive to many, celebrated as a beacon of individual 

creativity in the face of the blockbuster mentality of Hollywood. Caughie suggests that 

the intervention of auteurism was “simply the installation in the cinema of the figure 

who had dominated the other arts for over a century: the romantic artist, individual and 

self-expressive.”22 The romantic view of the artist is incorporated into a commercial 

system, which values individuality and personal expression only so far as in its 

promotion and marketing to an audience. Even film critic Pauline Kael, highly dubious 

of auteur theory, understood that the director was, for knowledgeable film-goers, a 

method of deciding what film to see: “I assume that anyone interested in movies uses 

the director’s name as some sort of guide, both negative and positive.”23 A director is 

associated with a type of film a viewer likes, and knowledge of their past films informs 

the reception of their most recent work. An auteur signature is understood as an 

advertised promise of quality, much like a brand, which, as Frow describes, has a set of 

meanings and values attached to a standardised product that generates desire to purchase 

                                                 
22 Caughie, p. 10. 
23 Pauline Kael, ‘Circles & Squares: Joys & Sarris’ (1963) in Awake in the Dark: An Anthology of 
American Film Criticism, 1915 to the Present, ed. David Denby. (New York: Vintage Books, 1977), p. 
163. 
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and consume it.24 In the relationship between consumer (audience and fans), product 

(films) and the brand (the name of the director), Corrigan situates a transition in the way 

they worked together from auteur theory’s origins in the 1950s to how it developed in 

popular culture after the 1970s:  

 

…if, in conjunction with the so-called international art cinema of the sixties and 

seventies, the auteur has been absorbed as a phantom presence within the text, 

he or she has rematerialized in the eighties and nineties as a commercial 

performance of the business of being an auteur.25

 

The change Corrigan suggests here is that auteurism is no longer simply defined from 

the text alone, but from the extra-textual material that works to sell the film to audiences. 

Originally it was an act of critical reception, the Cahiers du Cinema deciding 

themselves what directors were auteurs, whereas now it is also a conscious identity that 

a director can pursue aggressively. In the sixties and seventies, directors could voice 

their opinions and beliefs about their work, other films and the world at large in long, 

searching and involved interviews with journalists and critics. In today’s commercial 

cinema, Meaghan Morris sees the primary modes of auteur packaging as being 

“advertising, review-snippeting, trailers, [and] magazine profiles.”26 The multitude of 

film critics world-wide, not simply from print, but also on television and on the internet, 

have given rise to junkets and press-conferences where answers are given at sound-bite 

length, and critics are either collected en masse for questions, or scheduled for five 

minute interview slots. All of this promotional attention secures the director, for even 

                                                 
24 Frow, p. 64. 
25 Corrigan, p. 104. 
26 Meaghan Morris, ‘Tooth & Claw: Tales of Survival & Crocodile Dundee’ in Universal Abandon? The 
Politics of Postmodernism, ed. Andrew Ross. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), pp. 
122-123. 
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the biggest budget Hollywood production, as one voice amongst many consulted for 

marketing the film.  

 

Geoff King discusses in New Hollywood Cinema: an Introduction how a film director is 

sold to an audience in contemporary film production, particularly within mainstream 

Hollywood. The practice of the ‘package system’ situates the figure of the director as 

part of a business deal brokered by producers and agents, which places them together 

with suitable high-profile stars and a high-profile property. King explains, 

 

The ultimate achievement for the New Hollywood commercial auteur is to 

become a distinct brand-identity, marketable on that basis. Stylistic traits and 

departures from classical conventions are encouraged, up to a point, as a way for 

the director to leave a distinctive mark or sign of authorship.27

 

The concept of auteurism as a ‘brand-identity’ places the recognisable personality of a 

director as economically exploitable. Of course, Frow argues that “Brand Identity – the 

complex of name, image and slogan – forms a semantic matrix which is to a large 

degree autonomous both of the products it subsumes and of the corporation which owns 

and controls it.”28 Nonsense words like Kleenex and Kodak, over time, are referred to in 

place of the specific product (tissue and photography respectively) to being a descriptor 

in itself. What matters in building these forms of free-floating association with a brand 

are that they have, or come to have, a “personality” and that this name-personality 

association can invoke a recognition-effect.29 While discussing auteurs as ‘brand-name’ 

directors may not have the same pull as a brand identity like Sony, there remains a 

                                                 
27 Geoff King, New Hollywood Cinema: An Introduction, (New York: I.B. Tauris Publications, 2002), p. 
114. 
28 Frow, p. 67. 
29 Frow, p. 68. 
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degree of personality and recognition that are tied up with the names of certain directors. 

George Lucas and Steven Spielberg have been particularly successful in promoting their 

names to signify a particular type of film during the 1980s through the formation of 

their own production companies, which now come to have nostalgic associations in 

properties that have their own dimension as brand-names, Star Wars and Indiana Jones 

in particular. In the age where studios are owned by conglomerates, artistic control is 

only retained by financial control. While some may not have an idea about what 

Spielberg or Lucas look like, credits like “George Lucas presents” or a “Executive 

Produced by Steven Spielberg” signify a level of family-orientated, quality 

entertainment, which offer adventure, laughs, state of the art special effects, sentimental 

displays of emotion, and an investment in Classical Hollywood narrative. This 

technique was more or less first popularized by Alfred Hitchcock whose physical 

presence in the trailers to his films, the cameos in his films, the television show he 

introduced (Alfred Hitchcock Presents), and the association of his name with a 

particular genre (“The Master of Suspense”). Recognition of a director’s name comes 

not only through the identification of style and themes (such as the theme of absent 

fathers and the nuclear family that runs through Spielberg’s work), but its aggressive 

marketing as an associative brand-identity. 

 

Wyatt also argues that in the context of mainstream cinema, “Hollywood will alter the 

dominant style of production given the potential for additional box office revenue.” 30 

Avant-garde stylistics and experimental filmmakers can be easily assimilated into the 

mainstream if the eccentric tendencies of an auteur have marketable qualities. One 

experimental filmmaker that Wyatt considers has been assimilated into the mainstream 

is Tim Burton whose distinct post-gothic, cartoon style and a thematic interest in 

                                                 
30 Wyatt, p. 198. 
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outsiders has been clear throughout his successful career in Hollywood.  Wyatt suggests 

that part of Burton’s success was his strong ties to narrative before entering the 

mainstream where projects like Pee Wee’s Big Adventure (1985) and Beetlejuice (1987) 

could work as high concept stories that were distinguished as well by his visual sense 

and his off-center point of view.31 Of course, Burton’s fame and fan-base is not only a 

result of his unique style and skewed sense of humour, but how he has successfully 

exploited the ‘package’ system with high concept properties such as Batman (1989) and 

Batman Returns (1992). Most recently, Burton’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory 

(2005) adapted the much-loved children’s book by Roald Dahl, which had already been 

made into the successful, fondly-remembered film, Willy Wonka and the Chocolate 

Factory (1971), classifying the new film as a ‘remake’ as well. The film also enjoyed 

greater commercial potential in Burton’s casting of Johnny Depp, an actor who he had 

worked with previously to much acclaim (Edward Scissorhands (1990), Ed Wood 

(1994)), and was now a box office draw card thanks to his role as Captain Jack Sparrow 

in the box office success, Pirates of the Caribbean: Curse of the Black Pearl (2003) and 

its subsequent sequels. The package system incorporates the director as one attractive 

element amongst many being sold to an audience, covering sections of the audience 

who may recognise Tim Burton as an auteur through his distinctive style, as well as 

those who respond to Depp as a star and to Dahl’s book as a property. Burton’s name 

has also become a brand-identity with the success of the stop-motion animated feature, 

Tim Burton’s The Nightmare Before Christmas (1993), which he conceived the story for 

but did not direct. The signifiers that are identified with ‘Tim Burton’ were clear in the 

promotion of the film (as well as for the second stop-motion film he was involved with, 

Corpse Bride): a story that works as a twisted and dark fairytale (ala Edward 

Scissorhands), a lead character who is a lonely outsider, the music of Danny Elfman 

                                                 
31 Wyatt, p. 199. 
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(who has composed the scores to the majority of his films), and the stylistic fusion of 

gothic and pop art that is synonymous with his name.32 What is clear with the work of 

Tim Burton is that being an auteur is a business prospect in Hollywood productions and 

even more so in independent cinema where there is less money to secure stars, special 

effects and spectacle. 

 

Corrigan situates that the auteurist marketing of a film provides a “guaranteed 

relationship between audience and movie in which an intentional and authorial agency 

governs, as a kind of brand-name vision that precedes and succeeds the film, the way 

the movie is seen and received.”33 With reference to Frow, the director’s name is once 

again conceptualised as a ‘brand-identity,’ a sign that symbolises a type of signification. 

One consequence of this view is that an auteur director only makes one type of film 

over and over again, and that the relationship between audience and movie is one of 

expectations fulfilled in the repetition of theme and/or style. If the director’s film proves 

to depart from preconceived notions of their work, this itself can turn into a marketable 

factor where the novelty of change is offered (for instance, Spielberg directing The 

Colour Purple in 1985, a dramatic adaptation of an acclaimed book, after being 

associated with popular popcorn entertainment like Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) and 

E.T. (1982)). The brand-name status of a director is considerably more meaningful in 

“art-house” markets, which is what Wyatt references as producing a viable alternative to 

mainstream studio fare.34 Companies such as New Line Cinema, Miramax, Hemdale 

Film Corporation and Good Machine produce or release independently or foreign films 

that are unified by an attention to theme, character relationships and social relevance – 

                                                 
32 Burton even accepted the offer in 2006 to direct a music video for The Killers, Bones, which was 
marketed on music television and internet providers as ‘Directed by Tim Burton.’   
33 Corrigan, p. 102. 
34 Wyatt, p. 96. 
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traits commonly associated with the European art film movement. 35  As with the 

celebrated European filmmakers of the 1950s and 1960s, the names of the directors 

come to advertise a particular type of ‘art-house’ film where the personality of the 

auteur is reflected in the look, tone and subject matter (acclaimed ‘masters’ like Fellini, 

Bergman, Godard, etc). The recognition of an auteur filmmaker is valued by the 

presumed level of audience knowledge and interest, establishing a hierarchy between 

those who are championed and those who remain anonymous. Catherine Grant, 

following Corrigan’s work, examines the value that an auteur holds for a knowledgeable 

audience: 

 

… the images and interventions of authors might help to organize the fantasies, 

activities and pleasures of those who consume cultural products, and in turn to 

construct or ‘authorize’ these consumers as subjects for instance, authors 

certainly seem to play a part in persistent cultural fantasies about the very 

possibilities of expressive meaning. I would add that auteurist reception is also 

clearly a reflexive cultural practice which is consciously (and presumably, 

unconsciously) invested in and accumulated by consumers in various ways as 

we attempt to ‘improve the value of ourselves.’36

  

An audience’s pleasure in addressing an auteur is one of the ways in which they 

mobilise experiences, fantasies and pleasures that they desire from the arts. What Grant 

means by classifying auteurism as a reflexive cultural practice is that part of a text’s 

appeal is in reconciling its effect with what the author was trying to ‘say.’ We ‘improve 

the value of ourselves’ in discerning the theme or meaning found in a text, consciously 

(or unconsciously) using the auteur as a starting point – the voice who speaks to us.  

                                                 
35 Wyatt, p. 96. 
36 Grant, ‘www.auteur.com?’ p. 107. 
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A contemporary “art-house” auteur such as David Lynch uses genre fixtures from Film 

Noir thrillers and Horror movies to explore dream logic and the subconscious in his 

films (Blue Velvet (1986), Wild at Heart (1990), Lost Highway (1997), Mulholland 

Drive (2001)). Wyatt groups Lynch with Burton in his discussion of avant-garde 

directors who have been assimilated into the mainstream, but Lynch is argued as being 

unlike Burton in that his “stylized world seems much more extreme and 

uncompromising.”37 From the box-office failure of a science-fiction property, Dune 

(1984) to the limited appeal his most successful project, the TV serial Twin Peaks (1990) 

eventually had, Lynch cannot be successfully assimilated into Hollywood. 38  Yet 

independent-financing of Lynch’s work has continued to have followers, viewed as 

uncompromisingly true to his own vision. Meaning and explanation is obscured and left 

to the audience to decipher on their own. Discussing symbols and surreal scenes in a 

film like Mulholland Drive is where, for a willing viewer, value arises in addressing it 

as the work of an artist. We try to understand the film not only on its own, but by 

articulating its presence in the director’s career and previous work. One’s familiarity 

with such a distinctive voice leaves them more attuned to what the director might be 

offering. Even if one cannot completely understand the film, there is the realisation that 

it was addressed to us by another person – the director. A filmmaker like Lynch divides 

audiences to the point where people not only judge the film as a text, but also the author 

who is responsible for it. The film auteur achieves a response similar to a star or 

performer in the music industry where engaging in their work is an internalisation of 

taste and style: “One must choose among a series of styles, only a few of which fit one’s 

                                                 
37 Wyatt, p. 200. 
38 Ibid. 
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personality.” 39  Referring back to Frow’s ideas about branding, he also considers 

celebrities to be brands in their own right. Sports stars like Tiger Woods and Michael 

Jordan have image properties, “which are carefully managed to control the consistency 

and integrity of the mark which they have become.”40 Like other auteurs that are also 

considered “art-house” celebrities, Lynch has a distinctive set of image properties, 

which not only refer to the style and theme of his films, but also extend to the way he 

represents himself within media coverage. Noted aspects like his love of coffee, his 

affection for white shirts, his folksy voice, and his refusal to reveal any ‘meaning’ 

behind his films, all of this help define Lynch as a brand-identity auteur. With a cult 

director like Lynch (or more specifically his cinematic output) we configure our own 

personality by either opposing or embracing what he and his work has to offer. One 

could mention other auteur writer-directors whose output has an established fan-base or 

cult following in art-house cinemas: Jim Jarmusch, the Coen Brothers, Pedro 

Almodavor, Todd Solondz, Wes Anderson, and Sofia Coppola to mention a few. Sean 

Cubitt clearly designates that the categories of auteur and audience are both constructs 

for critical study – no one makes a film alone, and every audience member is 

different.41 The construct of the auteur is valuable though. As Grant writes, auteurism 

offers the possibility of expressive meaning in cinema, where a film text can become a 

dialogue, rather than simply a lecture. The personal expression of an auteur, which 

becomes a brand-name signature that is either self-marketed or sustained by a devoted 

audience, is subsumed into the promotion of a film. John Mundy described the music 

video form as an example of the cultural and the commercial becoming increasingly 

inseparable, but one could say the same thing about the figure of the auteur director in 

                                                 
39 David Button, ‘Rock Music, the Star System & the Rise of Consumerism’ (1983) in On Record: Rock, 
Pop & the Written Word, ed. Simon Frith and Andrew Goodwin. (London and New York: Routledge, 
1990), p. 433. 
40 Frow, p. 68. 
41 Sean Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, (Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 2004), p. 333. 
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contemporary cinema. 42  For this reason, the promotional task of the music video 

director intrigues by the possibilities it offers for expressive meaning within the hyper-

commercial system of music video. 

 

MUSIC VIDEO DIRECTORS: PROMOTING THE MUSIC. 

The concept of music videos was first understood as a method for bands and singers to 

be ‘seen’ performing in countries without the difficulty of touring. George Harrison 

explained that the Beatles started making promotional films for their songs, Paperback 

Writer and Rain (both 1966), for this reason:  

 

The mania made it pretty difficult to get around, and out of convenience we 

decided we were not going to go into the TV studios to promote our records so 

much because it was too much of a hassle. We thought we’d go and make our 

own little films and put them on TV.43  

 

The Beatles were one of several bands of the time, like The Who, Pink Floyd and most 

infamously Queen with Bohemian Rhapsody (1975), who sent promo films to music-

orientated programs such as Top of the Pops in the U.K. or Countdown in Australia. The 

format was consolidated with the transmission of MTV in the U.S. in August 1981, a 

cable channel that featured music videos as its primary content, offering itself to 

subscribers as a form of ‘visual radio.’ The first video MTV played was Buggles’ Video 

Killed the Radio Star whose title was read as signifying the death of recorded music due 

to the new medium’s emphasis on visuals. Of course, popular music has always 

maintained a visual dimension, witnessed in the historical impact that televised live 
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performances such as Elvis Presley on The Ed Sullivan Show or rock ‘n’ roll musicals 

like The Beatles’ A Hard Day’s Night (1964) had on audiences. The latter example is 

also interesting to consider in that the director Richard Lester used techniques and tricks 

learned from the French New Wave (jump-cutting, slow-motion, freeze frames, etc) to 

help stamp what was conceived as a Beatles marketing machine with his own personal 

vision; an early example of the auteur status of both musical artist and director being 

negotiated. The visual element has always had an impact on the way audiences respond 

to music through their identification with how the performers presented themselves. 

What was different about the medium of music video was its commercial function, 

understood by record labels and management as being able to promote three interrelated 

elements within its content: the pre-recorded song, which limits the visual possibilities 

of the video text as its structural foundation44; the musical artist or act responsible for 

the performance of the song, usually incorporated into the video as a visual and aural 

presence, helping to create a global public for the music industry’s ‘stars’45; and the 

album from which the song is released as a single to help increase commercial interest 

in the full-length record that promises more of the same. The cost of a video is written 

off as a marketing expense, which is only recouped through album sales and ancillary 

markets such as merchandising and touring.  

 

Interest in the role of the director in music video has been present ever since critical 

attention developed in the medium with the popularity of MTV. Established film 

directors were working in music videos, particularly high-profile big-budget clips, 

where the involvement of a famous cinematic auteur added to the prestige of a musical 

artist, such as Michael Jackson hiring Martin Scorsese to direct the Bad video in 1987. 

Published in 1984, Michael Shore’s book, The Rolling Stone Book of Rock Video, 
                                                 
44 E. Ann Kaplan, Rocking Around The Clock: Music Television, Postmodernism and Consumer Culture, 
(London: Routledge, 1988), p. 14. 
45 Frith, Music for Pleasure, p. 206. 
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covers the medium from a journalistic point of view and dedicates a chapter, ‘Rock 

Video Aesthetics and Auteurs’, to interviewing a number of prolific directors working 

in music video. Shore classifies Russell Mulcahy as “rock video’s first great auteur,” 

having directed the first video MTV programmed – Buggles’ Video Killed the Radio 

Star – and famously defining the look of popular bands of the era, in particular, New 

Romantic band Duran Duran. In the interview, Mulcahy is adamant that the role of the 

music video director is primarily to promote the band: 

 

…if people see my videos and say, ‘Great video – now what was that song?’, 

then I’ve failed. Ideally, people should see the video and say, ‘That was great’ – 

meaning the video and the song. The video is supposed to draw you into the 

song.46

 

Mulcahy reiterates the importance of the music to the video, grounding his role in 

promotional service to supporting the featured song. Directors are hired to improve the 

commercial appeal of performers and their music, and Mulcahy was singled out for 

being one of the first to be hired on the merits of his own distinctive visual style (cutting 

the top and bottom of the image for a cinematic look, film references, split screens).47 

Yet Mulcahy’s comments do not express any sense of personal vision, but rather states 

the case for the ‘gun-for-hire’ idea that the director is purely there to make the song look 

good. 

 

Ever since music video reached the public consciousness during the 1980s, a system has 

developed in the ensuing decades for how video directors are employed. The record 

label, the musical artist/s, and their management agree on a single from the recent album. 
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The single is sent to a video commissioner who draws up a list of appropriate directors 

and forwards it on to them, along with a package of specifications, existing album art 

and photos, and a brief on what the artist might want to emphasise creatively. The 

director approaches the performer or band with their ideas, and if they are agreed upon, 

they are booked for the job.48 What is clear in this process is that the director does not 

originate the video, but is hired to conceive of the ideas or style for the video. As Jens 

Gehlhaar from music video directing group Brand New School believes, “If you are 

named the director, you wrote it.”49 Their creativity is only approved by the band, the 

label and/or management, and their talent is specifically based in the visual realm. The 

types of videos that can be made by a director can be generalised into two categories: 

performance, where the focus is on the musical act or artist performing the song (the 

majority of which is lip-synched and performed to play-back of the recorded track) or 

conceptual, which covers narrative scenarios or abstract ideas that correspond to the 

mood, sound or subject of the song. Joe Gow’s research essay, ‘Music Video as 

Communication: Popular Forms and Emerging Genres,’ concludes that one of the most 

common types of video is the combination of both categories: the enhanced 

performance focuses on the performance of the song, yet allows for visual variation and 

difference through the interweaving of non-performance images.50  In short, the type of 

video a director makes is determined –in this analysis – by the presence of the musical 

artist/s, performing their music in the video.  

 

Media interest in the role of the music video director developed when many working in 

the medium used their profile in the industry as a platform to move into feature film-

making. As one of the first video auteurs, Mulcahy eventually placed his primary efforts 
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into directing for the cinema with films like Razorback (1984) and Highlander (1986). 

For a new director, a background in music videos is indicative of their technical training 

and film-making experience, usually remarked upon in reviews and media articles. 

Mark Romanek’s directing credentials were established in the press notes for his debut 

feature, One Hour Photo (2002), by listing the famous videos he had directed, 

particularly the controversial Nine Inch Nails video, Closer (1994). Throughout the 

1980s, directors who came from music video were grouped together with those trained 

directing advertisements (Ridley Scott, Alan Parker) as they were both plagued 

critically by the stigma of commercialism.51To Wyatt, during the 1980s, there was a 

connection between the qualities of the advertising image – “the physical perfection, the 

attempt to sell both a product and a lifestyle” – and high concept film-making, many of 

which like Top Gun (1986) were directed by former advertising directors who 

privileged stylistic “excess” – identified by moments in  the film that work against the 

developing story (for example, in Top Gun the montage sequence showing the 

physically fit pilots playing beach volleyball to Kenny Loggins’ song, Playing With The 

Boys).52 Music videos were criticized for being the cause of this excess in cinema, 

particularly with the tight synchronization between pop song and montage sequence. 

Directors trained in music video, cutting images to music, were seen as producing 

cinematic forays that containing style but little substance. From the 1990s, a background 

in music videos became less of a critical handicap as the motion picture debuts of video 

directors like Spike Jonze (Being John Malkovich) and Jonathan Glazer (Sexy Beast) 

were met with acclaim. From Glazer stating in an interview, “the most creative freedom 

I’ve had is in music videos,”53 to Jonze’s Academy Award nomination for directing 
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Malkovich, the role of the music video director has undergone serious re-thinking in 

popular culture, which has further legitimised the genre of television as an art form.54  

 

One example of the recent media infatuation with auteurism in music videos is Meagan 

Spencer’s ‘Thank God for Rage,’ an article written for Beat The Drum, a magazine for 

the national Australian youth radio station, Triple J: 

 

Unlike feature films, videos can be less financially risky and, on a creative level, 

they’re the perfect playground for cinematic experimentation; a great way to 

develop new visual styles or test out new technologies; in all perfect for up and 

coming auteurs. Music videos occupy a special place in pop culture, as they 

embrace so many other forms of visual media, from graphic design, photography 

and fashion, to animation and CGI. Since the burden of narrative can be thrown 

out, the possibilities are endless for mood and style. They can cost a bundle or 

be made on the smell of an oily rag.55

 

Written in journalistic hyperbole, Spencer’s article points to some of the reasons why 

music videos can be considered a director’s medium through experimentation with form 

and content. Without ‘the burden of narrative,’ a director can engage in abstract ideas as 

long as it befits the mood of the song/musical act. Music videos allow creative freedom, 

as there is no particular schooling or degree as there is for cinema, and for the most part, 

directors in music videos hail from a variety of backgrounds (film school, photography, 

fashion, and music), encouraging what music critic Stephen M. Deusner calls a “cross-

pollination of ideas and approaches from various disciplines.”56  
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However, Stockbridge has emphasised the creative restrictions a music video director 

faces within the music industry: 

 

The production requirements of advertising clearly function as a constraint for 

the artists (band and filmmakers). Firstly, in most cases the record company 

holds the reins financially and can request a particular kind of product in order to 

showcase their band. Secondly, format is also determined by the television 

program in which it is included. Both of these institutional constraints present 

problems.57

 

Creative freedom is impinged on a production and post-production level for the director 

of a music video. If the band is unhappy with a video, they can request alterations that 

upset the director’s vision. Romanek found himself in such a position for the video he 

directed of Weezer’s El Sorcho (1996) with lead singer Rivers Cuomo re-cutting it to 

feature more shots of the band performing.58 If the authorship of the band or performer 

comes into conflict with the director, they have the power of the record company behind 

them, being the face and voice of what the video is promoting. Changes on a post-

production level can also occur by the context of the television program that screens the 

video. The Beastie Boys discuss on the commentary track to Spike Jonze’s video for 

their song, Sabotage (1994), how MTV removed a shot of a switchblade for its violent 

content. Despite the fact that the shot, within the context of the video’s parody of 1970s 

cop shows, is not serious in tone, the television network was able to censor a video of 

what they deemed ‘offensive’ content. The position of a music video director is, as 

Stockbridge calls it, ‘piggy in the middle’ between the musical act and the record 
                                                 
57 Stockbridge, p. 11. 
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label.59 The musician, having written a song, owns the rights as an author and receives a 

percentage if played on the radio, used in a commercial or film, but there is no such 

equivalent for a video director. Video-making collective, Shynola, who have directed a 

number of celebrated videos including Queen of the Stone Age’s Go with the Flow 

(2003) and Radiohead’s Pyramid Song (2001), stated in an interview, “We don’t own 

any of our work, the record companies do. Write a petition to the Directors Label…”60 

A music video director may be respected and prized for their distinctive visual style, but 

they are subordinated within a process where they do not have complete freedom or 

ownership over their work. How can we consider them auteurs within such a 

commercial system? As Shynola makes clear, it is only with the Directors Label series 

that the music video director receives a sense of authorial control, both in terms of 

perceived ownership of their videos and recognition of their work as a director, able to 

include their versions or ‘director’s cuts’ if need be.  

 

MUSIC VIDEO AUTEURS: AUTHORSHIP IN MUSIC VIDEO.  

The difference between a director of music video and a director of a feature film is 

determined by the demands of each medium. Music video is built around visualising a 

pre-recorded piece of music, but its primary function is to promote the song. Similar to 

a script for a film, the song is what the director has to visually adapt. The video is an 

additional visual rendition of the song, its rhythm and mood guiding pacing and tone. 

Shore points to the short time-frame in which an actual video is completed as a reason 

for its suitability for auteur directors, describing the process as ‘automatic filmmaking’ 

by its reliance on free-associative, instinctual and subconscious imagery. 61 A music 

video director has to navigate the demands of the song and the presence of performer/s, 
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and respond with ideas that are meaningful when concurrent with the music. Feineman 

defines how a music video director may be considered an ‘auteur’: 

 

Music video directors must tailor each video to the song and have far less room 

to move than they would with a longer, more modulated feature film script, so 

they don’t have the luxury of fully developing distinctive visual signatures. But 

video directors have compensated by becoming extremely good with the time 

they have. Despite the compressed format, they have managed to stamp their 

videos with personalized styles, looks and themes. In the process, they are 

increasingly treated as true auteurs.62

 

What Feineman points to is the fact that a director has to tailor their talents to videos 

that span genres, performers, and moods. Even if a director works with the same band or 

singer, the song is never the same, and their stylistic traits have to be adapted to each 

new project. This is similar to Wollen defining auteurs in terms of “shifting relations, in 

their singularity as well as their conformity.”63 One can see this occur in a director like 

Chris Cunningham whose personal interest in robotics has been applied to two 

completely different pieces of music – Autechre’s glitch-electronic instrumental, Second 

Bad Vilbel, and a slowly building love song by Björk, All Is Full Of Love – with two 

distinct conceptions of robots – one an insect-like form in a video that does not focus on 

performance, the other depicting musical artist Björk as a cyborg within a wider abstract 

concept. Auteurs exist in music videos through the appearance of an aesthetic or theme 

that is unique to the director and alters itself to the demands of the music it is applied to. 
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The commercial benefit of music videos for a director is the substantial television 

audience they receive, which can reach a global scale in contrast to short films that are 

little seen outside of film festivals.64  They are a more economically viable way of 

establishing a name within the industry and learning the process of film-making in 

situations requiring different approaches. The trade-off for this greater audience is 

anonymity as an author. Steve Rose argues that music video directors are the opposite 

of auteurs for the reason that their work rarely goes out under their own name, nor does 

it receive critical appraisal or mainstream festival recognition.65 Auteurs do not exist 

without an audience. One method of combating such lack of recognition is to 

aggressively establish authorship in the way director Hype Williams has undertaken as a 

video director. He foregrounds his authorial importance by stamping his brand-name, 

“Hype Williams Presents,” at the beginning of videos he directs. 66  Establishing a 

connection between his name and what it signifies stylistically (fish-eyed lens, a 

futuristic aesthetic, performance as spectacle) and musical genre (predominately Hip-

Hop and R ‘n’ B), Williams enters into the commerce of auteurism through the content 

of his videos. In contrast, other directors have distanced themselves from such 

archetypical ego, concentrating on the music artist by using an abstract name, like 

Adam Levite who directs videos under the moniker, Associates in Science.67

 

Music videos are not a medium upon which a director can solely base their career. They 

are regarded more as a transitional point, usually towards directing feature films. 

Deusner grounds the possibilities of auteurism in music video with its career 

opportunities for directors: 
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… few if any filmmakers train specifically to make music videos, and very few 

make them exclusively. Most split their time between videos and other film 

projects (usually commercials), and many readily admit to feature-film 

ambitions. As a result, music videos are typically seen as a necessary stepping-

stone to greater glories, training ground for budding directors compiling clip 

reels and building name recognition.68

 

Being a director who establishes him/herself as prolific and bringing a distinctive style 

to his/her videos has an unavoidably commercial implication, becoming auteurs in 

music video before entering the medium of cinema. As a filmmaker, Spike Jonze was 

already considered talented for his music videos and commercials before moving into 

feature films with Being John Malkovich (1999) and Adaptation (2001). Jonze’s name 

did not make a substantial impact in the promotion of Malkovich, but it was a point of 

interest in reviews and media coverage when it was released. Conversely, Jonze’s film 

credits, Malkovich and Adaptation, were used to advertise The Work of Director Spike 

Jonze DVD, helping to develop interest in his collected music videos. Jonze was an 

auteur before being an official feature film director, and yet only recognised as such 

after his move into cinema.  If only for developing a recognisable signature ready to be 

used in a larger cultural system of cinema, the music video auteur becomes an important 

commercial position in popular culture. 
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MUSIC VIDEO AUTEURS & MUSICAL ARTISTS: RIVAL INSCRIPTIONS OF 

AUTHORSHIP. 

If we can define an auteur in music videos by their shifting relations with regards to the 

different songs they direct videos for, we also have to focus on their relationship with 

the band or performer that performs the music. The song dictates structure and tone in 

the director’s concept for a video, but the musical artist or act is an important element 

too. Goodwin emphasises how music videos are received: “…pop songs are often 

performed through a director and/or first-person mode of address, thus breaking the 

illusionism of the ‘fourth wall’ of naturalistic cinema and television.”69 In this sense, 

videos rely on the codes and conventions of rock and pop performances that hark back 

to live concerts and televised appearances from the 1950s. The direct form of address 

maintains the perception of the audience that the performer is the author of the video. 

Even if they do not appear visually, they are heard performing the song and are 

recognised as a presence that determines the release of the video. The meaning a 

performer or band has for the viewer is incorporated, consciously or not, into the 

meaning of the video, and their visual identity is altered continually throughout their 

videos, not just by the director, but by the particular moment of their career. This is 

particularly true for musical performers who have more control and involvement in their 

videos, selecting directors to work with and how they want to be seen (performers like 

Madonna, David Bowie, and U2 have achieved such a level of control). A music video 

auteur is never completely independent in their creativity. Their visual ideas and 

concepts are always based on collaboration with the performer/s, if at the very least by 

virtue of adapting the composition of another artist.  
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Though a director does not originate a music video, their decision to direct the video for 

a particular song reflects their taste in music, evidence of the possibility of personal 

expression in the medium. Cunningham’s name, for instance, is associated with Aphex 

Twin not simply for their break-out video, Come to Daddy (1997), but the fact that 

Cunningham has consistently worked with Aphex’s music throughout his career to 

score his work outside of music video, art installations (flex (2000)) and short films 

(Rubber Johnny (2005)). The sounds of Aphex Twin provide visual ideas for 

Cunningham who in turn provides visual ideas forever associated with Aphex’s music. 

The visual and audio links between director and musical artist become inseparable and a 

video incorporates what Stockbridge considers “rival inscriptions of authorship.”70 The 

video represents an intersection between the authorship of the director and of the 

musical artist, presenting a rivalry of meaning for the audience. The quality of the song 

and the singer/band becomes not only important to the structure and tone of the video, 

but also where it is seen and how repeatedly it is viewed. As Simon Frith comments, 

“The value of even good visuals is dependent in the end on the quality of the 

soundtrack.”71 Frith makes the point that the appeal of any video relies on its song, the 

qualities of which will help determine whether the visuals are imaginative or eye-

catching. If the song is popular then the video will be widely seen and considered a 

success. For Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze, not every video they have directed has 

been a Top 40 chart single nor have they all featured globally recognised stars of the 

music industry. They work, like most video directors do, on a case by case basis. What 

is important is how the collection of music these three directors have chosen to work 

with for a variety of reasons – they liked the song, they were friendly with the musical 

artist, or they saw it as a chance to make some money – comes to represent their own 

personal taste in music. Music video directing duo Ramon and Pedro understand that 
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“the music itself is often the voice of the directing style.”72 What they refer to is that the 

genre and tone of the music lends itself to determining the style of the video and for this 

reason the choice of music can be seen as dictating the overall style a music video 

director may display. When Jonze directed two videos for Weezer, their up-beat power-

pop sound and white nerdy image led to the concepts employed for Undone (The 

Sweater Song) – the band performing the song in a single camera take, goofing around 

on set as the camera circles them – and Buddy Holly – where they play inside Arnold’s 

Diner to the cast of characters Happy Days. The catchy, hook-driven guitar rock of both 

songs was popular and the creativity of both videos helped further the success of both 

Weezer as a band and Jonze as a sought after video director. Working as career 

retrospectives, the Directors Label DVDs make clear how important a good director is 

to breaking a new band to an audience, and how a popular performer is useful for 

establishing the career of a new director. More to the point, the selected music videos, 

which display the music that Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze have responded to for one 

reason or another, becomes the soundtrack to their auteur style.  

 

Contextually, the popularity of electronic music during the mid to late 1990s was 

important for directors in music video by providing an auteur space in the 

foregrounding of instrumentation and avoiding the promotional need for performance. 

The electronica genre had developed since the late 1970s with groups like Kraftwerk 

who composed music through computer devices, like the Fairlight CMI and Synclavier, 

which usurped the role of acoustic instruments in the studio. As Goodwin suggests, the 

influx of computers and digital technology in electronic music eliminated the need for 

live performance, resulting in “the displacement of the musician.”73 The various sub-

genres of electronic music oscillate between those that are more mainstream like The 
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Chemical Brothers, Fat Boy Slim, Daft Punk, and those that drift toward the 

experimental and underground, such as Aphex Twin and Squarepusher, only receiving 

wider publicity through the rare music video. What was distinctive within electronic 

music was that it was predominately instrumental music, and if they featured vocals 

were usually either sampled or guest performers. ‘Live’ performances were basically 

extended DJ sessions with an accompanying light show. The majority of these musical 

artists preferred to only have a minimal presence in their videos, giving directors the 

space to conceive their own ideas. The Chemical Brothers, Tom Rowlands and Ed 

Simons, testify to their reluctance to appear in their own music videos on the 

commentary track to the Spike Jonze-directed video for Elektrobank: 

 

The fact that we didn’t want to be in it frees it up so much for the director… not 

so much now, but at the time, you had the lead singer and the band playing, and 

that’s what it’s all about. But ours are not like that, not as reined in, that’s what 

directors like about us, they’re totally free in their imagination listening to the 

song.74

 

With performance not being an issue for the director, the videos for electronic acts like 

The Chemical Brothers and Fatboy Slim are predominately conceptual pieces. The 

music is still promoted with its use in the video, but the ‘star’ qualities of the musical 

artist does not have to be built up or even acknowledged. The reluctance to appear in 

videos is a factor shared by the director in regards to ideas, with Cunningham saying, 

“Whenever I hear rock tracks, all I can picture is the band playing instruments. So when 

I started working with electronic music, I didn’t have that obstacle.”75 The visceral 
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images and abstract narratives provided for songs like Aphex Twin’s Windowlicker 

(1998) and Squarepusher’s Come On My Selector (1998) help promote these artists to a 

wider audience while, at the same time, establish Cunningham’s reputation as a director 

who uses videos to tell abstract stories. Videos for electronic music have helped 

Cunningham, Gondry, Jonze and other directors use the song as a vehicle for their own 

ideas, appropriating the form and style of video art and short films in the genre of music 

video.  The possibilities of the medium are delivered through adopting the guise of 

another form, casting the music as soundtrack and as a scripted guide to how the images 

will unfold and work with the ‘score.’ Wyatt discusses the marketing theory of ‘product 

differentiation’ when considering films as a commodity, which films appeal to which 

markets, defining themselves through high concept story and advertising to teenagers or 

an older female demographic, etc. 76  Independent studios and art-house films offer 

themselves as “differentiated product” to mainstream Hollywood by segmenting 

themselves as an alternative to big stars and big budgets. Electronic music in the mid-to-

late 1990s offered directors a chance to differentiate their videos from the vast majority 

of performance-driven ‘star’ videos. Even when electronic music allows a director to 

create a self-contained narrative or create a character in the style of a short film, this 

conceptual, “experimental” approach still works to promote the music and exist as a 

commercial product. For example, the dog-boy character-based narrative of Jonze’s 

video for Daft Punk’s Da Funk, which uses the electronic music as background score 

while dialogue is exchanged over it, stands outside the mainstream of performance 

pieces as an eye-catching novelty in the flow of star-orientated music television. This 

form of product differentiation in music videos promotes not only the electronic music 

featured but also highlights the efforts of the director who can push their own ideas 

forward at the expense of the music artist’s performance. 

                                                 
76 Wyatt, pp. 97-98. 
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The type of music that a director chooses to construct videos for reflects their own taste 

in the process. For a music video auteur, this becomes important, as the music they 

work with constructs their own artistic persona for an audience. Cunningham, Gondry 

and Jonze have all worked predominately in alternative music with occasional forays 

into the mainstream with pop stars. Spike Jonze’s videos when taken together reflect his 

taste in three basic musical genres: Alternative Rock (Weezer, Wax, The Breeders, 

Dinosaur Jnr.); Rap and Hip-Hop (Beastie Boys, The Pharcyde, Fatlip, Notorious 

B.I.G.); and Electronic music (Björk, Fatboy Slim, Daft Punk, The Chemical Brothers). 

Jonze has said that, “it is always important to me, that the bands like it.”77 His love for 

the music and the artists is evident in his repeated collaboration with specific performers 

in all categories (Weezer, Fatboy Slim, Beastie Boys), creating classic videos that are 

regarded as important for their careers and for music videos in general. Gondry is 

similar to Jonze in having eclectic but populist tastes, but that are slightly more 

continental due to his Parisian background. Aside from Björk, Gondry has repeatedly 

collaborated with alternative acts like The Chemical Brothers and The White Stripes, 

whilst also working with major pop stars such as Kylie Minogue. In contrast, 

Cunningham’s taste is more uniform if only because on his DVD he has only a small 

number of music videos. Cunningham is well known for his dark videos for 

underground electronic artists like Aphex Twin, Autechre, and Squarepusher. Although 

Cunningham famously indulged the mainstream with his video for Madonna (Frozen 

(1998)), he has since shied away from popular music, voicing his desire to only make 

videos for those he responds to: “What I really wanted was to carry on making videos 

for people like Richard [D. James, a.k.a. Aphex Twin] or music I love, but maybe with a 

                                                 
77 Spike Jonze, Spike Jonze - The Work of Director Spike Jonze book, (USA: Palm Pictures, 2003), p. 21. 
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bit more money and a bit more scope.”78 A director in music videos does not work in 

the medium to simply realise their visual ideas, but to work with music they engage 

with and even love as fans of music. Collaboration is a necessary part of analysing 

music video auteurs because the music and the musical artist are the point of creative 

departure for the ideas of the director. A music video auteur is not simply defined by 

their ideas, but by the sounds of the music they choose to direct videos for. 

 

CONCLUSION:  

Auteur theory introduced the critical characterisation of the film director as a figure 

capable of art and personal expression, using cinema as a canvas for exploring their own 

aesthetic and thematic interests. Debated throughout its existence as a concept, with 

reference to the collaborative reality of film-making, auteurism has proven to exist in 

the medium of cinema, if only as a marketing strategy within both mainstream 

Hollywood and its alternative, art-house and independent film-making. Certain directors 

are promoted as an authorial presence in the credits of their films and in the context of 

interviews for the publicity of their film. The commercial value of an auteur is in their 

potential fan-base if they have a cult following amongst cineaste sections of the 

audience who engage, at some minute level, in the dialogue of meaning between viewer 

and film-maker. The auteur is a director whose presence is recognised in their cinematic 

output, whether it is through mise en scene, camerawork, stylistic tendencies, thematic 

concerns, a particular genre, character archetypes, or socio-political ideas. In the author 

function of the director’s name, they are recognised for consistent visual and story 

interests, as well as notable deviations from common associations and expectations. 

With reference to both Frow and King, an auteur can be regarded as a ‘brand identity’ in 

both their use of marketing (“George Lucas Presents…”) and promotion of their 

                                                 
78 Chris Cunningham, Chris Cunningham – The Work of Director Chris Cunningham book, (USA: Palm 
Pictures, 2003), p. 29. 
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existence within extra-textual materials like interviews (Steven Spielberg’s Munich 

(2005) can be watched on DVD with an Introduction from the Director). If we 

understand auteurs as a brand, whether supported by the director themselves or the 

studio advertising their films, they come to represent a lifestyle choice for an audience, 

much in the way we would with a movie star or a rock star. We identify ourselves as an 

acolyte of a director, anticipating their next film on the basis of the corpus of films and 

media wrapped up in their name (such as David Lynch or Tim Burton). We compare 

films with regards to genres and actors, but also through their directors, which casts 

them as auteurs to one degree if only by the identification of them as a creative force. 

Understanding the films of an auteur is only achieved through consideration of their 

entire oeuvre; one film directed by a considered auteur is only one chapter in an on-

going body of work. Of course, the director, even if designated as an auteur by audience 

or advertising, represents only one system of meaning that must be incorporated in 

many other systems of meaning found in a film experience. 

 

Corrigan’s argument about the commerce of auteurism can be applied to music video 

where directors have come to be identified with a particular sense of style and set of 

interests. The genre of music video is blatantly commercial in its promotional focus and 

faces the handicap of audiences reading the singer or band as the authors of their videos. 

Such factors would be regarded as limiting the potential for personal expression or an 

auteur signature in music video. Auteurism has arisen in music video however, with 

regards to the economics of the business in the development of a distinctive look that is 

employable and desired. In the 1950s, Corrigan identified auteurism as serving an 

important function in the history of cinema, which was to “generate an artistic (and 

specifically Romantic) aura during a period when the industry needed to distinguish 
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itself from other, less-elevated forms of mass media (most notably television).”79 With 

the celebration of the individual artistry of the film director, cinema could be 

represented as being distinguished from television. While both were interested in 

commercial return, which was highlighted more so in television with the increasing 

reliance on advertising, cinema could stand apart by becoming an artistic medium. For a 

music video, a similar need to distinguish itself and offer product differentiation 

occurred throughout the 1990s with certain video directors becoming celebrated as 

having an ‘artistic aura.’ Positioning video directors like Spike Jonze, Jonathon Glazer 

and Chris Cunningham as auteurs in their own right helps to separate their videos and 

the genre as a whole from its blatant commercial aspects. Music videos can be 

considered as art even as they unavoidably satisfy their promotional function by 

featuring pre-recorded music at the urging of a record label. Auteurism has only ever 

been sustained by an audience, for those critics and film-goers who attach themselves 

personally to the figure of the director as one, though not the only, reason to see a film. 

Music video directors come to be looked upon favourably if their name was recognised 

as a brand of quality, pushing what they could do with the image of the performers or 

transform the song into the soundtrack to a short film. There is an audience for music 

video directors that has been catered to by Palm Pictures’ Directors Label series, which 

has been indicated by the successful sales of the first three volumes on Cunningham, 

Gondry and Jonze in particular, purchased by those who want to re-experience certain 

music videos with reference to the creative force behind them.  

 

I want to conclude this chapter with a definition of what a ‘music video auteur’ means 

and how we will use auteur theory to read not only the videos of Cunningham, Gondry 

and Jonze, but also their Directors Label DVDs, which capitalize on their auteurist 

                                                 
79 Corrigan, p. 102. 
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tendencies to a degree of marketability. Obviously style and theme have been heavily 

reiterated as key factors in identifying an auteur, positioning their work to levels of 

consistency and deviation from expectations. The music video auteur will be analysed 

in relation to aesthetics, stylistic traits and tendencies, and thematic interests manifested 

in repeated motifs. We can draw on Wyatt’s writing to identify that the music video 

auteur is understood by their use of ‘high concept’ (the accessible, marketing idea that 

the video revolves around) and the use of style (lo-fi video or big budget effects). 

However, both style and interest are affected by the featured music, which drives the 

video and determines how image and sound are woven together by the director. The 

sense of collaboration that a music video auteur negotiates is more pronounced with the 

foregrounding of music, whether they are required to feature the musical artist in the 

video or not. The song is the adapted text that shapes the structure and tone of video. A 

video director engages with the music, draws on ideas from it or alters others to suit it, 

selecting the most suitable and engaging concept to be executed in the production of its 

video. The persona and iconography of the musical performer is also adapted into the 

concept for the video. Even if they are not a visual presence, such as many electronic 

artists who avoid appearing in their videos, they are still an aural presence that helps 

determine the reaction of the audience to the video. The director may not originate the 

video (the record label and/or band does), but their decision to direct a video on the 

basis of the song and the performers reflects their personal taste in music, which comes 

to define their own personality as an auteur.  

 

For a music video director to be considered an auteur, their creative presence must be 

distinguishable within their music videos, whether it is the visual style, the conceptual 

framework, or the type of world created in the space of the video. Of course, the 

consideration of certain music video directors as auteurs has proven to be easier in 
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recent years as the extra-textual avenues for their authorial agency to be discussed or 

voiced in such a manner have increased: from being the subject of magazine articles to 

online discussion boards. So far the Directors Label series has been one of the greatest 

arenas for a director to disseminate their reception as an auteur, collecting their music 

videos within a commercially released DVD text. The next chapter will proceed to 

analyse the commerce of auteurism in relation to DVD technology, how it represents 

and extends auteurist consideration of a director through the use of supplementary 

extras. The Directors Label series invests in the names of Chris Cunningham, Michel 

Gondry and Spike Jonze, not only as celebrated auteurs of music video, but as brand-

identities that denote a particular aesthetic and worldview, particularly with regards to 

music videos and DVD technology, will be argued further in the next chapter’s analysis 

of how the Directors Label DVDs represent directors both as the authors and stars of 

their videos. The DVD collections provide us with the ability to study the career of a 

music video director as both authors and stars, inviting the viewer to survey the 

commonalities and differences between individual videos, and be invited into what is 

presented as the ‘world’ of the featured auteur.  
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MUSIC VIDEO AUTEURS: CHAPTER TWO 

AUTEUR MACHINES: DVD TECHNOLOGY AND THE 

DIRECTORS LABEL 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

Television expanded as a home entertainment system during the late 1970s and early 

1980s as cable networks offered more channels for viewers to subscribe to whilst the 

commercial release of VCR (Video Cassette Recorder) machines made it possible to 

record and playback programming. With analog VHS (Video Home System) tapes, 

what was once an operating technology within the television industry turned into a 

commercially sold medium, appealing to consumers through the ‘selected experience’ 

of VHS, which offered people greater control over what they watched.1 Graeme Harper 

suggests that video tape helped formulate the idea that a film need not be viewed all at 

once; “rather, that it could be stopped while the viewer went about some other business, 

and then resumed at the point of departure.”2 More to the point, Harper is underlining 

here the level of personal control that could be exercised by the home viewer, following 

on from the level of interaction they received on account of the remote control. They 

were able to record programs from television for future viewing at their own leisure, or 

could rent and purchase motion pictures that were released on VHS tapes. The latter 

option was undoubtedly commercially important for studios and corporations who had 

invested in the technology, finding a new consumer market for cinema, television and 

music releases. The largest video market was mostly video editions of feature films, but 

the music industry found its own share in the number of recorded concerts and musical 

films in release. With the interest in music videos ascending thanks to MTV, record 

                                                 
1 Corrigan, A Cinema without Walls, p. 28. 
2 Harper, p. 93. 
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labels began to market them as consumer items, such as Sony’s Video 45s in America 

and EMI’s Video EPs in the U.K., which were sold from 1981 and featured a number of 

videos by the one singer or band.3 Writing in 1983, Shore doubted the success of selling 

music videos in the same fashion as LP records: 

 

Whether rock-video clips actually would complete the transition from 

promotional item to consumer product was an open question. As of this writing, 

video was not a proven sales medium for music programming, nor was music a 

proven home-video software seller.4

 

Shore saw the ability for VCR technology to record videos from television as impeding 

the success of music videos in the home video market. Goodwin also believed music 

video collections would be a lesser alternative to the music itself: “Even a fan who owns 

the videos of a particular act is still likely to spend more time listening to the music on 

record or cassette and on the radio than watching the videos.”5 As Goodwin implies, the 

music video stands as an accompaniment to the central experience of listening to the 

music and music videos on VHS would only be a supplementary purchase. The 

technological packaging of music creates more of an impact on how people listen to 

their favourite songs, as has been witnessed in the transition from the cassette tape and 

the Walkman to the computer and mp3 files. Despite the valid criticisms of Shore and 

Goodwin, music has continued to be a steady market in home video sales, particularly 

geared towards fans who want to see and hear their favourite performers, and maybe 

learn more about them. The intimacy offered by behind the scenes insights in concert 

films or documentaries would be enhanced with the crossover in the 1990s from VHS to 

DVD (Digital Versatile Disc) as the home entertainment system of choice.  
                                                 
3 Shore, p. 247. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, p. 10. 
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Aside from random compilations of ‘hit’ videos or the exclusive focus on a genre of 

music, music video collections were typically sold under the ‘brand-name’ of the 

musical artist or act.6 Palm Pictures shifted the market focus from the musical artist to 

the video director, not simply as a method of organising videos, but in an effort to renew 

critical evaluation of their work. The first step Palm Pictures undertook was the release 

of Hype Williams: The Videos Volume 1 in 2002, which collected ten videos directed by 

Williams of various artists in the Rap, Hip-Hop and R ‘n’ B genre. A year later, Palm 

Pictures brought out the Directors Label, which strengthened the focus on directors in 

music video as an on-going series, each volume a collection devoted to one director. 

DVD has helped video directors become a marketable entity in their own right. Stoddart 

notes that auteurism was only able to develop for the Cahiers du Cinema critics through 

the ability to watch more than one film by the same director, a task previously 

impossible thanks to the German embargo on American films during their occupation of 

France in the Second World War. The Cahiers critics were consequently “better primed 

to spot connecting styles and themes across an auteur’s work.”7 Therefore, an auteur is 

not processed from one film alone, but through the analysis of an oeuvre, and the 

Directors Label presents the majority of a director’s work within the scope of a DVD, 

allowing us to consider their many videos – separated by artist, genre and time – as a 

whole. Complicating the Directors Label project is that the director, working with 

Richard Brown from Palm Pictures, has editorial control over their DVD. As Deusner 

notes, 

 

They choose which videos, alternate takes, and supplemental clips are included 

and help design the cover and booklet. They can give interviews or provide 

                                                 
6 Roberts, p. xi. 
7 Stoddart, ‘Auteurism and film authorship theory,’ p. 39. 
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commentaries, or they can decline. It’s essentially a self-curative exercise that, 

for better or worse, gives directors complete control over how they present 

themselves and their material.8  

 

Whereas Corrigan considered the interview as an extra-textual avenue for a director to 

disperse “his or her own organizing agency as an auteur,” 9  DVD technology can 

achieve the same feat through its supplementary materials, most of which reconfigure 

the interview into different forms such as the commentary track. Harper argues that 

DVD has made “mainstream cinema no longer simply a medium primarily of 

entertainment but [is now] equally a medium associated with knowledge acquisition, 

regardless of its genre.”10 ‘Knowledge acquisition’ has been foregrounded through the 

increased space capacity of a DVD disc, which results in its content not only being the 

primary feature, but also ‘behind the scenes’ information regarding its creation, which 

allow for the authorial dissemination of the director. For this reason, Grant considers 

DVDs as key to not only reinforcing auteur status but also in creating auteurs for 

consumers, labeling them auteur machines.11  

 

With regards to his theory on the author function, Foucault says that “a text always 

bears a number of signs that refer to an author.”12 Even though the name of the author 

identifies a book, a film or a music video as their work, there is also the understanding 

that within the work are signs of identification, such as consistent themes and style, 

which auteur theory has focused on. I want to apply Foucault’s idea to the DVD as a 

text, which has been increasing used by directors to represent their work correctly in 

‘director’s cuts’ that also label it as authored. Craig Hight in his essay on the Special 

                                                 
8 Deusner, ‘Direct to Video: The Directors Label Series.’ 
9 Corrigan, pp. 107-108. 
10 Harper, p. 97. 
11 Walters, ‘Some people are disappointed to only get the film… What is a DVD?,’ p. 505. 
12 Foucault, p. 288. 
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Edition DVDs of the Lord of the Rings trilogy notes this prevailing trend, how DVD 

technology has had an effect on how directors make their films:  

 

It is obvious that filmmakers themselves are increasingly committed to the 

design and production of the ‘elite’ versions of their films that typically appear 

on special edition. They supervise the conversion to digital formats of older 

films, record audio commentaries, and feature prominently in the interviews that 

are central to MODs (Making of Documentaries)…13   

 

Part of what Hight argues is that supplementary features on DVDs like Making of 

Documentaries could possibly used to generate debate over, among other subjects, the 

“significance of the individual creative impulse within a medium that is inherently a 

collective enterprise.” 14 The purported extras on a DVD are then seen as having a 

promotional function amidst the noted desire to preserve and document a film text the 

way the director intended. With the Directors Label series, the featured directors have 

worked with the designers and producers of their DVDs to select the content, add 

MODs and commentaries, include work outside of music video, and finally help create 

the look of the DVD. We will continue to use Foucault’s author function, Corrigan’s 

commerce of auteurism, and Frow’s brand-identity readings in this chapter, alongside 

work written on DVD technology and its authorial possibilities to analyse The Work of 

Director Chris Cunningham, Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze as ‘auteur’ texts. The 

videos of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze already bear signs of their presence as 

authors, but we will deconstruct how these signs have been used, expanded and 

consolidated in the representation of the directors and their videos on their Directors 

Label DVDs.  
                                                 
13 Craigh Hight, ‘Making of Documentaries on DVD: The Lord of the Rings Trilogy and Special Editions’ 
in The Velvet Light Trap, 56, Fall 2005, pp. 5-6. 
14 Ibid, p. 6. 
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DVD TECHNOLOGY AND MUSIC VIDEOS: PROMOTING THE AGENCY OF 

THE DIRECTOR. 

Since their introduction into the market place in 1997, DVD emerged as the popular 

medium for viewing films, television shows, documentaries and concerts in the home. 

Mainstream dominance was helped by the release of two blockbuster films, Titanic and 

The Matrix in 1999, the success of which convinced studios as well as consumers of 

their future as a home entertainment fixture.15  Part of the reason for the success of 

DVD was its technical advances: the format offered higher audio-visual quality, 

increased ease in viewer control, and greater content space for supplementary features. 

Unlike the bulky rectangular shape of a video tape, a DVD is the size of a Compact Disc, 

and yet the packaging, whether in a standard plastic or more creative cardboard case, 

offers itself as a slim ‘book.’ Re-appropriating the hyper-text design of the internet and 

video game interfaces, viewers can use the remote control to move to different sections 

of a DVD, entering the ‘Special Features’ in addition to the main feature, and can watch 

the primary text with additional features like commentary tracks or sub-titled trivia. 

While analog video offered viewers control in the ability to rewind and fast forward, 

DVDs function as a “multi-layered, multi-choice menu ‘world’ for the viewer to 

explore.”16 The parameters of this ‘world’ have been dictated by the marketplace with 

studios determining how much choice a DVD may have in its additional extras. Hight 

notes the trend for a two-tier marketing strategy in DVD releases of films with a 

“standard DVD edition” coming out first, and then with specific reference to The Lord 

of the Rings trilogy, a later release of a more substantial “special edition version” is 

offered that appeals to dedicated fans or film buffs. 17  With these ‘special edition’ 

options, one of the great promises of the format,  DVD has changed to a large extent 
                                                 
15 Hight, p. 4. 
16 Walters, p. 504. 
17 Hight, p. 5. 
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how people consume film and television texts through, what Robnik Drehli describes as, 

“the anticipation of revelations” – the feeling that there is so much more to see on a 

DVD. 18  We can watch an extended “director’s cut” of a feature film that was not 

released in the cinema, view an entire season of a television series as a complete text 

without waiting for next week’s episode to be screened on TV, and can experience 

special features that have been made for inclusion on the DVD only.  

 

With the transfer of film, television or music video to DVD, a process of remediation is 

undertaken. Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin’s book, Remediation: Understanding 

New Media, defines the concept of remediation as “a more complex kind of borrowing 

in which one medium is itself incorporated or represented in another medium.”19 Bolter 

and Grusin see remediation as a defining characteristic of new digital media such as 

how computers offer a new means for gaining access to older materials (printed texts 

from books, reproductions of art, uploaded television programs, etc).20  Remediation 

occurs in the way that the medium of cinema has been incorporated into the medium of 

DVD, which generally presents the film text in its original cut and aspect ratio, but also 

extends the experience, adding more to it with the possibilities of deleted scenes and 

director’s commentary as options on the DVD menu. There are several levels of 

remediation in the DVD format, which have been noted before, such as how the DVD 

menu that the viewer navigates through a remote control, remediates both the VHS 

remote control experience and the GUI (Graphic User Interface) of the computer 

medium. As Bolter and Grusin write, “In digital media today, the practice of 

hypermediacy is most evident in the heterogeneous ‘windowed’ style of World Wide 

                                                 
18 Robnik Drehli, ‘Mass Memories of Memories: Cinephilia as Norm and Narrative in Blockbuster 
Culture,’ in Cinephilia: Movies, Love and Memory, ed. Marijke De Valck and Malte Hagener. 
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2005), pp. 59-60. 
19 Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin. Remediation: Understanding New Media. The MIT Press: 
Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England, 1999, p. 45. 
20 Ibid. 
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Web pages, the desktop interface, multimedia programs, and video games.”21 Cinema 

becomes a more immediate experience through DVD remediation as the hypermedia 

format of a menu selection, a remote control interface, and opportunities to explore 

extra-textual features offers further access to the text by foregrounding its construction. 

For the genre of music videos, we can see them textually remediating the featured song, 

which is imported into a new visual text and broadcast within television, casting it as a 

genre of television. The remediation of music videos into the DVD format grew out of 

previous releases on VHS and with the DVD disc resembling that of a DVD, 

opportunities for re-packaging music as an audio-visual experience were seen. However, 

some critics like Will Brooker have suggested that the remediation of films to DVD is a 

marketing ploy that is quite limited in the extra materials it can offer; “the DVD is just 

pretending to be a home computer and it feels gimmicky…”22 Bonus material that is 

often included like poster artwork, sketches and scripts cannot be viewed clearly at a 

distance from a television screen, and often they are better viewed through viewing the 

DVD on a computer. Despite such criticisms, the promise of interactivity and intimacy 

in the new digital media of the DVD has helped make it successful as a home video 

format. As Hight suggests, DVD audiences are not so much viewers but users who 

navigate their way through menus and pathways provided for them by their producers.23  

     

Music was also remediated and repackaged into the DVD medium when the music 

industry began to use the format to release DVD singles, which included the song and 

its video, alongside B-side tracks and different audio mixes. DVDs could also be mass 

distributed with magazines to include the latest music video releases, and even be used 

creatively by some bands (In 2006, Death Cab For Cutie released a DVD-album entitled 

Directions, which was a collection of commissioned videos made for songs from their 
                                                 
21 Ibid, p. 31. 
22 Brooker in Johnson, p. 38. 
23 Hight, p. 9. 
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album, Plans, by different directors).  For music-focused texts or music video 

collections, DVD allows the viewer to select different viewing options, similar to a CD 

player: one can view all the videos together, or select one individually, or even select 

them at random. A great example of this is the Beastie Boys Video Anthology, which 

was released in 2000 by the Criterion Collection, a label that, as Hight describes, 

“specializes in the elite presentation of significant cinematic texts, originally in the 

expensive Laserdisc format and targeted toward a collectors market.” 24  Criterion 

innovated several features, like the commentary track and preservation of original 

aspect ratio in widescreen blocking, in their original production of Laserdiscs, which 

has now been replaced by their exclusive production of DVDs.25 For a premiere DVD 

labels, renowned for their quality in selection of films and creating substantial extra 

materials, to release a music video collection of the Beastie Boys, privileges both the 

band and their videos as ‘important.’ If the eighteen videos included on Anthology were 

released on VHS, the viewer would have to watch them in one sitting, or spend time 

fast-forwarding and rewinding to find a specific video. The Anthology DVD not only 

allows more immediate access to the videos, but extends the viewing experience with 

alternative options: from watching videos with commentary tracks by the band and the 

respective director of the video, to 40 different remixes of various tracks, and then over 

100 video angles and audio tracks “switchable at any time.” The audio-visual 

experience of a video can be altered by choice through DVD technology, the viewer 

able to re-make the video through the alternative options provided, which is, of course, 

determined by what is provided by the designers and producers of the DVD. 

 

For Graeme Harper, “the global nature of the internet by the 1990s made DVD the first 

truly global domestic film platform, and the multi-language capabilities it provided 

                                                 
24 Hight, p. 5. 
25 Ibid. 
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ensured this quickly became the case even more readily.” 26   Harper’s connection 

between the internet and DVD technology is important as each is equated with 

developing a new kind of fan-base for both music and cinema. Grant makes the same 

connection between the two mediums in establishing a new forum for auteurism: 

 

A large slice of – admittedly still rather unevenly ‘globalized’ – film fan culture 

has never been as easily accessible as it is now. The interactive, intersubjective 

formulations of contemporary US auteurism have recently been ‘commercially 

enhanced’ by the ‘infotainment extras’ supplied on feature-film DVDs and by 

the near ubiquity of promotional documentaries on the ‘Making of the Latest 

Hollywood Release.’ In addition, there are large numbers of auteur-based 

promotional and fan websites, online ‘Q & A sessions’ with directors, cybercasts, 

film downloads and other paraphernalia. While the audience currently accessing 

these forms might not even remotely resemble an exact cross-section of the 

‘global’ audience for auteurism, it is already obvious that this now imagined 

community will only ever be meaningfully accessible in its multiple ‘niche’ 

forms.27

 

The internet now offers a more immediate system of networking and distributing films 

despite the development of region coding, which designates playback on DVD 

machines only sold in certain countries (Australia operates Region 4 DVDs, American 

Region 1, and so forth). Ordering online copies of other regions from shopping forums 

like Amazon.com and purchasing multi-region DVDs allows cineaste consumers to 

access films from across the world. The greater control offered by the technologies of 

internet and DVD consequently informs this ‘imagined community’ with a greater 
                                                 
26 Graeme Harper, ‘DVD and the New Cinema of Complexity’ in New Punk Cinema, ed. Nicholas 
Rombes, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), p. 95. 
27 Grant, p. 107. 
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desire for intimacy and interactivity with the creative artists behind the work. The fan 

culture that Grant describes as having made a home on the internet has increased the 

circulation and discussion of auteurism in music videos. There are several websites, 

created in response to the popularity of music-blogs, which are devoted to displaying 

and discussing music videos, prefiguring an audience for the Directors Label DVDs. 

One website, video.antville, allows users to post links to videos on the internet, whether 

officially released videos or independent home-made versions. One discussion topic 

started on the online forum was the question about who should be selected for the next 

round of Directors Label volumes. User ‘progosk’ asked, ‘Directors Label Series DVD: 

next candidates?’ and proceeded to suggest several names – Floria Sigismondi and 

Hammer & Tongs for instance – fostering a debate on the merits of different video 

directors.28 The online accessibility of music videos has increased the awareness about 

their directors, particularly on web services where users can upload media, most 

famously YouTube, which, according to internet music critic Tom Breihan, has “made 

the entire history of the music video available for casual perusal.”29  

 

The greater sense of immediacy is the major benefit of the internet with regards to 

music videos, making up for the lack of visual and audio clarity found in most 

streaming or downloadable material with convenience and control. Several bands have 

used their fan-base on the web to help create music videos for their songs, offering 

another intimate exchange between artist and audience: whether it be ‘Green Screen 

Challenges’ where fans can use footage of the band performing against a green screen to 

create their own visual backdrops and post-production edits (The Decemberists did this 

for their song, O Valencia (2006), as did Modest Mouse for three of their songs – 

                                                 
28 progsk, ‘Directors Label Series DVD: next candidates?’ videos.antville.org, (January 5th 2006): 
http://videos.antville.org/stories/1296826/ (accessed 12/11/07). 
29 Tom Breihan, ‘Music Videos Get Small,’ The Village Voice: Status Ain’t Hood, (April 16th 2007): 
http://www.villagevoice.com/blogs/statusainthood/archives/2007/04/music_videos_ge.php (accessed 
12/11/07). 

http://videos.antville.org/stories/1296826/
http://www.villagevoice.com/blogs/statusainthood/archives/2007/04/music_videos_ge.php
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Missed The Boat,  Fire It Up, and We’ve Got Everything (2007)), or inviting people 

through posted notices to dress up as the band and send footage of themselves 

performing the song (as the Yeah Yeah Yeahs did with Cheated Hearts (2006)). 

However, the freedom and interaction the internet offers has its downside, for instance 

the increase of file sharing and music piracy having a negative impact on the record 

industry. Downturns in recent years of record sales have meant lowered budgets for 

videos, reported in 2004 as decreasing from an average of $750, 000 to a third of that 

estimate.30 This has also coincided with the decrease of music videos that are screened 

on music television, particularly MTV, with the internet being valued as the medium to 

where new videos can be seen first and new bands can be discovered without being 

filtered through the corporate structure of a music television station. 

 

The technological development from the late-1990s onwards with reference to both 

DVDs and the internet have both – separately and, at certain points, in combination with 

each other – fostered a closer relationship between fans and their texts. While Cahiers 

Du Cinema had to rely on projection rooms and imported film reels, the ability to share 

the film text and communicate thoughts about it has become a more immediate process, 

which corporate institutions use to market niche products – Special Edition releases – 

for their consumption. Following on from Wyatt, Drehli casts these Special Editions as 

‘high-concept’ DVDs because they advertise the promise of accessibility, interactivity 

and intimacy to fans and cinephiles that will purchase them because “they accept so 

many forms of appropriation.”31 Special Edition DVDs is, to Drehli, another instance of 

“the all-purpose blockbuster image catering to modes of consumption that are 

                                                 
30 Bryant Frazer and Sharon Kennedy, ‘What Makes Videos Rock? How Directors, DPs, Colorists and 
Post-Houses Nurture Creativity as Budgets Spiral Downward,’ Film & Video, (July 1st, 2004): 
http://www.studiodaily.com/filmandvideo/searchlist/4659.html (accessed 12/11/07) 
31 Drehli, p.58. 

http://www.studiodaily.com/filmandvideo/searchlist/4659.html
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hypertextual, participatory, cultist, poaching, trawling, vampirist and cinephile.”32 It is 

interesting to consider how Drehli’s descriptions begin at the positive level of promise 

(“participatory”) and quickly descends into negative conceptions of consumerism 

(“vampirist”). Such consumption of ‘supplementary-ness’ – extra features and the like - 

is argued by Harper as being about personalisation, which he defines as “the buying of 

mass-produced products without buying the feeling of sameness.”33 Engaging in the 

supplementary additions to a film text is, for the fans and cinephiles Drehli points out as 

being the main market that is being catered to, a way of feeling like individuals, 

separated from the masses that might only watch the film and leave such extras as 

unwatched. This sense of ‘personalisation’ also exists in the cult that an auteur might 

generate, as was argued in the previous chapter, the sensation of being in dialogue with 

the author through dissecting what they mean through their use of style and theme. 

Personalisation is clear in the Directors Label DVDs with each of their director-

orientated releases intended to reflect the differences between Cunningham, Gondry and 

Jonze, so that each director-orientated release is a unique experience. This chapter will 

move onto exploring how each Directors Label DVD represents its director as an 

accessible concept or ‘brand identity’ that is written across the content of the DVD, 

offering both a retrospective of their past in music video and an introduction to them as 

a personality and sign, which offers some sense of intimacy for the viewer. The 

representation of the director as a structuring entity and as containing auteur status is 

substantiated by DVD technology with reference to four main areas of content: (1) 

Menu Design; (2) The Selection of Their Work (i.e. Music Videos); (3) Interviews and 

Commentaries; and (4) Supplementary Materials and Extras. 

 

 

                                                 
32 Drehli, pp. 59-60. 
33 Harper, p. 98. 
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MENU DESIGN: THE SIGNATURE OF THE AUTEUR. 

Only a small detail in regards to the packaging of the Directors Label series, menu 

design is important because it is the first impression the viewer receives when accessing 

the DVD of the director. Each menu is an audio-visual branding of what the director and 

their work signifies, based on the stylistic and tonal approach to their music videos, 

which are also extended into product differentiation between the three directors 

themselves. Beginning with The Work of Director Spike Jonze, the menu screen is 

divided across two sides of the same disc: Side A features his music videos whilst Side 

B focuses on his short films and documentaries. Andy Jenkins is credited with the menu 

design for both sides that opens on a grey backdrop with an animated figure walking 

across the middle of the screen. On Side A, we hear music provided by Wake, which 

follows the melodic strum of an acoustic guitar as a walking drum appears – a smiling 

head on top of a drum body –  beating drum sticks against his sides in time to the beat. 

The strumming of an acoustic guitar follows the drum beat, providing a melodic, lo-fi 

and upbeat tone to the DVD. Side B replaces the walking drum kit with Jonze’s sketch 

of the dancing mail-box from his video for Björk’s It’s Oh So Quiet. The two cartoon 

figures allude to the imaginative, humorous and altogether quirky details from Jonze’s 

music videos. Both are introduced to the viewer with Jonze’s hand-writing, which is 

animated scribbling against the background, obviously extracts from his own notebooks. 

This aesthetic is continued throughout the Commentary Menu screens for each video 

that are complemented with a corresponding extract (for instance, Fatlip’s What’s Up 

Fatlip? has “clown suit” and “dance sequence” legible on its menu screen). By using 

the director’s hand-written notes, his personal signature is visible across the menu 

screens of the disc.  
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Frow posits that the signature has become an appropriated sign in advertising and art 

cultures, increasingly used as a branding (for example, the way Ralph Lauren “signs” 

both his up-market Polo clothing range and his down-market Chaps range).34 He argues 

– drawing on Derrida’s concept of ‘the iterability of the mark’ – that there is a paradox 

created in the cultural replication of the signature: 

 

signature and proper name at once designate a singularity (the uniqueness of the 

writing of my name, the difference of the brand and its products from all others 

in the field) and yet can function, can be recognized, only insofar as they can be 

repeated; seriality is the condition of existence of the singular mark.35

 

This can account for why Jonze’s hand-writing or signature is not as identifiable as 

Ralph Lauren’s in that it is not replicated on a mass level anywhere outside the DVD 

menu. Yet the paradox remains the same for its use in the DVD menu, offering a 

personalised touch that signals that it is the property of Jonze the author and it has been 

approved by him (he has “signed off” on it), while existing as a mass produced sign 

across the multiple DVDs released and sold. In its small way, the menu for The Work of 

Director Spike Jonze simultaneously conveys Jonze’s approach as a director (ideas 

scribbled on notebooks) and how his ideas are brought to life (the sketchbook figures 

animated). The mailbox man, in particular, functions like a brand logo in that fans of 

Jonze would be able to identify him from his appearance in the Björk video he directed. 

For Gondry and Cunningham, ‘signature’ is not conveyed through a hand-written sign 

but through image and sound, opening up how they are branded as auteurs into an 

audio-visual experience that greets the viewer on their first use of the respective DVD. 

 

                                                 
34 Frow, p. 70. 
35 Frow, p. 71. 
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In comparison, the menu design for The Work of Director Michel Gondry foregrounds 

the director as a personality with Gondry appearing front and center on-screen to 

introduce the DVD to his audience. Gondry’s content is divided across two sides of the 

DVD in chronological order with Side A covering 2003-1996 and Side B 1995-1987. 

Side A features three variations of the same video introduction, which are randomly 

selected each time the disc is inserted into the DVD player, and there is a sense of 

surprise to the revolving introductions, even though the selection is limited. The three 

introductions all feature Gondry standing outside behind a podium against a mock stage 

with plush curtains in the background. In the foreground, at the bottom of the screen, is 

an audience composed of friends and family members seen from the back. The camera 

is focused on Gondry in medium close up as he addresses the viewer. The first sequence 

is simply Gondry telling us, “Hello. Welcome into my DVD. Thank you for your 

purchase.” What is clear here is how Gondry as a director allows the audience to see 

who he is, what he looks like, and hear his French-accented voice. The second sequence 

follows this introduction with the camera zooming in closer to Gondry remarking, 

“When I decided to compile my DVD, I opted for quantity over quality, because 

quantity lasts and quality goes.” This stands as an example of Gondry’s sense of 

humour, disagreeing with common wisdom that quality is better than quantity, and also 

sign-posting his authorship by his proposed criteria of selecting the content for this disc. 

The third sequence has the camera zoom out as a young woman appears from the right-

side with a mock trophy and we see Gondry’s legs in blue jeans clearly between the 

thick wooden legs of the podium. Gondry says, “This is a re-enactment of the day I 

received the video award at the MVPM. I was very stiff. And I couldn’t say a word. So I 

just walked away.” Gondry walks away and reveals a visual illusion where his legs are 

actually the wooden legs of the podium, and the legs of the podium are disguised as his 

“legs” in blue jeans. Feeling ‘stiff’ is turned into a visual pun by the way Gondry’s 
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wood-encased legs cause him to walk away stiffly. Presenting himself as “himself,” 

Gondry allows the audience to identify not only what he looks like and who he is, but 

understand how he behaves, which is communicated to us in a similar vein to how one 

of his videos would communicate a song.  

 

Frow sees the signature and the brand as converging in contemporary cultural 

production, and that the aesthetics of each promote ideologies; “they are regimes of 

marketing and authorization which draw in rather similar ways on an imaginary of the 

unique person or of personality.” 36  Brands give themselves “personality” through 

strategies of personalisation, using characters, celebrities and direct address to create a 

“signature effect.” In 2006, American Express ran a “My Life My Card” campaign 

where several directors and one actor were given spots to advertise the credit card. 

Film-maker and contemporary auteur, Wes Anderson, director of The Royal 

Tenenbaums and The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou, was both the focus subject and 

director of such spot. Having Anderson advertise a product narrows down the sections 

of the audience who might be familiar with his name or his work to fans and cineastes. 

Indeed, the advertisement, a behind-the-scenes parody that follows him trying to direct a 

film while being interviewed, is shot in the wide-screen, single-take, colourful style that 

he is identifiable by. The object of the American Express card is given personality self-

mockingly by Anderson’s celebrity as an auteur. For Gondry, the ‘signature effect’ he 

achieves is by introducing himself as a director (the anecdote he tells concerns his 

receiving an award for his music videos), a personality (his feeling “stiff” – i.e. frozen – 

at the ceremony), and as an artist (the visual gag of his wooden legs). The branding of 

Gondry as an identity for the majority of viewers he might not know who he is, but are 

familiar with his work, is continued in the actual menu screen for both sides of the disc: 

                                                 
36 Frow, p. 70. 
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video footage that is repeated on a loop of Gondry playing a drum kit in the middle of a 

forest. A former drummer, Gondry plays continuously looking to the left side of the 

screen with a deadpan expression upon his face while we see inside the drum kits are 

two young boys (one of whom is his son, Paul) yelling each time Gondry hits them with 

his drum sticks. Like the trick of Gondry’s wooden podium legs, the menu screen is 

further evidence of Gondry’s sense of humour and imagination, using the shouts of the 

boys as percussion. Of course, Gondry would probably not do this in his ordinary life as 

simply Michel Gondry, but filmed as “Michel Gondry” the music video director, the 

images establish him as a comic, inventive personality. The menu design on The Work 

of Director Michel Gondry serves as an introduction to the director, connecting the 

name of the auteur “Michel Gondry” with a sense of personalisation as to what he and 

by proxy his work represents. 

 

In contrast to Gondry, the ‘signature effect’ of The Work of Director Chris 

Cunningham’s menu represents the director as a structuring absence. The main menu 

screen, designed by Alex Rutterford, works as a chronologically visual and audio 

account of Cunningham’s career in the space of a minute and a half, which repeats 

continuously on a loop.37 The image is letterboxed with black strips at the top and 

bottom of the screen, and scenes from Cunningham’s commercials, music videos and art 

installations are all rapidly edited together, one after the other, lingering momentarily on 

the occasional image. Cunningham designed the sound for the menu and follows the 

quick editing of images by preparing a loud, noisy and constantly shifting soundscape. 

The sensory barrage features images from commercials and music videos not included 

on the DVD like the cat-headed bass player in a white tuxedo taken from the 

                                                 
37 Most interesting is the fact that the opening menu design for The Work of Director Chris Cunningham 
DVD also works as the trailer for the DVD, which can be accessed on Gondry and Jonze’s DVDs. In 
comparison, Gondry’s and Jonze’s trailers are structured in a similar way with clips from their videos and 
commercials inter-cut with famous performers testifying on the talent of the director.  
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Cunningham-directed video for The Auteurs’ Light Aircraft on Fire (1996). The image 

is only explained by the accompanying booklet, which includes more visuals from the 

numerous videos Cunningham chose not to include on the DVD collection. Alongside 

the cover image of Björk and the Aphex Twin face, these images become a series of 

repeated logos that are identified with the name of the author, ‘Chris Cunningham.’ In 

comparison to the whimsy of Jonze’s menu and Gondry’s clever humour, 

Cunningham’s menu design brands the director as the ‘black sheep’ of the three. His 

‘signature’ is equated to the signifiers of his music videos and commercials, his career 

in its entirety condensed to a commercialised assault on the viewer. The British auteur 

does not appear in an introduction, nor is the menu aesthetically friendly, preferring to 

extend the visceral aesthetic of his videos for Aphex Twin, Come to Daddy and 

Windowlicker into a visual and audio assault on the viewer. Examining the menu design 

of The Work of Director Chris Cunningham, Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze, it is clear 

that the DVD introduces the viewer into a visual and audio world of the particular 

director. The personality of the auteur is made into an accessible concept by creating a 

“signature effect”, whether it is an actual signature (Jonze’s handwriting), through the 

representation of their “personality” (Gondry’s menu) or by their images alone 

(Cunningham’s menu). These markers of what the directors mean as music video 

auteurs helps to establish their aesthetic interests and stylistic tendencies from the outset 

of the DVD, which either fulfils expectations of those who are familiar with their videos 

or sets up an overall tonal reading of what their videos will contain for those unfamiliar 

with their work. The chapter will now move onto analysing the authorial selection of the 

videos included on each Directors Label DVD. 
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SELECTION OF WORK: AUTHORIAL CONTROL IN THE DIRECTORS 

LABEL DVDS. 

Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze were all able to self-edit the music video content of 

their Directors Label DVDs, which were intended to be a comprehensive account of 

their career. However, the Directors Label series cannot be an all encompassing 

compilation of their music videos, as even with the substantial capacity of a DVD, not 

every video in the career of the director can be included (Gondry himself had forty-six 

credits in music video at the time of his DVD’s release). Some videos were excluded 

because they could not obtain permission from the record label or the band who owns 

the rights: Gondry’s video for Radiohead’s Knives Out (2001) was reported as having 

displeased the band so much that they denied its inclusion on The Work of Director 

Michel Gondry.38 Equally, though, the process intersects with the business of being an 

auteur when the director selects the videos they prefer and exclude ones that they are 

unhappy with, regulating the shape of their music video oeuvre. Cunningham has 

addressed this issue in an interview: 

 

Pitchfork: You’ve made almost 20 videos but there are only around 10 on that 

DVD, why didn’t you include more? 

Cunningham: Because [the other ones] are absolute shit. I only put stuff on 

there that’s worth putting on there. In order to make the DVD not seem 

ridiculously small I had to put a couple videos on there that I hate. I felt like it’s 

my DVD and I want to put something out that isn’t gonna make me cringe even 

though you can’t hide anything in this day in age. If there’s something you’ve 

done it’ll be on the fucking internet. But I don’t want it on the DVD. I’m sure 

most people in that position would feel the same way. If you do an album you 
                                                 
38 Rodrigo Perez, ‘Another Surreal Film Coming From Eternal Sunshine Director Michel Gondry,’ 
MTV.com, (July 2005): http://www.mtv.com/movies/news/articles/1513124/11072005/story.jhtml 
(accessed 12/11/07). 

http://www.mtv.com/movies/news/articles/1513124/11072005/story.jhtml
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just want the best tracks on there. Those other videos are like outtakes or 

experiments.39  

 

Cunningham is the only one to have spoken at length about his criteria of selection, but 

Gondry and Jonze also have videos missing from their Directors Label series. In 

opposition to Gondry’s joke about including videos on the basis of ‘quantity not 

quality,’ Cunningham selects only the best of his videos, casting aside those he 

considers, ‘absolute shit.’ It demonstrates Cunningham’s self-awareness about how he 

wants his work and himself as a director to be regarded. In The Cinema Effect, Sean 

Cubitt discusses how films live “post-cinematic lives” where after their theatrical 

release they are re-appropriated into different forms – TV, cable, video, and DVD.40 

While a film is primarily intended to be shown in a cinema, music videos are primarily 

aimed at television screens, and are released within the context of the television medium. 

Cunningham’s concern with quality control for his disc indicates an auteur interest in 

the “post-television life” of his videos, which in this instance is re-contextualised as part 

of the DVD medium. As Cunningham mentions in the interview, if people are curious 

about the eight excluded videos, information about them and/or the videos themselves 

can be located on the internet.41  

 

The notion of a director’s auteurism extending to how their work is remediated in the 

DVD format is increasingly becoming more pertinent in film studies. One case study 

that has provoked the most discussion amongst fans is George Lucas’s revisionist 

treatment of the original Star Wars trilogy – Star Wars (1977), The Empire Strikes Back 

                                                 
39 Quoted from ‘Interview: Chris Cunningham,’ Pitchforkmedia, (August 2005): 
http://www.pitchforkmedia.com/interviews/c/cunningham_chris-05/ (accessed 12/11/07). 
40 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, p. 164. 
41 The Directors-File web-site on Chris Cunningham provides information and links to the videos that 
were not included on The Work of Director Chris Cunningham:  
http://www.director-file.com/cunningham/promo.html (accessed 12/11/07). 

http://www.pitchforkmedia.com/interviews/c/cunningham_chris-05/
http://www.director-file.com/cunningham/promo.html
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(1980), and Return of the Jedi (1983) – and their release on DVD. In 1997, on the 

twentieth anniversary of the first film, Lucas re-released Star Wars: A New Hope into 

cinemas with updated special effects and additional scenes, considering the original 

theatrical release in 1977 as a “work-print” in his words. When they were released on 

DVD in 2004, Lucas altered further these “original special editions” with attempts to 

update them to show continuity with his new trilogy of prequels – The Phantom Menace, 

Attack of the Clones, and Revenge of the Sith. One of the most discussed additions was 

the ghost of Anakin Skywalker/Darth Vader at the end of Return of the Jedi being 

changed from the original actor, Stan Shaw, to Hayden Christensen who plays Anakin 

in Clones and Sith. Will Brooker argues against these authorial alterations as 

symptomatic of the way Lucas wants to replace the previous editions, which 

“effectively tells fans they never happened that way.”42 With boot-legs of the original 

theatrical releases of the Stars Wars trilogy circulating the fan community on the 

internet, Brooker points to this resistance as a challenge against the authority of the 

‘auteur’ director: 

 

…there’s this really disquieting feeling that you cannot trust Lucas with this 

mythos that means so much to you – which is troubling, as clearly you owe him 

a debt of gratitude… On a more critical level, it’s the feeling of the undermining 

of the author, a strange feeling, that you, the fan, and the fan community in 

general would actually make a better curator of the myth and probably a better 

creator of new Star Wars texts than Lucas would now.43

 

While the music videos of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze may not reach the level of 

popularity or fan debate that George Lucas and Star Wars could generate, the issue 
                                                 
42 Brooker quoted in Derek Johnson, ‘Star Wars Fans, DVD, and Cultural Ownership: An Interview with 
Will Brooker’ in The Velvet Light Trap, 56, Fall 2005, p. 38. 
43 Brooker quoted in Johnson, p. 40. 
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remains the same of whether it is better for the auteur to curate their work. Would an 

outside perspective be better in cataloguing a director’s career in music videos? Fans 

may consider the omission of certain videos an error in the representation of their DVD 

oeuvre, and could possibly create a more suitable “best of.” Even though Cunningham 

states that the videos he has left off the DVD can be tracked down on the internet, the 

audio and visual quality of music videos on the internet pales in comparison to what 

DVD transfers can provide. It is a similar point to the competition between Star Wars 

bootlegs and Lucas-approved DVD releases where Brooker states that the director’s 

“official” versions carry more cultural status, particularly to non-fans and the wider 

outside world.44 The early videos of Cunningham or for that matter any other videos by 

Gondry and Jonze not included on their DVDs would not be as widely purchasable as a 

consumer item, which suggests the videos selected for their Directors Label DVDs will 

be regarded as their “official” body of work. The comparison to musicians selecting 

tracks for their albums situates the Directors Label as the best videos of their director. 

DVDs function as auteur machines if the director is afforded the privilege of control 

over their work, as Palm Pictures have given to Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze. 

Cunningham’s view of his early work as ‘out-takes or experiments’ is how those videos 

will be regarded by audiences, only available for the curious, hardcore fans to find 

online. What the example of Cunningham proves is that the Directors Label DVDs are 

conscious efforts to present, promote and preserve the auteur status in the chosen videos 

at the expense of an objective perspective and the possible desires of their fans.  

 

 

 

                                                 
44 Brooker quoted in Johnson, p. 40. 



 88

INTERVIEWS AND COMMENTARIES: EXTRA-TEXTUAL INTIMACY 

WITH THE DIRECTORS.  

The concept of an interview with a director is understood by Corrigan as “the writing 

and explaining of a film through the promotion of a certain intentional self; it is 

frequently the commercial dramatization of self as the motivating agent of textuality.”45  

The dramatic presentation of a director is a result of art cinema from the 1960s-1970s 

when particular directors behaved as stars in themselves, people like Orson Welles, 

Alfred Hitchcock, Federico Fellini, and Francis Ford Coppola, who courted controversy 

and public interest in their behaviour on and off set. They seemed to create (yet 

withhold) the meaning of their films, even as the very act of making a film was more 

often than not treated as a struggle in itself. Corrigan explains further how interviews 

create an auteur-star agency for a director: 

 

In line with the marketing transformation of the international art cinema into the 

cult of personality that defined the film artist of the seventies, auteurs have 

become increasingly situated along an extratextual path in which their 

commercial status as auteurs is their chief function as auteurs; the auteur-star is 

meaningful primarily as a promotion or recovery of a movie or group of movies, 

frequently regardless of the filmic text itself.46

 

The interview is built around the promotion of the filmic text through the director as 

both personality and creator. Their own struggles and insights into the making of the 

film increase the possible value of the film to a reader, most likely creating interest in 

viewers to see it. This is problematic, for it codes reception of the film through the 

agency of the director – if we respond to the director then we may react to their films 

                                                 
45 Corrigan, p. 108. 
46 ibid, p. 105. 
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and their own interpretation of their work may foreclose our own critical interrogation. 

As Pauline Kael contends, “We judge the man from his films and learn to predict a little 

about his next films, we don’t judge the films from the man.”47  

 

The interview has also been absorbed into the Making of Documentary (MODs), which 

as Hight defines as focusing “on the actual mechanics of a film’s production, exploring 

the influences on a film’s creative personnel, the nature of the actors’ performances, and 

the often innovative filmmaking technique employed.”48 For the DVD format, part of 

the supplementary promise is revealing how the film was made, which has made MODs 

a consistent addition to most Special Edition packages of films. The director is one of 

the voices consulted, alongside the cast and crew, and their presence offers them to 

emerge as a creative force to viewers, often seen in action, directing the movie in B-roll 

footage on the set, and commenting on the characters, story and meaning of the film in 

interview clips. Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze are featured stars of their Directors 

Label DVDs, each promoting a sense of self to varying degrees through the use of 

interviews, documentaries and commentaries. Grant builds on Corrigan’s discussion of 

the auteur interviews by suggesting how it works for its intended audience: 

 

We might, for example, proceed by analyzing the kinds of stories we want film 

directors to tell us in promotional interviews and profiles, as well as the specific 

stories we require from particular kinds of auteurs: for instance, of expressive 

explanation and authorial intention, of overcoming ‘adversity’ to make the film 

and of the ‘effect’ on certain filmmakers of gender, sexuality, ethnicity, or 

national context.49

 
                                                 
47 Kael, p. 164. 
48 Hight, p. 7. 
49 Grant, p. 107. 
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A globally-based cine-literate audience responds to interviews and their DVD variations 

as part of the supplementary promise of the format. Hight suggests interviews and 

MODs on DVD have the potential for critical discussion of a film and their director. He 

writes, “At least in theory, MODs can also help to generate debate over the significance 

of the individual creative impulse within a medium that is inherently a collective 

enterprise…”50 Rather than being a platform for authorial agency, DVDs could offer 

some sense of argument between the individual work of the director and the 

collaboration with cast and crew that finishes a film. The intimacy that is arranged by 

such extra-textual materials in providing information about the production of a text, 

trivia regarding its creation and reception, and the expansion on its possible meanings, 

is important to how the director is configured within each Directors Label volume. Yet 

the promise that Hight signals is not fulfilled in the Directors Label series, which seeks 

to establish the “individual creative impulse” of the three directors, celebrating the 

critically neglected genre of music videos at the same time. Cunningham, Jonze and 

Gondry all take a different approach to the extra-textual, supplementary promise of 

DVD technology, which once again differentiates them as authors and stars. What this 

section will cover is how each director is constructed within the interviews and MODs 

of their DVDs, extending the experience of their music videos into areas of biography 

and behind-the-scenes intimacy, and consolidating their auteurist status to viewers. This 

is also compounded by a fifty-two page booklet of print interviews and photographs, 

which is included in the packaging of each director’s DVD package, establishing them 

as ‘collectable’ items.  

 

On The Work of Director Spike Jonze DVD, Jonze chooses to represent himself through 

testimonials from famous musicians and performers he has collaborated with. The 

                                                 
50 Hight, p. 6. 
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combined star power of these artists verbalise a constructed image of Jonze as both a 

director and as an artist. Jonze does not provide commentary on the DVD, preferring to 

express his own thoughts and utterances in the print interview in the accompanying 

booklet, which creates a sense of distance between him and his audience. We are given 

more screen time with Jonze’s collaborators who are all interviewed by his friend, 

Lance Bangs, and are re-structured as commentaries for each video. The appeal of the 

commentary track, a supplementary feature initially devised by Laser Discs in the 1980s, 

is to transform watching a text as fiction into watching the text as documentary.51  

Thomas Doherty suggests that the DVD commentary track results in an imaginary 

friendship that is nurtured between “the pantheon artist and mortal fan” resulting in a 

new order of intimacy.52 The visual track is left intact, but the audio – in this case, the 

song of the video – is obscured by the overlaid verbal commentary where the band or 

performer watches the video, as we do, and discusses it, informing us about its making 

and more importantly, seemingly talking to us. With the exception of two music videos 

– MC 900FT Jesus’ If I Only Had a Brain and The Breeders’ Cannonball – all the 

music videos on The Work of Director Spike Jonze contain a commentary track 

(fourteen in total).  

 

The majority of the commentaries that run throughout Jonze’s DVD follow the same 

line of off-screen questions from Lance Bangs, which are concerned with how the video 

came together, whose idea was it, what happened during its making, and how well it 

was received. More intriguingly are how people discuss working with “Spike,” as he is 

most often referred to, with nearly all of the commentaries painting a positive picture of 

him as a personality and as a creative artist. If there is any dissent, it only comes in the 

form of a joke: Adam Horowitz from The Beastie Boys continually chides Jonze for 
                                                 
51 Walters, p. 506. 
52 Thomas Doherty, ‘DVD Commentary Tracks: Listening To the Authors,’ Cineaste, 26:4, (Fall 2001), p. 
78. 
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being a ‘cheap skate.’53 What is emphasised is setting Jonze apart from other directors 

working in music video, which is happily extolled by Norman Cook, a.k.a. Fatboy Slim, 

in his commentary for the Praise You video: 

 

Until he started making videos for me, I hated videos. At the time I was just not 

a fan of video, the pop video. I think all the good ones had been done. And we 

were going to do the video for The Rockafella Skank and I’d flown to LA and I 

got into my hotel room and there was a VHS with this little note saying, ‘Hi 

Norman, I saw this guy dancing to The Rockafella Skank outside the Chinese 

Theatre so we filmed it. Thought you’d like to see it. Love, Spike’. And I was 

like, ‘Who’s Spike?’ – ‘You know, the video director’ – ‘Sorry, I don’t watch 

videos. I don’t know who the directors are’… They gave me his CV and I was 

like, ‘Ahhh, all the videos I’ve enjoyed in the past two years have been made by 

this bloke!’54

 

Cook’s anecdote underscores Jonze’s artistry by suggesting he is the only director 

making good videos, and therefore, the only director in music video who matters. The 

creative aura surrounding Jonze is also alluded to through musicians aligning 

themselves with his ideas, proving themselves to be true believers in their director. 

Later in the commentary, Cook discusses the record company’s negative reaction to 

Jonze’s low-budget, cheap-looking video for Praise You, which follows Jonze leading a 

dance troupe in front of a watching crowd standing outside a Los Angeles cinema: “The 

record company wanted to make another one, and I said, ‘No, that’s the video. Stick 

with it. Trust Spike, he knows what he’s doing.’”55 Cook’s endorsement of Jonze pays 

                                                 
53 Quoted in “Spike Jonze videos: Extended Audio Commentary by The Beastie Boys” in The Work of 
Director Spike Jonze, (USA: Palm Pictures, 2003). 
54 Quoted in ‘Praise You: Audio Commentary by Fatboy Slim’ in The Work of Director Spike Jonze. 
55 Cook, ‘Praise You: Audio Commentary by Fatboy Slim.’ 
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off with Cook mentioning that Praise You was voted by music cable channel VH1 as 

number one in ‘The Top 100 Music Videos of All Time.’ Goodwin’s characterisation of 

a promo director’s role as locked into servicing the desires of record companies56 is 

challenged by such stories where the director is seen working closely with the 

performers to create something different in the face of predictable requests from 

corporate interests. The ‘Us versus Them’ mentality that Cook espouses in the Praise 

You commentary is followed by other commentaries. Loomis from the punk band, Wax, 

discusses how their record company did not understand Spike’s idea for the video to 

their song, California, which follows a man on fire in slow motion for its duration: 

“…we just had to stick to our guns, because we knew that Spike would follow 

through.”57 The band’s solidarity positions Jonze as more than just a video-maker, but a 

collaborator whose instincts are to be trusted.  

 

The descriptions of Spike Jonze move from his abilities as a film-maker to accounts of 

his personality and how each affects the other. One of the more attentive anecdotes 

about Jonze is supplied by Björk in an interview that closes her commentary for the It’s 

Oh So Quiet video: 

 

I remember one of the first times we met, the video was done, and we decided to 

meet for breakfast in Manhattan, like ten or eleven in the morning. And we were 

just walking down the street and suddenly… [Spike] kind of jumped over a car 

and rolled over the roof and landed and hit the other side and continued the 

sentence like the whole thing never happened… So yeah, Spike’s definitely 

slapstick.58

 
                                                 
56 Goodwin, ‘Music Video in the (Post) Modern World,’ p. 39. 
57 Quoted in ‘California: Audio Commentary by Loomis from Wax’ in The Work of Director Spike Jonze. 
58 Quoted in ‘It’s Oh So Quiet: Audio Commentary by Björk’ in The Work of Director Spike Jonze. 
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Björk’s story alludes to the idea that the eccentric behaviour that occurs in Jonze’s 

videos, such as the spontaneous dancing that happens in It’s Oh So Quiet, also carries 

through to his daily life. Her anecdote is told after the music video has finished, turning 

the commentary track back into its interview form, and with seen Björk talking to the 

camera, the point is underlined that Spike’s “slapstick” quality conflates the expressive 

qualities of his videos with how he exists in the outside world. The intimacy that is 

found within these supplementary materials, from the disembodied voices of the 

commentaries to Bang’s video footage of each interview, gives the audience access to 

famous performers who then provide verbal access to the character of Spike Jonze. The 

director himself appears minimally on his own DVD: his voice can be heard asking 

questions in his documentaries, What’s Up, Fatlip? and Amarillo by Morning, and there 

is some interview audio of Jonze during The Making of Drop with the Pharcyde. The 

only onscreen interview conducted at length with Jonze is the mock-umentary, Torrance 

Rises, which follows the character he played in the Praise You video, Richard Koufey, 

as he leads his dance troupe to New York in order to take part in the MTV Music Video 

Awards. Jonze speaks directly to the camera here, but he is acting behind a constructed 

comic persona. His personality and strength as a director is only really captured through 

the musical performers and actors who have collaborated with him, an auteur by 

association with the combined star power featured on his DVD. His authorship as a 

director is paradoxically validated by the sense of collaboration that is expressed by the 

musicians and actors who each serve to paint a verbal portrait of him as a personality. 

 

Following on from the personalisation of his menu design, Gondry is distinct from 

Jonze by his decision to fully present himself as himself on The Work of Director 

Michel Gondry, offering a personal introduction to his audience that portrays the 

director as an open and welcoming presence. Of the three directors studied, Gondry is 
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the most invested in personal biography and constructing himself as an on-screen 

personality that viewers will become familiar with, introducing his interests, his 

techniques and how his own life influences them both. There are no commentary tracks 

included on The Work of Director Michel Gondry and the videos are left alone as 

uninterrupted texts. Interviews with Gondry and his collaborators are edited together – 

alongside re-enactments and short clips from his films and videos – into a two-part 

documentary about Gondry entitled I’ve Been Twelve Forever, which also counts as 

autobiography since Gondry directed parts of it himself (alongside Lance Bangs, Jeff 

Buchanan, Cyril Merle, Adrian Scartascini). The focus on biography is clear in the 

complete titles of the two parts: Side A is entitled I’ve Been Twelve Forever Part Two: 

From 12 to 12 – The Later Years – My Mother, while Side B is called Part One: From 

12 to 12 – The Early Years – My Father. The title, “From 12 to 12,” also introduces 

Gondry’s view that he lives in an arrested state of adolescence, which is also expressed 

in the whimsical special effects and naively emotional tone of his videos. Both sides 

also begin with white text against black informing the viewer that when a white 

rectangle appears on-screen, the viewer can press ‘Enter’ on the DVD remote control 

and watch the video or short film currently featured in I’ve Been Twelve Forever. Once 

the video or short film is complete, the viewer is returned to the documentary. By 

selecting this viewing option, the majority of the DVD content is framed contextually 

within the biography of Michel Gondry, threading together the music videos and short 

films inside one overarching narrative. Just like the commentary, this is an example of 

what Thomas Elsaesser calls ‘re-purposing,’ where the same content is repackaged into 

different media.59 What were expressly fictional texts in Gondry’s music videos are 

now embedded into a factual, if mediated, account of the author’s life.  

 

                                                 
59 Thomas Elsaesser, ‘Cinephilia or the Uses of Disenchantment’ in Cinephilia: Movies, Love and 
Memory, ed. Marijke De Valck and Malte Hagener. (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2005), 37. 



 96

Gondry clearly embraces the DVD medium for a personal account of both his career 

and his life up to this point. The information revealed about his video-making process is 

similar to a magician unveiling the secrets of his tricks, which is an allusion made by 

Jonze who appears in I’ve Been Twelve Forever to loudly proclaim, “Michel told me it’s 

all like magicians using sleight of hand… You get the audience to look over there, when 

you do the trick over there.”60 Gondry’s interest in visual tricks and imaginative devices 

is demonstrated in the beginning of I’ve Been Twelve Forever Part One when he creates 

Spin Art by constructing a spinning circle with drips of paint over it, which is activated 

by their connection to the wires of a piano. We see video footage of Björk playing the 

piano as a favour to him, which is inter-cut with the resulting paint that drops down onto 

the revolving circle. The sense of audio-visual experimentation shown here is carried 

throughout the documentary to explain the effects for some of his videos, particularly as 

the piano-based Spin-Art was an experiment Gondry basically wanted to do for fun. 

However, as Hight points about the revelation of how special effects work on the Lord 

of the Rings Special Edition DVDs, there is also a promotional aspect that celebrates the 

virtuosity of the creative team behind them: 

 

The effect is similar to knowing the secret behind a magic trick but with that 

knowledge framed within a deliberately inclusive address: we gain an extra 

sense of appreciation for the skills of the filmmaker rather than a collapse of our 

sense of disbelief in the film’s narrative.61

 

While the applause for a magician is not only in the performance of the trick, but in the 

skill in pulling off the trick, for filmmakers, special effects and tricks are ideally 

supposed to serve the narrative rather than their own authorial presence. We can see 
                                                 
60 Quoted in I’ve Been Twelve Forever Part 2 – The Later Years – My Mother, (USA: Palm Pictures, 
2003). 
61 Hight, p. 14. 
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how Hight’s point is realised in Gondry’s representation as a “magical” director in I’ve 

Been Twelve Forever when Beck is interviewed in regards to Gondry’s video for his 

song, Deadweight, which originated when Gondry mailed a piece of film to him. 

Presented to the audience as Beck tells this story is 16mm film of Gondry walking down 

a sidewalk with a pair of shoes stepping in front of his bare feet, appearing as if his 

shoes are leading him for a walk. The visual trick is revealed to the audience: Gondry 

used fishing wire to attach the shoes to his feet, filmed himself walking backwards and 

simply reversed the footage. Beck remarks, “I was so impressed that he ran out, made a 

film, printed copies and sent it over to me, without any commitment.”62 Not only is 

Gondry a master of simple visual tricks, but Beck’s story emphasises his creative desire 

to create the trick without any contractual obligation. The implied value of Gondry as an 

auteur is that he cares little about money and the corporate aspects of the video-making 

process, and is more concerned with creating illusions and wowing musicians.  

 

The result of I’ve Been Twelve Forever and its presence on Gondry’s DVD is that the 

director is conceptualised as an ‘auteur-star’ whose work is discussed not only by his 

collaborators (like Jonze’s DVD representation as an author) but also explained by 

Gondry himself. The viewer is told again and again that Gondry’s videos are an artistic 

rendering of how he understands the world, which can be witnessed at the level of both 

style and technique. Thomas Bangalter from Daft Punk discusses Gondry’s work as a 

whole in this regard: 

 

It’s all part of a certain world that Michel has in his head. Where you can take a 

lot of elements from different videos that he’s done and see that it all comes 

                                                 
62 Quoted in I’ve Been Twelve Forever Part 2. 
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together in a very child-like world and at the same time, Michel has a very 

developed and mathematical view of things, so it’s very naïve and complex.63

 

I’ve Been Twelve Forever presents the different sides of Michel’s approach as a 

filmmaker in several examples, but casts the promotional role of the music videos he 

directs as a platform for “personal expression.” The “naïve” understanding of the world 

is demonstrated when Gondry constructs a model of the Earth and displays it to the 

camera outside his house in the countryside. He explains,  

 

In many of my videos I use the contrast between nature and the city. I think 

that’s because when I was younger, living in a house exactly at the limit of the 

forest and the city, and in my mind, what was underneath… was the concrete of 

the city composing the earth of the dirt of the forest.64  

 

Splitting open the globe, Gondry reveals the two halves are inversions of each other: the 

inside of one contains a concrete centre and dirt lining the surface while the other is 

comprised of a dirt-filled centre underneath concrete. It is an understanding of the world 

based on an idea from his childhood and it is used to explain his thematic interest in 

nature and the city, which will be discussed further in Chapter Four. From the charming 

simplicity of that idea, Gondry also displays a complicated, mathematical approach to 

some of his other ideas, which we can see in his geometric breakdown of song 

structures. On a pane of glass placed over the camera, Gondry plots out the palindrome 

structure for the Cibo Matto song, Sugar Water, which cuts the verse-chorus-verse-

chorus sequence of the song into two parts that are the reverse of each other. The 

structure of the video is determined by the structure of the song, and yet the palindrome 

                                                 
63 ibid. 
64 ibid. 
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concept results in a complex visual dynamic: a split-screen follows the two band 

members on different sides as one walks towards us in normal time, the other in 

reversed motion – swapping places once they reach the middle of the song. Whether 

explaining a childhood idea through a model or deconstructing the structure of a video 

through drawing, the Michel Gondry of I’ve Been Twelve Forever, which like any 

documentary is a shaped representation to some degree, is privileged as a creative force 

that is both comfortable with technical complexities and child-like thoughts about the 

world. 

 

What is unique about the construction of Gondry as an on-screen presence in I’ve Been 

Twelve Forever is the autobiographical element that draws connections between his 

music videos and his own life. Dave Grohl, lead singer and guitarist from the Foo 

Fighters discusses some of the ideas behind Gondry’s video for their song, Everlong, 

specifically the special effect where Grohl’s hand grows into enormous size when he 

becomes angry: 

 

He explained to me he had these nightmares as a child where his hand would 

grow to incredible size and he would wake up screaming and his mother would 

have to come in and massage his hands, to let him feel everything was okay… It 

was insane, ridiculous and insane and it didn’t seem to make any sense… Maybe 

he’s actually emotionally invested in the video so much that all of this represents 

something that he hasn’t explained to the band or himself. Maybe every one of 

his videos is some crazy nightmare or phobia or something inside of him that 

he’s afraid to tell anyone, so he just makes a video, makes videos! Because 
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something as vulnerable as a traumatic childhood experience that you almost 

parody in a rock video, what the fuck is that all about? It’s a head trip.65

 

Grohl’s wonder at Gondry’s investment of personal experiences into what are 

considered promotional texts implies that directing music videos is a form of self-

expression that he is deeply engaged in. With Grohl’s interview, we are told the 

traumatic meaning behind what is an abstract special effect in the context of the video. 

The dream narrative for Everlong is also explained by Gondry as a result of his French 

nationality and his difficulty in deciphering lyrics that are written and sung in English: 

 

Because I’m French, I don’t understand every word in the song… I don’t really 

get most of the lyrics. I catch maybe 10% of the lyrics and then I create the 

bridge between the lyrics with my own universe and my own story, but lucky 

enough, it kind of matches closer to what the singer had in mind with his own 

lyrics…66

 

What is lost in translation is regarded as a benefit for Gondry, allowing him to bring his 

own ideas and images from the past into visualising another artist’s composition. With 

the extra-textual explanation of meaning that I’ve Been Twelve Forever offers, the 

overactive imagination of Gondry’s videos are based on his personal obsessions, which 

he uses as a way of connecting to a song whose literal meaning he does not necessarily 

understand.  

 

The structure of I’ve Been Twelve Forever is different to the commentaries on The Work 

of Director Spike Jonze as it allows Gondry to add to the testimonials concerning him 

                                                 
65 Quoted from I’ve Been Twelve Forever Part 2. 
66 Gondry quoted in I’ve Been Twelve Forever Part 2. 
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from the mouths of his collaborators. Grohl provides a verbal account of Gondry’s 

childhood nightmare of gigantic hands, but Part One features Gondry visually 

recreating the incident. With Gondry’s mother re-telling the dream over a speaker phone, 

we watch Gondry play himself as a child inside a tiny version of his bedroom. His head 

and hands appear enormous within the small scale of the model room, and it is filmed in 

16mm stop-motion, resembling a strange ‘home movie.’ This brings us to the other 

unique quality featured in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, which is that the documentary 

focuses not simply on the actors and musicians Gondry has worked with, but his family 

and friends: we meet Gondry’s mother as Michel interviews her about his father; we 

meet Gondry’s then-girlfriend, Karen, who interrupts one of his interviews by streaking 

across the room naked; and we meet Gondry’s son, Paul, who paddles with his father 

across a lake and discusses his own plans to become a director. The audience becomes 

familiar with both the fictional worlds of his music videos and his real life at home, 

each seen to support the other in the way the documentary cuts between them. The 

various elements combine to construct a portrait of Gondry as an eccentric auteur in 

music video whose inventiveness is always coupled with some source of emotional 

investment. The intimacy afforded by the extra-textual DVD materials presents Gondry 

as somewhat of a friend who has let you into their home, their headspace, and their lives, 

distinguishing him from being an anonymous “gun-for-hire” professional video director. 

 

In stark contrast to Gondry’s form of autobiography, Chris Cunningham appears 

minimally on The Work of Director Chris Cunningham DVD, standing as a structuring 

absence for the most part. Unlike Jonze and Gondry, Cunningham is only seen 

discussing one video from his entire career in the seven and a half minute documentary, 

Making All Is Full of Love, which basically collects two separate interviews with Björk 

and Cunningham that are edited with B-roll footage and special effect tests. Björk’s 
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interview is straight to the camera, identifiably filmed by Lance Bangs at the same time 

as her comments on Jonze and Gondry. There is a sense of disembodiment with the way 

Cunningham is represented only through audio comments without being accompanied 

by any direct footage. The only images one receives of Cunningham are from the B-roll 

footage of All Is Full of Love where he is seen as a working director on set, focused on 

making the video. The disconnection between his voice and his image creates a sense of 

distance, as if he is hiding from being openly seen and talkative to a viewing audience. 

However, Cunningham’s commitment to his work as a director is testified to 

anecdotally by Björk: 

 

I remember him coming up with a treatment and it was like, the perfect 

treatment. And I read it and I thought it was a masterpiece. It was incredible. 

And I called to tell him to do it and he was saying, ‘No, it’s not good enough.’ 

And I said, ‘what do you mean?’ [He said] ‘It’s too literal what we spoke about. 

It’s too easy.’ And for a few weeks we didn’t know what would happen. And 

then he came back with a treatment which had all the same ingredients, but… it 

had all merged like yeast in bread and he brought it to the next level.67

 

Cunningham is perceived as a perfectionist who is easily dissatisfied with settling for 

things that are simply good, preferring to reach further for ideas that are not “literal.” 

Cunningham’s own comments about the ‘behind the scenes’ action of the video reveals 

a self-deprecating, forthright personality: 

  

 [The Björk video] really was a disaster up until the eleventh hour. Of what I 

essentially shot for the video was a bunch of stills of this set with these props 

                                                 
67 Björk quoted in Making All Is Full of Love on The Work of Director Chris Cunningham, (USA: Palm 
Pictures, 2003). 
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standing there and with these shots of Björk in a blue costume with her face 

painted white, singing. So in the Avid, looking at this stuff, it just looked awful. 

I actually had a panic attack when I went to the telecine to look at the rushes. I 

thought, ‘this is a fucking disaster.’68

 

The technical hardship incurred in the making of the video deepens Cunningham’s 

portrayal as a perfectionist who persists in learning to use computer graphics to improve 

what he thought was a “fucking disaster.” Cunningham also discusses how the working 

relationship with Björk was ideal in his opinion because of her lack of involvement: 

 

Essentially she got me to do the video and then left me alone. Even when we 

were doing stuff in post, I asked her if she wanted to see some stuff and she said, 

‘No, I’ll wait till it’s done.’ It makes you want to work even harder to make 

something she likes. When people interfere and worry, for me, it just makes 

things so much more difficult.69

 

Cunningham’s spoken desire to be ‘left alone’ during the making of a video represents 

his desire for control as a director, an auteur status that is seen as deserved when Björk 

says, “When you come across someone as special as Chris, you just go humble.”70 

Björk’s lack of activity in the creation of the video portrays her, paradoxically, as a 

collaborator with Cunningham by respecting his artistry against record labels and 

corporate strategies, another example of the ‘us vs. them’ mentality between art and 

commerce. Across the supplementary materials of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze is 

the reinforcement of a sense of community between them as music video auteurs and 

                                                 
68 Quoted in Making All Is Full Of Love on The Work of Director Chris Cunningham, (USA: Palm 
Pictures, 2003). 
69 Quoted in Making All Is Full Of Love. 
70 ibid. 



 104

their musicians they worked with (or worked for). The majority of comments afforded 

to the directors by their collaborators is overwhelmingly positive, and this 

representation encourages, as Hight suggests, to interpret their music videos as 

“products of a particularly approach to filmmaking.”71 This approach is signaled as a 

harmonious one of creativity and personal investment without any glimmers of 

disagreement or disappointment by the musical artists, the cast or the crew. In essence, 

the interviews and commentaries on each Directors Label approach the promotional 

agenda of an EPK (Electronic Press Kit) where no doubts are voiced at all, whether it is 

the success of the video, any creative tensions or the economic context of music video 

production. If there is any tension, it is usually signaled, as it was in the Jonze DVD, as 

the creative union of video director and artist fighting against the lack of creativity 

displayed by corporate record labels. Hight says, “The most common frame constructed 

by cinematic DVD releases is invariably a promotional one, with the bulk of additional 

materials conforming to the familiar frame created by EPKs.”72 While for music video 

directors, there is more of a need to promote the artistic qualities of their work in 

response to common views about the medium as superficial and empty, the extra-textual 

promise of the Directors Label DVDs is not upheld in providing critical thoughts or 

contrasting viewpoints on their individual videos and music videos at large. 

 

Each Directors Label DVD is packaged with an accompanying booklet, a 

supplementary to the supplementary features already present on the DVD, which 

furthers extra-textual intimacy with each director. What may have been lacking on the 

DVD itself, such as insight from both Jonze and Cunningham in regards to their work in 

music video, is found in the print interviews each director undertakes. Once again the 

directors are individualised as personalities not simply in what they say, but how it is 

                                                 
71 Hight, p. 9. 
72 Hight, p.12 
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presented to us: Cunningham’s comments are structured to follow the chronology of his 

career while Jonze participates in a loose, informal dialogue with interviewer Mark 

Lewman. On the other hand, Gondry’s booklet shares the I’ve Been Twelve Forever title 

of his documentary and indeed replicates the collage nature of the two-part film. The 

booklets also refer to the additional creative areas the directors work in beside music 

video. Cunningham’s book features inked illustrations of grotesque bodies, which are 

taken from his sketchbooks, and also includes the cover-art and sleeves he designed for 

CD releases he was involved with directing (Aphex Twin’s Come to Daddy and 

Windowlicker EPs). Jonze includes the photographs he has taken on the set of his music 

videos, capturing rare and humorous moments, for instance, the actor Christopher 

Walken with his pants down around his ankles during the shooting of Weapon of Choice. 

Gondry also includes some of his own drawings, some of which are quite personal to 

him like an on-going comic strip he created for his son. As each director presents 

him/herself as an artist who traverses different mediums, the Directors Label enables 

them to represent themselves in a multi-media combination of book and DVD, print and 

audio-visual texts. 

 

The participatory and trawling mode of consumption Drehli suggests DVDs create in 

viewers is centrally drawn from the promised intimacy of bonus features, which the 

Directors Label booklets can be categorised as belonging to. 73  The booklets offer 

additional insight into the directors themselves and information regarding the making of 

their music videos. If we can categorise Cunningham as distanced from participating in 

documentary or commentary features on his DVD, the interview in the Chris 

Cunningham book allows the reader to learn more about his background:  

 

                                                 
73 Drehli, pp. 59-60. 
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I remember standing next to our ‘on set security guard’ and he said, ‘oh this is 

sick, like what sick fuck is responsible for this?’ and he quit, he left. I remember 

just thinking, blimey, it’s just some kids wearing rubber masks… he can’t get 

out much. My upbringing was pretty liberal and happy. My parents and 

grandparents were so open-minded. I used to make severed heads or set up 

stabbing effects and my parents and grandparents loved it, they just saw it as 

creativity. So I was always encouraged since from an early age, no matter what I 

did, nothing shocked them. And so I suppose, now, I do stuff and if it offends 

someone I’m always surprised.74  

 

The imagery Cunningham uses to explain his background – the black comedy of 

making severed heads and stabbing effects to a family who appreciated it – fulfills, on 

some level, the expectations of fans. The darkness (the nightmarish urban setting) and 

humour (the rambunctious behavior of the mutant-looking children) present in a video 

like Come to Daddy is extrapolated as coming from the director’s own life where he 

thinks little of grisly effects and finds the adverse reactions he provokes in his videos 

surprising. Similar insights are offered from the interview conducted with Jonze, 

whether it is discussing how he asked his then-girlfriend Sofia Coppola to star in the 

Elektrobank video or damaging an expensive camera during the Sabotage shoot by 

placing it in a zip-lock bag for an underwater shot. While Cunningham and Jonze may 

be considered ‘grudging auteurs,’ to use Corrigan’s term, in regards to the extent of 

their extra-textual presence on their DVDs, then the Directors Label firmly correct this 

in a print-based forum.  

 

                                                 
74 Cunningham quoted in Chris Cunningham, p. 14. 
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What is also fascinating in Jonze’s comments is how he relates to the other directors in 

the Directors Label series; particularly how he met Gondry who thought Jonze was the 

bus driver for the band Cibo Matto at one of their gigs. “When I’m trying to think of an 

idea for a video, I don’t think about the cogs in the camera [like Gondry does],” Jonze 

says, underlining a key difference in their approach. Gondry’s collage structure to his 

booklet gives the reader an array of informative novelties, rarities like the video 

treatment for the Weezer song, Dope Nose, which was rejected by the band, or 

endearing details of his family, like the series of photographs devoted to ‘All the cars 

my dad had in his life.’ The spheres of the music video business and Gondry’s family 

and friends intertwine in one anecdote: 

 

One day in Iceland, [Björk and I] were talking at a hotel when some Icelandic 

drunks barged in. “@!#%!!@!” he said to me in Icelandic. Björk became red and 

furious and asked him to leave otherwise she would beat him up. She really was 

about to do it. “He called you a Donkey” which is really mean in Icelandic!! I 

was so proud that she would have fought for me. Please Björk help me again 

these days. Cover my brain with your umbrella.75

 

The working relationship between musical artist and music video director, in this case, 

is also a friendship as Gondry describes it, stepping away from understanding music 

videos as an economic-fuelled industry and positioning it as a collaborative effort. As 

Corrigan believes, audiences want to know what their authors look like and how they 

act, and the Directors Label satisfies this impulse by providing an extra-textual 

portrayal of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze in varying forms. The desire for 

interactivity and intimacy with directors on DVDs is an act of cinephilia faith with the 

                                                 
75 Gondry in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 8. 
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auteur figure, “a faith rewarded by that special sense of being in the presence of a new 

talent, having the privilege to communicate such an encounter with genius to others.”76 

Each Directors Label volume – from Cunningham’s absence, Jonze’s testimonials and 

Gondry’s biography – all help the audience understand something of who is purportedly 

speaking to us as an audience through the videos, which is mediated by themselves and 

others to emphasise a particular authorial image. However, once again, the authorship of 

each director within music video is left unquestioned and is in fact promoted by the 

collectible booklets, offering another extra-textual platform for emphasising their 

personalities as ‘auteur-stars.’ 

 

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS: COMMERCIALS AND PERSONAL 

PROJECTS. 

Music video straddles the division between art and commerce, promoting music through 

creatively conceptual and visual means. As Deusner makes clear, directors working in 

music video do not make videos exclusively and spilt their time between other 

projects.77 Music videos stand as the primary texts for the Directors Label series, and 

yet they also allow the directors to include work outside of music video, which are 

categorised as supplementary materials that support the primary texts. Dana Polan 

understands in an age geared towards standardisation, one way for directors to stand out 

is “by cultivating one’s image as a special creative figure, as an artist.”78 The inclusion 

of commercials, short films, documentaries and art projects by Cunningham, Gondry 

and Jonze onto their DVDs expands their representation as not simply ‘music video 

directors,’ but well-rounded artists who can master different mediums. For the ensuing 

section, the supplementary materials for Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze will be 

separated into two basic categories – commercials, which indicate their creativity within 
                                                 
76 Elsaesser, p. 36. 
77 Deusner, ‘Direct to Video: The Directors Label Series.’ 
78 Polan, p. 142. 
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advertising, and what will be called ‘personal projects,’ short films and documentaries 

that reflect the interests of the director themselves. While the former contains a wider 

distribution in viewership than the latter (many of which have been rarely seen), both 

commercials and personal projects support the aesthetics and themes that arise in each 

director’s music videos, expanding their DVD depiction as auteurs across the board. 

 

With their blatant promotional aim, music videos have been continually compared to 

commercials, particularly if we review Peter Wicke’s definition of advertising in Rock 

Music: Culture, Aesthetics & Sociology: 

 

Advertising is based on a simple and effective principle, the combination of two 

apparently disparate sign systems through a series of formal techniques. It 

attempts to give a product a particular meaning for its potential buyers by 

combining an aesthetically prepared symbol of it, perhaps photographic 

representation, with another, more emotionally effective symbol.79  

 

The value of the product is understood in combination with an ‘emotionally effective 

symbol,’ which is established through a variety of ways: a story; the use of comedy; the 

casting of a recognisable spokesperson; the evocation of an attitude; or a combination of 

these. The product becomes an ideal, through the associative meaning the commercial 

embodies for the audience. The product featured in music video is the released song, the 

album it was released from and the performer of both, which are all traditionally 

represented as attractive prospects. What constitutes the emotionally effective symbol 

attached to the product in a music video are primarily the images, whether it is the 

performance of the song, an exciting narrative, a memorable idea, humour, sex appeal, 

                                                 
79 Peter Wicke, Rock & Music: Culture, Aesthetics & Sociology, trans. Rachel Fogg, (Great Britain:  
Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 165. 
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fashion and so on. However, Frith distinguishes commercials from music videos 

through the foregrounding of the packaging and not the product: “The video relates to 

the record only as a means of fantastic appropriation, and the video experience is not 

what anyone expects to get.”80 A video does not have to necessarily feature the band, 

the album or a consumer fantasy, but at the very least features a complete rendition of 

the song. Music videos work to foreground the music and act as a performance of the 

song without the truncated tease associated with short-form advertising.  

 

Like music videos though, commercials are left unauthored in their original context, 

whether screened on television or before the main feature at the cinemas. The prepared 

symbol for the product – the logo, brand-name, and slogan – is understood as the 

‘author’ for the advertisement, and directors, even famous ones who have dabbled in 

advertising (Lynch, Scorsese, and the Coens) are never identified in the text. The 

authorial anonymity of commercials is denied with their incorporation into the context 

of the Directors Label, where the structuring framework of the featured director casts 

them as authored. Polan’s argument for auteurism is that the “very fact that [a director’s 

films] are presented as authored, are offered up as the vision of a lone artist, is part of 

the meaning that must be analysed.”81 The re-contextualisation of these commercials 

within the Directors Label DVDs identifies them as authored by the director, which 

radically changes their significance as texts. They no longer simply advertise the 

featured product, but now promote the auteur responsible through the analysis of their 

aesthetic and conceptual qualities. Both the commercials and their counterpart – 

personal projects – add to the ‘brand identity’ that each auteur represents, expanding 

what their interests are outside of music videos while also illustrating how persistent 

themes and stylistic traits reoccur across mediums. 

                                                 
80 Frith, Music for Pleasure, p. 215. 
81 Polan, p. 142. 
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Jonze seems to distance himself from the work he has completed in advertising, leaving 

aside the award-winning commercials he has directed, such as Crazy Legs for Levi’s 

jeans, which won the Bronze Lion award at the Cannes Film Festival in 2002. In 

comparison, The Work of Director Chris Cunningham and The Work of Director Michel 

Gondry each contain several commercials, some of which are credited as exclusives like 

Photocopier (1998), Cunningham’s “never seen” commercial for Levi’s. Others are 

familiar to general audiences through their widely seen advertising campaigns, for 

example, Gondry’s commercial for Schmirnoff, Smarienberg (1997), was screened on 

television and in cinema theatres around the world, even winning the Gold Lion award 

at Cannes that year. If we compare Photocopier and Smarienberg, we witness directors 

undertaking different approaches to advertising the featured product. The unused 

Cunningham ad shows a photocopier in the middle of an empty road, reprinting paper 

copies of the word, ‘copy.’ Suddenly a semi-trailer appears and plows into it, smashing 

the photocopier to pieces. The Levi’s logo appears along with the tag-line, “Levi’s 

Originals.” The advertisement uses an abstract symbol to signify the value of the 

product: the truck is symbolic of Levi’s, destroying their competitors (i.e. the 

photocopier) who can offer nothing but ‘copies.’ Spectacle is offered in the sudden 

destruction, as well as humour in the conceptual meaning behind the action – the visual 

pun on ‘copy’ and ‘originals.’ On the other hand, Smarienberg offers more forthright 

spectacle in the appropriation of fast-paced action-adventure films, like James Bond and 

Indiana Jones, into a seventy-second commercial.  Relying on suspense thriller clichés 

and conventions, we follow a roguish young man and a stylish young woman on the run 

from a bald villain and his goons. The scenario for each scene changes – from hanging 

onto a rushing train to driving a Jeep away from a space-age jet – through the visual 

effect of the camera panning to a Schmirnoff bottle. Through the glass of the bottle, the 
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previous scene matches the framing of the next, adding a sense of constant motion to the 

perpetual montage that makes up the advertisement: we see the bald head of the villain 

morph, through framing and dissolve editing, into an aerial vehicle of the same shape 

that fires lasers at the couple driving a Jeep. Gondry’s commercial displays a cinematic 

influence and engages in the spectacle of perpetual motion, which is offered through the 

symbol of the Vodka bottle it is advertising.  

 

Viewing the remainder of Cunningham and Gondry’s commercials, there is a clear 

difference between their selections for the Directors Label DVD. Each commercial 

promotes a certain facet of the director’s talents, which if cross-referenced with the rest 

of the DVD content, appeals to their overall auteur representation. Gondry’s pieces for 

Levi’s (Drugstore) and Polaroid (Resignation) focus on compact narrative scenarios 

where young protagonists associated with the featured product antagonise older 

authority figures, attaching a hip and humorous anti-authoritarian attitude to the product. 

Shot in different locations, each commercial relies on Gondry employing a visual 

aesthetic that is comparably distinct from the other: the black and white cinematography 

for Drugstore’s Depression Era Southern American town setting is in complete contrast 

to the shifting eerie colours of Resignation’s vision of urban Japan. Both indicate that 

the chosen setting of the video influences the shooting style, leaving Gondry to establish 

an entire world that is accessible and immediate within the space of the advertisement.  

 

In comparison, Cunningham’s commercials for Sony Playstation (Mental Wealth) and 

Nissan (Engine) are small abstract pieces that are invested in the director’s fascination 

with the body. Mental Wealth features a young girl with a bulbous forehead who talks to 

the camera, giving a monologue in her Scottish accent about making “your own moon.” 

Shot on video and de-saturated of colour, the connection between the commercial and 
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the product is deliberately obscure and strange. Obviously the Playstation is the product 

that will help the viewer make their “own moon,” but who is this girl and why is her 

head shaped like that? The visual play with human anatomy continues in Engine, which 

focuses on a strong, muscular male torso flexing against a chilly landscape. His athletic 

movements are synchronised to the sound of mechanical parts, which are complimented 

at the end by the appearance of Nissan’s ‘New Primera’ automobile and the tag-line, 

“Designed to Improve Your Performance.” Just like in Photocopier, we read the 

analogy between the lines of the ad copy, implying the car in question is an extension of 

our body. The commercial is listed as ‘Featuring music by Boards of Canada,’ a band 

who make critically-acclaimed electronic ambient music, grouped into the same music 

scene as Aphex Twin and Squarepusher. Within the context of the DVD, Engine in 

particular, is of a piece with the overall idea of Cunningham as a director – from the use 

of underground electronica to the strong visual fascination with human anatomy. 

Commercials remain advertisements in their inclusion on the Directors Label series, 

still retaining identification of the product and its brand-name. Yet the framing context 

of a director’s name imbues the commercial with the possibility of an auteurist reading 

and artistic merit, housed within their DVD oeuvre.  

 

Advertising firms pay directors to think of ideas to advertise a product, or hire them to 

simply direct a pre-conceived treatment in their inimitable style. A greater insight is 

offered into the director and their interests through the personal projects they include in 

their DVDs, documentaries and short films produced by the directors themselves 

without an eye to financial return. The majority of the supplementary materials for The 

Work of Director Spike Jonze focus on documentaries directed by Jonze, which point 

towards his desire to capture reality through his unobtrusive presence behind the video 

camera, drawing revealing answers from his subjects. Two documentaries included on 
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the Jonze DVD portray people from diverse backgrounds who define themselves 

through their chosen lifestyle: What’s Up, Fatlip? (1999) is an interview with African-

American Hip-Hop performer, Fatlip, during the making of his video of the same name 

with Jonze on the streets of L.A., whilst Amarillo By Morning (1997) follows a group of 

white suburban teenagers in Houston who are training to be professional bull riders. 

Without the use of narration or voice over, Jonze edits the two films around his subjects 

as he conducts an on-going conversation with them, often resulting in remarkably 

personal moments: from Fatlip’s revelation in What’s Up Fatlip of his experience dating 

a girl who, to his surprise, turned out to be a transsexual and his own embarrassed, 

violent reaction to it, to one Houston teenager in Amarillo By Morning quietly 

discussing his older brother who was accidentally paralysed while in the Marines. Both 

half-hour in length, What’s Up Fatlip and Amarillo By Morning point towards Jonze’s 

interest in documenting the real, which has continued into a side-line career of working 

on DVD special features – such as the ‘behind-the-scenes’ look at the making of his 

friend David O. Russell’s film, I Heart Huckabees (2004), included on the DVD release, 

and interviewing the audience lined up to see the Yeah Yeah Yeahs perform live, in 

their concert DVD, Tell Me What Rockers To Swallow (2004).  

 

However, Jonze’s work as a documentary filmmaker intersects with his music video 

career, most notably in the supplementary feature entitled, The Oasis Video That Never 

Happened (1997), which begins with the following text against black: 

 

The idea was to have random people on the street listen to the new unreleased 

Oasis single [Stand by Me] on headphones and ask them to come up with ideas 

for the video. 
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After narrowing them down to five ideas we would shoot a video with the band 

for each one and juxtaposing the people describing their ideas with 30 to 40 

seconds of the corresponding video. 

 

We are then informed that the proposed idea was not approved by Oasis, so while the 

music video was aborted, the remaining footage is edited into a documentary of Jonze 

executing the first part of the idea - interviewing people on the street, having them listen 

to the song and describe their own ideas for its video. The actual song is threaded 

throughout The Oasis Video That Never Happened, scoring montages of various people 

in London listening to the Oasis song through headphones. For the DVD audience, the 

footage is illuminating in showing us an idea for a video that never eventuated, similar 

to Gondry’s inclusion of his rejected treatment for the Weezer song, Dope Nose, in the 

I’ve Been Twelve Forever booklet. What is ultimately more fascinating than the ‘never 

before seen’ promise of the documentary is Jonze’s attempt to hand the video-making 

process to the audience, contrasting their own ideas with their proposed realisation. As 

Nicholas Chambers observes, the interviewees – ranging from a middle-aged priest, 

young children, teenagers and older people – display a familiarity with the format and 

language of music video, enabling them to imagine a sequence of images to accompany 

the previously unheard song.82 The majority of ideas involve the person in question 

interacting with the band to some degree, reiterating audience interest in the star power 

of the band, particularly with Oasis, then at the height of their popularity. The proposed 

video documents the internalisation of music video fantasies by the interviewees who 

expect a level of intimacy with the star or band. Of course, as Oasis proves in their 

refusal to participate in Jonze’s idea, this intimacy is at the behest of the recording artist 

to some extent. The failure of the Stand by Me idea turns into a documentary account of 

                                                 
82 Nicholas Chambers. ‘Pictures came and broke your heart’ in Video Hits: Art & Music Video. 
Queensland Art Gallery: South Brisbane, 2004, p. 46. 
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Jonze’s attempt to incorporate the commentaries of everyday people into the content of 

music video, which casts him as a director who stands between the desires of the 

audience and the whims of the recording artists. The attempt to reflect our everyday 

engagement with music using documentary techniques in music videos will be shown 

later in Jonze’s video for Fatboy Slim’s Praise You, which incorporates the real into its 

playful concept. 

 

Cunningham’s heightens reality in his presentation of the human body in two absurdist 

and abstract video installations included on The Work of Director Chris Cunningham. In 

2000, the Anthony D’Offay Art Gallery in London approached Cunningham to conceive 

two pieces that would be viewed in their gallery space. The resulting artworks, Monkey 

Drummer and flex, are linked by their mutual focus on configuring and synchronising 

anatomy to electronic music, which is provided by Aphex Twin, a constant collaborator 

of Cunningham’s. Monkey Drummer frames its uninterrupted, full figure shot of a 

mechanical sculpture that has a fake monkey head - hence the title – and a combination 

of robotic anatomy and several human arms attached to the body through computer 

graphics, which hold drumsticks in their hands. When Aphex’s drum ‘n’ bass music 

begins, the various hands begin to beat on a number of nearby electronic drums, several 

of which surround the structure. The performance of the ‘monkey drummer’ is both 

unsettling and humourous, an uneasy union of animal, human and machine that is 

resolved to only move in time to the music. The interest in music and movement 

through the body is continued in flex, which focuses on a nude white human male and 

female couple floating in darkness. They are at first seen physically intertwined, and yet 

when the erratic electronic music begins on the soundtrack, they begin to tussle. The 

abrupt sounds match the quick editing and the fast movements within each shot. 

Cunningham blurs the images through the immediate pace he sets for the piece, so that 
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it remains unclear whether the man and woman are copulating wildly or are fighting 

violently. Their interaction is halted when the woman accidentally elbows the man’s 

mouth, causing him to spit out blood, which floats in the darkness as droplets in space. 

Suddenly a shaft of bright white light cuts through the void and separates the couple. 

The film is only an extract from the complete art work, and it ends in abstract noises and 

atmospheric lights amidst the cloudy, black space. While the scope of Monkey Drummer 

and flex as art pieces are lost in their transfer from gallery space to the medium of a 

DVD, they show Cunningham’s fascination with grotesque anatomy and Aphex’s music 

in areas outside music video, while at the same time drawing on the style of music 

videos in their tight synchronisation of music and image.  

 

From the high-art of Cunningham’s personal projects, Gondry’s pieces aim less for 

pretension and more for a quirky and inventive form of autobiography. The Work of 

Director Michel Gondry conducts itself as a receptacle for all of Gondry’s ideas, no 

matter how slight they may be (the drum composition, Drum and Drumber) or how 

bizarre they are (Jim Carrey riding a bed car in Pecan Pie). However, what stand out are 

the two short films that feature comparatively conventional narratives, which revolve 

around the director himself using odd touches of surrealist imagery, La Lettre (1998) 

and One Day… (2001), both of which point to Gondry’s future desire to make feature 

films. La Lettre is a fourteen minute, black-and-white short, filmed on location in Paris, 

and as Gondry explains in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, its story is partly based on his 

childhood. Gondry is represented in the central character, Stéphane, a young boy who is 

seen attempting to blow up a photograph of a girl into a larger size.83 The girl, Annette, 

is a school friend of Stephane’s and he discusses with his older brother, Jerome, about 

                                                 
83 Interestingly, Gondry would use the name ‘Stéphane’ for the lead character in his feature film, The 
Science of Sleep (2006), played by Gael Garcia Bernal. The film also draws on Gondry’s autobiography 
for its story, such as Stéphane’s employment in a printing store, which Gondry worked in when he was 
younger. 
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his romantic feelings for her. Jerome orders him, “Sort it all out before the year 2000.” 

The next day Stéphane races to express his love to Annette just as she is leaving on 

holiday with her family, but he is given a letter by her, which informs him of her 

interest in Jerome. The film ends with Stéphane, disheartened, taking down the many 

photos of Annette has on his bedroom wall. The theme of failed romance is off-set by 

Gondry’s penchant for imaginative, bittersweet imagery, which is evident in the dream 

Stéphane has where he is at a New Year’s Eve party, but his head has been replaced 

with a large camera. His attempt to kiss Annette causes problems when he knocks her 

out with his camera-head.  

 

A comedy of a different sort, One Day… stars Gondry as a man who is hounded by an 

overgrown piece of his own excrement, played by comedian David Cross, who calls 

him “poppa” and begs to be recognised as his “son.” The obviously surreal idea is 

conveyed by Cross wearing a costume made of brown paper mache with a strip of toilet 

paper wrapped around his neck like a scarf. Cross is not only visually revolting, but 

begins to exhibit disgusting opinions, describing minorities as “always exploiting their 

weaknesses,” and ending the film by being re-born into a Hitler doppelganger the next 

morning. Filmed on video in New York, One Day… features Gondry’s concern with 

toilet humour, exhibited also in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, from his discussion of farting 

in front of girls to his childhood friend’s nightmare of falling into a toilet and being lost 

in the pipe system. The discomfort with bodily functions and the abject are humorously 

represented in the uneasy relationship between Gondry and Cross’ character. Gondry’s 

autobiographical aspect of his creativity is also supported by the collection of short 

animated films that are based on his family: a silent-movie birthday present for his 

brother (My Brother’s 24th Birthday), a cartoon based on one of his grandfather’s 
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paintings (Three Dead People), and an animated song sung by Gondry based on a 

moment of teenage rejection (Tiny).  

 

The discussion of commercials and personal projects in the supplementary materials of 

each director’s DVD has not been comprehensive, leaving aside a number of included 

projects and pieces, such as Jonze’s short film, How They Get There, or Gondry’s 

interview with his former band leader, Etienne Charry. What is clear is how the entirety 

of the DVD works together to depict the diversity of the director across mediums, even 

as they broach consistent thematic interests and stylistic tendencies within them all. A 

circuit is conducted back and forth from the primary texts - the music videos - to the 

supplementary materials – which include everything from commentaries, documentaries, 

and work outside music video – and each is shown to support the other. The 

commercials are not viewed alone, but are positioned within the representation of the 

director within the menu design. Context is clarified through extra-textual 

documentaries such as I’ve Been Twelve Forever, explaining the autobiographical 

importance that some of the included short films have for Gondry (La Lettre, Tiny and 

so on). Some projects develop out of the shooting of other projects; like how Jonze’s 

documentary, What’s up Fatlip, grew out of the improvisations and interviews he 

conducted with Fatlip during the making of the music video of the same name. 

Cunningham’s enthrallment in the human body moving to music cuts across his paid 

work in advertising, commissioned work from art galleries and videos he makes for 

artists like Aphex Twin. The organising agency of the director, which structures the 

context of each Directors Label DVD, infuses the entirety of its content with their 

presence, each item received and understood as being authored by them.  
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CONCLUSION:  

The research question for this thesis revolves around how advances in screen culture, 

most specifically DVD technology, have re-shaped the consideration of a director as an 

auteur. For music video directors like Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze, the Directors 

Label DVDs permit them to construct a ‘brand identity’ that equates the ‘author 

function’ of their name with a series of images, comments and ideas that they will be 

identified with. To a certain extent, the figure of the director seen in each Directors 

Label volume is a construction, which is carefully managed by the director themselves 

with the editorial control they received from Palm Pictures. The way Cunningham, 

Gondry and Jonze are portrayed on their DVD and the accompanying booklet is at once 

based on how they work and also how they behave in real life. Yet their totality as an 

artist, a filmmaker and even an auteur is idealised into an accessible concept through the 

DVD medium. The “Cunningham,” “Gondry,” and “Jonze” represented in each DVD is 

a construction through the documentary forms, signature effects and personal 

differentiation that they all undertake. Stretching across the design of their menus, 

audio-visual and print interviews, the testimonials of others, authored work within other 

mediums, each director is simplified as an attitude and as an aesthetic: the dark, 

cinematic style of Cunningham with his keen interest in anatomical forms unfolding to 

electronic music; Gondry’s bittersweet, intentionally naïve understanding of the world 

communicated through technically imaginative games and puzzles; and Jonze’s dual 

interest in documentary realism and our everyday engagement in mediated, pop cultural 

forms like film and television. They are ‘brand identities’ that are achieved with 

reference to their popular videos, which helps to differentiate each director from the 

other, as well as expand their represented ‘personalities’ into the menu-driven 

supplementarity of the DVD format. The Directors Label DVDs function as auteur 

machines in the incorporation of fact through extra-textual documentary-based features 
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(commentaries, behind-the-scenes information, and trivia) that surround our reception 

of their music videos. Of course, such factual revelations into how the directors come up 

with their ideas or undertake their work are presented for the entertainment of the 

audience.  

 

Packaging a collection of texts under a director’s name provides pleasure to the 

interested audience by their ability to already know, not read, their meaning within “the 

totalizing image that proceeds [the work] in the public image of its creator.”84 This is 

varied between the directors: Gondry stands as a greater public presence with his 

charming sense of autobiography that runs throughout The Work of Director Michel 

Gondry, whereas Jonze and Cunningham leave their comments for the print interviews 

given in their booklets, letting the work speak for itself on their DVDs (or in the case of 

Jonze, letting others speak for him). For Corrigan, to respond to a movie or text as 

primarily and openly the work of a director is “the pleasure of refusing an evaluative 

relation to it.”85 The consequence of the Directors Label’s celebration of music video 

directors is that individual examples of their work are preceded by an auteurist 

reputation - it is a Cunningham video, therefore it must be great. What is selected and 

compiled on the DVD as overseen by the director is categorised as the ‘best’ of their 

work and this influences our reception of each work, even though we may still 

personally disagree with the quality of the various texts and choose our own favourites. 

Criticism of a music video or a commercial is clearly still possible for the viewer with 

regards to those featured in the Directors Label series. Yet their evaluative criticism is 

not possible without recourse to the presence of the director, which is the predominate 

system of meaning that is heralded here in these DVDs.  

 

                                                 
84 Corrigan, p. 106. 
85 ibid. 
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As Walters noted, DVDs are multi-layered, multi-choice menu ‘worlds’ for us to 

explore.86 In that regard, the Directors Label allows us to navigate the individual worlds 

of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze as directors and personalities, giving us insight into 

who they are and how they work. The Directors Label volumes are auteur machines in 

their ability to confer an auteur status authored by the directors and producers. Having 

discussed how each director is packaged through the supplementary materials and 

exploratory system available to the DVD format, the analysis will proceed to the other 

worlds that exist within the Directors Label discs, that of the music videos themselves. 

Why have Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze been chosen by Palm Pictures to be the first 

three auteurs to be significantly celebrated? Each succeeding chapter will focus on one 

director in alphabetical order, analysing their most significant music videos with regards 

to how they are considered as pushing the genre of music videos into artistic 

synthesisation of music and image, sound and vision. The videos studied because of 

their remediation into a DVD medium will be read with reference to the framing devices 

of commentaries and interviews, how they inform our viewership, and how they have 

contributed to the ‘brand identity’ of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze as music video 

auteurs. The aim with these chapters is two-fold; (1) to critically discuss why these 

selected videos can viewed as an auteurist transformation of the music video genre, and 

(2) to understand them as contributing to the public perception of the auteur behind 

them with regards to style and theme. The collection of each director’s videos onto one 

DVD disc allows the viewer to experience their work as an oeuvre, and the first to be 

studied in this regard will be one of the most visually distinctive and uncompromisingly 

conceptual music video auteurs, Chris Cunningham. 

 

 

                                                 
86 Walters, p. 504. 
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MUSIC VIDEO AUTEURS: CHAPTER THREE 

CHRIS CUNNINGHAM 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

The auteur theme that dominates The Work of Chris Cunningham is the configuration 

and synchronisation of anatomy – human, animal, mechanical or otherwise – to music. 

Cunningham has openly spoken about this visual thread that runs throughout his oeuvre: 

 

I love anatomy. I love the human form, I always have. That’s why I got into 

painting and sculpting, that’s why I became interested in prosthetics and why I 

make films about bodies. The one thing that was missing was sound. That is my 

favourite thing. As soon as I started playing with sound and music, that was it 

for me.1  

 

The Suffolk-born Cunningham spent the beginning of his career making prosthetics and 

special effects for horror films like Hellbound: Hellraiser II (1988), Nightbreed (1990), 

and Alien 3 (1992), as well as illustrating covers for Judge Dredd comic books. His 

talent was clearly in the visual realm, stretching from conceptual design to technical 

execution. After creating the ‘mean machine’ robot for the film version of Judge Dredd 

(1995), Cunningham was hired by Stanley Kubrick to help build robots during pre-

production for A.I. (later directed by Steven Spielberg after Kubrick’s death).2 It was 

during this time that Cunningham discovered the ‘missing’ element of sound, 

specifically through the music of Aphex Twin, and expressed a desire to direct music 

                                                 
1 Quoted in Chris Cunningham, p. 6. 
2 Biographical details taken from Callum McLeoch, ‘In Full Effect,’ Dazed & Confused, reprinted at 
Director-File: http://www.director-file.com/cunningham/pr06.html (accessed: 12/11/07). 

http://www.director-file.com/cunningham/pr06.html
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videos, beginning in 1995 with his self-funded video for the electronic musicians, 

Autechre. Cunningham used their instrumental song, Second Bad Vilbel, to realise the 

abstract idea of “making things move in time with music” through a robot that he 

designed and built. 3   Resembling a type of mechanical insect, the robot is filmed 

unfolding its limbs and revolving in unity with the industrial sounds of Autechre’s 

computer-based music. It was the first instance of Cunningham’s desire to merge 

physical motion and contemporary music together into an artistic union, which would 

carry through his work in music videos, as well as his previously discussed forays into 

commercials (Engine) and art installations (flex).  

 

Whilst Cunningham’s interest in anatomy and music is particular to him as a director, 

music videos in general are typically devoted to the sight of bodies moving to what we 

hear in the featured song. From musicians singing and playing their instruments directly 

to the camera, to choreographed extras dancing to the rhythm of the song, bodies inhabit 

the pleasure of music through their movement within the space of a video. More 

intriguing is when videos change and re-design the human body in order to both reflect 

the music and grab our attention visually. Make-up, prosthetics, special effects, 

digitalisation, compositing and computer graphics can be utilised to achieve this: from 

the big-budget morphing effect seen in the Michael Jackson video, Black and White 

(directed by John Landis) to the interest in tortured anatomies that helped define Goth 

music videos such as Nine Inch Nail’s Closer (1994, directed by Mark Romanek) and 

Marilyn Manson’s Beautiful People (1996, directed by Floria Sismongoldi). Such 

videos contain what Adrian Martin calls the ‘cinematic body,’ which he defines as a 

“completely synthetic, prosthetic, retouched body.”4 It is a body that exists solely on-

                                                 
3 Chris Cunningham, p. 5. 
4 Adrian Martin, ‘Movie Mutations: Letters from (and to) Some Children of 1960,’ Movie Mutations: The 
Changing Face of World Cinephilia, ed. Jonathon Rosenbaum and Adrian Martin, (London: BFI 
Publishing, 2003), p. 7.  
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screen and only on-screen, altered through cinematic technique and special effects to 

push the physical into the visceral. What Martin is underlining is the use of the body as 

spectacle, an idea that has been previously explored in art and has been remediated into 

the medium of film, which can de-familarise the body in motion, instilling it with 

visible qualities not seen or experienced before, whilst retaining some part that is 

recognisable, even in the simple act of moving.5 Martin signals genres such as Action 

and Horror as using the visceral transfiguration of the human body to intrigue, dazzle or 

shock audiences.6 As far as the appropriation of cinematic genres in music videos goes, 

Cunningham follows in the tradition of Action and Horror genres to present anatomies 

that exist between the real and the unknown, altering his featured performers and actors 

to embody grotesque, post-human, and cybernetic forms. 

 

The concept of the cinematic body incorporates to some degree Lacan’s concept of the 

imaginary body, which I want to discuss in passing as a way of understanding 

Cunningham’s thematic desire to bind together the real and the unreal in his videos. In 

the mirror stage, when the eighteen month old subject is confronted with a sense of self 

in its reflection, it is trapped between antisocial desires and their repression by the 

symbolic order (for example, a mother’s commands), which represents the imaginary – 

the stage in our life where we are dominated by the image.7 Following on from Lacan, 

theorist Elizabeth Grosz conceives of the imaginary body as an “internalized image of 

the meaning that the body has for the subject, for others and the sociosymbolic order. It 

is an individual and collective fantasy of the body’s forms and possibilities of action and 

signification.”8 This is what is intriguing about the imaginary and its incorporation into 

the ‘cinematic body’ – the fantasies of the human body’s forms and possibilities that 

                                                 
5 Patrick Furey, New Developments in Film Theory, (London: MacMillan Press, 2000), p. 72. 
6 Martin, ‘Movie Mutations,’ p. 7. 
7 Patrick Furey and Kelli Furey, Visual Cultures & Critical Theory, (Great Britain: Arnold, 2003), p. 40. 
8 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 34. 
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exist outside the self.  When it comes to Cunningham’s representation of physicality it 

is within the television genre of music video where the forms and possibilities are 

navigated by the individual music track. The result is an embodiment of music through 

synthetic, prosthetic, and retouched bodies where Cunningham expresses some form of 

the Other throughout his videos. For Cunningham, the meaning of the body to the 

symbolic order is one of disruption and destabilisation, which is determined by the 

alternatively melancholic and assaulting music he chooses to direct videos for. His love 

of underground electronic music is partly drawn from the visual possibilities the abstract 

instrumentation suggests to him: “Because my style is so synchronized to the music and 

dependent on the music for its tone, if I want to be experimental and push things 

forward, I need music that’s got the same sensibility.”9 The erratic quality of music like 

Aphex Twin’s Come to Daddy or Squarepusher’s Come On My Selector, through the 

close editing of movement and sound, propels the created bodies forward to realms of 

action and horror, becoming a charged spectacle that simultaneously repels and attracts. 

 

The possibilities of anatomy are not conveyed through the Cinematic Body as a discrete 

entity in itself, but through its relationship to the space that it occupies. Spatial 

construction in music video is determined by a number of factors, including the mood of 

the song, and whether there is a set designed specifically for that video, or a location 

shoot decided upon in pre-production. The director has an eye to whether this suit the 

sense of place expressed in the sound of the music. In their own way, music videos 

reflect Grosz’s belief that “space as it is represented is a complement of the kind of 

object who occupies it.” 10  Cunningham is drawn to music that features dark and 

unsettling tones, which inevitably creates a sense of tension between the body and its 

surrounding environment, representing the opposition of the Self to the Other. This 

                                                 
9 Quoted in Dombal, ‘Interview: Chris Cunningham.’ 
10 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 39. 
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chapter intends to examine Chris Cunningham through the dialectic that connects 

subject and space in his music videos, which will be divided into two sections. The first, 

‘Cinematic Bodies and Urban Spaces of Unease’ will focus on the tension between 

grotesque, strange and spectacular bodies and the site of the city in Aphex Twin’s Come 

to Daddy (1997) and Windowlicker (1999), Portishead’s Only You (1998) and 

Leftfield’s Afrika Shox (1998). Analysed in chronological order, these four music 

videos are all set in urban space, where the featured location is distorted in post-

production, which is determined, as are the design of featured bodies, by the respective 

tone of each song. Theories of space, movement and the representation of both are 

important here, in particular, Grosz’s theories of virtual space and transcendent bodies 

and Scott Bukatman’s concept of ‘the syncopated city.’ In contrast, the second section 

will look towards performance pieces Cunningham has directed for two different female 

stars in the music industry, Madonna with Frozen (1998) and Björk with All is Full of 

Love (1998). The representation of the star results in a body that transcends the abstract 

space in which it is located, visualising the melancholy sweep of their music while 

providing a portrait of the artist. This section will draw on Goodwin’s concept of the 

‘star-text,’ as well as Michel Chion’s theory of ‘synchresis.’ The collaboration inherent 

in the production of music videos will also be touched upon, in particular the way the 

‘making of’ both Frozen and All is Full of Love, which are included in print and audio-

visual form respectively on The Work of Director Chris Cunningham, conveys 

Cunningham’s opinion of them, which in turn affects our own auteur reception of the 

two videos.  

 

The author function of Chris Cunningham as a director frames the eight music videos 

that are collected on his Directors Label DVD as authored by him, and this chapter will 

look at six of his videos in detail as significant to the genre of music videos and to his 
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representation as an auteur. The small number of videos available on Cunningham’s 

DVD streamlines his oeuvre to a finite set of stylistic traits and thematic interests, the 

principal one being the use of the body to express the tonality and mood of the music. 

Cunningham’s ‘personal signature’ will be identified in the wide-screen, darkly-lit 

aesthetic of his videos, which remediates cinema within the television genre of the 

music video, and the high concept that his videos are based on, typically a form of 

visceral spectacle that abstracts identifiable conventions of Horror and Suspense. From 

the first four videos covered in this chapter, we will see how they collectively create a 

negative attitude to the spatial milieu of the city and brand the name of ‘Chris 

Cunningham’ with associated images (the Aphex Twin face as logo for example). The 

last two videos studied delve into the collaborative aspect of the music video auteur’s 

definition in Chapter One, examining how two music stars inhabit Cunningham’s 

aesthetic and thematic tendencies, whether they are resistant or accepting of his 

authorial status. Cunningham will be argued as a music video auteur in the selection of 

avant-garde electronic and downbeat alternative music, the appropriation of cinematic 

genres such as action and horror to create nightmarish and darkly comic spectacular 

bodies, and the overall mood of his videos as being outside the mainstream and populist 

tradition of music videos. 

 

(I) CINEMATIC BODIES & SPACES OF UNEASE. 

With relation to spatial theory, Elizabeth Grosz has posited a relationship of 

transference between the body and its environment, suggesting that each cannot 

function without the other. While this point may seem obvious in that a city needs 

citizens to exist and humans need a city for a multiple set of reasons (socio-economic, 

political, tourist, etc), Grosz sees this as happening at the level of image: “the city is 

made and made over into the simulacrum of the body, and the body, in its turn, is 
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transformed, ‘citifed,’ urbanized as a distinctively metropolitan body.”11The former can 

be seen in expressions like “the heart of the city,” areas where the city is more “alive,” 

teeming with people, moving from one point to another. The urban body is more or less 

seen in the appearance of those who can navigate easily through the “ventricles” of the 

city, their movements determined by where work is, where they can eat, and where they 

can spend leisure time shopping. Grosz continued this idea in Architecture from the 

Outside where she contends that the boundaries between cities and their inhabitants 

overlap, resulting in space and subject complementing each other. She writes,  

 

…the city can be seen as a (collective) body-prosthesis or boundary that 

enforces, protects and houses while at the same time taking its own forms and 

functions from the (imaginary) bodies it constitutes. Simultaneously, cities are 

loci that produce, regulate and structure bodies.12  

 

What Grosz posits is the city as an extension of the human body - the movement of our 

bodies is determined by the structure of the city and correspondingly, the design of the 

city is managed by our bodies using its space. This relationship is presented as 

harmonious with Grosz’s choice of words: a city ‘protects’ and ‘houses’ a body. In 

representation, particularly the genre of music videos, the relationship between body 

and space is an obvious construct, which is influenced primarily by the tempo and tonal 

quality of the featured song. With Cunningham’s choice of music and the abstract 

concepts he uses for his videos, the relationship between urban space and human body 

is one of transference, but it is an alienating and destructive transference. The human 

body is reliant on the city space at the same time as it becomes Othered from the 

community that manifests in the urban sense of order. Cunningham’s videos for Aphex 
                                                 
11 Elizabeth Grosz, ‘Bodies-Cities’ in Places Through The Body, (ed) Heidi J. Mast and Steve Pile, 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1998), p. 43.  
12 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 49. 
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Twin’s Come to Daddy and Windowlicker, Portishead’s Only You and Leftfield’s Afrika 

Shox visually portray the human body and urban space as engaged in a negative 

relationship that is filled with tension and unease. Urban space is coated with anxious, 

melancholy or destructive impulses directed squarely at the body, generated through the 

mood and sound of each particular song. The featured bodies merge the recognisable 

and the unknown, resulting in imaginary forms that are either grotesque (Come to 

Daddy and Windowlicker), spectacular (Only You) or post-human (Afrika Shox). The 

fantasies of human anatomy are a consequence of their location in urban space, whether 

in the interaction between body and space (Only You, Afrika Shox) or the production of 

the bodies from the space itself (Come to Daddy, Windowlicker).  While urban space is 

seen to produce, regulate and structure bodies in these four videos, unlike Grosz’s ideal, 

it does not protect the imaginary bodies contained. Cunningham’s pessimistic view of 

urban space is represented both in the forms of anatomy imagined residing there and the 

damaging consequences the city has for the human extensions of its structural space. In 

Bukatman’s reading of Hollywood musicals from the 1940s and 1950s, he sees the city 

becoming transformed through the properties of music, particularly in urban-based 

musical numbers, so that ‘the city is the song.’13 If the city is the song in these four 

Cunningham videos, the bodies contained within dance nervously under its oppressive 

weight.  

 

APHEX TWIN’S COME TO DADDY: INHOSPITABLE URBAN SPACE AND 

THE GROTESQUE IMAGINARY. 

Come to Daddy was the video that brought public attention to Cunningham as a director 

and initiated an ongoing collaboration with Aphex Twin (a.k.a. Richard D James), 

whose electronic music can be seperated into two general categories - ambient pieces 

                                                 
13 Scott Bukatman, Matters of Gravity: Special Effects & Supermen in the 20th Century, (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 2003), p. 166. 
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and experimental techno ‘noise.’ Falling into the latter, Come to Daddy was regarded as 

a parody of electro-rock dance hits of the mid-1990s, specifically The Prodigy’s 

Firestarter, which focused on a loud techno beat and sneering punk vocals from singer 

Liam Howlett (the chorus was “I’m the firestarter!”).14 Come to Daddy is indeed similar 

to Firestarter in its use of repetitive electronic beats, guitars drenched in distortion, and 

fast-paced drum loops, but it is considerably more extreme in its sound, right down to 

the suggestive and unsettling lyrics:  

 

Verse 

I want your soul  

I will eat your soul 

 

Chorus  

Come to Daddy (x 3)   

Come to Mommy! 

 

Suggested themes of sadism, incest and pedophilia within these simple lyrics are further 

emphasised by the vocal track sung, or rather screamed, by James, which are distorted 

with static and pitch-shifting to sound menacing and inhuman. Despite the dark 

undertones of the song, Come to Daddy remains one of Aphex’s most accessible and 

popular songs, helped considerably by Cunningham’s cult video that extends the sonic 

assault of the song into a concept that is both disturbing and humorous.   

 

Filmed on location in a council estate in Thameshead, East London, Come to Daddy 

features a pre-song prologue where the atmosphere and mood of the video is set up for 

                                                 
14 Stephen Thomas Elrewine, ‘Review: Come To Daddy EP,’ allmusic: 
http://www.allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll?p=amg&sql=10:pe8m96hogep6 (accessed 12/11/07). 

http://www.allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll?p=amg&sql=10:pe8m96hogep6
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the audience. The opening image is a low-angle tracking shot of a building that looms 

forebodingly above us. On the soundtrack are layers of abstract, industrial noise, which 

establishes an eerie sense of tension within the seemingly empty residential space. Title 

credits are intercut with these shots of the council estate, a metallic sound heard as each 

one appears – ‘Title: Come to Daddy,’ ‘Music by Aphex Twin’ and ‘Pictures by Chris 

Cunningham’ – announcing to the viewer that this video is authored in a considerably 

more forthright manner than the standard accreditation music television offers to video 

directors. The ‘story’ of the video commences with the entrance of an elderly woman, 

walking her large dog through this deserted, grimy place. The widescreen 

cinematography for the video represents the council estate as uninviting, distorting the 

colour scheme of the images to appear de-saturated, muted and grey – the space looks 

cold and overcast. Wandering into the middle of the estate, the elderly woman hears 

laughter in the distance and looks behind her to locate its source, hidden within the 

shadows of the building. Chion understands the use of ambient and distorted noise as a 

common technique to envelop the viewer in a scene and inhabit its space.15 We are not 

sure where it comes from, the audible hum on the soundtrack, but it is taken as 

emanating from the space itself, helping us share the elderly woman’s point of view, 

which we empathise with on account of her age and her transient status. 

                                                 
15 Chion, Audio-Vision, p. 75. 
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Figure 1.1. Grotesque bodies and urban space in Come to Daddy.  

The council estate is established as unsettling and uninviting to the frail body of the 

elderly woman. The elderly woman’s dog urinates on a broken television set, located 

within the trash in the middle of the council estate, which generates a spark, turning the 

television on to reveal a face inside the screen, blue in tone and distorted in shape, 

belonging to Aphex himself. The distorted guitars of the song Come to Daddy erupt on 

the soundtrack and the face begins to scream, “I want your soul, I will eat your soul.” 

The features of Aphex Twin’s face are elongated in correspondence to the volume level 

in the song, stretching his human features into freakish dimensions. The elderly woman 

steps away from what she sees on the television, clearly frightened, and Cunningham 

instills a somewhat sadistic tone to the video in his cross-cutting between Aphex’s 

sinister screaming and the old woman clutching her chest in shock. Turning a corner, 

the elderly woman is startled by the presence of six children who, although their small 

bodies appear to be around the age of nine, all share the same sinister adult face of 

Aphex (Figure 1.1). Unlike the alien face on the television, their visage is fleshy and 

human, and most bizarrely, immobile in its features with the only expression a sinister 
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grin. They run past the elderly woman and towards the television as it screams the 

chorus, “Come to daddy!” The children pick up the television set and collectively sprint 

with it through the council estate, their movements fractured into tight cuts that are 

timed to the sound of a propulsive drum machine beat.  

 

Cunningham achieves a visceral impact with Come to Daddy through designing 

grotesque anatomies that embody the nasty, menacing tone of the music. Phillip 

Thomson defines the grotesque as something that confuses “a sense of the comic and 

something – revulsion, horror, fear – which is incompatible with the comic.”16 The 

confusion between emotional states of humour and fear is most often present in that 

which invokes the physical in an immediate and vivid way, stereotypically associated 

with freakish abnormalities.17 The first example of the grotesque in Come to Daddy is 

Aphex Twin’s head inside the television, a ghost in the machine that works as a 

technological update of Edvard Munch’s famous painting, The Scream (1893), which 

Matthew Collins described as “a painting of a sound.”18 As a moving image, Aphex’s 

face is able to visualise a sound easier than the screaming human Munch painted, but 

Cunningham alters the image in relation to the song’s increase in volume – the harder 

Aphex screams, the greater his jaw-line elongates and his eyes widen into orbs. The 

human and the electronic are confused within this sonic image, presenting a distortion 

of boundaries within this abnormal hybrid. Greater in visceral effect are the grotesque 

bodies of the children whose aggressive, violent actions are enhanced visually by the 

adult, masculine facial features they all share. Cunningham cast children and dwarfed 

adults as the Aphex Twin children who wore silicone and latex masks of James’s face. 

The idea was influenced by Aphex Twin’s own music and the album artwork, which 

Cunningham testifies to: “Richard was using children’s voices in his tracks at the time 
                                                 
16 Phillip Thomson, The Grotesque, (London: Methuen & Co, 1972), pp. 8-9.  
17 Thomson, p. 7. 
18 Matthew Collins, This Is Modern Art, (London: Seven Dials, 2000), p. 85. 
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and using his face on all his covers.”19 Two album covers in particular point towards the 

sinister use of James’s face: I Care Because You Do (1995) features a charcoal drawing 

of his face, smiling bizarrely, and the Richard D. James Album (1996) features a 

photograph of one side of his face, lit from below and smiling (again) threateningly. 

Aphex’s face becomes a branding logo in its own right. Even though it is presented as 

visually grotesque, it is a recognisable image that is identified with not only the artist’s 

name, but his appeal as a recording artist. This satirical concept turns slightly disturbing 

when it is applied to the bodies of children in Come to Daddy. With his long hair, 

goatee, pasty white skin and frozen grin, Aphex’s face transforms the assumed 

innocence of children into a mischievous and sinister collective. The abnormality of 

their adult faces and adolescent bodies is also comical in nature, particularly in one 

scene where an Aphex Twin boy thrusts his hips lasciviously to the sound of the drum 

machine. Like Thomson, Leonard Cassuto defines the grotesque by a sense of confusion, 

but understands it more as “the violation of basic categories.”20 The physical forms 

Cunningham imagines for these Aphex Twin kids blurs their classification as child or 

adult, their confusion manifested in their wreaking havoc throughout the council estate. 

However, throughout the song they are understood as children, continually instructed to 

“come to daddy” by the televised Aphex who they parade around as their leader. 

 

The council estate in Come to Daddy is a heightened representation of common visual 

clichés of urban space in UK film and television. In his analysis of Mike Leigh’s film, 

Naked (1993), Mike Mason argues that “the use of back alleys and passages as settings 

for deviant action forms a convention… that both mobilizes and reinforces dominant 

                                                 
19 Quoted in Chris Cunningham, p. 12. 
20 Leonard Cassuto, The Inhuman Race: The Racial Grotesque in American Literature and Culture, (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1997), p. 6. 
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conventions of such spaces.” 21  A council estate is characterised by a “sparse 

anonymity.”22 Even though it is set in Thameshead, the setting of Come to Daddy is a 

non-descript form of urban space, which is marked as disenfranchised and lower-

economic – from the piles of trash to the lawlessness of the children who run amok in 

the estate. Apart from the elderly woman, the only other human the Aphex Twin 

children set upon is a pony-tailed man in his mid-thirties who they throw rocks at and 

chase into his car. The scene is a version of an incident in Cunningham’s own 

adolescence that helped form the idea for Come to Daddy when he sixteen years old and 

was being chased through the woods by a nine year old with a hammer: “It was 

humiliating and I was shitting it!” 23 Cunningham reinterprets the threatening 

embarrassment he felt into the older man’s fear of the smaller Aphex kids, which also 

contains an underlying sense of comedy in the fact that apart from throwing stones, it is 

unclear what other threat they represent. There is no outright bloodshed depicted in the 

video, but the actions of the Aphex children, not to mention their grotesque forms, 

imply the possibility of violence. From the old woman clutching her chest when the 

television begins to scream to the man screaming as he locks himself in his car while the 

children clamber on top, the estate is an inhospitable and nightmarish place. The 

physical disruption of the Aphex children charges the space as their own, as if they were 

spawned by the atmospheric desolation contained within the opening of the video. 

 

Cunningham’s conceptualization of the Aphex Twin children draws on the genre 

tradition of horror films like Village of the Damned (1960), The Omen (1976), and 

Children of the Corn (1984) where the traditional idea of children as embodying 

innocence and purity is subverted as a front for demonic evil. The video encapsulates 

                                                 
21 Mike Mason, ‘Naked: Social Realism and the Urban Wasteland,’ Cinema & the City: Film & Urban 
Societies in a Global Context, ed. Mark Shiel and Tony Fitzmaurice, (Oxford and Malden: Blackwell 
Publishers, 2001), p. 247. 
22 ibid, p. 244. 
23 Cunningham, Chris Cunningham, p. 12. 
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this duality of innocence and malice in such scenes as when the music track functions, 

to use Chion’s words, “like the spatio-temporal equivalent of a railroad switch.”24 Come 

to Daddy switches off momentarily on the soundtrack, replaced by an excerpt from a 

scratchy audio recording of a nursery rhyme, featuring girls singing over a xylophone 

melody, which is accompanied by two Aphex girls skipping together in slow motion. 

The nursery rhyme association with playground ‘innocence’ is broken with a sudden cut, 

returning us to the erratic, aggressive beats of Aphex’s music, personified in one of the 

Aphex boys aggressively striking a rubbish bin with a pole. An influence on the video, 

Village of the Damned, features children who all dress and act the same, and are 

described as “smart and effective as machines, but soulless and joyless.”25 In contrast, 

the children of Come to Daddy appear joyous in their destruction of property – 

conveyed in the singular expression of a masculine grin. Their gender is only 

determined by the clothing they were – all the boys wear overcoat parkas, and all the 

girls, blue school dresses. The Aphex Twin face binds them together in conformity and 

nullifies their individuality.  

 

Horror has been used before in music videos, most famously in the long-form video 

John Landis directed for Michael Jackson’s Thriller (1983), both video and song a 

tribute to the film genre, employing stock images from a past era such as zombies, 

werewolves, and vampires. Saul Austerlitz criticises Thriller as “horror stripped of its 

power to genuinely unsettle, its tropes used here as a familiar set of genre standards to 

reference.”26 Indeed, the horror clichés used are denied their capacity to frighten by 

being incorporated into dance routines, led and choreographed by Jackson. Come to 

                                                 
24 Chion, p. 81. 
25 Per Schelde, Humanoids & Other Science Fiction Monsters: Science & Soul in Science Fiction Films, 
(New York and London: New York University, 1993), p. 115. 
26 Saul Austerlitz, Money for Nothing: A History of the Music Video from the Beatles to the White Stripes, 
(New York and London:  Continuum, 2007), p. 40. 
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Daddy’s final variation on the imaginary looks to the concerns of the horror genre in the 

1980s, which Linda Badley summarises as offering spectacle to audiences,  

 

 …not mere transcendence of the body, but transcendence through the body – 

albeit the body in recharged, re-gendered and regenerated sense – through shock, 

transposition of the senses, intense feelings and special effects.27

 

What Badley is describing is the cinematic body, where physicality is re-designed 

through prosthetics, special effects and make up to provoke our disgust and fear, seen in 

films like The Brood (1979), The Thing (1982), Nightmare on Elm Street (1984) and 

Hellraiser (1987). The urban wasteland of the council estate produces a new form of 

anatomy in the climax to Come to Daddy, when two Aphex Twin children scuffle over 

the television set, dropping it on the wet floor of the deserted building they are in. 

Throbbing bass and distorted noise build on the soundtrack, becoming louder and louder 

with a rising, extended scream. The television screen, resembling grey skin, turns into 

an elastic womb that gives birth to a body, which stretches from inside the television 

frame. In this scene, Cunningham visually references David Cronenberg’s film, 

Videodrome (1983), another example of the horror genre using the body as spectacle. 

Videodrome features a moment where the lead character, played by James Woods, 

interacts with his television set as it pulsates with life, quivering at his touch, a 

grotesque fusion of organic material and mechanical object, a metaphor for how 

television is a physical extension of our experience of the world. Cunningham pushes 

such imagery a step further in Come to Daddy as the body is transcended through re-

birth, literally becoming a product of television culture. With the scream beginning to 

rise, Cunningham creates suspense in unveiling this new form of anatomy, using close 

                                                 
27 Linda Badley, Film, Horror, and the Body Fantastic, (Connecticut and London: Greenwood Press, 
1995), p. 9. 
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ups to create a fractured picture of what this ‘thing’ is: the skinny abdomen, its 

translucent ribs, the grey flesh and its long, spindly fingers, all covered in clear fluid. 

The body stretches out in front of the elderly woman who is dwarfed by its imposing 

height. Cunningham reveals the thing’s bulbous head, closed eyes and fanged mouth, 

which is already howling the scream on the soundtrack into the face of the elderly 

woman. The enormous head of the television monster is a confusion of categories, 

recognisably human in anatomical design, but a symbol of the Other – what is alien to 

us – recalling H.R. Geiger’s designs for the monster in Alien (1979)). The mise en scene 

of the image where the monster’s mouth is opened in front of the elderly woman 

appears horrifying, as if ‘it’ is about to gorge upon her head. However, this sense of 

horror is again balanced by comedy, confirming Thomson’s definition of the grotesque. 

Just as the rising scream in the song is humourous for its exaggerated length, the 

intensity of the monster blasting the frail features of an elderly woman with wind and 

noise also achieves an over the top cartoon dimension.  

 

Grosz suggests that cities “can have a negative feedback relation with the bodies that 

produce it, thereby alienating them.”28 The Aphex children embody the threat of a lower 

class space in the decaying council estate, personified in figures that alienate through 

their grotesque viciousness, disrupting physical and social boundaries. The television 

monster is the “daddy” of the title, particularly in the key image where, with his 

oversized head now settled into the long-haired, familiar grinning face of Aphex Twin, 

he gathers his ‘children’ with his long, skinny arms as smoke wafts through the 

surrounding space. Towering above them all as a patriarchal figure, his enfolding arms 

and his frozen grin suggests a warped sense of pride with their actions. While the 

monster and the children are pictured together in an image of community and family, 

                                                 
28 Elisabeth Grosz, ‘Bodies-Cities’ in Places Through The Body, ed. Heidi J. Nast and Steve Pile, 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1998),  p. 45. 
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Come to Daddy’s final sequence is a relentless flow of images – repeating the title 

credits that opened the video, images of Aphex’s televised face laughing, and the 

television monster standing alone in parking lot space, twitching to the erratic beats of 

the song as if electrocuted by his position in space. He is also filmed bent over, his 

hands covering his head, as if he is suffering on account of the environment that has 

birthed him. This cinematic body, somewhere between what we recognise in ourselves 

and what is ‘alien,’ is produced by urban space and left alone anxious and disorientated 

in the end.  

 

Grosz explains one model of the external relationship between the body and the city 

where the city is a reflection, projection or product of human bodies; “the city as a 

product or projection of the body (in all its variations) is a form of humanism.”29The 

humanistic idea within this conception of urban space is that it becomes an extension of 

the self. Obviously, humans have built and constructed cities, but the idea that we can 

see ourselves in the shape and form of the city can have positive ramifications – the 

satisfaction in the act creation, the feeling of God-like control over a system, etc. 

However, Grosz argues that in this model there is also an underside where “the city can 

have a negative feedback relation with the bodies that produce it, thereby alienating 

them.”30We can see this clearly in Come to Daddy first in the elderly woman who 

unfortunately wanders into a site of chaos and destruction, frightened and terrorised by 

the Aphex Twin children. From the clear human alienation from these Othered children, 

marked by their grimacing faces as different to us, the spectacular, cinematic body of 

the Television monster finds itself alone and alienated by its presence within the 

cityscape. The grotesque forms of the Aphex Twin children and the birthed monster are 

produced by urban space within the framework of the video, and yet Cunningham’s 

                                                 
29 Grosz, ‘Bodies-Cities,’ p. 45. 
30 Ibid. 
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representation, touched by moments of dark humour, runs against the humanism that 

Grosz suggests can be found in the relationship between body and city. This sense of 

uneasiness in the face of the spectacular Other is continued in Cunningham’s video for 

the Portishead song, Only You. 

 

PORTISHEAD’S ONLY YOU: TRANSCENDENCE AND ANXIETY WITHIN 

THE BODY’S IMMERSION IN URBAN SPACE. 

Portishead’s song, Only You, works in the genre of ‘Trip-Hop,’ which is based on 

elements familiar to Hip-Hop – repetitive beats, audio sampling and record-scratching – 

but fused with Blues and Dub influences to produce a mellow, atmospheric sound. Trip-

Hop was borne from the British music scene of the mid-to-late 1990s when Portishead 

emerged, achieving critical and commercial success with their first album, Dummy, in 

1995. Only You was released from their follow-up album, Portishead (1997), and 

features their distinctive vocalist, Beth Gibbons, singing in a melancholy, Blues-style 

voice against a Dub bass-line, a recurring beat, and intermittent orchestral samples that 

sound similar to the suspense-laden film scores of John Barry from the 1950s. The 

lyrics revolve around a broken relationship, opening with the depressing lines 

 

Verse 1. 

We suffer everyday 

What is it for? 

These crowns of illusions 

Are killing us all 

And now I am weary 

And I feel like I do. 
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Chorus. 

And it’s only you 

Who can set me apart 

And it’s only you 

Who can turn my wooden heart. 

 

Gibbons’s vocals are subdued for the verses, but rise in pitch and volume on the last line, 

“And I feel like I do,” which propels us into the emotional delivery of the chorus. 

Cunningham was happy to accept the commissioned video, excited about the song as it 

“was so cinematic, so visual and so creepy-sounding.”31 Though just as atmospheric as 

Come to Daddy, Only You was comparatively slower in pace and less frantic in tone. 

Therefore, the concept for the video was not predicated on the shock-horror tendencies 

of Come to Daddy, but demonstrated a different aspect to Cunningham’s visual style 

that draws on a dream-like understanding of body and space. Music shapes space in a 

music video and in Cunningham’s choice of song, the sound of the music offers another 

cinematic body, one that is transcendent and spectacular in form and movement, yet 

dislocated and isolated within space. 

 

Only You is set within a back-alley at night, cut off from the main public areas of the 

city. The sound of the bass opens the video as we see a young boy floating towards us, 

emerging from the darkness between the brick walls of the alley. Beth Gibbons is 

present in the video, singing the lyrics in a medium close-up that frames her body 

against a brick wall in the alleyway. What is immediately clear is that the boy and Beth 

are depicted floating inside the space of the street. Cunningham achieved this special 

effect by filming both Gibbons and the boy actor inside a floatation tank, and used 

                                                 
31 Quoted in Chris Cunningham, p. 16. 
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computer compositing to re-situate their weightless bodies into the alley, the darkness of 

night functioning as the ‘water’ that contains them. The original context of their bodies 

is still apparent in their bleary eyes, the paleness of their skin against the surrounding 

blackness, and the surreal movement of their bodies, further emphasised by the use of 

slow-motion cinematography and reversed footage. Weightlessness is the visual 

technique Cunningham uses to achieve a “slow motion, night time dreamscape,” which 

is left unexplained as a surreal condition within the context of the video.32  

 

The cinematic body in Only You is constructed through transplanting our weightless 

properties underwater into the sense of gravity that grounds us in urban life. Grosz 

considers computerisation, with regards to virtual reality computer games, as extending 

the capabilities of the body beyond the real: 

 

(Computerisation) transforms an imaginary anatomy well beyond its 

technological capacities, yielding the fantasy of the interchangeability, even 

transcendence, of the body and its corporeal configuration.33

 

We can apply this concept to Only You where the bodies of its performers are 

corporeally reconfigured through the use of post-production computer graphics 

programs. In the age of CGI special effects, Cubitt posits that audiences have a clear 

idea of what they expect or want from digital entertainment – “a certain seamlessness, a 

generic expectation of something new, a willingness to sever connections with the 

fundamental laws of nature.”34 Only You offers a virtual reality where the body is no 

longer constrained by gravity and instead transcends the everyday by hovering above 

the concrete we walk upon. While Beth satisfies the performance aspect of the video, 
                                                 
32 Cunningham quoted in Chris Cunningham, p. 16. 
33 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 52. 
34 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, pp. 245-246. 
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the boy is given greater visual attention as an imaginary body. There is one image that 

uses reversed footage and a full figure frame to depict the boy drifting upwards through 

the space with his hands by his sides and his chin pointed up, standing strong and 

sentient in the darkness. He experiences the Self through his physical relationship with 

the alleyway, reflecting what Grosz considers the certain joy attained in our immersion 

inside space.35 Cunningham configures urban space as outer space, recontextualising 

the image of the transcendent astronaut in zero gravity into a city street, which is 

represented as an enclosure with its surrounding buildings.  

 

Delight in the body’s immersion within space is characterised as musical through 

Cunningham’s synchronisation of physical motion to the sounds of Portishead’s song. A 

great example occurs during the sequence that accompanies the bridge where the 

rhythm of the dub bass-line is given a staccato quality by the stop-start scratching of a 

sample - a male voice singing, “Fi-fi-fi-fi-fit like that.”  Cunningham engages in 

Chion’s concept synchresis where what we see and what we hear are forged into an 

immediate and necessary relationship.36 The movements of the boy are broken down 

into units of images that syncopate tightly with the erratic rhythm of the bridge. When 

the boy twirls a lengthy piece of white scarf through the darkness, the close-ups of its 

movement mirror the sound of the recorded sameple, “Fit like that…,” being scratched. 

In the motion of the scarf and the human bodies present in the darkness are visual 

microrhythms, rapid movements on the surface of the image, which can be seen in the 

anatomical immersion within the original context of the water.37 The microrhythms are 

present in the motion of their hair, their clothes and their limbs within the original 

underwater context, which is now syncopated to the stop-start beat of the song. 

Movement is turned into music here – a physical extension of the song – and anatomy is 
                                                 
35 Grosz, pp. 20-21. 
36 Chion, p. 5. 
37 ibid, p, 16. 
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instilled with a lyrical rhythm not found in the everyday. As the song makes the 

transition from bridge to verse, the boy enfolds the scarf in his hands and it is 

transformed into a dove that flies up into the night sky. The ‘magic’ of this moment 

underlines the sense of possibility and wonder that is present in the boy’s immersion 

within the weightless properties of the darkness. 

 

In the visual schema of Only You what gives the featured bodies the ability to transcend 

space is the space itself, the fluid and lyrical movements only possible within the 

darkness of night. Post-human theorist Stelarc notes, “A BODY IS DESIGNED TO 

INTERFACE WITH ITS ENVIRONMENT [sic],”38 and this can be understood in the 

video as the body of the boy is dependent on its spatial surroundings for transcendent 

motion. We are kept within the space of the alley for the length of the video and it is 

unclear whether the physical freedom demonstrated is possible outside this setting. The 

floating bodies are contrasted with three male bodies standing inside the lit windows of 

the building in front of the boy and Beth. The outside offers the property of 

weightlessness and the inside does not – the men clearly standing in their rooms. The 

back alley is a recognisable space in urban life, but in Only You’s back alley, the surreal 

lack of gravity and the engulfing darkness turn it into an elsewhere space – “a sphere of 

otherness set off from the habitual and known spaces.” 39  Cunningham taps into 

traditional fears of the city at night, especially spaces cut off from the public that are 

assumed to be dangerous and unfriendly (much like the council estate was in Come to 

Daddy). The song, Only You, with its ambiguous shifts in tone from melancholy to 

suspense, results in a space that offers both relief and anxiety. Hugo Caviola defined the 

‘elsewhere’ as containing a realm of transcendence and this is true of the physical 

                                                 
38 Stelarc, ‘From Psycho-Body to Cyber-Systems: Images as Post-Human Entities’ in Virtual Futures: 
Cyberotics, Technology & Post-Human Pragmatism, ed. Joan Broadhurst Dixon and Eric J. Cassidy, 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1998), p. 117. 
39 Hugo Caviola, In The Zone: Perception & Presentation of Space in German and American 
Postmodernism, (Base, Boston and Berlin: Birkhauser Verlag, 1991), p. 23. 
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capabilities it grants for the boy and Gibbons. However, Cunningham balances this 

realm with a sense of uncertainty and unease.40 There is an exchange of looks between 

the silent boy and the implacable men who stare down at him, scored to the appearance 

of the horns in the song, implying suspense in their burst of volume out from the overall 

mellow rhythm. In the beginning of the video, the boy looks up at one man who is 

pictured as having no mouth, which causes the boy to react and pull back in space. Such 

absurdist touches emphasise the eerie paranoia that the men project through their lack of 

expression. Their high position with the buildings is presented as a space of the known, 

the familiar, and by their steadfast gazes, the powerful. Anxiety is felt in the space of 

the alleyway, not simply on account of the prevalence of darkness, but also by the 

sensation of being knowingly watched by strangers. 

 

The lyrics of Only You refer to an adult relationship, but the trio of figures (the boy, 

Beth, and the men) in the video suggests an Oedipal reading. Cunningham reflects the 

depressive tone of the song in visualising an attempt at connection interrupted. The boy 

and Beth obviously share the same space, but are kept separated throughout the editing 

of the video, contained in shots that focus upon one figure or the other. Gibbons is 

constructed as a somewhat maternal presence in the video, filmed in medium close ups 

that focus on her face and shoulders, without any sense of her body as a complete whole. 

The fluid space of the street acts as her body, the alleyway a womb that contains the boy. 

Indeed, the opening image finds the boy released into the darkness, his eyes opening in 

awareness as if he was being born into this space (similar to the TV monster in Come to 

Daddy). The gap between he and Beth is nearly closed by their attempt to touch hands, 

but the camera pans up the building in time to an orchestral swell, and we see the three 

men gazing down upon them. The hands of the boy and Beth are pulled away as if 

                                                 
40 ibid, p. 23. 
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parted by the space itself. The boy’s attempt to unite with the ‘mother’ of the video is 

blocked by the presence of the men. Steve Pile considers the father figure in Oedipus 

Complex to be “the symbol of patriarchal authority and of all social authority under 

patriarchy.”41 We can then understand the unknown men as being representative of 

patriarchy and authority, observing from an untouchable position of power in urban 

space and thwarting any attempt at unity by mother and son through their looming 

presence.  

 

Cunningham’s concept for Only You explores the seemingly paradoxical yet logical 

dimension to space, that Grosz considers in Architecture from the Outside: “One cannot 

be outside everything, always outside: to be outside something is always to be inside 

something else.”42 This aspect is suggested in the fantastical use of urban space where 

Gibbons and the boy are in the outside of the street yet also inside the dark 

weightlessness of the street. In The Post Human Condition, Robert Pepperell discusses 

the human body’s reliance on its surroundings, suggesting that we cannot be separated 

from our environment: “…we must accept that the human is a fuzzy edged entity that is 

profoundly integrated into its surroundings… There is no fixed state of human, nor can 

we measure any absolute edge.”43 Gibbons and the boy literally represent this idea in 

their relationship to space, the boundaries of their bodies integrated in an exchange with 

the surrounding street. They are ‘fuzzy edged’ entities in their containment, unable to 

escape the darkness. Despite the spectacle of their transcendent bodies, Cunningham 

ends the video on an image of suffocation with the boy curling into a foetal position as 

he drifts further from the camera; the loneliness of the image emphasised by its timing 

to the sound of the organ at the song’s end. Like Come to Daddy, Only You is based on 

                                                 
41 Steve Pile, The Body & The City: Psychoanalysis, Space & Subjectivity, (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1996), p. 112. 
42 Grosz. Architecture from the Outside, p. xv. 
43 Robert Pepperell, The Post Human Condition, (Oxford: Intellect, 1995), p. 15. 
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a childhood experience of the director, an adaptation of a recurring dream that expressed 

Cunningham’s panic over his asthma. In the dream, he would find himself walking 

down the street and unable to catch his breath: “It was like standing on a sea-bed with 

lead boots on and looking up and seeing the surface of the water forty feet away and 

feeling really panicked and wanting to get to the top.”44 The melancholy of the song is 

configured into the feeling of being physically lost in space. The boy is an imaginary 

body in one sense, able to perform impossible physical feats, free in its immersion 

within this virtual representation of a city street. The staring men and the inability to 

connect with another body sharing the same space create a sense of paranoia and unease 

to the video’s representation of urban space. Our integration with our surroundings is 

extrapolated into an image of a simultaneously unanchored and imprisoned body in 

Only You. The video ends with a defeat of the imaginary body, the transcendence 

promised now a regression into infancy.  

 

LEFTFIELD’S AFRIKA SHOX: THE POST-HUMAN BODY VERSUS THE 

IMPASSIVE METROPOLIS. 

Both Come to Daddy and Only You visualise the relationship between human bodies 

and urban space in the opposition between individuals (the Self) and a collective 

(society); the elderly woman walks through the abandoned council estate only to be 

terrorized by the group of Aphex Twin children who live there, and the young boy’s 

attempt to connect with a maternal figure is thwarted by the gazes of strange men in 

buildings. The high concept ideas of Cunningham, which privilege a form of visual 

excess in both the tightly synchronized editing to the music and the spectacle of special 

effects, are based on disruption and alienation. The cinematic bodies of these two videos 

– the Aphex Twin children, the television monster, the floating boy – are not only 

                                                 
44 Quoted in Chris Cunningham, p. 14. 



 149

othered by their alteration through computerisation but in their opposition to other 

citizens who represent some stable normality (the elderly woman, the mouthless man). 

Grosz argues that the city provides order and organization in the basic fact that it links 

together unrelated bodies: “For example, it links the affluent lifestyle of the banker or 

professional to the squalor of the vagrant, the homeless, or the improverished without 

necessarily positing a conscious or intentional will-to-exploit.”45 Cities bring together 

different classes and lifestyles together, illustrating different ends of the economic scale 

in Grosz’s example where the rich and the poor circulate the same space. Cunningham’s 

video for Leftfield’s Afrika Shox returns to the visceral, Horror-influenced imagery that 

he was recognised for with Come to Daddy, the disturbing concept determined by the 

energy of the music and touching upon how the city organises unrelated bodies. While 

the darkness of space in Only You was scored to the mellow, haunting sounds of 

Portishead, Leftfield’s Afrika Shox invited in its twitchy Electro-Funk dance beat the 

sound of outright assault. Leftfield was a UK-based production team consisting of two 

members – Paul Daley and Neil Barnes – who composed dance music within the sub-

genres of Techno and House. Afrika Shox was from their second album, Rhythm & 

Stealth (1999), a single that incorporated eerie-sounding synthesisers, funk-influenced 

bass, record scratching, electronic beats, and vocals provided by seminal hip-hop DJ, 

Afrika Bambaataa, famous for producing electro-orientated rap in the early 1980s (most 

notably Planet Rock in 1982). Bambaataa’s free-associative lyrics reference the Zulu 

nation (“Z-U-L-U, that’s the way you spell Zulu!”), the collection of African tribes that 

were at war with the British invasion of their land during the nineteenth century. The 

Afro-centric vocals and the electro-funk momentum of the song combine to provide 

cues for Cunningham’s racially-orientated idea for the Afrika Shox video, taking his 

interest in anatomy to a more destructive level. Filmed on location in New York City, a 

                                                 
45 Grosz, ‘Bodies-Cities,’ p. 45. 
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male of African descent dressed in army fatigue cut-offs wanders in a daze until, 

through sudden contact with people and buildings, his limbs begin to break off and 

shatter. This concept is revealed slowly by the video, opening with atmospheric, 

widescreen images of the city, which like the council estate in Come to Daddy, is 

represented as overcast and grey. The rising synthesiser melody, which sounds eerie in 

its tinny pitch, is visually translated into a shot that pans past a homeless man talking to 

himself, weaving through a back-alley into another ‘elsewhere’ space of the city. The 

man, who is listed as Hero in the credits, is first seen huddled in the alleyway, rising as 

if he has been awakened. Cunningham frames Hero in close-ups so that we see his white, 

glazed eyes and his tired facial expressions, looking upwards at the buildings that 

surround him, reminiscent of Only You’s childhood perspective of a dark urban space. 

The point of view shots capturing the grey sky blocked by the overwhelming presence 

of the city are overlaid with Bambaataa intoning, “Hear the rhythm of AFRIKA… 

BAMBAATAA.”  

 

Hero’s body is symbolic of the disenfranchised, poverty-stricken and displaced people 

within a metropolis like New York, which is defined by “the pluralism of immigrant 

cultures and the awesome, hegemonic power of the financial district.”46 Racially-coded 

by his dark skin colour, Hero is also classified as a war veteran through his army 

fatigues and dog-tags, while his introduction in the alleyway casts him as homeless. All 

of these signifiers position Hero’s body as othered and undesired by the city as he walks 

through its open space. The public ignore Hero’s body, even as it turns into a surreal 

instance of anatomical failure. Cunningham reveals the idea behind the video, what 

story it is telling through the body, when Hero reaches a city square where he stumbles 

down some steps. He reaches out to a nearby white male in his mid-forties who ignores 

                                                 
46 Bukatman, p. 159. 
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the need for help and returns to reading his newspaper. Another middle-aged white male 

in a business suit, walks right into Hero’s outstretched arm, snapping it off and 

smashing against the concrete ground. The white businessman looks at the shocked 

Hero, his arm broken in half, and then looks at the limb on the ground, which is 

presented to the audience in a close-up, allowing us to see that it is hollow like a piece 

of fractured porcelain. Returning to Grosz’s previous point, the sense of order and 

organization that exists in the city is maintained by its upper-class citizens in the face of 

this anatomical breakdown from a poor homeless. By this understanding, we have the 

disenfranchised African sharing the same space with two white bodies that signify class 

and privilege. On a related note, Jennifer S. Light criticises “the abstract ideal of a 

public space open to all” as failing in cities that contain mostly white people, which 

exclude difference in the name of privatisation.47  The sense of exclusion is key to 

Cunningham’s nightmare of a disintegrating body, which follows in the Horror genre 

tradition of exploring fears related to physical contagion and decay (such as in George 

Romero’s zombie films). The song’s title receives a layer of irony in this moment as it 

is only Hero who is shocked by the collapse of his body. The businessman walks away 

and the other white male keeps reading his newspaper. Hero’s suffering body is 

undesired by both white men, heightening a familiar metropolitan attitude of responding 

to public distress or abject bodies, such as the homeless, with indifference. The 

following sequence compounds this theme of apathy with Hero – missing one arm, in 

pain, scared and confused – trying to grab people for their help, filmed in a distance shot 

on the street. The sequence is edited to Bambaataa’s harsh yells of “We want your 

funk!”, which is synchronised to another shot of another passerby avoiding the armless 

Hero as if he was diseased. An allusion to Third World suffering is clear, as Hero’s 

                                                 
47 Jennifer S. Light, ‘From City Space to Cyberspace,’ Virtual Geographies: Bodies, Space & Relations, 
ed. Mike Crang, Phil Crang, and Jon May, (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), pp. 112-113. 
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dying body is regarded as a disturbance and a nuisance to the first world citizens of New 

York.  

 

The fragile structure of Hero’s body produces negative possibilities for the cinematic 

body, categorically a post-human form in the sense that he is an object rather than a 

subject. Post-human theory concerns itself with the body as a structure, rather than as an 

embodiment of the self, and it is thematically “more about erasure, rather than 

affirmation.” 48  Stelarc explains that the post-human interest in technology is in its 

ability to expand the limitations of the flesh through mechanical parts and additional 

limbs:  

 

The body is neither a very efficient nor a very durable structure. It malfunctions 

often and fatigues quickly; its performance is determined by its age. It is 

susceptible to disease and is doomed to a certain and early death.49

 

Post-human theory proposes moving beyond human anatomy because it is out-dated and 

fallible, which Hero is most clearly an example of. Afrika Shox reiterates anxieties and 

fears about being lost, alone and suffering in the middle of a city that is comparable to 

an “obstacle course.” 50  Hero seems to be on the verge of malfunctioning with the 

fatigue and disorientation he expresses in close-ups, his body in conflict with the 

organised and efficient urban space around him. Erasure of the human body is the post-

human concept that the video invests in visually, the structure of the video predicated on 

Hero’s body being deconstructed in an aesthetically pleasing manner. Hero’s severed 

arm is fetishised by a close up that observes its hollow dimensions. The destruction of 

                                                 
48 Stelarc, p. 116. 
49 ibid, p. 117. 
50 The idea of the city as an “obstacle course” is taken from Steve Pile and Heidi J. Nast, ‘Everyday 
Places Bodies’ in Places Through The Body, ed. Steve Pile and Heidi J. Nast, (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1998), p. 413. 



 153

his body turns him into an abstract artistic sculpture, pulled apart for our entertainment. 

Of course, Cunningham’s decision to represent the separated limbs as hollow side-steps 

television censorship by not portraying it realistically, privileging visceral impact over 

any physical realism of blood, muscle or bone. While the hollow body parts point 

towards the artifice of the video’s spectacle, the believable expressions of anguish 

depicted by actor Caspert Hunte as Hero encourage empathy. The anatomical spectacle 

of Afrika Shox revels in unsettling ambiguity, moving between our identification with 

Hero as a subject and our observation of him as an object. The audience is implicated in 

his suffering and yet any empathy we have for his plight is distorted by the musicality of 

his erasure. Afrika Shox, as a song, creates a sense of momentum for the corresponding 

visuals, providing the dismemberment with an enjoyable beat.  

 

The erasure of Hero’s hollow anatomy occurs as a result of his contact with New York 

City, which is represented as a monolithic urban space that increasingly assaults his 

undesired presence. New York is an iconic place, which Scott Bukatman describes as a 

“major site of cinematic fantasy.”51 The context of Bukatman’s summation of New 

York and its representation refers to its existence in American musicals such as On the 

Town (1949), The Band Wagon (1953), and Guys & Dolls (1955). His chapter, ‘The 

Syncopated City,’ on musicals and urban in Matters of Gravity discusses the ways that 

this genre of film paid tribute to the metropolis as an ideal. Bukatman writes,   

 

With the advent of synchronized sound in the late 1920s, musicals became a 

primary vehicle of delirious urban celebration. Musicals are largely about 

integration on formal and narrative levels… The films also produce images of 

utopian reconciliation and a forging of community. 52

                                                 
51 Bukatman, p. 157. 
52 ibid. 
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On the Town, for example, places three sailors in New York for twenty four hours, in 

order to experience its sights and sounds, which are felt and expressed in song and 

dance. Bukatman points out that in a musical like On The Town “the real world becomes 

a set of backdrops, a stage set, a department store, an amusement park, a playground.”53 

Bukatman introduces the cinematic idea of ‘the syncopated city’ in his discussion where 

the configuration of the city is matched to the upbeat mood of the music, stylising the 

everyday (the people, the buildings, sights and sounds) into an “ensemble swelling to 

greatness…”54  While not largely alluding to the genre of the Musical in the manner that 

some videos we will be discussing in later chapters have, Afrika Shox does represent 

New York as a syncopated city, particularly in the opening sequence where the 

electronic beat of the song is layered into the noise pollution of the streets, the police 

sirens and the sound of the crowd. Leftfield’s introduction, “Zulu nation, hear the 

rhythm of Afrika,” is even overlaid into the mouth of a traffic warden speaking into his 

walkie talkie. What makes a difference is the mood of the music, which is not upbeat, 

and rises atmospherically to the big beat electronic of the music track. Bukatman sees 

such musical sequences of ‘the syncopated city’ as offering “…both an escape from the 

city’s managerial rationalities and a reconfiguration of the city as a delirious space of 

possibility and becoming.” 55  Yet the syncopated city is not a ‘delirious space of 

possibility and becoming’ for Hero in Afrika Shox – the only possibility for him is his 

un-becoming – and Cunningham works against the idea that his body of difference 

could ever be integrated into urban space. Bukatman also suggests that musical 

sequences are also about dynamic and tactical negotiation, “the power represented by 

‘walking in the city’ in Michel De Certeau’s language, only becomes more pronounced 
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54 ibid, pp. 174-175. 
55 ibid, p. 158. 
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when the movement completes its trajectory toward dance.” 56  There is a similar 

trajectory towards dance achieved through Cunningham’s synchronisation of Hero’s 

weary passage through the city to the beats in the song, giving his uncoordinated 

movements their own sense of rhythm, such as when he stumbles in the street. The 

haphazard pained walking of the homeless African becomes another form of dance 

through choreography and editing, but it alludes to his weariness and exhaustion on 

account of the city. The music on the soundtrack, which is represented as the sound of 

the city at the beginning of the video, physically wears down Hero with each beat to a 

metaphorical and literal breaking point. 

 
Figure 1.2. The post-human body in Afrika Shox.  

The climax to Afrika Shox involves a choreographed dance sequence where Hero hops 

(at this point, he is missing an arm and one foot) into an underground parking lot and 

sees three men break-dancing on a mat. The editing allows the viewer to compare the 

broken body of Hero, standing there passively watching the dancing, and the sleek, 

strong bodies of the break-dancers, wrapped up in their own prowess and ignoring Hero. 

The art of break-dancing is associated with the burgeoning years of Hip-Hop in New 

York during the early 1980s, a scene that Bambaataa was apart of, alongside 

Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five, and the Sugarhill Gang. The development of 

                                                 
56 ibid. 
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the Hip-Hop genre and the association with break-dancing reminds the viewer of a sub-

cultural movement based in African-American experience, which is at odds with the 

reading of New York as an inhospitable place for the racially-coded body. Yet the three 

multi-racial dancers are outside public space, performing within a parking lot, and they 

are in step with the syncopated city through their robotic dance moves, complemented 

by the robot-styled distorted backing vocals of the song (“Machine make the music and 

Afrika shock-shock-shock”). It is one of the break-dancers who unthinkingly topples 

Hero by spinning around on the dance mat, his leg sticking out and breaking off the shin 

from Hero’s already severed foot. Hero hops up and down panicked, and proceeds to 

fall in slow-motion, which is synchronised to Bambaataa’s voice echoing, “Zu-zu-zu-

zu-zu-zulululu!” The volume of the music is turned down on the soundtrack and we see 

Bambaataa, a parking attendant dressed in tribal African cloaks, asking “Do you need a 

hand?” The line is obviously inflected with ironic overtones as the video cuts to its 

climactic image of Hero lying on his back against the wet asphalt, both arms now 

broken and one foot missing. Helpless and pretty close to destroyed, Hero is an anxious 

image representing the fragility of human anatomy (Figure 1.2.). The dance funk beat 

reappears on the music track as the final scene shows Hero hopping out of the parking 

lot onto a back-street, only to be pulverised into dust by a speeding yellow taxi. Grosz 

states that what can prove unpleasant about our environment is its rapid transformation, 

“such that a body inscribed by one cultured milieu finds itself in another 

involuntarily.”57 Hero finds himself within an urban space that he has not mastered or 

negotiated, an immigrant defeated by the citizens and structures that represent the city 

of New York. For a music video, Afrika Shox concludes openly on an image of death by 

re-designing the body as a hollow sculpture that is left extinct after suffering under the 

beat of urban progress.  

                                                 
57 Grosz, ‘Bodies-Cities,’ p. 48. 
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APHEX TWIN’S WINDOWLICKER: GENRE SATIRE, RACIAL 

CARICUTURES, AND ABJECT BODIES. 

The tension between human bodies and urban space is a visual theme that has continued 

throughout Come to Daddy, Only You and Afrika Shox, also working as a strategy for 

Cunningham to better express the featured music. The issue of race, so important in 

Afrika Shox, arises again in the video for Aphex Twin’s Windowlicker, a sequel to 

Cunningham’s infamous Come to Daddy video, which had become a cult hit with its 

memorable mix of dark humour, horror and human grotesques in the form of Aphex 

Twin-faced children. However, instead of ‘innocent’ children twisted into malicious 

drones within the lower-economic space of a council estate, Cunningham took the same 

satirical high concept use of the electronic artist’s face to parody the genre of Hip-Hop, 

specifically the visual clichés of its music videos. Instead of remediating the genres of 

Horror and Suspense into his music videos, Cunningham uses the conventions of a 

music video genre to best visualise Aphex Twin’s avant-garde electronic music. Of 

particular visual interest in Windowlicker is the sexism displayed in many Hip-Hop 

videos, one of countless genres in music that uses the scopophilic male gaze to fragment 

and objectify women in music videos.58 The bearded, masculine features of Aphex’s 

face taint the voluptuous appeal of the female dancers who typically feature in such hip-

hop videos; “Almost always dressed in short shorts and halter tops, vigorously shaking 

what their mama gave them, they are unremarkable in their ubiquity.”59 (The credits of 

Windowlicker even list these women as ‘Hoochies’ - derogatory slang for sexually 

promiscuous women). The visual interest in the grotesque body and the desire to engage 

in caricature combine to create a video that is problematically racist and sexist despite 

its sense of parody. The following analysis of Windowlicker shifts the relationship 

                                                 
58 Goodwin, p. 92. 
59 Austerlitz, p. 5. 
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connecting the cinematic body and urban space together into larger issues concerning 

genre, gender and race.  

 

As a piece of music, Windowlicker does not particularly work within the Hip-Hop genre, 

but draws upon it, alongside Funk and R & B (rhythm and blues), to create a slow, 

mellow, electronically-composed groove. A sexualised aura is established within the 

sound of the music through the use of male and female vocals who issue suggestive 

sounds and melodic moaning without the use of lyrics. The song begins with a deep 

groan, slowed down and subtly distorted by Aphex, until it becomes intermingled with 

feminine cries of orgasm: each vocal element is used as beats throughout the song, 

helping to create a sordid ambience. Cunningham himself confessed that the song 

“made me think about girls’ arses.”60 The track proceeds from a measured build up to 

metallic-sounding beats, which are then complemented by the melodic synthesiser and 

back-up chorus singers. Windowlicker was released as an EP by Aphex Twin, the cover 

of which was also designed by Cunningham – a composite photo of Aphex’s face on a 

‘hoochie’ riding a motorcycle – and the video was included on the CD, a cross-

promotional marketing move engineered by the production company, Warp Records. 

The song itself was described by Warp Records producer Steve Beckett as Aphex Twin 

“mucking around” in an attempt to prove he could make something with mainstream 

appeal.61 Cunningham pursued Aphex’s suggested desire by creating a video that could 

be embraced by the mainstream: 

 

With Windowlicker, I was trying to make the imagery as commercial as possible, 

but make the content totally bent… There’s more chance of infiltrating MTV if I 

make this video sit more snuggly against all these other dance and rap videos. It 

                                                 
60 Quoted in Chris Cunningham, p. 29. 
61 Quoted in ‘Warp Visions,’ Lucky Magazine, 24, (2004), p. 32.  
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didn’t work in the US because MTV wouldn’t show it! Warp put it out on VHS 

instead.62

 

Following a ‘wolf in lamb’s clothing’ strategy, Cunningham sought to make a video that 

had the appearance of commercial appeal, but like Aphex’s song, harboured disturbing 

and unsettling content within that focus on the mainstream. The interview clarifies for 

Cunningham’s audience that the Windowlicker video was not an attempt to ‘sell out’ or 

achieve commercial success, but to use promotional imagery against itself, 

appropriating the popular aesthetic of hip-hop music videos for his own satirical means. 

Within the interview in the Chris Cunningham booklet on his Directors Label DVD, the 

director represents himself as a pop culture saboteur who uses the language of 

mainstream culture against itself, establishing him as a provocative auteur in the face of 

directors who repeat sexist clichés unthinkingly for commercial appeal. 

 

Hip-Hop remains one of the most commercially successful genres of music, originating 

within African-American subcultures through the 1980s and 1990s before becoming 

appropriated all over the world as a form of expression. The sound of Hip-Hop draws on 

a form of pastiche, sampling other songs for the music, creating beats on synthesisers 

and computer programs, and scratching records on turntables as a musical instrument in 

itself. Fundamental to Hip-Hop is the instrument of the voice where rappers, also known 

as MCs, descriptively rhyme over the backing track, side-stepping the act of singing for 

a form of colloquial storytelling and verbose self-identification. Hip-Hop’s primary 

concerns, in regards to lyrics, have been identified by Tricia Rose as “identity and 

location,” which can be witnessed in most key artists of the genre (N.W.A, Public 

Enemy, Tupac Shakur, and Jay-Z) who position themselves as products of their 

                                                 
62 Quoted in Chris Cunningham, p. 29. 
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environment.63 Place is an important part of the music, for example, with voyeuristic 

descriptions of African-American ‘ghetto life’ within lower-class areas such as 

Compton or Brooklyn where poverty, crime and murder are rife. Within Hip-Hop music 

videos, there are two general categories for promoting the performers: one privileges a 

form of documentary-styled realism, what Austerlitz terms as ‘ghetto-realistic,’ 

establishing the performers as the products of a masculine-coded, lower-economic 

urban space, while the other celebrates their liberation from these confines through their 

success as an artist, finding themselves in the upper-economic space of (generally) 

white privilege (exclusive clubs, mansions, yachts). 64  The latter strain of Hip-Hop 

music videos is what Windowlicker is engaged in satirising, and they are recognisable to 

most audiences from their constant re-use at the time the video was made in the late 

1990s, and which are still present to this day. The negative aspects of commercial hip-

hop involves notoriously sexist, misogynistic and at times willfully patriarchal imagery 

within the lyrics that are usually translated visually into their videos.65 Popular videos 

such as 2 Live Crew’s Pop That Coochie (1991), Dr. Dre’s Ain’t Nuthin But A G Thang 

(1992), Nelly’s Hot In Here (2002), Eminem’s Superman (2002), Puff Daddy’s Shake 

Your Tailfeather (2003), Snopp Dogg’s Drop It Like It’s Hot (2004), and 50 Cent’s 

Candy Shop (2005) all involve similar clichés: a prevalence of sexually desirable and 

provocatively dressed women who are basically used as decorative objects; the 

emphasis on slow-motion cinematography that helps approximate the steady beat of 

many Hip-Hop songs, as well as lingering on the images for the viewers’ pleasure – 

signifiers of wealth and privilege such as gold chains, rings, limousines, and mansions, 

which count as evidence of having ‘made it’ – and the musical performer at the centre 

of everything, indulging in the spoils of their success in the industry. Hip-Hop videos 

                                                 
63 Tricia Rose, Black Noise: Rap Music & Black Culture in Contemporary America, (Middletown: 
Western University Press, 1994), pp. 9-10. 
64 Austerlitz, p. 91. 
65 Michael Eric Dyson, Between God & Gangsta Rap: Bearing Witness to Black Culture, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996), p. xii. 
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that take place in upper economic spaces demonstrate Richard Dyer’s idea of 

conspicuous consumption where “the wealthy display the fact that they are wealthy” to 

the delight and envy of certain audiences.66   

 

Cunningham’s video for Windowlicker generates a similar fantasy scenario of 

conspicuous consumption where female dancers are placed against a glamorous version 

of Los Angeles, affecting a harmonious relationship between body and space. The video 

opens with images inside the logo of Aphex Twin, an arrow pointing at a ninety degree 

right angle within a circle (an obvious phallic symbol), growing larger in scope until it 

irises out to reveal the frame. The pre-music introductory sequence to Windowlicker 

runs for four minutes of screen time and sets up the cinematic widescreen look of the 

video, which is shot in afternoon light, giving the L.A. skyline an orange glow, familiar 

to Jerry Bruckheimer-produced action films like Michael Bay’s Bad Boys (1995). 

Driving through the city in an open-top convertible are two Homeys (as they are listed 

in the credits) – Homey #1, an African-American who is the most talkative and loudest 

of the two, Homey #2, a Puerto-Rican who continually interjects and interrupts – as they 

bicker aggressively to one another. The spoken dialogue, delivered rapidly and with 

persistent coarse language, helps to set up the vulgar, over-the-top tone of the piece: 

 

HOMEY #1: We’ll get nowhere driving like a little bitch, man. You ain’t 

driving motherfucking Miss Daisy, nigger! Just roll nigger, shit. I get tired of 

rolling with your slow ass. (pause) Oh, there go some bitches there. Aw, hell 

yeah. It’s on, motherfucker, yeah, nigger. I just can’t wait, nigger horny as a 

motherfucker, dick all hard and shit, I’m ready to fuck straight up, nigger. I’m 

ready to get my groove on, you hear me nigger? 

                                                 
66 Richard Dyer, Stars, (London: BFI Publishing, 1998), p. 38. 
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HOMEY #2: Fuck you! 

 

Arguing incessantly in this manner, the two Homeys are caricatures of the ‘player’ 

figure that is promoted in mainstream hip-hop, referring to young aggressive men who 

consistently seduce women and have only one thing on their minds – sex. The intended 

humour of this scene stems, like the monster’s scream in Come to Daddy, from the 

exaggerated style Cunningham employs, with the constant torrent of coarse language 

becoming increasingly ridiculous and cartoonish as the scene progresses. The sequence 

continues with Homey #1 spotting two “Ho’s” on the street corner, ordering Homey #2 

to turn and pull up next to them. The two African-American females – termed Hoochies 

in the credits – display slightly more intelligence than the male Homeys in their outright 

rejection of their blunt pick-up lines: 

 

HOMEY #1: Hey, what’s cracking, bitch? What the fuck’s going on in this 

motherfucker? 

HOOCHIE #1: Not your broke ass, nigger.  

HOMEY #1: Why you gotta be broke, girl? What’s happening? Why don’t you 

all have a ride with us? 

HOOCHIE #1: Cause you ain’t nothing but no broke trash master, you simple 

ass fool. Don’t be talking no shit to me! 

 

Despite their superiority over the two Homeys in their refusal, the Hoochies are also 

represented as caricatures through their big hair, long nails, and their provocative 

matching white singlet and underwear. The conversation between the Homeys and the 

Hoochies boils flirtation down to its most base level; for example, Homey #1 

complimenting the girls, “You make a nigger want to fuck!” Though the sequence is a 
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parody with the non-threatening ridiculousness of the Homeys, particularly Homey #1 

with his “Raggedy Ann” parted-in-the-middle hairdo, the sequence reinforces the 

stereotypes it is poking fun at. Dyson discusses the tradition in popular culture of 

negatively representing black men and women: 

 

The circulation of brutal images of black men as sexual outlaws and black 

females as ‘ho’s’ in many gangsta rap narratives mirrors ancient stereotypes of 

black sexual identity. Black sexual desire is stripped of redemptive uses in 

relationships of great affection or love.67

 

Windowlicker continues such stereotypical images with the overtly sexualised concerns 

of the two Homeys repeating the jealousy brimming underneath minstrel shows and 

blackface performance in the past where the “characteristic erotic ‘abandon’ and 

‘primitivism’” of black men was performed by whites in order to mock and emasculate 

them.68 Even though Cunningham parodies Hip-Hop videos by being infinitely more 

coarse and vulgar in the hyper-sexualised performance of the two actors playing the 

Homeys, there is also an unintended sense of superiority within its satire: as a white 

English film-maker, Cunningham is more able to identify as an outsider the ridiculous 

aspects of this black subculture than they can themselves.  

 

The racial stereotypes that Cunningham uses turn more ambivalent with the arrival of 

Aphex Twin “himself” and the presence of the grotesque body within this music video 

fantasy. The Homeys argue amongst themselves until their convertible is pushed out of 

frame by the sudden entrance of a pristine white stretch-limo with tinted black windows. 

The over-the-top tone of the video is carried over into the extended size of the limo, 
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which continues to enter the frame for a considerable stretch of time. Cunningham 

synchronises the movement of the limo with a loud, industrial screeching noise, as if the 

car was analogous to a spaceship, no doubt a nod to the introduction of the Imperial 

Starship in the beginning of Star Wars: A New Hope (1977). The back of the limo 

finally appears, sliding up to the two Hoochies. The tinted window slides down, 

revealing the white Aphex Twin who wears dark shades, with his trademark frozen grin 

and his hair tied into a pony-tail. Aphex’s presence coincides with the male groans that 

begin the Windowlicker song. As it plays on the soundtrack, Aphex steps out of the limo 

and performs for the women a choreographed solo dance out on the empty street. The 

use of whiteness is interesting here, from the size of the limo to Aphex’s implied virility, 

marking it as a colour of sexual power. As a white man dressed in white clothes, Aphex 

is able to succeed in seducing the two Hoochies through his conspicuous consumption 

in the oversized limo and his ability to dance. Whiteness is used satirically as well, as 

the machismo that Aphex displays is able to physically transform the quivering 

excitement of the two women, in one computerised dissolve jump-cut, into Aphex Twin 

faced slaves. The ownership that the male performers display over female dancers in hip 

hop videos is distorted into an absurd perversion – his face brands their bodies as his. 

They are valued for their curvy bodies rather than any individuality that can be 

discerned in their own faces. With the Aphex face, the Hoochies are bearded and wear 

bushy, afro hairstyles, reconfigured as animalistic, primitive, and grotesque in 

appearance. 

  

In contrast to Afrika Shox, Cunningham explicitly references the Musical genre in 

Windowlicker with the dance routines that feature throughout the video, especially the 

one Aphex performs for the two Hoochies. The choreography in this sequence blends 

together different eras of dancing, from the classic Hollywood figure of Gene Kelly in 
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use of the umbrella (such as in Singing In The Rain), to footwork synchronised to the 

beat reminiscent of Michael Jackson videos (for example, Bad). In contrast to Hero in 

Afrika Shox, Aphex Twin’s body is totally synchronised to the urban space he moves 

through, which acts as a stage for his performance. The reference to classic musicals 

within Aphex’s dance is interesting in the way it imbues the relatively sexless genre 

codes of the Gene Kelly era with vulgar allusions to sexual intercourse. Sean Cubitt 

discusses the performing body of Fred Astaire in the musical Top Hat (1935) as being 

outside the realm of sexuality: 

 

His is a sexuality not only without organs but without bodies… Here is no 

repressed act hidden behind the dance… We do not want to see Fred Astaire 

mount Ginger: we have come to see them dance. This sublimination makes a 

cyborg of the dancers, a compound of the cinema longing for embodiment, Fred 

and Ginger trying to escape it.69

 

Genre conventions and the cultural tastes of the time dictate the expectations of the 

performing body in the case of Top Hat, but Cubitt’s description of Fred and Ginger as 

cyborgs underlines their mechanical purpose is to dance, without the explicit desires 

that permeate across Hip-Hop music videos several decades later. For Aphex Twin in 

Windowlicker, the choreography invests the performing body with crude displays of 

sexuality, which is conveyed in moments of synchresis to the music. When Aphex 

dances with an umbrella, alluding to Gene Kelly, he also proceeds to stick it underneath 

his crotch and use it as a phallic object, the movement timed to a wavering bass sound 

on the soundtrack. Sexuality is not repressed, but overtly expressed. As Windowlicker 

infuses its references to musicals with a vulgarity not present in the classic Hollywood 
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era, it also proceeds to distort the open appeals to sexuality that certain Hip-Hop videos 

contain, promising voyeuristic arousal in the display of gyrating female bodies. The 

next sequence of the video places the camera inside the limo as Aphex sits in the middle 

of multiple Aphex-faced Hoochies who crowd around him – some white, some black – 

who participate in what looks like a back seat orgy. The camera films them in a slower 

speed as they rub and caress each other while all sharing the same face. The male gaze 

is subverted by the transgender confusion in the buxom female bodies with male faces. 

There is an eerie asexual undercurrent to the sequence, as if the replicated faces are 

showing us multiples of the same person – Aphex – engaging in sex, representing the 

orgy as a bizarre act of masturbation. The Aphex Twin masks feature the fixed singular 

expression, grinning with blinking eyes, as if they are grotesque cyborgs that are going 

through the motions without any animated, individualised desire. Cunningham upsets 

the promise of desire that is so familiar in the music video genre of Hip Hop and the 

video positions him as a director who is more delighted by perversion and subversion 

than the commercial imperative of sexual appeal.   

 

The conflation of musical and hip-hop video conventions in Windowlicker continues in 

the next sequence where the two Homeys, following the limo in their wrecked car, come 

across a dance routine performed on Venice Beach. Cunningham emphasises the 

picturesque qualities of Venice Beach with the sun, palm trees and clear blue sky, a 

setting flattened out by the camera to act as backdrop for the parade of women. It is a 

sunny ideal in comparison to Cunningham’s past videos from Come to Daddy to Afrika 

Shox, which existed in grey, overcast urban spaces. Aphex stands in the middle of two 

lines of Aphex Twin Hoochies who perform an elaborate dance routine. The two 

Homeys stand as an audience to this display of bodies, a familiar sight in the language 

of Hip-Hop videos, such as in the video for Sisqo’s The Thong Song (1999). A bird’s 
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eye view shows us three white umbrellas with the Aphex Twin symbol in black closing 

to reveal three groups of Aphex Hoochies collected into circles. This shot and a later 

one, where one of the girls is towed underneath the assembled legs of the dancers 

towards us into close up, reference the musical choreography of Busby Berkerly, who 

was famous for collecting large groups of women into geometric displays. Dyer dissects 

Berkerly’s choreography for its employment of the male gaze and its objectification of 

women, using the film Golddiggers of 1933 as his example: 

 

Here much of the representational level reprises the lessons of the narrative – 

above all, that women’s only capital is their bodies as objects. The abundant 

scale of the numbers is an abundance of piles of women; the sensuous 

materialism is the texture of femaleness; the energy of the dancing (when it 

occurs) is the energy of the choreographic imagination, to which the dancers are 

subservient.70

 

The abundance of women does not reach the numbers that Berkeley employed, but in 

the reference to his work a connection is made between the 1930s era of musicals and 

the contemporary iconography of hip hop videos, suggesting a continuing employment 

of female bodies as objects subservient to male-orientated choreography. Indeed, Aphex 

Twin acts as a choreographer, directing the women’s bodies, slapping their behinds to 

the metallic repetitive beat, before he is slapped in the face by one of them in return. 

Once again Cunningham’s concept challenges the latent sexism in both musicals and 

music videos, particularly when shows us the two Homies staring at the rear end of a 

Hoochie as it sways in time to the music. She, or it rather, turns around to reveal a 

hideous variation of the Aphex Twin face, with giant teeth, balding at the scalp, flowers 
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in what is left of her hair, and a crooked, expansive nose. The Homeys react in horror 

and disgust, the fantasy ideal turned into a ghoulish Twilight Zone styled nightmare.     

 

Windowlicker’s parody of racism and sexism in hip hop videos was recognised as 

troubling upon its release in 1998 with John O’Reilly’s article for The Guardian, ‘Face 

The Music,’ covering the critical backlash the video received. Tracey Snell, managing 

editor of Music Week, labeled it negatively as “a video out to shock” while Lola Young, 

a Professor in Cultural Studies, argued it had no critical distance from its satirical 

target.71 The article itself seems to inflame criticism in order to argue against it, as 

O’Reilly states his belief that such negative comments about the video fall into “a 

culture of oversignification,” ignoring the arrival of something “truly new.”72 Despite 

this praise, there is something problematic about the appropriation of the racism and 

sexism from Hip-Hop, but the troubling aspects of the video – the stereotypes of 

African-American and Puerto-Rican men in the video’s beginning, the objectification of 

women into grotesque, almost trans-gendered forms – are necessary for the substance 

behind the video’s sense of satire. For the first two thirds of their length, both song and 

video are the “put on” that Cunningham and Beckett have described it to be, feigning 

commercial appeal by appropriating it. The final sequence unveils fully the disturbing 

content that Windowlicker has been smuggling under the guise of hip-hop. The final 

third of the song marks a transition from the repetitive dance beat and shifts erratically 

into a rising sound, which is matched to a slow-motion shot of Aphex Twin shaking a 

bottle of champagne and popping the cork, an obviously phallic symbol of ejaculation. 

The song devolves from its funk-based groove into a distortion-drenched guitar-based 

wall of noise, a menacing sound that is synchronised to Cunningham panning the 

camera across the lined up bodies of the Aphex Twin Hoochies, dancing in slow motion 
                                                 
71 John O’Reilly, ‘Face the Music,’ Guardian Unlimited, (March, 1999): 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/friday_review/story/0,,313437,00.html (accessed: 12/11/07). 
72 ibid. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/friday_review/story/0,,313437,00.html
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under the “champagne” that rains down upon them (Figure 1.3.) The sun has set in the 

background and the lighting is darkened, casting shadows across the female bodies, 

accentuating their wet curves and the cellulite on their legs. The white female bodies 

appear strung out and thin, while the black female bodies are made to seem round and 

swollen.  

 

 

 

Figure 1.3. The abject sexual objects in Windowlicker.  

Kathryn Weir noted that the video challenges the expectations of audiences for women 

in hip-hop videos, underlining “the MTV audience’s conviction that fat is ugly and real 

women have less facial hair.”73 Yet this final sequence is more than simply a rebuke to 

cultural standards regarding body image. Their faces continue to grin grotesquely, their 

expression frozen in delight. Compared to the sexless back seat orgy and the Busby 

Berkeley influenced choreography on the beach, this sequence has none of the comic 

overtones previously seen in the video. The Aphex Twin Hoochies were previously 

compared to cyborgs in their blank performance of sexual desire; here their bodies are 

turned into the abject, which is a concept that Julia Kristeva understands as being 
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caused by “what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, 

positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.”74 The abject is related 

to perversion75  and these bodies are perverse through the upsetting of the rules or 

expectations an audience has obtained within popular media. The lighting casts their 

anatomical forms as fleshy and swollen, the slow motion accentuating their treatment as 

‘meat,’ ushering in the unease between body and space familiar from Cunningham’s 

previous videos. The conception of the music video as “a highly effective turn-on 

machine”76 is subverted in the concluding sequence of Windowlicker. The allure of 

women as sexual objects in the male gaze is debased by rendering their slow dance in 

the rain as a form of primal ritual. Women are objectified for the sake of parody in 

Windowlicker, but their abject-ification in the end is an image that dwells in, and by that 

token rebukes, the primitive urges that compel video-makers and audiences alike to 

engage with such sexualised imagery.  

 

(II) TRANSCENDENT STARS AND ABSTRACT SPACES: 

Cunningham’s videos for Come to Daddy and Windowlicker satirise the promotion of 

the music performer that is predominate in music videos and the music industry in 

general, suturing the face of Aphex Twin onto children and hip-hop dancers 

respectively, blurring age and gender into grotesque subservience to the ‘star.’ The 

demand to see the image of the performer is taken to the extreme of disseminating it as 

a logo, branding numerous people as grinning slaves of the artist. At the same time, both 

videos work to promote Aphex Twin through the recognition factor of his face in 

relation to the music and to Cunningham’s notorious videos, a strategy also undertaken 

by other Aphex videos like Donkey Rhubarb (1995, directed by David Slade). To this 
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end, Cunningham’s auteur reputation has been based upon his conceptual approach to 

the medium, working with artists that provide him the scope to work on his own ideas, 

foregoing and challenging the requirement for performance-based visuals. His video for 

Squarepusher’s Come On My Selector is an example of the association between 

electronic music and creative freedom, which was discussed in Chapter Two. 

Squarepusher (a.k.a. Tom Jenkinson) is another multi-instrumental UK-based electronic 

artist who is often placed in the same category as Aphex Twin, a comparison inevitably 

made by the fact they were both signed to Warp Records during the 1990s. Released on 

the EP, Big Loada (1997), Come On My Selector features erratic tempo changes and has 

a frenzied beat, which is complemented by a cartoon-like tone with a repeated sample of 

a squeaky “uh oh!” sound. The complexity of Squarepusher’s brand of drum ‘n’ bass 

music is the template Cunningham uses to imagine a narrative-based video where the 

sounds in the song provide audio for the actions of the featured characters. Utilising 

Cunningham’s preference for a cinematic look, using a widescreen frame and 

atmospheric lighting, Come On My Selector’s story is set inside a home for mentally 

disturbed children in Osaka, Japan. A disturbed young girl and her small dog break out 

of their cell, evading two large, bald and buffoonish guards who pursue them both 

through the sterile corridors of the facility. Similar to Come to Daddy and Windowlicker, 

the pre-song introduction that establishes a menacing sense of space in the darkened 

hospital, but is undercut by the gag of the girl slipping past an oblivious guard by 

placing the dog on her shoulders underneath a white coat; it appears as if a doctor with 

the head of a dog and a squeaky voice has walked by. When one of the guards discovers 

that the girl and her dog are missing, the security alarm blares out throughout the 

interior of the building, at which point Squarepusher’s music is introduced onto the 

audio track. What is remarkable about the video is Cunningham’s use of synchresis, 

which is achieved through tight editing, so that the repetitive sounds in the song match 
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repetitive actions on screen: from the girl’s fingers tapping a computer keyboard to a 

guard knocking on a locked door – each series of gestures is timed to a consistent 

pattern of beats, which are varied throughout the song. The resulting experience of 

Come On My Selector is that it appears as if Squarepusher had scored the video directly 

rather than the video being based on the music, which has led to fellow directors like 

Michel Gondry praising Cunningham’s work as so precise because he “makes the music 

look like it was done after the images.”77

 

The idea that the music was an afterthought to the content of a video is not possible with 

performance-based videos because the agency of the singer or band is foregrounded – 

they are featured in the video because it is their music being used. Performance-based 

elements have been previously discussed in Cunningham’s videos for Come to Daddy 

and Only You, but in both cases the vocalist in question was incorporated into the wider 

concept he had determined for the video: Aphex’s face is elongated and distorted in the 

frame of the television screen, while Gibbons is filmed underwater performing the 

vocals and relocated in the darkness of a street. There is a greater contrast between a 

video that contains performance elements and one that is built around the performer, 

and this generally involves the distinction between musicians and stars in music. The 

relationship between body and space changes with a video based around a star 

performer as the space is built around their body, which is the economic focus of the 

video. Goodwin believes that the construction of ‘star identities’ is central to the 

economics of the music industry and that career longevity can only be achieved by stars, 

which he defines as “artists whose identities guarantee massive sales, or at least the 

media exposure that makes this a possibility.”78  Cunningham has worked with two 

                                                 
77 Quoted in Tommy Nguyen, ‘The Cinema of Music,’ The Los Angeles Times, (October 2003), E-37. 
78 Goodwin, p. 103. 
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female recording artists who are considered stars by this definition, Madonna with 

Frozen (1998) and Björk with All Is Full Of Love (1999).  

 

If we were to compare the two music performers, Madonna is certainly more famous yet 

Björk is a star in her own right, with a strong fan-base and her own share of media 

exposure (from her altercation with a paparazzi photographer to her infamous ‘swan 

dress’ at the Academy Awards in 2000). What binds Madonna and Björk together is 

their respective longevity in regards to their careers in music, both consistently 

changing their image and refining their sound with each consecutive album, even as 

they remain identifiably ‘Madonna’ or ‘Björk.’ 79  The Work of Director Chris 

Cunningham frames the videos for Frozen and All Is Full Of Love as the work of the 

director, and also intersects with the careers of Madonna and Björk as stars, arguably 

auteurs of their own careers. The videos for Frozen and All Is Full Of Love represent a 

particular stage in the performer’s career, the texts drawing upon what the particular 

performer means to the audience at the time of release. John Mundy explains that the 

audience’s knowledge of a star affects the reception of an individual text:  

 

Performers exist both within and outside the text, so that the performance in a 

specific text draws upon, amplifies and resonates with all those performances by 

that artist which exist in one form or another ‘elsewhere.’80

 

The ‘elsewhere’ that Mundy discusses is what Goodwin classifies as the ‘star-text’ – the 

web of information that a viewer may bring to a particular star – their biography, their 

career, previous songs, various images, rumours and gossip.81 A video may explicitly 

                                                 
79 Madonna and Björk even collaborated together at one point with Björk writing the song, ‘Bedtime 
Story’, for Madonna’s album, Bedtime Stories (1994). 
80 Mundy, p. 243. 
81 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, pp. 101-103. 
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reference a performer’s star text, or at the very least, like Frozen and All Is Full Of Love, 

be incorporated into it as another image or identity within their career. Both Madonna 

and Björk hired Cunningham specifically for his talents as a director, desiring to be 

framed within his distinctive style and allowing their bodies to be re-imagined 

conceptually. The production of each video is affected by the style of the music and the 

unique presence of the performer’s voice, which delves into the collaborative aspect of 

music video. The contrasting production details behind each video, which are offered by 

Cunningham’s authorial agency with interviews on the DVD and in the booklet, also 

shifts our focus towards issues of creative control in the video-making process. 

 

In contrast to the non-performance narrative of Come On My Selector, Cunningham’s 

ideas for Frozen and All Is Full Of Love conceptualise the image of the featured 

performer into cinematic bodies. Make-up, costuming, lighting and especially digital 

effects are important in this regard as the anatomy of each female star is, to return to 

Grosz’s idea, transformed into a body that transcends its configuration.82 Cunningham’s 

investment in abstract spaces outside of the city positions the bodies of Madonna and 

Björk as conducive to their environment. In Frozen, Madonna’s performance is 

complemented by a suggestion of mystical power and bodily transformation, reflecting 

her agency as a star even as she supplicates herself to the gaze of the camera. In All Is 

Full Of Love, Björk’s body is redesigned as a cyborg through the combination of robot, 

her humanoid features and her synthetic, CGI-created anatomy, malfunctioning in an 

atmosphere of lust and desire. I will briefly refer to Donna Haraway and her ‘Cyborg 

Manifesto’ in relevance only to the way special effect and star performance creates such 

a cybernetic form, but this section will also broadly draw on the work of Claudia 

Springer, Richard Dyer, Robert Pepperell and Michael Punt for this discussion. From 

                                                 
82 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 52. 
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Madonna’s mystical body to Björk’s cyborg anatomy, Cunningham places the star into 

a space that reflects the mood of the featured song, both of which are united – despite 

their different sounds – by a focus on love, a traditional subject within popular music, 

while addressing the director’s own thematic interests in the relationship between body, 

space, and music.  

 

MADONNA’S FROZEN: THE STAR AS DEITY. 

Madonna’s Frozen was Cunningham’s first major foray into mainstream music, 

working with one of the most consistently successful pop artists in the relatively short 

history of music video. To paraphrase Pamela Robertson, Madonna has been as 

ubiquitous in academic discourse as she has been in popular music, feminist authors and 

cultural studies critics alike paying close attention to her videos and her various 

images.83 From her initial success as a young pop singer in the early 1980s, Madonna 

has proceeded to transform herself into several personas, which range from “virgin, 

Marilyn Monroe/sex symbol, whore, working-teenager, [and] ‘feminist’ 

entrepreneur.”84  Shelia Whiteley attributes the singer’s success to her chameleon-like 

status, taking after David Bowie and adopting “a new persona with each promotional 

video and [engaging] top designers, producers, photographers, dancers and directors to 

mastermind her images for her.”85 Cunningham stands as one such collaborator in the 

business of transforming her image, a director that Madonna personally wanted to hire 

after having seen Come to Daddy, which demonstrates the level of control she has 

achieved in her career. The album, Ray of Light, from where Frozen is taken, came after 

one of the most controversial periods in her star-text. Throughout the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, Madonna’s provocative behavior towards sexuality, religion and gender 

                                                 
83 Pamela Robertson, Guilty Pleasures: Feminist Camp from Mae West to Madonna, (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 1996), p. 117. 
84 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, p. 111. 
85 Shelia Whiteley, Women & Popular Music: Sexuality, Identity & Subjectivity, (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2000), p. 137. 
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roles in a variety of media garnered her much public notoriety and critical attention: the 

controversial and overtly sexual video for Justify My Love (Directed by Jean-Baptiste 

Mandino in 1990), her Blonde Ambition tour (1990) where she feigned masturbation in 

her performance of ‘Like A Virgin,’ the album, Erotica (1992), the soft-core 

pornographic book Sex, (1992), and the critically-panned erotic thriller, Body of 

Evidence (1993). Throughout all of these texts, Madonna was argued as a feminist icon 

for taking control of her sexuality while also criticised for pandering to commercial 

sexual appeal, appropriating queer and S & M subcultures for mainstream tastes. With 

the publicised birth of her first child, Lourdes, in 1996, Madonna distanced herself from 

her previous forays into eroticism and her reception as an icon of transgressive sexuality, 

moving towards respectability as both a maternal figure and an elder within pop music, 

which is what the album Ray of Light came to represent.  

 

Frozen was chosen as the first indication of her new sound in Ray of Light as Madonna 

and producer William Orbit adopted ambient and electronic genres within her particular 

brand of pop music. Frozen is a power ballad that is melancholy in tone and grandiose 

in sound, beginning with a repetitious ambient beat and intermittent percussion. Of 

course, the central instrument on display is Madonna’s voice, which sings in a soft, 

emotional register: 

 

Verse 1. 

You only see what your eyes want to see 

How can I feel what you want it to be 

You’re frozen 

When your heart’s not open 
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You’re so much consumed with how much you get 

You waste your time with hate and regret 

You’re broken 

When your heart’s not open 

 

There is a sharp percussive drum break between the two verses and as the song moves 

into the first chorus, the drums introduce the dance beat and hummed melody that 

accompany Madonna’s multi-tracked voice. 

 

Chorus. 

(Mmm-hmmm) If I could melt your heart 

(Mmm-mmmm) We’d never be apart 

(Mmm-mmmm) Give yourself to me 

You are…the key. 

 

The last line of the chorus dissipates the beat and melody to again focus solely on 

Madonna’s voice minimally backed by the synthesised ambience. Lyrically the song is 

addressed to a withdrawn lover and focuses on a failing relationship, establishing a 

serious tone to the delivery of the song. Cunningham appreciated Madonna’s idea for 

him to specifically direct Frozen: “I got lucky again because the track was quite 

cinematic and I knew I could do something with it.”86 There is a similarity in tone 

between Frozen and Only You in the despondent atmosphere felt in the merging of 

electronic and orchestral instrumentation.  

 

                                                 
86 Cunningham, Chris Cunningham, p. 18. 
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As a video, Frozen is predominately focused on Madonna as the central visual presence, 

performing the song directly to the camera, appealing to the audience as a proxy for the 

addressed subject of the song. Goodwin points out that it is posing rather than acting 

that counts in performance videos, the close up used to visually express the voice.87 The 

majority of Madonna videos are focused upon the visual pleasure of her body posing for 

the camera, usually supported by a secondary visual interest to cut back and forth to, 

which includes everything from narratives (Material Girl (1985), Papa Don’t Preach 

(1987), Bad Girl (1993)), a male figure of desire (Express Yourself (1989), Justify My 

Love (1990), Take A Bow (1994)), and back up dancers physically expressing the song 

through their own bodies (Cherish (1989), Vogue (1990), Deeper and Deeper (1992)). 

The spatial setting of Frozen in the desolate Mojave Desert foregrounds our attention on 

Madonna’s body, standing in the middle of this cold landscape. Close-ups to her face 

find an obvious visual translation of the song’s title and theme in the glacial paleness of 

her skin. Wearing a dark gothic dress and cloak designed by Jean-Paul Gaultier, 

Madonna’s hair is dyed black to aesthetically match her costuming. She resembles a 

witch in her gothic appearance, a look that is extended to the tribal tattoos she displays 

on her hands. Cunningham’s approach to filming the featured star relies on using 

continued close ups and medium shots, a familiar technique that provides “a more 

intimate viewpoint for the viewer by accessing eye content and subtleties of facial 

expression.”88 Our concentration on Madonna’s performance sees her acting sincere and 

emotionally open to the gaze of the camera. In contrast to the sexual appeal of her 

previous videos, Frozen emphasises the body of Madonna as reciprocating emotional 

desire to the viewer rather than physical desire. 

 

                                                 
87 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, p. 109. 
88 Whiteley, p. 149. 
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What is desirable about the construction of Madonna in Frozen is the transformative 

and transcendent power she embodies within the abstract space of the desert. The video 

actually begins with a low-angled tracking shot that moves forward towards Madonna 

who is floating above the ground, implying a supernatural quality inherent in her body 

(reminiscent of Only You). Her eyes open once she begins to sing, the camera having 

crossed the expanse of the desert to frame her in close-up. As the song reaches the 

chorus, Madonna’s vertical body falls suddenly to the ground, exploding (in 

synchronisation with the drums) into a flock of ravens. As they fly past the frame of the 

camera, we pan to the left following Madonna as she sings as two more identical 

Madonnas enter the frame, standing to her side, taking over the lyrics as the first 

Madonna walks away. For the second verse, the cloak is also used as an extension of 

Madonna’s body, standing against a wind machine to create computer-enhanced shapes, 

which eventually form the shape of a large Doberman dog. Cunningham uses the ravens 

and the Doberman to vary the visual focus of the video, their sleek, black colour 

aesthetically tied to Madonna’s costuming. While they act as supporting points of visual 

interest, they also serve to highlight Madonna’s agency in the video, as at different 

points in the video she metamorphoses into both animals. There is an appeal to the 

cinematic body in the anatomical possibilities that Madonna affects as a body within 

space. She can multiply herself into a trinity of figures, as well as morph into different 

forms, which imbue her representation in the video as otherworldly and a deity in the 

world of the video.  

 

The presentation of Madonna as God-like reaches its apex in the sequence that 

accompanies the instrumental bridge of her song, broadening the power of her body to 

transcend space and time. The bridge best conveys the ‘cinematic’ tone that 

Cunningham heard in the song with its use of orchestral strings rising in pitch, alongside 
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the ambient beat, giving the melancholic emotion an epic scope. Shot from a low angle, 

a shadowy Madonna levitates further above the ground whilst motioning to the audience. 

Her cloak expands with the wind as the sky behind her darkens into night. Cunningham 

cuts to a high angle reaction shot of the Doberman looking up at Madonna, which, 

alongside the rising strings on the soundtrack, helps cast her as a cinematic body. As 

Madonna levitates further, the video cuts from the space behind her to landscape shots 

of the desert that are filmed with time-lapse photography; the sky transforms from day 

to night to day again, the stars in the sky appearing and reappearing and appearing once 

again in the acceleration of time. The sense of grandeur within this sequence places the 

emotional state of the song as having a global effect, as if time and space was changing 

on account of the melancholy in the song. More accurately, the world revolves around 

Madonna, which elaborates fantasies of transcendence through the body whilst also 

serving to depict conceptually Madonna’s power as a star. 

 

Despite the ascension of Madonna, the climax to the video returns her to Earth in order 

to appeal to the audience, clarifying the contradictory nature of stardom where a 

performer is dependent on an audience to maintain his or her heightened status. 

Nighttime turns the spatial backdrop into darkness and the three Madonnas kneel on the 

ground, their cloaks blending into the prevailing blackness. They are arranged in a 

triangular shape, with one facing the camera, and the other two facing away on opposite 

sides. Performing the multi-tracked vocals of the final repetition of the chorus, 

Cunningham films the trio of Madonnas moving their arms rhythmically to the beat of 

the song, using their upper bodies to dance while continuing to kneel. They look as if 

they are bowing to the camera, and once the chorus reaches its peak, the strings are left 

alone on the soundtrack as Madonna sings, “If I could melt your heart…” The lyrics 

direct their emotion towards the ‘frozen’ lover of the song, but Madonna’s open gaze 
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directs that sentiment to the viewing audience as well. The double appeal of the star 

performer is discussed by Whiteley with reference to earlier Madonna videos like 

Express Yourself. Here, as well as in Frozen, Madonna displays ‘the returned gaze,’ 

which Whiteley defines as where the performer looks into the camera with “the 

knowledge that she is being looked at, simultaneously both submitting to that inspection 

and controlling it.”89 The sense of supplication and openness visualised at the end of 

Frozen is controlled by Madonna, performing emotional intimacy for the camera even 

as she is lip-synching and posing for the camera.  

 

Cunningham has commented on the power Madonna retains as a star in the music 

industry, regarding Frozen as an instance where he did not have creative control in 

regards to the finished product: 

 

Cunningham: The reason I never put it on my showreel was because I wanted 

to cut out all of the motion control shots. I didn’t like any of the effects shots. I 

didn’t think they were good enough. No matter what I went through to get those 

shots, I would rather have just had the shots of her singing in the desert dancing 

around with that cloak on. That would have been enough for me. But the record 

company and she insisted that I kept those shots in. They had cost too much. I 

decided not to work with a big artist again because these decisions should be 

mine. 

Interviewer: That’s almost the opposite of the usual battle with a label that 

artists want more performance shots and less conceptual footage. 

Cunningham: And they would be right in most cases. With most really big 

artists who have plenty of charisma, I would rather just see them singing against 

                                                 
89 Whiteley, p. 149. 
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a brick wall than have to sit through some video director’s conceptual 

bollocks.90

 

Cunningham’s extra-textual comments distance himself from Frozen as his own work, 

his authorship diminished by both the record company and the music star. He is aware 

that the focus of a video for a ‘big’ artist like Madonna should be on the charisma of the 

performer, but his decision in that regard was seen as overruled on account of the 

financial cost of the special effects. The motion control and effects shots are what 

produce Madonna’s conceptualisation as a cinematic body with the mystery and power 

presented in her transcendent and transformative powers. Cunningham’s stated 

unhappiness with the resulting video, frames our reception of it as something of an 

auteur disappointment. Of course, we could read Cunningham’s comments as a way of 

detaching himself from what remains his most blatantly commercial video, betrayed by 

market forces and robbed of his independence. In any event, the Frozen music video 

and Cunningham’s comments regarding its production testify to Madonna’s agency as a 

star, a performer, and as the author of the video in the director’s own eyes.  

 

BJÖRK’S ALL IS FULL OF LOVE: THE STAR AS CYBORG. 

Like Frozen, Cunningham’s video for All Is Full Of Love is structured around the 

performance of its star, the Icelandic singer-songwriter Björk (real name: Björk 

Guomundsdotiir). Without the global commercial appeal of an artist like Madonna, 

Björk is still a recognised star in music, more so in Alternative Music and better known 

outside of America. Björk first received critical attention as lead singer to the avant-

garde pop band, The Sugarcubes. Upon their break-up, she launched herself as a solo 

                                                 
90 Quoted in Chris Cunningham, p. 19. 
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artist in 1992 with Debut, enjoying consistent critical acclaim ever since.91 Though 

distinct from Madonna in many ways, Björk is similarly recognised as the author of her 

career, which has been remarked upon by Whiteley: 

 

… There is little doubt that Björk’s career to date has shown her to be a woman 

in charge. Her interest in production has led to a tight control over the quality 

and direction of her albums; her pop promos are professional and intriguing, and 

she is well marketed… It is this ability both to manage her career and maintain a 

strong musical integrity that separates Björk from the merely commercial.92

 

Björk’s reputation for musical innovation and creative integrity has been grounded by 

her insistence on experimenting with her music on each successive album, while also 

paying equal attention to its visual dimension. All of the covers to Björk’s albums 

demonstrate an interest in varying her persona concurrently with each refinement in 

musical direction: from the simple black and white photo of Debut to greater conceptual 

images employing costuming, lighting and design, such as the black mask and purple 

body suit she wore for Medulla (2005). Björk has also been praised for her music videos, 

which offer varying portraits of herself to the audience, the majority of them distinct 

from each other in regards to look and conception. For her third album, Homogenic 

(1997), Björk wanted to work with Cunningham on the video to All Is Full Of Love. 

  

What is intriguing about Björk and Cunningham’s collaboration is the fact that the 

version of All Is Full Of Love used in the video was a re-mix that was appropriate to the 

recognized style of the director. Categorically a love ballad, the original version was the 

last track on Homogenic, beginning with the sound of a harpsichord as Björk’s voice 
                                                 
91 Chris Ott, ‘Björk: Greatest Hits (Review),’ Pitchfork, (November, 2002): 
www.pitchforkmedia.com/article/record-review/15468-greatest-hits (accessed: 24/01/07). 
92 Whiteley, p. 211. 

http://www.pitchforkmedia.com/article/record-review/15468-greatest-hits
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emerged from behind the atmospheric noise. The lyrics imagine a world filled with love, 

a romantic viewpoint that is tempered by an undercurrent of obsessive desire: 

 

Verse. 

You’ll be given love 

You’ll be taken care of 

You’ll be given love 

You have to trust it 

 

Maybe not from the sources 

You’ve poured yours into 

Maybe not from the directions 

You are staring at 

 

Twist your head around 

It’s all around you 

 

Chorus:  

All is full of love 

All around you 

 

The rising momentum of the music reaches its climactic peak with the introduction of 

back-up voices singing harmony on the chorus. For the video, a B-side remix was used 

that incorporated a slow industrial beat to the rising ambience, selected by Björk for 

Cunningham because it suited his “little mood.”93 It is a rare instance of a music artist 

                                                 
93 Quoted in Making All Is Full Of Love. 
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altering the sound of their song for the visual talents of the video’s director. Björk also 

decided to produce the video outside the marketing schedule of the album and some 

time after its release, treating it as a ‘mini film’ rather than a promotional product.94 To 

compare with how Madonna was represented as taking control over Frozen, Björk is 

depicted as providing a suitable environment for the director to create his video for her 

song, providing a version he could work with and relieving him of the pressures of a 

commercial deadline.   

 

All Is Full Of Love shares with Frozen a harmonious sense of body and space that is 

linked together through the atmosphere of the music. While Frozen indulged in 

supernatural themes through Madonna’s transcendence over the abstract space of the 

Mojave Desert, Cunningham refers to science-fiction in All Is Full Of Love to create the 

setting and the reconfiguration of Björk’s anatomy. The space of the video is an interior 

one, an industrial plant with white, antiseptic walls, which bases its futuristic design on 

films such as 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), THX 1138 (1971) and Star Wars: A New 

Hope (1977). All Is Full Of Love bookends with Cunningham’s first video, Second Bad 

Vilbel on his DVD through their shared content of robotics and mechanical anatomy 

structured to respond to the featured music. Second Bad Vilbel featured a robot that 

Cunningham actually built, which resembled an insect in its industrial form. All Is Full 

Of Love applies Cunningham’s interest in engineering robots to Björk’s abstract brief 

for the video: 

 

Björk: The only thing I said was that it was very white. Very very sure all was 

full of white… and that it was a kind of heaven. But I wanted to make sure that 

there was that other level, of lust. That it wouldn’t be just clean.95  

                                                 
94 ibid. 
95 Quoted in Making All Is Full Of Love. 
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The level of ‘lust’ was conveyed through Björk showing Cunningham a set of Chinese 

statues carved of ivory that depicted people making love. Using this, Cunningham came 

up with the idea of Björk robots kissing and embracing each other, describing it as, 

“Kuma Sutra meets Industrial Robotics.” 96  The use of sexuality within a cold 

environment strikes a contrast with earlier videos in Björk’s career-text such as Big 

Time Sensuality and Human Behaviour, which helped foster an image of the singer as 

an elven adolescent girl.  

 

In All Is Full Of Love, Björk is a robot figure that is presented to the audience laying 

down on a flat, raised surface, while non-human, industrial robotic arms complete the 

creation of her synthetic body. Cunningham reveals this slowly, having the camera 

move through a dark tunnel filled with wires and panels, arriving upon the widescreen 

mise en scene of a small room. The fluorescent lights flicker on in time to the sound of 

the harpsichord on the audio track, and we see the robotic Björk sporting black-coloured 

joints that are covered by white plastic-looking panels. The robotic head is bald, smooth 

and synthetic, yet the facial features are recognisable as Björk’s as she sings the first 

lines of the song. Donna Haraway defines a cyborg as “a hybrid of machine and 

organism, a creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction,”97 a figure that has 

been popularised in cinematic incarnations like Blade Runner (1982), The Terminator 

(1984), and Robocop (1987). Björk is constructed as a cyborg in All Is Full Of Love 

through her hybridisation of human form, recognised as who she is in the moving 

expressions of her face, which is contained in an obviously fictional body. The making 

of Björk’s video image is another instance of the cybernetic within the computer age as 

                                                 
96 Chris Cunningham, ‘Video: outline treatment,’ Björk.com Greatest Hits & Family Tree Special: All Is 
Full Of Love: http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-01/index.htm (accessed 12/11/07). 
97 Donna Haraway, ‘A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology and Socialist-Feminism in the Late 
Twentieth Century’ in The Cybercultures Reader, ed. David Bell and Barbara M. Kennedy, (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2000), p. 291. 

http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-01/index.htm
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Björk’s face was filmed on set, coloured with white make-up and positioned specifically 

within the space, and then composited onto a robotic body that was completely created 

in post-production graphic design. The video represents what Haraway calls “a 

condensed image of both imagination and material reality,”98 which is also true of the 

Aphex Twin grotesques in Come to Daddy and Windowlicker, the boy in Only You, 

Hero in Afrika Shox, and even Madonna in Frozen. They can all be classified as cyborgs 

in the combination of recognisable human anatomy captured in material reality and the 

addition of imagined properties created by the editing bay or computer graphics. In 

contrast to the robotic form in Second Bad Vilbel, Björk is recognisably humanoid, yet 

in comparison to the other ‘cyborgs’ littering Cunningham’s work in music videos, she 

is identifiably more of a machine.  

 

Cunningham synchronises the automated movements of the robots with the instruments 

in Björk’s music, helping to construct a lyrical tone to the mechanical images. The 

editing passes between medium to tight close-ups of Björk singing the song, adding a 

human dimension through her vocal performance, while the robotic arms that work 

upon her are timed in their movements to the song – the spinning of one robotic arm is 

in synchresis with the flourish of a harpsichord. As the chorus says, “All is full of love,” 

with the interior space of the robot plant being operated visually by the sound of the 

music. The harmonies present in the chorus are embodied in another Björk robot that 

appears standing before the first Björk robot, which is then edited to replicate the call 

and response nature of the final verses: 

 

(Second Robot)  First Robot 

(All is full of love)  You just ain’t receiving 

                                                 
98 ibid, p. 292. 
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(All is full of love)  Your phone is off the hook 

(All is full of love)  Your doors are all shut 

All is full of love 

 

As the second Björk sings, a smile appears on her humanoid face and she offers a hand 

to the first robot, looking up and reacting happily to the presence of companionship. As 

Björk’s voice on the soundtrack rises in pitch with the final delivery of “All is full of 

love,” the frame whites out and dissolves to the two robots embracing each other in a 

kiss within the middle of the screen (Figure 1.4). In this image, the video celebrates 

what Claudia Springer calls ‘techno-eroticism,’ which involves “the passionate 

celebration of technological objects of desire.”99 The incorporation of desire into these 

robots raises issues concerning gender, identity and the self. Springer states that, 

“technology has no sex, but [its] representations often do”100 and the video, which is 

required to incorporate the body of its star, Björk, configures the robots as female 

through the features of her face and the shape of their bodies. As both robots are 

constructed in the image of Björk, the idea is reiterated that they part of an assembly 

line production factory of the same robot design. Yet their embrace also invokes 

homosexual desire in their similar female forms. We can consider the two female robots 

kissing as a lesbian act, but this is complicated by the idea that they are the same, which 

infuses the scene with a desire for the replicated self. Cunningham downplays the 

implied narcissism in a music artist kissing another image of them: the distant shot of 

the two robots embracing frames them as two faceless bodies, and the next shot is a low 

angle from behind the robot that only shows one Björk robot clearly. The two forms are 

visually regarded as one mechanical form in their union, conjoined in their intertwined 

                                                 
99 Claudia Springer, Electronic Eros: Bodies and Desire in the Post-industrial Age, (Austin: University of 
Texas, 1996), p. 3. 
100 Springer, p. 8. 
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limbs, which is being activated through the desire for contact, a robotic performance of 

“love.” 

  
Figure 1.4. Cyborg bodies, human desire and utopian space in All is Full of Love. 

 

Cunningham’s overall aesthetic for All Is Full Of Love uses black and white as visual 

contrasts, which brings together the bodies of the robots and the space they are 

contained by. The Björk cyborg is a post-human form, moving beyond the fragility and 

exhaustion of flesh seen in Afrika Shox towards a better equipped, streamlined body that 

will not disintegrate as easily.101 When the video starts, we see that the robot is in the 

process of being put together, a strong and synthetic body of action. Springer 

understands the cyborg figure as transgressing the boundaries separating human and 

animal, which in this hybridisation signals a “disturbingly and pleasurably tight 

coupling.”102 The only human element in the video is the expressive face of Björk, but 

Cunningham portrays the non-human mechanical parts with an organic dimension. The 

build up to the kiss is conveyed through close-ups of robotic parts dripping in fluid, 

which is at first clear and then is shown to be milky. As Björk continues to be 

                                                 
101 Springer, p. 19. 
102 ibid, p. 293. 
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assembled, Cunningham cuts to shots of the white fluid rising up from the bench and 

streaming down her crotch, suggestive of sexual fluids. However, the use of whiteness – 

following on from Björk’s idea of a ‘white heaven’ – can be criticised as reinforcing 

traditional ideas of the colour. Richard Dyer observes, “The superiority of whiteness has 

been felt in terms of beauty as well as morality.”103  Whiteness continually appears 

throughout Cunningham’s work as a stark colour, appearing pale in the cold face of 

Beth Gibbons in Only You or Madonna’s glacial skin in Frozen. There is a sense of 

beauty and mystery to the contrast between white skin and dark space that Cunningham 

aesthetically invests in as an artist. In All Is Full Of Love, the colour white is constructed 

as containing desire and its fulfillment. However, Dyer’s conception of the colour as 

containing moral superiority is overturned by Cunningham through the lust present in 

the milky fluid, which taints the pristine quality of the robots with ‘impure’ drives. The 

conception of heaven in the video’s climax with the two robots united together is based 

on succumbing to base desires. The black colour of the robots’ joints and the shadowy 

lighting is also used to create an overall mise en scene of union, which is mainly seen 

after the music begins to fade. 

 

In The Post-Digital Membrane, Robert Pepperell and Michael Punt conceive the idea of 

a ‘transcendent machine,’ which is an artificial intelligence that can exhibit 

characteristics of human consciousness, transcending classification as either human or 

machine.104 Human consciousness is present in the robots in All Is Full Of Love through 

their desire for touch and pleasurable contact, the kiss represented as a transcendent 

action. For Donna Haraway, the display of lust familiar to human beings would not be 

amiss in the cyborg body: 

 
                                                 
103 Richard Dyer, White, (London and New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 70. 
104 Robert Pepperell and Michael Punt, The Post-Digital Membrane: Imagination, Technology, and 
Desire, (Bristol and Portland: Intellect, 2000), p. 81. 
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A cyborg body is not innocent; it was not born in a garden; it does not seek 

unitary identity and so generate antagonistic dualism without end (or until the 

world ends)… One is too few, and two is only one possibility. Intense pleasure 

in skill, machine skill, ceases to be a sin, but an aspect of embodiment.105  

 

The lust displayed between the two robots would not be registered as a sin by them 

because as cyborgs they are outside human morality. Of course, one could argue 

whether the two Björk robots actually feel love or are simply performing an act of love, 

discovering a newly found ‘skill’ to express. The video is invested in the image, not in 

its explanation, not in its resolution, and not in its narrative. We recognise the embrace 

as a form of love, which is bolstered by the emotional content of Björk’s song both in 

lyrical delivery and sonic register. They are transcendent machines through the 

transcendent meaning of the music, the phrase ‘All is full of love’ coating the industrial 

space with the possibilities of romantic feeling. There is a unique quality in 

Cunningham’s representation of the act between the two robots, which is at once 

eroticised and innocent. The figure of the sensual female robot is a common trope in 

science fiction and is perceived as destructive in the tradition of the Eve myth, best 

exemplified in the character of Maria in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927). Man’s fall 

from grace through desire for the other is repositioned in the robot’s female shape, 

representing “technology’s simultaneous allure and powerful threat.”106 In All Is Full Of 

Love, the threat of technology is removed by the image of the kiss.  

 

Windowlicker distorted the male gaze through its surreal reconfiguration of attractive 

female bodies into Aphex Twin faced grotesques, representing them as asexual and 

abject. All Is Full Of Love reverses that strategy, as the asexual forms of the Björk 

                                                 
105 Haraway, p. 315. 
106 Springer, p. 56.  
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robots and the surrounding industrial arms are invested with a sensual quality, objects of 

desire for each other and the audience. The two mechanical arms continue to repair and 

touch the humanoid robots as they caress each other. Everything is connected in the 

mise en scene, a utopian image of ‘heaven’ through the sense of wholeness within the 

image.  In contrast to the tension between body and space in Cunningham’s previous 

videos – the separation of the boy and Beth Gibbons in Only You and the destruction of 

Hero in Afrika Shox – All Is Full Of Love ends with the camera tracking backwards from 

the image, leaving before the two robots can be separated or released from each other. 

The utopian aspect of the image is implied as the camera moves down, a flare on the 

lens overwhelming the image, before settling back into the darkness of the opening, 

crawling down a corridor of wires and panels. In the end, it remains a brief view of 

heaven – a transient delight. If the videos on The Work of Chris Cunningham were 

chronologically taken as a narrative of the body, All Is Full Of Love represents its 

anatomical triumph, coming together across space into an embrace. Even as the human 

is displaced for the cybernetic other, the video ends on a union of performer and director, 

human and machine, space and body, lust and innocence, all collapsed into an image not 

generally associated with the director. 

 

CONCLUSION:  

Through the textual discussion of several key videos directed by Chris Cunningham, 

what is most apparent is his thematic interest in bodies and music, which are 

represented as cinematic bodies in the way they alter and transform the physical 

properties of humans into horrific or transcendental spectacle. The cinematic bodies 

covered in this chapter range from the grotesque (the Aphex Twin-faced bodies of 

children and hoochies) to the post-human (the disintegrating Hero, the Björk cyborg), 

and they are conditioned to move to the music, which overall is either kinetic (Aphex 
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Twin, Squarepusher, Leftfield) or downbeat (Madonna, Björk). We have seen with 

reference to Grosz’s theories on the relationship between bodies and cities, how 

Cunningham responds to an urban milieu for his cinematic bodies, but only as a site of 

alienation, disruption and disorder. The contrast to the downbeat representation of 

Bukatman’s ideal of ‘the syncopated city’ are extreme variations of ‘the elsewhere’ such 

as the desert space that Madonna levitates from or the futuristic ‘heaven’ of All is Full 

of Love.  Over the course of his appropriation of film and music video genres, his 

relationship with star performers, and his related comments of concepts coming from 

memories or nightmares, Cunningham’s music videos are uniquely his in the way they 

separate themselves from the mainstream and the ordinary. The look of his videos 

remediates cinema in his glossy widescreen style and his concepts are provocative in 

their use of horror tropes and black comedy. As a music video auteur, Cunningham 

represents himself as an outsider and just as avant-garde as the electronic artists he 

responds to such as Aphex Twin and Squarepusher. 

 

While Cunningham stands as one of the most recognised and discussed auteurs of music 

videos, he has not entered into feature film-making at the time of this writing, despite 

continued conjecture on what his film debut will be, which included a planned 

adaptation of William Gibson’s cyberpunk novel, Neuromancer, and expressed desires 

to “make a small, esoteric film.”107 In comparison to the flourishing careers in cinema 

Gondry and Jonze have developed, Cunningham has voiced frustration with his own 

situation: 

 

                                                 
107 Quoted in McGeoch, ‘In Full Effect.’ 
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I have a couple of projects I’m developing, but I’m gonna keep it quiet because 

I’ve talked very much about films I haven’t made. Its bullshit, isn’t it? You think, 

‘Just fucking make a film and shut up, cunt!”108

 

His spoken embarrassment highlights the cultural expectation that as a critically 

acclaimed video director he will, nay, must move forward and direct feature films. In 

the face of such speculation, Cunningham chose another creative route and made 

Rubber Johnny (2005), a hybrid of short film and music video, which was advertised as 

‘an experimental film.’ An eerie scene from the film was included as a commercial on 

The Work of Director Chris Cunningham to create interest in the project and it was 

finally released on DVD in 2005 by Warp Films, who promoted it on the basis of 

Cunningham’s stature as a ‘video artist.’ The film focuses on its titular character, played 

by Cunningham himself, a naked man-child in a wheelchair who lives in the basement 

with his pet Chihuahua. Cunningham’s thematic fascination with anatomy arises once 

again in the freakish properties of the character, especially with his oversized cranium 

that leaves the rest of his body somewhat paralysed. Johnny only comes to life in the 

film when music from Aphex Twin is played on the soundtrack, causing him to indulge 

in a drug-fuelled dance. His fluid body is synchronised to twitchy electronic music, 

creating shapes out of his misshapen anatomy and at various points even collapsing into 

disorganised meat and muscle against the camera. The Aphex track used, ‘Afx 237V7,’ 

is credited as the score to Rubber Johnny and is not the promotional focus of the film, 

meaning that in effect the piece is not a music video, despite the synchresis of body and 

music that marked The Work of Director Chris Cunningham. The grotesque 

transformation of Johnny’s body is also carried over into the photographs provided 

inside the 42 page booklet that accompanies the DVD packaging, and they are brightly 

                                                 
108 Quoted in Dombal. ‘Interview: Chris Cunningham.’  
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lit in contrast to the night-vision aesthetic of the film. Using computer compositing, 

Cunningham creates photographic images that depict Johnny’s anatomy in greater 

visceral detail, rearranging actual human tissue – the anus, testicles, teeth, and mouth – 

into an amorphous face on top of a pale body, following in the tradition of 

contemporary art that sets out to provoke and shock (Jake and Dino Chapman for 

instance). Through the combination of film and photographs, Rubber Johnny works as a 

multi-media piece of ‘DVD-art’ that stands as an alternative to the transition into feature 

film that is prescribed for music video auteurs. 

 

Rubber Johnny is intriguing in the way that as a personal project it has capitalised on 

what has defined Chris Cunningham as a music video director to his fans and the cult 

audience who are familiar with his name and what it represents. His electronic muse, 

Aphex Twin, is used once again in a collaboration that cements their intertwined 

authorship that has been established with Come to Daddy and Windowlicker. The 

combination of Horror archetypes in the grotesque body of Rubber Johnny and the dark 

humour of excess, such as in the line of cocaine he snorts, follows on from the Aphex 

Twin videos, Squarepusher’s Come On My Selecta, and Afrika Shox. Even though there 

exist moments of transcendence in Cunningham’s oeuvre such as in the robotic 

malfunction of love and sensuality in All is Full of Love, the black comic and shock-

horror stylistic and tonal traits define Cunningham as a music video auteur and establish 

him as important to the genre of music video for what he represents: an artist that 

pursues the avant garde and the surreal at the expense of commercialism. Cunningham’s 

cult success as an auteur ‘brand identity’ is a stark contrast with the other two directors 

we are focusing on, Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze, with their regards to their use of 

popular attractions in music video. 
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MUSIC VIDEO AUTEURS: CHAPTER FOUR 

MICHEL GONDRY 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

In Thirty Frames per Second, Feineman and Reiss compare Michel Gondry to director 

George Méliés, the French auteur who pioneered trick photography during the 

nineteenth century, in regards to their mutual delight in visual illusion and the magic of 

the moving image.1 Méliés was renowned for tricking the eye and substituting the real 

for the imaginary. In this sense, special effects as Andre Bazin says were simply “a 

further evolution of conjuring.”2 The allusion to Méliés is intriguing, not simply in their 

shared nationality, but for how Gondry is credited with following this type of 

‘conjuring’ that was established in the early years of cinema. Tom Gunning believes 

nineteenth century filmmaking carried on the theatrical tradition of crafting illusions 

onstage into a new medium, making “visible something which could not exist, of 

managing the pay of appearances in order to confound the expectations of logic and 

experience.”3 The ‘magic’ on display here was based upon pushing the technology of 

film into confounding the eye while also attracting customers in exhibitions and fairs 

where films were screened. Early cinema was silent, yet sound was important to their 

presentation, as the films were accompanied by the live performance of a musical score. 

Music videos have drawn on early cinema as one of its many influences, even 

specifically referencing Méliés with his most famous work, A Trip To The Moon (1902), 

which was remade into the Smashing Pumpkins’ video, Tonight, Tonight (1996, 

                                                 
1 Feineman and Reiss, Thirty Frames Per Second, p. 116. 
2 Andre Bazin, What Is Cinema?, trans. Hugh Gray, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967) p. 
78. 
3 Tom Gunning, ‘An Aesthetic of Astonishment: Early Film and the (In) Credulous Spectator’ in Viewing 
Positions: Ways of Seeing Film, ed. Linda Williams, (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1994), 
pp. 116-117. 
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directed by Jonathon Dayton and Valerie Ferris). Aside from the contrasts in era and 

history, the primary difference between early cinema and music video is the economic 

recourse for a video to advertise a singular piece of music. Gondry, however, 

encourages the comparisons to early cinema in his music videos, particularly in I’ve 

Been Twelve Forever where he spends time explaining where his ideas came from and 

how certain effects were accomplished, casting his videos as another form of ‘magic 

theatre.’ There have been clear advances in special effects since the early years of 

cinema, such as sophisticated computer graphics and elaborate camera techniques, but 

Gondry uses them both with simplicity and surprise in his music videos. 

 

Born and raised in Versailles, Gondry studied graphics at art-school and played drums 

for the French New Wave band, Oui Oui, who he began to direct videos for, many of 

which are included on The Work of Director Michel Gondry. With the eventual collapse 

of the band, Gondry turned directing videos into a career, particularly after the acclaim 

he received for the Björk video, Human Behavior (1993), praised in The New York 

Times as “the best pop video ever.”4 Gondry denies thinking about aesthetics and style 

for his videos and commercials, stating that, “The work just has to be functional.”5 

However, there has been a distinguishable consistency to the style and tone of Gondry’s 

videos, commercials and feature films, which will illuminate his reputation as a “true 

magician” of the medium.6 Analysis will be structured into three sub-sections, each 

considering several of his videos according to stylistic and thematic similarities. First, 

the aesthetic of attraction that Gunning identifies with early cinema will be explained 

and then related to several Gondry videos – The White Stripes Fell in Love with a Girl 

(2002), Daft Punk Around the World (1997), and The Chemical Brothers Let Forever 

                                                 
4 Biography drawn from Kevin Holy, ‘Bio,’ Director-File: Michel Gondry: http://www.director-
file.com/gondry/index.html (accessed 12/11/07). 
5 Quoted in Shelia Johnston, ‘Interview: Michel Gondry – Chaos Theory,’ Sight & Sound, 14:5, (May 
2004), p. 18. 
6 Austerlitz, p. 173. 

http://www.director-file.com/gondry/index.html
http://www.director-file.com/gondry/index.html
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Be (1997) – each appealing to audiences on the basis of accessible and intriguing 

concepts. Secondly, the focus on the relationship between body and space as a key 

method of visually expressing music will be continued from Chapter Three. Urban 

space and natural landscapes are constructed on the basis of the music by Gondry, 

guiding viewers through the ‘worlds’ of the videos: songs that are either melancholy 

(Jean Francois Coen La Tour De Pise (1993), Massive Attack Protection (1994)) or 

energetic (Kylie Minogue Come Into My World (2002), The White Stripes The Hardest 

Button to Button (2003)) are used to demonstrate Gondry’s delight in urban space; and 

the Chemical Brothers’ Star Guitar (2002) and Björk’s Joga (1997) represent nature as 

being visually responsive to the audio presence of the music. The final section will 

continue the interest in authorship and collaboration between director and star performer, 

previously interrogated with Cunningham’s collaborations with Madonna and Björk. 

Gondry too is identified with Björk, after having directed videos for six of her songs, 

three of which in particular – Human Behaviour (1993), Isobel (1995) and Bachelorette 

(1997) – are thematically united in presenting Björk as a character and persona named 

‘Isobel’ who moves between the spaces of the forest and the city. Running throughout 

these three interrelated sections are a number of common visual characteristics and 

thematic interests that will be explored in greater detail, which include the use of 

multiples, an interest in nature and civilisation, narratives of the subconscious, 

complicated camera movements and in-camera special effects. In contrast to the glossy, 

darkly-lit visual spectacle of Cunningham’s videos, Gondry favours a hand-crafted, 

home-made aesthetic that expresses the emotion of the featured music, amuses 

audiences through his ingenious union of sound and image, and creates a bittersweet 

and naïve vision of the world. 
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Referring back to the discussion on Gondry in Chapter Two and his employment of 

‘personalisation’ in his Directors Label DVD, he is the most intent of all three directors 

being studied on offering himself as an ‘auteur-star.’ This is clear in his presence in the 

menu introduction and the two part documentary focused on Gondry, I’ve Been Twelve 

Forever, which offers the viewer an intimate view into Gondry’s life; meeting his son 

and mother, understanding what video ideas are drawn from his dreams, watching him 

explain how some of the special effects of his videos are achieved, etc. The comparison 

to Méliés is lazy in that they are both French filmmakers, but also apt in their sense of 

showmanship and fascination with special effects. For Gondry, there is a paradoxical 

delight in both old-fashioned techniques and the latest digital effects, both employed in 

equal measures across his music videos to convey the quality of the music through 

visual tricks and structural games. This is why Gondry as an auteur will be used to 

consider the genre of music video – from its origins on television to its remediation on 

DVD – as following in the tradition of early cinema’s ‘aesthetic of attractions.’ Several 

key videos have been chosen from the wealth of examples available on The Work of 

Director Michel Gondry to consider how attractions continue in high concept ideas, 

special effects, and structural logic. What demarcates these techniques as uniquely 

Gondry-esque is his style (tricks of the eye, visualisations of musical instrumentation), 

his themes (dreams, urban space as a playground, nature as a physical body), and most 

of all, his tone (lightly comic, sentimentally emotional). All of these signifiers work to 

produce across the Directors Label DVD an understanding of ‘Michel Gondry’ as 

auteur, brand identity, and personality. 

 

(I) THE AESTHETIC OF ATTRACTION: MICHEL GONDRY. 

In the first years of cinema, the medium was treated as a novelty, and films were shown 

in carnival sideshows and technological fairs, offering scopic pleasure that urban 
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sophisticates would pay money to partake in.7 Before the later dominance of narrative, 

short films like Lumiere’s Arrival of a Train at the Station (1895) would offer “a series 

of visual shocks,” placing special emphasis on the presentation and spectacular qualities 

that cinematic language could provide.8 It is this form of entertainment that Gunning 

terms the ‘cinema of attractions.’  

 

The aesthetic of attraction addresses the audience directly, sometimes, as in 

these early train films, exaggerating this confrontation in an experience of 

assault. Rather than being an involvement with narrative action or empathy with 

character psychology, the cinema of attractions solicits a highly conscious 

awareness of the film image engaging the viewer’s curiosity. The spectator does 

not get lost in a fictional world and its drama, but remains aware of the act of 

looking, the excitement of curiosity and its fulfillment.9

 

These early films were attractions because they were devised to explore the technical 

illusion of the moving image, which eventually moved from the marvel of recording 

simple actions into more complex ways of tricking the eye visually. Those that pursued 

the fantastic alteration of everyday life, like the films of Méliés, helped demonstrate 

what the medium of cinema could creatively accomplish.10 If we fast forward to the 

contemporary moment of music video, the novelty of the cinematic image has 

diminished, firmly established as a cultural form of entertainment. Audiences are now 

used to the spectacle of the moving image, and yet the desire for ‘attractions’ has not 

wavered. Bukatman points to the use of special effects in blockbuster cinema, such as 

Jurassic Park (1993) and Titanic (1997), as redirecting the spectator to the visual 

                                                 
7 Elizabeth Ezra, George Méliés: The Birth of the Auteur, (Manchester and New York: Manchester 
University Press, 2000), p. 3. 
8 Gunning, p. 116. 
9 ibid, p. 121 
10 Ezra, p. 14.  
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conditions of cinema through the audio-visual spectacle amidst the concerns of plot and 

character.11 The illusion of seeing a dinosaur exist onscreen or the recreated destruction 

of the Titanic is a visual thrill that links back to the assault of early cinema, which is 

encapsulated by the image of an oncoming train bearing down on the audience in 

Arrival of a Train at the Station. The myth of early cinema was that audiences 

succumbed to the illusion of the moving image completely; fleeing from the cinema 

fearing that Lumiere’s footage of a train would break through the projected screen. 

However, as Gunning points out, people were not that fooled, “well aware that they 

were seeing the most modern techniques in stage craft.”12 Contemporary audiences are 

much the same, only distinguished by their familiarity with the image in all forms and 

the demand for greater spectacle.  

 

The technological advances of computer graphics and digital technology work harder to 

create curious and fictional images for the eye of the spectator. No longer simply 

beholden to cinema, the aesthetic of attraction now exists across diverse media such as 

video games, the internet, television and of course, music video. The spectacle in music 

video is predominately visual, but is also defined by how the images relate to the music 

on the audio track. The medium is responsive to the aesthetic of attraction because of 

the brevity of its video texts (average length is three to five minutes) and its commercial 

purpose, which intends to hold the attention of the audience in order to ‘sell’ the music. 

With the wealth of music videos circulating television channels and the internet, an 

individual video has to stand out by offering creative spectacle, alongside the central 

attractor of the featured song. Without the attraction of a star performer – as discussed 

with respect to Cunningham’s Madonna video – the director is hired to determine a 

concept attractive both to the artist and to the audience: the best idea to express the song. 

                                                 
11 Bukatman,  pp. 90-91. 
12 Gunning, p. 117. 
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Stephen R. Johnson’s video for Peter Gabriel’s Sledgehammer (1986) remains a 

premiere example of the aesthetic of attraction in the medium, a landmark special effect 

triumph that uses claymation, pixilation and stop-motion animation to support the 

singer’s performance. Its success helped push the medium to thrive on slack-jawed awe, 

to be “constantly aiming for the next ‘wow.’” 13  Specific Gondry videos will be 

discussed in relation to producing sensations of awe, wonder and surprise, which are 

achieved through the use of high concept ideas, puzzle-like geometric structures, the 

simple spectacle of dancing, and the director’s own thematic interest in the 

subconscious.  

 

HIGH CONCEPT: THE WHITE STRIPES’ FELL IN LOVE WITH A GIRL. 

The aesthetic of attraction has been incorporated in Hollywood’s reliance on ‘high-

concept’ filmmaking, which, to reference Wyatt once again, “are differentiated within 

the marketplace through an emphasis on style and through an integration with their 

marketing.”14 High concept properties involve an easily accessible idea that arouses 

curiosity in the story possibilities it creates; ranging from recognisable franchise 

properties like high-profile comic-book adaptations (Batman and Spiderman) to stories 

based on a clever premise easily condensed into one sentence (like Michael Crichton’s 

novel, Jurassic Park - ‘What if dinosaurs were brought back to life?’). Corrigan agrees 

with the highly commercialised nature of the high concept approach to cinema where 

films become “advertisements that can be abstracted to singular, easily assimilable 

images and regenerated through multiple viewings and the ancillary sales of various tie-

ins (records, tee-shirts and other paraphernalia).” 15  Wyatt makes it clear that all 

mainstream Hollywood filmmaking is economically orientated, but the connection 

between economics and high concept is strong in high concept because it is “the most 
                                                 
13 Austerlitz, p. 57. 
14 Wyatt, p. 23. 
15 Corrigan, pp. 23-24. 
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market-driven type of film.”16 Where the aesthetic of attraction interconnects with high 

concept is within the excessive style of such films where, alongside marketable 

elements like big-name stars or the hook of an idea, dynamic sequences of action and 

special effects are created to “wow” the viewer. Here, the spectator is being appealed to 

by the realisation of an imaginative and sustainable idea, which is heavy on spectacle 

and scopic pleasure. As Chuck Klosterman writes, “the human element is secondary to 

an episodic collection of action scenes.”17 Music videos are often identified as high 

concept in the influence they had on mainstream Hollywood cinema during the 1980s. 

Wyatt uses the example of Flashdance to show how the style of high concept films rely 

on extended montages that are basically music video sequences; “These musical 

sequences serve as modular set pieces which fragment the narrative.”18 As a genre, 

music videos exist as a series of fragments, representing a visual translation of a song, 

which may be a fragment from an album or from the career of the musical artist or act. 

The general brevity of music videos means that high concepts, or hooks, are constantly 

employed to secure the attention of the viewer through an immediately accessible idea 

or series of images. Cunningham grabs our interest through lingering atmospheres of 

suspense that eventually explode into action-packed, visceral and darkly surreal 

situations, most notoriously in Come to Daddy. Gondry’s high-concept videos appeal to 

the viewer through their endearing playfulness, complementing the hook of a song (its 

chorus, its melody, its voice, and so on) through an idea that is openly entertaining and 

memorable to the eye of the viewer. This is extended into an aesthetic of attraction 

through Gondry’s insistence on pointing to the sense of performance, not simply the 

presence of the musical artists performing, but through Gondry’s performance as a 

                                                 
16 Wyatt, p. 15. 
17 Chuck Klosterman, Sex, Drugs & Cocoa Puffs: A Low Culture Manifesto, (New York: Scribner, 2004), 
p. 162. 
18 Wyatt, p. 17. 
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director, drawing attention to their status as representation in the colourful, old-

fashioned, and ingratiating style that he uses to create the world of the video.  

 

One of the most identifiably high-concept videos in Gondry’s oeuvre is for the Punk-

Rock song, Fell in Love with a Girl, written and performed by The White Stripes, a 

minimalist Blues-Rock duo from Detroit. Composed by writer Jack White, vocalist and 

lead guitarist, the song is fast-paced with a brief running time of one minute and fifty 

seconds. Kicking off with a loud electric-guitar riff, which is combined with a fast-

paced drum beat from other member Meg White, the music is as direct as the lyrics: 

 

Fell in love with a girl 

Fell in love once and almost completely 

She’s in love with the world 

But sometimes these feelings  

Can be so misleading… 

 

Love is described as a feeling that rushes over a person and that is carried over into its 

sound with Jack singing in a high-pitched manic whine, which is relieved by him and 

Meg singing harmonies in the chorus. The White Stripes are a visual band, recognisable 

through their staple combination of red, black and white colours, which have been used 

consistently across costumes, album covers, posters, merchandising and music videos. 

Fell In Love With A Girl came from their third album, White Blood Cells (2001), the 

success of which propelled them into mainstream appreciation, categorised with other 

bands at the time like The Strokes and The Hives as part of a ‘garage rock revival.’ The 

album’s first single, Hotel Yorba (video directed by Anthony Garth), helped them gain 
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recognition, but it was Gondry’s high-concept video for Fell In Love With A Girl that, 

as the director himself believes, helped make them famous.19  

 

Fell in Love with a Girl is an ‘enhanced performance’ video with Gondry incorporating 

The White Stripes within his concept to animate everything in Lego, the familiar 

children’s toy that consists of miniature plastic blocks. Gondry remarked about the idea, 

“My generation is really the Lego generation. It’s a very creative process. Lego helped 

me construct an idea from zero, all by association. The editing of a film is very 

similar.”20 Lego is an accessible aesthetic to use in a video, a nostalgic item that is still 

in circulation and recognised across a number of generations. The opening scene 

establishes the viewpoint of the video as being from a child’s perspective of the world, 

re-constructing it using Lego blocks as a form of play. Gondry’s son, Paul, uses Lego to 

build a series of numbers that are animated to countdown to the beginning of the song; 

the numbers are placed in the foreground using red blocks, the space around them using 

white blocks, as Paul sits behind them putting the pieces together. Filmed in sped-up 

motion, this brief pre-song introduction shows us how, as Sam Davies argues, Gondry 

sees “the world through a child’s wondering eyes, focusing on technology’s potential 

rather than its mechanics.”21 The lengthy process of building each individual number is 

represented as an instantaneous creative process, demonstrating the ‘magic’ of the 

moving image by rushing the progress of time. 

 

The potential of technology is verbally referenced by Gondry with his comparison of 

Lego blocks to the music genre of Punk Rock: 

                                                 
19 Gondry said The White Stripes liked the video for Fell In Love With A Girl, “They were happy because 
the video aired a lot and it helped them to become more famous,” which he said in ‘Rock n Roll Bricks: 
Behind the scenes of The White Stripes video with Michel Gondry,’ LEGO Club, p. 2: 
http://club.lego.com/eng/newsandfeatures/showfeature.asp?contentid=490&page=2 (accessed 04/02/07). 
20 Quoted in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 19. 
21 Sam Davies, “Come Into My World,” Sight and Sound, 16:8, (August 2006), p. 23. 

http://club.lego.com/eng/newsandfeatures/showfeature.asp?contentid=490&page=2
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With The White Stripes, you hear the guitar, the drum and the voice; it’s really a 

basic feeling like in early new wave music. There is no complication and it’s 

something you can achieve yourself. I like the simplicity of the art associated 

with punk rock. So I thought Lego would be appropriate to render that, 

especially the Lego I knew as a kid, which had only four basic colours and fewer 

pieces.22

 

Technology for Gondry is at its best when it is simple and easy to use, which connects 

Lego and Punk Rock in their mutual do-it-yourself aesthetic. He breaks down the music 

of The White Stripes into basic elements – guitar, drum, and voice – comparing the 

compositional process to the way children use Lego pieces to create a larger structure – 

a building, a car, a statue – from their own imagination. Their collusion in Fell in Love 

with a Girl gives the form of Punk music a naïve, child-like expression, avoiding some 

of the implied sexuality in the song’s lyrics. More importantly, the basic Lego colours 

are able to incorporate the iconic aesthetic of The White Stripes: their skin is the white 

blocks, their clothes red, and their hair black (Figure 2.1.). The video follows the band 

as they are animated in Lego performing the song through their instruments: the guitar 

black, the drum cymbals yellow. Gondry also has the band walk, run, jump, cycle on 

bikes, and swim underwater, renewing our interest in the performance of basic actions 

through their novel representation. The visual emphasis of the video is motion, which 

appears basic in the blocky shapes used to animate movement and action, while also 

appearing abstract and different in their anatomical simplification. The physical 

translation of The White Stripes into Lego blocks shapes them as the play-things, or 

toys, of the director. 

                                                 
22 Quoted in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 19. 



 207

 

Figure 2.1. The aesthetic of attraction in Fell In Love With A Girl.  

What drives the video is the editing, which assembles the various images into a constant 

pace that is synchronised to the speed of the music. Fell in Love with a Girl stands as an 

example of what Goodwin considers a consistent strategy of video directors: “by 

making clips that are difficult to decode on one viewing, those involved hope to produce 

something that will withstand repeated viewings.”23 The Lego aesthetic moves between 

very detailed and very simplified representations of actions, causing the eye of the 

viewer to decipher some images whilst others remain unclear. This is on account of the 

varied methods Gondry utilised to transform physicality and movement into Lego block 

animation, which the documentary I’ve Been Twelve Forever Part 2… The Later Years 

reveals. Certain images were animated using stop-motion photography with Gondry and 

his team building figures from Lego, capturing the image in a still photograph, altering 

the blocks slightly, taking another still image and so on, which inevitably creates the 

illusion of movement through the editing together of these stills (for example, the 

                                                 
23 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, p. 61. 
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opening sequence starring Gondry’s son). Other images were filmed first on video and 

then layered through graphic design programs, digitally transforming the recording into 

Lego-vision, which is clearly discerned in the sequence where Gondry visualises the 

lyrics, “Are you alright? / Well I must be fine ‘cause my heart’s still beating,” as a 

verbal exchange between detailed close-ups of Meg saying the first part of the lyric and 

Jack responding with the second. Mixing the strongly detailed and abstractly vague 

images together sustains the curiosity of the viewer in the video as a brief burst of 

audio-visual energy. Fell In Love With A Girl’s attraction to movement, from the 

physical actions of its performers to the pacing of the editing, is conveyed through the 

simplicity of Gondry’s high concept, remaking lived experience into a colourful, playful, 

and impossible virtual space using Lego. From the prerequisite of a music video to 

feature the band playing the song to observing a simple action like diving into a pool, 

Gondry uses this identifiably conceptual animation to highlight the fact that the video is 

a representation. With reference to Gunning’s definition of this aesthetic, Fell in Love 

with a Girl fulfills his criteria by rebuilding the world in Lego blocks makes us aware 

that it is a fictional world, but interests our gaze through imagining such a curious, 

nostalgic-driven, childhood fantasy of the world. 

 

THE SPECTACLE OF DANCE: AROUND THE WORLD. 

Fell in Love with a Girl engages an audience by translating the performance of a band 

into a colourful, recognisable concept that appeals to the aesthetic of attraction through 

the delight in technologically-enhancing the performers and the space surrounding them. 

The spectacle of motion is also found in the unaltered act of dancing to music, 

particularly when it is performed for our visual pleasure in a music video. Unique in 

Gondry’s career, the Daft Punk video, Around the World, synchronises its electronic 

disco track to the spectacle of dance, choreographing bodies to move to the musical 
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elements of a song. The use of dancing in music videos is widespread and mostly 

dependent on genre, particularly in Electronic music, R&B, Hip-Hop, and Pop music 

where it is used as an attractive counterpoint to the music. These dance conventions 

were addressed in Aphex Twin’s Windowlicker, where influences from Musicals and 

music video genres were blended together in the grotesque female Hip-Hop dancers 

performing Busby Berkeley routines. Gondry stated his own inexperience in dance 

numbers helped decide his own approach to the Around the World video: “I had never 

done a video with a dance number because most of the time I hated them. It’s always 

about energy and sex, and the choreography is cut in pieces to enhance the pacing of the 

editing. Everything I hate.”24 In contrast to the fast-paced editing of Fell in Love with a 

Girl, Gondry limits the number of cuts and focuses on the bodies of the dancers without 

recourse to close-ups in Around the World, a decision that has been described as an act 

of “video minimalism.”25 What distinguishes Gondry’s concept for the video is the way 

dancing is left as a self-contained and simply recorded action, without promoting the 

persona of a star, but purely expressing the music through embodiment.  

 

Around the World commences with the camera slowly pushing into a dark sound stage 

which contains a set of stairs and a background wall that features patterns of circles 

pulsating with various colours. There are five groups of dancers, containing four 

individuals each, and each group is defined by their identical costumes that represent a 

different instrument from the song. Around the World is composed by the two Parisian 

DJs that make up Daft Punk, Guy-Manuel de Homem-Christo and Thomas Bangalter, 

who took their name from a review of their previous rock band, Darling. The band has 

maintained the tradition of appearing only in disguises and costumes, even in rare 

interviews conducted with them (their appearances were animated in I’ve Been Twelve 

                                                 
24 Quoted in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 32. 
25 Austerlitz, p. 67. 
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Forever). The song itself is constructed primarily for dancing and is predominately 

instrumental with the only lyrics being the title, which is repeated at various times 

throughout its duration. The musical elements in the song are represented by groups of 

dancers, their physical actions synchronised to the sound of a particular instrument 

when it is played. Gondry conceptualised the following instruments as being personified 

by costumed figures: 

 

Bass = Athletes with small hoods and long legs 

Guitar = Skeletons 

Synthesiser = Disco Girls in short dresses and 1930s headwear 

Vocoder = Robots with antennas on their helmets 

Drum Machine = Mummies 

 

Gondry discusses in the accompanying book to the DVD how he wanted each group of 

dancers to move in time to the music: 

 

I would build some stairs, with different step sizes and those small headed 

athletes would go up and down following the bass. The mechanical rhythm 

would be danced by the mummies on top of circular riser. Then the disco girls, 

for the synthesiser, came in. They would go up the stairs to provoke the athletes 

(the disco sound follows the bass line and the melody changes half way through 

the loop). So, when they would reach the top of the stairs and face the athletes, 

they would turn back down and run down to escape them. 

Then the skeleton guitars would start to itch. They would contort themselves in 

four different directions to match the four bar patterns a la ‘Macarena’ dance 

routines. Finally, the robot-vocoders would enter the arena. Each time you 
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would hear the vocoder loop: “Around the World” they would progress as disco 

‘Robocops’ till the sound stops and remains static to the next loop. They would 

make a circle on a gigantic vinyl record-like surface.26

 

Gondry’s descriptions indicate his geometric analysis of the song, breaking it down into 

instrumental components and the manner in which they interact to produce the 

completed music. Gondry personifies the construction of the song so that it is 

represented as a form of communication between the individual instruments, such as the 

face-off between the disco girls and the athletes portraying the interplay between 

synthesiser and bass. Gondry worked with a choreographer, Blanca Li, to achieve 

different dances for the five groups, all in an effort to individualise them from each 

other in order to express the different sounding instruments.  

 

For the first part of the video, Gondry’s written treatment is followed, with the camera 

focusing on each group of dancers in turn as they dance in time to their respective 

instrument when it is given priority in the song. The choreographed routines of each 

dance group helps illustrate the properties of their particular sound: for example, the 

dancers for the bass-line – the athletes – have smooth, loose dance movements, 

distinguishing the human element within the song’s creation, while the stilted moves of 

the robots emphasise the mechanical, computerised aspect of the vocoder. The song and 

video culminate in the bridge where the lyric “Around the World” is continually 

repeated, represented in all the dancers walking together on top of the circular structure.  

As the camera moves into a high angle, the black circular path that they all walk upon 

resembles a record player, as if the song was being played on a turn-table. Motion is 

once again the theme from the impulse in the basic lyric to the choreography of all the 

                                                 
26 Gondry, I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 32. 
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dancers united in this one moment. The editing of the video is measured, moving 

between long takes of the mise en scene and medium shots, which provide a closer view 

of the dancing groups. Gondry has explained the shooting style of Around the World as 

the antithesis to the common music video practice of filming dancing with too much 

editing and close ups:  

 

Choreography to me is not made for close ups. When you go see a ballet… you 

don’t see any close ups. You don’t see people’s faces. All you see is groups of 

moving bodies. That’s what makes it different from other forms of expression. 

And very satisfying as well. Geometric patterns are created in the space by 

bodies that seem entirely dedicated to this function.27  

 

A theatrical approach to the spectacle of dance is remediated in Around the World 

through the rhythmic organisation of these bodies moving in time to the music, allowing 

the camera to record the spectacle rather than enforce it. The attraction of the video is its 

sparing use of cuts and its calm focus on the arrangement of the dancers within the set. 

Kraft E. Von Maltzahn understands the visual pleasure in dancing arises from our 

bodies’ relationship to surrounding space: “In the movement of the dance, the body 

abandons its usual rigid vertical orientation. The body space so experienced is expanded 

into the surrounding space, filling it in all directions.”28 The set of bodies expand the 

space together in the Daft Punk video, individually focused at times through the lighting, 

and their movements are both ordered (to the sound of the music), and yet 

simultaneously have the appearance of spatial freedom (in the rhythmic movements of 

dance). The funky disco vibe of the song is reconstructed through the pageantry of their 

bodies, their movements, and the iconic costumes, which enters into the aesthetic of 
                                                 
27 Quoted in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 32. 
28 Kraft E. Von Maltzahn, Nature as Landscape: Dwelling & Understanding, (Montreal-Kingston, 
London and Buffalo: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1994), p. 79. 
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attraction through its simply visual thrill in the act of dancing, a physical extension of 

the composition of the music. Gunning sees confrontation as integral to the cinema of 

attractions. By confrontation, he does not mean necessarily that confronting in that 

sense that it provokes and upsets, but rather that it directly communicates the viewer. 

This directness is in the act of display, both in the form of the films and their mode of 

exhibition, which emphasises the thrill itself – “the immediate reaction of the 

viewer.” 29 The high concept that Around the World revolves around is its basic 

simplicity on the level of structure – each instrument is embodied in the performance of 

a dancer – and presentation – Gondry uses the camera to observe and record rather than 

hamper the choreography. Around the World and Fell in Love with a Girl directly 

involve the viewer through Gondry’s aesthetic presentation of the musical performance 

(dancing in the former, playing music in the latter) as colourful and immediate. While 

the world is reconstructed in Lego for Fell in Love with a Girl, it is the song itself that is 

deconstructed into a series of bodies who act as fragments for Gondry to compose with. 

 

DREAMING, DANCING AND SPECTACLE: THE CHEMICAL BROTHERS’ 

LET FOREVER BE. 

In comparison to the self-contained dancing that was the primary appeal of Around the 

World, the music video for another electronic dance track, The Chemical Brothers’ Let 

Forever Be, would encompass choreographed dancers within a conceptual framework 

based upon one of Gondry’s thematic interests – dreaming. Gondry signals his passion 

for discussing the subconscious and dreaming during scenes from I’ve Been Twelve 

Forever. Gondry proceeds to discuss a dream he once had where he was dancing the 

tango with American actress, Sigourney Weaver, and it is recreated in an animation 

                                                 
29 Gunning, p. 122. 
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upon the surface of a chalkboard, accompanied by a female voice on the soundtrack (his 

then-girlfriend, Karen) who takes over reading out the content of the dream: 

 

[I am dancing with Weaver] and I dip her suddenly and slide my hand under her 

dress to feel her intimacy. It’s soft. What is that all about?! I don’t have any 

fantasies about this actress so I try to remember stuff that influenced this dream. 

(A) I heard a friend of a friend of a friend saying to his friend who was dating 

Gwyneth Paltrow, ‘How does it feel, a twenty million dollar punani [i.e. the 

vagina]? (B) I read in the trades that Sigourney Weaver was paid twenty-three 

million dollars for the next Alien film. Those two informations [sic] merged in 

my brain and created a memory. Leaving aside the factual information about 

numbers and counting the two other parts: Sigourney and soft.30

 

For Gondry, a dream does not necessarily symbolise repressed desires, and his analysis 

of his own dream is simply the collection of outside phenomena – what we hear and 

what we see – coalescing in the subconscious. The sexual content in Gondry’s dream 

arises from the intersection of two influences - the monetary figure and the discussion of 

actresses – not from desire for the actress herself. Even though Gondry dismisses 

Freudian theory about dreams as ‘rubbish,’ Freud did discuss such phenomena in his 

idea of ‘the day’s residues’ where the remnants of the proceeding day, predominately 

visual images, enter into the analysand’s account of a dream.31 The difference is that 

Freud situates the residues of a day into the account of the dream, whereas Gondry 

believes the residues influence the dream itself, even though he can only prove this 

through a verbal account. However, Gondry’s understanding is supported by scientific 

studies such as the Hobson/McCarley Articulation Synthesis Model where images in 

                                                 
30 Quoted in I’ve Been Twelve Forever Part One. 
31 Discussed in Victor Burgin, The Remembered Film, (London: Reaktion Books, 2004), p. 15. 
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dreams are found to be drawn from our memories and recombined in new ways, 

inevitably carrying cultural imprinting from films, television, books and so forth.32  

 

Music videos have relied on dream narratives in the past for the same reason cinema has, 

which is that the gateway to fantasies are traditionally achieved on-screen through sleep 

or dreams.33 Dreams allow the spectacular and the fantastic to be easily deployed in 

representation without recourse to logical explanation, but for Gondry, videos allow him 

to explore dream logic through the emotional pull of music. Everlong and Let Forever 

Be share a structural foundation in a character or performer on-screen dreaming, 

dividing the setting of the video into two spaces – waking life and the subconscious. By 

cross-cutting between these two spaces in editing, Gondry follows through his idea of 

the external world’s influence on the internal world of dreams, collapsing the 

boundaries existing between them. Let Forever Be takes part in the aesthetic of 

attraction while focusing on a visual theme that is personal to the director. 

 

Let Forever Be, a hybrid of rock and dance genres, was released from The Chemical 

Brothers album, Surrender (1999), and features Noel Gallagher, from the rock band 

Oasis, singing the vocals. Comprised of a propulsive drum loop, electronic synthesizer 

programming and Gallagher’s Beatles-esque vocals, the song contains allusions in its 

sound to the experimental Beatles song, Tomorrow Never Knows (1966). This particular 

Chemical Brothers song is an electronically-composed pastiche of 1960s psychedelica, 

offering a dreamy ambience through its droning sitar and the experiential tone of the 

lyrics; “How does it feel like standing in the sun? How does it feel like to let forever 

be?” Using the song’s line of questioning and the band’s decision to not appear in the 

                                                 
32 Marsha Kinder, ‘Music Video and the Spectator: Television, Ideology and Dream,’ Film Quarterly, 
38:1, (1984), p. 12. 
33 Marina Warner, ‘The Uses of Enchantment: Lecture at the National Film Theatre, 7 February, 1992,’ 
Cinema & the Realms of Enchantment: Lectures, Seminars & Essays by Marina Warner & Others, ed. 
Duncan Petrie, (London: BFI Publishing, 1993), p. 30. 
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video, Gondry is free to focus on the character of a young woman who stands at the 

center of Let Forever Be, first seen lying in a bed asleep is a young woman dreaming, 

which is implied by the wavy lines that appear around her, fracturing the image slightly, 

in time with the pulsating synthesizer. In this opening sequence, Gondry shoots on 

digital video, producing a flat and grainy image de-saturated of colour and vitality. As 

the young woman sleeps, the audience is pulled into the first of countless transitions that 

comprise the high concept that structures the video. The camera shifts focus to her 

alarm clock and the image dissolves into seven replicas of the very same clock, behind 

each a young woman who resembles the sleeping heroine of the video. The seven 

dancing doppelgangers proceed to perform a routine to the beat of the music. In the 

choreography Gondry wanted to reproduce a ‘feedback loop,’ which is where echoes 

are created in a television image through a camera connected to the screen pointing back 

at the screen.34 The seven dancers echo the original sleeping girl, multiplied in the 

studio space to perform one continuous dance move, and when they finish, the girls 

strike a pose that dissolves into a match-cut to the girl waking up in her bed (Figure 2.2.) 

As the girl stretches to yawn, the video immediately enters into another transition of the 

seven ‘echoes’ performing another dance that begins with the action of her yawn. We 

follow the young woman repeating her daily routine of getting out of bed, running to 

work, working at a watch counter in a shopping mall, and going to sleep in her bed. 

Throughout Gondry continually interrupts the flow of her life with another seamless yet 

disorientating transition to the multiples of the woman dancing in a chorus line inside a 

studio space, turning each mundane action into an exciting dance routine.  

                                                 
34 The Editors, ‘Eternally Brilliant: Michel Gondry,’ RES Magazine, (April 2004): 
http://www.res.com/magazine/articles/eternallybrilliantmichelgondry_2004-04-06.html. (accessed 
12/11/07). 

http://www.res.com/magazine/articles/eternallybrilliantmichelgondry_2004-04-06.html
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Figure 2.2. The subconscious “echoes” in Let Forever Be.  

Robert Curry suggests that the main similarity between dreams and films is the process 

of montage: 

 

Dreams are characterized by spatio-temporal discontinuities that are very like 

cuts in a film. The dream, like the film, freely leaps from one place or situation 

or one position in a place or situation, to another.35

 

Curry’s comparison illustrates that the way we understand dreams, particularly in 

contemporary popular culture, has been remediated in the cinematic technique of editing, 

especially montage. Spatio-temporal discontinuity has been a feature of music videos as 

a television genre, something that Marsha Kinder pointed out with the way that rock 

videos stress discontinuities in space and time. What distinguishes dreams from music 

video is the music:  

                                                 
35 Robert Curry, ‘Films and Dreams,’ Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 33:1, (Fall 1974), p. 83. 
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Through the pulsing kinetic rhythms of the visual montage are invariably 

accentuated by the musical beat, the continuous flow of the music and lyrics also 

imposes a unifying identity… onto the discontinuous visual track…36

 

There is a greater sense of cohesion from the use of Let Forever Be, which incorporates 

in its constant beat the spatial leaping from the dream world of the heroine into her day 

to day existence. The transitions in Let Forever Be are swift, moving from a real space 

shot on location to a fake representation of that same space in a studio setting. The 

image itself changes from the flat look of the video camera to the full bodied colour of 

the 35mm film stock, which Gondry shoots with for the dream sequences. The change 

in aesthetic clearly marks a division between these two spaces in the overall montage: 

the real world is flat-looking and de-saturated of colour while her subconscious life is a 

vibrant, colourful fantasy. The forward momentum of the beat helps suture together the 

constant transitions into a seamless whole. Continual motion is privileged in the video 

with the girl moving through her everyday life and the editing interrupting it in seamless 

transitions to the constantly dancing girls within her dreams. Gondry’s idea of real 

world stimulus influencing and imprinting on the subconscious to produce the content 

of dreams is demonstrated in the fraying boundaries between the woman’s public and 

private worlds. All of this culminates in a type of schizophrenic existence for the young 

woman, as evidenced in one scene where a transition from her dream selves and her 

actual self occurs, and she finds herself outside on a street corner in mid-dance step. The 

performance of the actress gives the impression that she does not know where she is or 

how she arrived there, as if there is an amnesiac consequence to each shift from her real 

life to her dream life (and vice versa). The interruptions of the dancers, which become 

                                                 
36 Kinder, p. 3. 
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more frequent as the video progresses, are exhausting in the continual shifts in visuals, 

for the viewer and more so for the lead character of the video.  

 

Charles Rycroft describes how dreamers must dream for or to someone, “and that 

someone can only be the dreamer himself.”37 Dreaming is an intra-personal form of 

communication in Let Forever Be, where the continual transitions between the two 

spaces can be read as an on-going expression of frustrated desire. Gondry himself 

explains the context of the video’s story in the accompanying book: 

 

In the story, I had this girl living this very normal, everyday life. One morning 

she wakes up late for her job at a cosmetics shop, but her mind is constantly 

drifting to a world where she is a dancer. There are seven versions of her and 

each time we go to her fantasy we multiply her image, live with real dancers, so 

she becomes like a video effect.38

 

The comments Gondry provides in his book allow the viewer to understand the meaning 

behind the repeated symbols and structural framework of Let Forever Be. Kinder writes 

that music videos vary their narrative element, whether it is in the audio or visual 

register, and that when it is absent, the human brain will tend to read a story into any 

series of consecutive images.39 The back-and-forth between the girl and her dancing 

multiples offers an implicit narrative with the way their images are stitched together in 

the editing. The girl does not dance in the ‘real’ locations while the girls do nothing but 

dance on the sound stage, a space for fiction and fantasy. The contrast between the two 

spaces offers a lack that is not being fulfilled in their separation. Writing on 

contemporary cinema, Sean Cubitt spots a tendency in films like Pulp Fiction, The 
                                                 
37 Charles Rycroft, The Innocence of Dreams, (London: The Hogarth Press, 1979), p. 45. 
38 Gondry, I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 16. 
39 Kinder, p. 5. 
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Usual Suspects, Twelve Monkeys and Memento in that they only appear to be narratives: 

“In fact they are the result of one of many possible rifles through a database of narrative 

events whose coincidence is more structural or even architectural than temporal.”40  The 

complexities of their narratives, the way they use time, editing, flashbacks and 

subjective points of view, offers viewers “the satisfaction to be had from realizing the 

pattern underlying the events.”41 The pattern formulated in Let Forever Be is dependent 

on the interlinked transitions in both style and space that represent the separation of 

dreams and reality. The attraction of Let Forever Be as a video is part of what 

demarcates Gondry’s work as an auteur overall in the face of other directors; that 

viewers have to determine what the rules are to the world he has created in his videos.42 

In Let Forever Be, symbolic objects continually reoccur such as clocks, which connect 

to the continual drum loop in the song that reminds one of a clock ticking. When the 

young woman wakes up, she finds her alarm clock has turned into a tiny drum kit, and 

this helps the viewer understand what the figure of the bearded drummer means. The 

young woman repeatedly sees him, even waking up to find him drumming in her 

bedroom, a metaphor for the fact that time is running out, as Gondry says, for her to 

realise her dreams of becoming a dancer. For Cubitt, narration becomes spectacular in 

the waiting for loose threads and unraveled lines to be brought together in satisfying 

coherence. Our pleasure as an audience with films like The Usual Suspects and 

Memento is derived from the craft displayed in how they are structured.43 We watch Let 

Forever Be gradually unfold in the spaces that it crosses between, the shifting types of 

camera offering clues to what is real, what is a dream, and how they are beginning to 

blur in the girl’s perspective. Even though the aesthetic of attraction in early cinema 

prefigured narrative cinema, Gondry as an auteur follows in this recent cultural trend of 

                                                 
40 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, p. 238. 
41 Ibid, p. 239. 
42 Austerlitz, p. 164. 
43 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, p. 239. 
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turning narrative into a spectacular evocation of structure and technique, more so 

immediate and accessible in the form of a music video where the shape a narrative takes 

is more or less determined by the song’s contours. 

 

Part of the pattern that resides in Let Forever Be is the incorporation of the Musical 

genre with all of the dancing that takes place in the young woman’s dreams, reiterating 

the scopic pleasure in watching a group of attractive female dancers (unlike the 

subversive grotesques of Windowlicker). What the video implies is that her dreams of 

becoming a dancer have been influenced by the glamorous ideal of Musicals, which can 

be glimpsed in how the young woman’s doubles are dressed: her average clothes (the 

white shorts and yellow singlet pajamas) are turned into glittering, gaudy costumes. Let 

Forever Be thematically comments on the contrast between real life and musical 

fantasies, which corresponds to Richard Dyer’s comments regarding entertainment as 

utopia:  

 

Entertainment offers the image of ‘something better’ to escape into, or 

something we want deeply that our day to day lives don’t provide. Alternatives, 

hopes, wishes – these are the stuff of utopia, the sense that things could be better, 

that something other than what is can be imagined and maybe realized.44

 

Dyer goes onto acutely define what he means by “utopianism” in that it is not the theory 

of how can we actually organise a utopian society, but rather how utopia would feel like. 

Utopianism is embodied in the feelings that are encoded, in Dyer’s argument, within the 

genre of the Musical.45 The dissatisfaction with daily life is conveyed through the grain 

of the digital video footage in Let Forever Be, which is also supported by the inquisitive 

                                                 
44 Dyer, ‘Entertainment and Utopia,’ p. 273. 
45 Ibid. 
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lyrics of the song, “How does it feel like, to spend a little lifetime sitting in the gutter / 

Scream out sympathy.” Merged together in the act of dancing, personal expression and 

professional ambition are stifled by the needs of the real world, with the young woman 

working at the watch counter in order to support herself. Dyer sees Musicals as an 

entertainment form that situates a disparity between the way things are (the non-musical 

sequences) and the way things could be (the musical sequences), which are clearly 

delineated yet intertwined in Gondry’s structuring of the Let Forever Be music video. 

Musicals and music videos as forms of entertainment often provide alternatives to 

capitalism that are provided by capitalism. 46  The girl has to work to sustain her 

apartment and lifestyle yet her lack of colour and excitement will be answered in the 

dreams of being a dance, influenced in representation by the Musical genre. In the 

Classical Hollywood tradition of the Musical relies on the expressive possibilities of 

song and dance to address a problem, “a situation that demands resolution.”47 Yet the 

expressive possibilities of song and dance only take place inside the woman’s head. The 

video ends on a disconcerting note when the young woman wakes up, to her surprise, in 

a bed at the floor of the watch counter. The subsequent dissolve match-cuts to the 

dancing girls behind multiple time-piece cardboard cut-outs who stand together staring 

blankly at the camera, their collective look directed at the young woman, as if waiting 

for her to let them out by realising her dream of dancing in the real world. The dream of 

becoming a dancer becomes the hope of life being a vibrant musical in Let Forever Be, 

of the optimistic desire for ‘something better,’ which is left unresolved in the finale 

scene where she hides underneath the covers, avoiding the looming presence of a giant 

clock in her bedroom. Gondry’s music video grapples with the problem of trying to 

express oneself – one’s subconscious desires, hopes and dreams – in a world of 

pragmatic economic necessity. Even though the video ends on this open-ended note, Let 

                                                 
46 Dyer, ‘Entertainment and Utopia,’ p. 279. 
47 Blaine Allan, ‘Musical Cinema, Music Video, Music Television,’ Film Quarterly, 43:3, (1990), p. 10. 
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Forever Be succeeds as a form of entertainment, even as it comments on the unfulfilled 

desires it generates, through the attraction of its structure tightly programmed to reflect 

the constant beat of the music and Gondry’s own interests in dreams, which is framed 

for viewers through the documentary I’ve Been Twelve Forever. Through the discussion 

of three videos that use high concept ideas, we can see the aesthetic and thematic 

interests Gondry is identified with as an auteur; from the children’s toy of Lego creating 

a world to represent both the act of rock performance and to reinterpret the world in Fell 

in Love with a Girl, the desire to embody the instrumentation and organization of a 

music track through an accessible framework in Around The World, and finally to create 

a puzzling structure that reveals its meanings over time and repetition in Let Forever Be. 

These three video create a sense of visual curiosity and a desire for novelty, which 

categorises them as working within an aesthetic of astonishment and attraction. Gunning 

views the cinema of attraction as being built on exhibitionistic flair, offering unique 

views and non-narrative spectacle.48Even though narrative exists to some degree in a 

number of Gondry videos, Let Forever Be in particular, they are overwhelmed by the 

appeal to an audio-visual experience of sensation, such as the constant sense of 

transition between inner- and outer-space in Let Forever Be. This aesthetic continues 

throughout the videos in The Work of Director Michel Gondry, but this chapter will 

progress to considering a clear thematic interest of Gondry, signaled in the extra-textual 

supplementary features of the DVD: the dialectic between civilisation and nature 

manifested in the musically-shaped spaces of the city and of the landscape respectively. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
48 Gunning, p. 123. 
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(II) URBAN SPACE AND NATURAL LANDSCAPE IN GONDRY’S MUSIC 

VIDEOS: 

In Sound Tracks, John Connell and Chris Gibson discuss the geographical associations 

that music generates in its recording, the instruments used, the lyrics, or the accent it is 

sung with: 

 

… there are cultural expectations of what music to encounter in particular places, 

as associations are created between sound and space. Music does not exist in a 

vacuum. Geographical space is not an ‘empty stage’ on which aesthetic, 

economic and cultural battles are contested. Rather, music and space are actively 

and dialectically linked. Music shapes spaces and spaces shape music.49

 

Music relies on place for a great deal of its effect, such as Country music where a 

classic song like Johnny Cash and June Carter’s Jackson (1967) brings to the mind’s 

eye not simply images of the performers, but also that of the American South, the 

heartland landscape, and iconic locations like Nashville. Genres of music become linked 

to place – from where they are created and where they refer to in lyrics and 

instrumentation – and geographical space is, as Connell and Gibson point out, present in 

songs, some more so than others. Hip-Hop, a remarkably different genre to Country 

music, places the same essential aural value in space, as an album like N.W.A’s Straight 

Outta Compton (1989) supplies urban connotations within its production and its sound, 

offering voyeuristic scenes of crime and violence in the ghettos of L.A. We can see that 

two distinct genres of music are shaped by the places where the artists live, or have 

lived in, and they rely on that sense of place for the success of their music. A music 

video transcribes the geographical and spatial associations present in the music into a 

                                                 
49 John Connell and Chris Gibson, Sound Tracks: Popular Music, Identity and Place, (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2003), p. 192. 



 225

literal representation of space, which may or may not match general preconceptions of 

place heard in the ears of the listener. In this way, music shapes the space of a music 

video, influencing the decisions of the director concerning whether the performer is 

presented in a constructed set or inside a real location, within a cityscape or against a 

mountain range and so forth. What distinguishes Gondry’s aesthetic approach to the 

spaces in his music videos is his interest in the dialectic between urban spaces and 

natural landscapes, which is an auteur theme that he makes abundantly clear in I’ve 

Been Twelve Forever... The Later Years with the scene where he uses a paper-maché 

globe to explain his childhood understanding of what the Earth was made from – equal 

parts concrete and soil. For this section, several videos have been selected from The 

Work of Director Michel Gondry DVD in order to discuss the binary that is signaled in 

his oeuvre between videos that feature lush, green, fairytale natural landscapes and 

videos that take place in energetic, hip, musical urban spaces.  

 

While Connell and Gibson make the point that music and space shape each other, the 

spatial associations that are incorporated in the recorded music as a consequence of this 

fact help shape in turn the setting of a music video. If we look back to Cunningham’s 

auteurist aesthetic, built from his choice of music to shoot videos for, whether frenetic 

electronic instrumentation or mellow ballads, we can see that the spaces suggested 

within the songs were interpreted as confining and closeted in his music videos. A 

thematic similarity through several Cunningham videos collected on his Directors Label 

DVD is an urban location that is shot in cinematic widescreen framing, which is used to 

create a paranoid, enclosed experience of the city. In contrast, Gondry’s aesthetic style 

as an auteur favours the traditional full-screen framing, but with the use of a mobile 

camera and structural principles that have served such previously discussed videos as 

Around the World and Let Forever Be, there is fuller sense of space to be explored by 
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the viewer. Dependent on the pre-recorded song as a palimpsest text, a music video 

director cannot obviously have a career plan of where to film videos, how they all co-

exist in regards to the geographical terrain they map out. With the Directors Label DVD, 

we can see and connect the aesthetic consistency to Gondry’s visual approach as a 

music video auteur, even across a diverse number of songs, which relies on our 

understanding of real space and its re-construction as ‘virtual space.’ In Architecture 

from the Outside, Grosz looks at Cyberspace and Virtual Reality as changing our 

perceptions of materiality, space and information with how we understand architecture, 

habitation and the built environment around us.50 Cyberspace in her conception is a 

“parallel” universe to our own, which is shared by networked computers and their users: 

 

The contours of this virtual space and its various contents can be generated, 

manipulated, and to some extent controlled in ways unheard of in the space(s) 

that we normally take for granted, which I will describe as lived, everyday 

space.51

 

While music video cannot encompass the spatial doubling of Cyberspace or the 

experiential properties of Virtual Reality, I believe there is a similar understanding of 

space on behalf of the directors. The “lived, everyday space” can be represented as we 

understand it or can be manipulated and controlled in ways that cannot be replicated in 

our lived experience. The promise of VR to some people in Grosz’s eyes is its “ability 

to aspire to God-like status, to create, live in, and control worlds, to have a power of 

simulation that surpasses or bypasses the uncontrollable messiness of the real.” 52  

Gondry’s videos provide a God-like status for the viewer only in the sense that they can 

tour across a city or landscape with a God’s eye view of space. Virtuosity, within music 
                                                 
50 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 76. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid, p. 77. 
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videos, only extends to how the director and/or musical artist creates and controls the 

worlds presented, which in Gondry’s videos display an image of “the uncontrollable 

messiness of the real” even though the structure of the camera work and editing is 

tightly controlled and deftly synchronized to the music track. With reference to certain 

Gondry videos, we can see how the contours of everyday space are redoubled with an 

ear to the structural and tonal properties of a pop song. We travel through a city or a 

country landscape that is built upon the emotional experience of the music – from 

upbeat dance tones to sad reflections upon loneliness. Spatial experience is renewed 

within its responsiveness to the featured song, which is also seen in the way performers 

and characters are framed and edited as interacting with the surrounding environment, a 

theme that unites several Gondry videos. My interest is the aesthetic consistency of 

Gondry’s approach to representing the music through space, whether it is urban living 

or a tour of nature, which draws on recognition of the real even as it uses artificial 

means to create a virtual space where the world is guided by music.  

 

LONELINESS OF URBAN SPACE: JEAN-FRANCOIS COHEN’S LA TOUR DE 

PISE AND MASSIVE ATTACK’S PROTECTION. 

Connell and Gibson also write in Sound Tracks, “Music may not always shape the 

spaces we inhabit, but in the media-saturated environments of contemporary cities and 

towns it has become a ubiquitous, and often deliberate, presence.”53 What they are 

arguing here is that in our media-driven contemporary culture, urban space and 

locations are more readily shaped and soundtracked by the variety of music played on 

boom-boxes, car stereos, shop radios, mall music, etc. Music of all types serves to 

accompany urban experience, particularly in European and Western cultures, to 

inhabitants and transients. As mediated in certain Gondry videos, urban space is 

                                                 
53 Connell and Gibson, p. 194. 
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synthesized from recognisable cities from our everyday experience and their alteration 

into virtual spaces through camerawork, montage, and special effects, but most 

importantly the unifying thread of a pop song. The central transformative technique a 

music video has at its disposal is to place recorded footage of a city underneath a piece 

of music, which influences our emotional reception of the space through its tonal 

contours and unifies disparate sections of city-life through its aural presence. Chion 

discusses the use of ‘empathetic music’ in cinema, which helps to create a specific 

emotion for the audience by underlying a scene with a suitable melody.54 In music 

video, this technique obviously works the other way around, so that the emotion is 

established first in the pre-recorded song, and the video director uses that as the basis 

for thinking of a suitable space for the video. While one of the videos to be discussed is 

a created interior urban space (Massive Attack’s Protection), the other videos are filmed 

on location in real cities that are changed through editing (The White Stripes’ The 

Hardest Button to Button) or the use of layered special effects (Kylie Minogue’s Come 

Into My World). Urban space is a construction, even famous cities like Paris (Jean-

Francois Coen’s La Tour De Pise, Come into My World) and New York (The White 

Stripes’ The Hardest Button to Button), are transformed into ideals that are accessible 

and attractive to the eye of the viewer. While the overarching tone throughout 

Cunningham’s work is tension and unease generated between body and urban space, 

Gondry’s videos are more palpable to the mainstream, influenced fantasies drawn from 

Musicals where cities stand as an expressive companion to its inhabitants, a structural 

extension of human feeling. To reiterate with reference to Bukatman, whose writing will 

also be used in this section, the city becomes the song, or more accurately for the genre 

of music videos, the song becomes a city.55

 

                                                 
54 Chion, p. 8. 
55 Bukatman, p. 160. 
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Despite the differences in language, genre and time of release, Jean-Francois Cohen’s 

La Tour De Pise and Massive Attack’s Protection share a similar sense of melancholy 

in the tone of their music. For the videos to both songs, Gondry translates the downbeat 

mood through concepts that position people alone, against or within urban structures. 

Grosz’s concept of cities as loci that produce, regulate and structure bodies is reflected 

once again in both La Tour De Pise and Protection.56 However, urban space is not as 

aggressive towards its citizens as it is in Cunningham’s videos. In their own ways, La 

Tour De Pise and Protection isolate the featured bodies in the frame, and yet at the 

same time, build up the city as a companion to their emotional states, underlining a 

responsive relationship between body and space. 

 

Directed early in Gondry’s video career, La Tour De Pise is a French ballad sung by 

Jean-Francois Cohen in a monotone and downbeat voice, reminiscent of performers like 

Serge Gainsbourg and Leonard Cohen. Accompanied by an acoustic guitar and 

supported in the chorus by the soft voices of female back-up singers, the pace of the 

song is slow, if not plodding, interspersing the verses with solos from the guitar. As a 

ballad, the lyrics are clearly invested in a sad picture of romance, which is tied to a 

sense of place:  

 

Verse 1: 

We will travel 

My love if you’re nice 

I am your Romeo 

And you are my Juliet 

In the movies 

                                                 
56 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 49. 
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Heroes 

Are never very clean 

You were only a tourist 

At the base of the London tower 

On the shores of 

The Thames 

You were only a tourist 

At the base of the tower of Pisa, waiting for it to crumble.57  

 

The lyrical concern with remembering places the couple had visited is subtly interpreted 

by Gondry into an imaginative synchresis of song and image, appropriating the 

technique used in karaoke videos of writing the lyrics as sub-titles that can be read by 

the participant as they attempt to sing the words. La Tour De Pise uses street signs, shop 

names, posters, head-lines, and any form of visual text found throughout the city to spell 

out the lyrics of the song. Gondry cited inspiration for the idea from a French artist, 

Pierre Bismuth, who built a model city entirely with names found on shop windows all 

over Paris. 58  For the video, Gondry found pre-existing words throughout the city, 

captured them through static camera shots and then assembled them together in editing 

to flow with the phrasing and delivery of the pre-recorded vocals: 

 

We went all over Paris to find words that would match the sentences of the 

song… We started with the phone book to find the addresses of the shops 

carrying the words from the songs. From there, we went out with a Bolex 

camera. We had to improvise and steal as many letters or graffiti as we could.59

                                                 
57 The lyrics for Jean-Francois Cohen’s La Tour De Pise have been translated from the French by Tristan 
Kewe.  
58 Quoted in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 48. 
59 ibid. 
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Filming on location is, to use Gondry’s phrase, an act of theft. What belonged to the city 

and to the public at large becomes the property of the filmmaker, the image now theirs 

to use as they see fit. In this case, the words written across the city are edited to visually 

‘sing’ Cohen’s lyrics. 

 

Gondry’s concept is a variation of synchresis, where the sound of a lyric is immediately 

translated into a visual sign, using split-screen framing to time together the sung lyric 

and the word image. As Cohen sings a lyric from the song, a word appears on screen in 

a frame, and as the next phrase is heard, another frame appears instantly next to the 

previous one. Surrounded by black at the bottom and top of the image, the frames 

appear across the screen in a left to right direction. Gondry reveals, “If the word did not 

exist, we spliced syllables or eventually individual letters.”60 The split screen technique 

helps create an entire lyric from the collected syllables of other signs found in Paris, 

matching their phonetic delivery by the singer. An example is the phrase, ‘Tu nétais’ 

(translated as “You were”) is spelt across the screen through four frames, within each 

frame a letter or two, appearing in time to Cohen’s phrasing; the result on-screen is the 

fractured word, “Tu/n/et/ais.” (Figure 2.3) The overabundance of signs and words 

across a city like Paris is refined into making sense musically through their editing to 

the pace of the music.  

                                                 
60 Gondry, I’ve been twelve forever, p. 46. 
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Figure 2.3. The song is written across the city in La Tour De Pise.  

Gilberto Perez in The Material Ghost writes about the differences between the mediums 

of photography and film with regards to how they represent life. A still photograph is a 

fragment, but “a fiction movie is a world.” 61  A movie is composed of fragments 

naturally but fiction is the distinguishing key element for Perez: 

 

… the world of its representation is not the world we inhabit but another world 

put together on the screen. Yet it is a world presented a piece at a time, so that 

each image is to be regarded as of the world, a detail picked out from an 

indefinitely larger world of the movie that the movie treats as tantamount to the 

world.62

 

                                                 
61 Gilberto Perez, The Material Ghost: Films & Their Medium, (Baltimore and London: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 1998), p. 397. 
62 Ibid. 
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While La Tour De Pise is not a fiction in the sense that it contains a narrative story, it 

does represent Paris as a fiction through the combined fragments of images taken from 

its streets. These details, which are little more than filmed ‘stills,’ create a world in La 

Tour De Pise in their referencing to the story of the song, the lyrical evocation of lost 

love and remembered companionship. Paris is recognisable as a real urban space, the 

larger world that remains outside the video, yet the world contained in the video is a 

created one through the framing and presentation of the city as an ordered lyrical 

collage. The images taken of Paris are shot in close-ups and presented in smaller frames, 

helping to represent the city as isolating and claustrophobic through the constriction of 

space. When the city is presented to the viewer from a distance, for example in the 

opening sequence, Paris is shown from afar, the skyline cloudy and grey, reflecting the 

downbeat, melancholy mood of the song. Gondry uses Cohen as a physical presence in 

the video, recognised as the author of the song, even though he is never shown 

performing, either singing or playing the guitar. Standing silent, Cohen is cast alone in 

the frame against the city, embodying the weary romantic sentiment of the lyrics and 

instrumentation – he is seemingly the only identifiable human in the streets of Paris. 

Gondry’s representation of the city as a lonely space of emotional reflection does, to 

some extent, follow in the clichéd view of Paris as a city of love and heartache, a 

romantic ideal perpetuated by cinema, music, literature, advertising and so on. La Tour 

De Pise takes the viewer on a virtual tour of Paris, the split-screen frames resembling a 

slide-show, which teleports us from place to place, sign to sign, through the logic of the 

lyrics. The city is positioned as sadly resigned in its sense of romance, remaining within 

the downbeat register of the song, and yet Gondry’s high concept of writing the song 

across the city is a playful conceit that amuses in its structural logic. Even though Cohen 

is alone in the city, Paris is his companion through its surrounding engagement with his 
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lyrics, a fantasy of urban space as an emotionally expressive site that is sympathetic to 

human feeling.  

 

La Tour De Pise exists entirely in urban exteriors as it paradoxically frames Paris as an 

enclosed space, helping to underline the sad, romantic appeal of Cohen’s ballad. Taking 

a different tact for the Massive Attack video, Protection, Gondry relies solely on an 

exterior view of an interior space, placing the camera on the outside looking in. The 

technique of collage was present in La Tour De Pise through its collection of words and 

signs, edited together as the lyrics to the song, and collage is also found in Protection as 

the audience is led to navigate a series of tableaus in the one apartment block. The 

windows of the buildings act as frames for the interior scenes and we move between 

them through the trajectory of the camera. Instead of cutting between shots, Gondry 

uses in-camera editing through one continuous tracking shot, an idea he used before in 

the Hip-Hop video, Lucas with the Lid Off (1994), for the artist, Lucas. The 

uninterrupted take is smoothly choreographed in Protection to explore the space of the 

city apartment set. Alongside Portishead, Massive Attack helped define the genre of 

Trip-Hop and the song, Protection, was taken from the 1994 album of the same name. 

Composed from dub-influenced break beats, an electric guitar with a ‘wah wah’ pedal, 

and a low-key piano melody, the track is slow and mellow, which helps set the pace for 

the motion of the camera. The song also features guest vocals from Tracey Thorn, 

singer for the Electro-Dance act, Everything But The Girl, whose deep and soulful voice 

sings of sympathy with a lonely friend – “This girl I know needs some shelter / doesn’t 

think anyone can help her” – before offering comfort in the chorus, “I stand in front of 

you / I’ll take the force of the blow / Protection.” Protection incorporates performance 

elements in the video as we see Thorn sing the song, a tenant in the building who 

performs directly to the camera, framed in the window of her apartment.  



 235

 

Beginning outside with a close up of a wet road, the video establishes us within an 

urban milieu, and as the audio track opens with the sound of rain, which segues into the 

‘wah-wah’ beat of the Massive Attack song. We see shoes walking from the road to the 

building, the camera pulling out to reveal Grant ‘Daddy G’ Marshall from the band, 

acting as a father who is taking his young daughter into the apartment. The camera rises 

with the father and daughter as they ride up several floors inside an elevator, Gondry 

framing the shot to allow us to see its interior as it powers up the shaft. As they arrive at 

their floor, the camera backs out from the hallway through a broken window, and the 

audience is given an external perspective of the apartment. As Marshall and his 

daughter are greeted by his wife, we can also see Thorn on the same floor, entering her 

own apartment. The camera moves from left to right, settling on the window that lets us 

see inside Thorn’s apartment where she stands in the kitchen singing to the camera as it 

zooms in closer. Returning to Perez’s point concerning the on-screen creation of a world, 

the multi-storey apartment block in the video is a constructed set, which allows the 

performers to inhabit the interior space and the camera to navigate around the building, 

up and down the various floors. We receive an impossible, God-like view into a 

recognisable urban space, shifting between windows of individual apartments, floating 

up and down several floors, and spying on the lives of the tenants who are isolated 

spatially from each other within their rooms. Like the ‘stills’ of words collected from 

Paris in La Tour De Pise, Protection is also composed of fragments with reference to 

Perez’s conception of a fiction movie. Instead of being sutured together in editing to the 

unifying ‘story’ of the song, or more accurately the spoken flow of the lyrics, Gondry 

uses the mobile camera to collect these fragments of inner-city life. As Perez writes of 

fiction movies in general,  
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The movie camera proceeds as if the sights it frames and brings into focus were 

being selected for our notice from among the world’s innumerable number. 

Central to the fiction of a fiction movie is the convention that the movie camera 

is like a still camera endowed with access and mobility in a world like our own 

where it can go about successively pointing to the significant detail.63   

 

The framed and selected sights that a camera can communicate to us visually is granted 

coherence in a music video through the beat and rhythm of the pre-recorded music track, 

which shapes the construction of space and our navigation through it. Within the 

mellow tone of the song and its lyrical concern with safety and empathy, the spaces we 

are invited by the ‘movie camera’ to watch in Protection are of people engaging in 

small (albeit slightly surreal) and overall harmless activities. Overall the inhabitants are 

positioned in domestic spaces where they are either alone or in close proximity to 

family members. The tableaus presented for the camera include an old woman in a 

wheelchair locking her door, two young boys being put to bed by their father, a man 

lifelessly watching TV on his couch, and so on, until together they present a community 

of people who are separated and collected by urban space in the same building. What 

Gondry offers through the structural technique of taking the viewer through a tour of the 

building’s spaces and inside the ‘fictions’ of the occupants is another remediation of the 

music video genre as a cinematic experience. 

 

 

The aesthetic of attraction delivered in Protection is the spectacle of motion 

accomplished in the mobility of the camera around and inside the building, which has a 

precedent in cinema, most often witnessed in elaborate single-take choreography 

                                                 
63 Perez, pp. 397-398. 
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through space teeming with life and detail: a good example is the entrance through the 

backdoors of the Copacabana restaurant in Martin Scorsese’s Goodfellas (1990). Cubitt 

has discussed how the mobile camera has considerable impact for an audience: 

  

What the mobile camera and editing techniques have provided is a new mobility 

for the audience, filling the perspectival space between the screen and the 

disembodied eye of contemplation.  

This mobility is the secret of perspective as special effect. The camera in 

cinema… mobilizes the audience across the gulf that opens now between static 

spectacles and mobile spectator.64

 

The perspective of the audience is guided by the motion of the camera, and movement is 

treasured as its own special effect even within contemporary cinema. Cubitt later argued 

in The Cinema Effect that the mobile camera was part of what he considered the 

‘Hollywood baroque,’ which he applies to films where spatialisation takes over from 

narrative in order to manage the dynamic of the film.65 He refers to Goodfellas, the 

nightclub entrance in Pulp Fiction, and the use of Gotham City in Tim Burton’s Batman 

as evidence of this tendency where film is no longer a time-based medium, but “the 

medium of movement.”66 Protection is built upon the technique of the mobile spectator, 

delighting us through our visual freedom to move through the space surrounding the 

apartment block, to move in closer for detail, to basically achieve a sort of invisible 

weightlessness that allows us intimacy with strangers. The mobility of the camera is 

itself a construction as its direction is locked down into a pre-determined structure, 

which we can not affect at all; we are basically taken for a ride through space, as if it 

                                                 
64 Sean Cubitt, Digital Aesthetics, (London and New Delhi:  Sage Publications and Thousand Oaks, 1998), 
p. 78. 
65 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, p. 224. 
66 Ibid. 
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were a rollercoaster. Additionally, the spectacle of mobility incorporates a voyeuristic 

gaze in Protection. Perez understands that the pleasure of the voyeur is in being able to 

watch a sight they were not invited to see, even though in cinema and television “ what 

is on the screen is surely something we are being invited to watch, a sight meant for us 

to see.”67 Though Protection shares with Alfred Hitchcock’s film, Rear Window (1954), 

a fascination with the everyday activities of isolated people collected within a living 

complex, Gondry’s sense of voyeurism does not contain the suspense or fear of being 

caught.  

 

However, Gunning clearly argues that the aesthetic of attraction was an exhibitionist 

form of cinema and was in opposition to “the cinema of the unacknowledged 

voyeur.” 68 If we are considering Gondry’s stylistic tendency as a video auteur as 

working within this tradition of attraction and astonishment, which we claimed in the 

previous section of this chapter, how can we reconcile Protection to Gunning’s 

definition? The voyeurism that exists in Protection is foregrounded by the viewer’s 

awareness of the camera as a navigational force – the mobile spectator – and there is an 

exhibitionist tendency in how Gondry considers the uncut movement of the image as a 

form of stylistic spectacle. The insights into the lives of these urban dwellers are brief; 

there are narratives in the sets of relations, such as the father and his two sons, but 

overall they are coated by the narrative of the song, the forlorn promise to “this girl I 

knew.” If Gunning states that the cinema of attractions is one of “instants, rather than 

developing situations,”69 we could consider Protection in this manner, much like the 

fragmentary images that convey a representation of Paris in La Tour De Pise. Indeed the 

voyeurism on offer also includes tricks of gravity and special effects that break the 

realism of the urban space. 
                                                 
67 Perez, p. 19. 
68 Gunning, p. 123. 
69 Ibid. 
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The song contributes an overall sense of forlorn sadness to many of the occupants, 

which is balanced by small, playful moments such as the gravity defying properties of 

several bodies seen in the interior space: a young girl is scolded by her mother for 

floating away from the dining table in their kitchen while a man, or what is a dummy 

resembling a man, floats awkwardly, bouncing off the ceiling of his room. Weightless 

bodies in urban space are familiar from Only You, but the difference in Protection is that 

the imaginary property of the body is achievable inside the building, not outside in the 

streets. Gondry also prefers to use tricks of perspective rather than the computer 

graphics Cunningham employs: the child playing on the ceiling is simply the room 

constructed upside down, and the dummy is filled with helium, a man-sized balloon. 

The colour scheme of the apartment block uses basic blues and reds to create a surreal, 

vibrant look to the space. The presence of children and their games – such as a train set 

– adds to our reception of the apartment as a funhouse of sights. While Protection may 

not satisfy the strict definition of Gunning’s understanding of early cinema as a ‘cinema 

of attractions,’ Gondry still incorporates a exhibitionist streak to his representation of 

voyeurism, both in the visual surprises of special effects and in the sweep of the 

camera’s continuous mobility. 

 

The occupants of the apartment block – barring the star recognition of singer Tracy 

Thorn – remain strangers to us, the mobile camera providing momentary insights into 

their status (or stasis) as moving images. While Cubitt suggests that in the Hollywood 

baroque, the depth of the protagonists no longer matters as they are engulfed into the 

diegesis of the film – the exploration of a world on film – this does not affect the genre 

of music video greatly.70 Protagonists, if not the musical artist or act, or engulfed in the 

storytelling of the musical artist or act’s song, and the shortened length of the genre as a 

                                                 
70 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, p. 224. 
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whole means that the protagonist is the viewer exploring the virtual replication of urban 

space. Or if viewed within the context of the Directors Label DVD, the unseen 

protagonist is the director, Gondry in this specific case, mastering the structural and 

technical manipulation of this apartment block to double as a world for the song, 

Protection, to exist in. Protection ends as it begins with the camera moving back into 

the elevator, returning to Marshall as he leaves the building, having left his daughter 

inside to whom we can now assume was his ex-wife. The camera tracks alongside his 

shoes as the song fades on the soundtrack, replaced by the sound of rain. The circular 

structure Gondry uses for Protection, following the same man as he enters the apartment 

block and then leaving with him as he exits, allows the viewer the sensation of a 

complete world we have toured, with glimpses into the smaller worlds contained within 

each individual apartment.  

 

URBAN SPACE AS PLAYGROUND: KYLIE MINOGUE’S COME INTO MY 

WORLD AND THE WHITE STRIPES’ THE HARDEST BUTTON TO BUTTON. 

As pieces of popular music, La Tour De Pise and Protection invest in an ideal of 

melancholy romance, which is translated by Gondry in their respective videos into 

urban sites that isolate their inhabitants into images of loneliness. However, Gondry also 

incorporates the sadness inherent in each song into a structural concept that delights and 

entertains in an imaginative way – from using the city to write the lyrics of a song in La 

Tour to offering the spectacle of leading the mobile spectator through an apartment 

block in Protection. The representation of urban space as entertaining and fun is 

accentuated in response to alternatively up-beat, energetic pieces of music. Kylie 

Minogue’s Come into My World and The White Stripes’ The Hardest Button to Button 

both share a driving beat in their respective genres of Dance Pop and Blues Rock. 

Gondry translates the energy of each song into structurally determining the look and 
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activity of the urban setting, presenting the city as a site of play on account of its 

subservience to the beat. Come into My World was photographed in Paris, The Hardest 

Button to Button in New York, and both locations are turned into the fantastic through 

editing and post-production tinkering. The repetitive aspect of both pop songs is 

communicated through their synchronisation to multiplying visuals, which drive the 

featured performer through space.  Similar to Madonna’s singular presence in Frozen, 

both Kylie Minogue and The White Stripes are the stars of their videos, which is 

consolidated by Gondry through their presentation as ‘owning’ the surrounding 

environment, if only by how their music constructs the specific details of the featured 

city. Come into My World and The Hardest Button to Button will be analysed 

individually, but positioned in relation to each other through their shared re-construction 

of the real as virtual fantasies where urban space acts as a playground for the performers, 

the director and the viewing audience. They also signpost, alongside Around The World, 

one of Gondry’s distinguishing aesthetic traits as an auteur, which is replicating the 

contours and properties of the featured music into visual analogues, whether embodied 

in the performers, their instruments or the navigation of the surrounding space. 

 

Kylie Minogue is the primary object of visual consumption in the Come into My World 

video and her on-screen persona is affected by the lyrical content and musical tempo of 

the song. Written by Cathy Dennis and Rob Davis, Come into My World was a released 

single from Minogue’s successful Euro-pop album, Fever (2001). The song focuses 

lyrically on Minogue offering her heart to the object of her affection, inviting them in 

the chorus to “Come / Come into my world / Won’t you lift me up / up / Higher than 

your love.” The sound is influenced by the 1970s genre of Disco, in particular Donna 

Summer’s I Feel Love (1977), and European Electro-Dance music, specifically the 

contemporary Parisian Disco-Pop scene that includes Daft Punk, Air and Cassius, which 
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undoubtedly influenced the French setting of the video. The synthesizers, strings, bass 

and Minogue’s breathy vocals in Come into My World produce a light, smooth and 

seductive sound. Established in Australia and the UK as a pop star since the late-1980s, 

Minogue has always been a subject of visual interest in her videos, particularly in 

submitting to the male gaze in various attractive costumes and sexualised personas. 

Gondry responds to Minogue as an object of visual interest and yet Come into My 

World remains relatively tame in contrast to some of her past videos (Confide In Me 

(1994), Breathe (1997), and Spinning Around (2000) to name a couple). Wearing a pink, 

polo shirt and tan pants, Minogue’s persona in the video is that of a woman shopping in 

a city square, confident and self-contained, performing for the camera as she circles 

around the interconnected streets.  

 

The busy city square competes as an object of visual interest with Minogue’s star 

presence. It is framed behind her central position in the continuous motion of the 

camera, but this background is teeming with life across its shops, markets, hotels, 

apartments and cafes. The street in Come Into My World operates as a city square 

through its structure, ending in a T-junction with a cross-walk, and there exists an 

assortment of people placed within the space, acting as background extras within the 

uninterrupted circular shot: a middle-aged woman stands in front of her newsagent stall, 

while next to her kids climb over a fence next to her; a young woman throws her lover’s 

items out of her apartment in anger; a clumsy bike rider accidentally knocks over a 

tough-looking man’s motorcycle; a couple sits lovingly on a park bench, and so on. The 

people represented in Come into My World span the boundaries of age, gender, race and 

class, and the majority of them wear clothing identifiable by a single colour, allowing us 

to discern each figure from the other in the revolutions of the camera. Like the mobile 

navigation through Protection’s apartment block, Gondry’s representation of urban 
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space in Protection is similar to how Elizabeth Wilson describes a city as a “process, a 

unique, ongoing time/space event.” 71 There is always something happening in the 

background of the video as people interact and intersect with each other, moving from 

one point to another, everything in continual motion alongside the tracking camera. The 

street is a real location, but the city life of the square is a choreographed construct that 

signifies an active and busy ideal, the mise en scene thriving on what Jere Stuart calls, 

“the rich tapestry of civic chaos.”72  

 
Figure 2.4. Kylie and the multiplying ‘civic chaos’ as competing points 

of visual interest in Come Into My World.  

‘Civic chaos’ is emphasised further through Gondry’s use of multiplying bodies in time 

to the compositional structure of the music, a theme previously explored in Let Forever 

Be with the dancing ‘echoes.’ For Come into My World, Gondry provides a ‘visual 

echo’ of both Minogue and the people in the city square in synchronisation to the 

                                                 
71 Elizabeth Wilson, ‘Looking Backward, Nostalgia and the City’ in Imagining Cities: Scripts, Signs and 
Memory, ed. Sallie Westwood and John Williams, (Routledge: London and New York, 1997), p. 128. 
72 Jere Stuart French, Urban Space: A Brief History of the City Square (Second Edition), (Iowa:  
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1983), pp. 11-12. 
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appearance of the chorus in the song. The video begins with Minogue stepping out of a 

tailor’s shop, carrying a dress in a bag, and the camera follows her around the street, 

eventually returning outside the tailor’s shop. Her completion of the circular walk is 

timed to the first chorus, upon which a second, identical Minogue steps out of the 

tailor’s shop. As the camera begins another lap around the city square, each background 

extra in turn is accompanied by an identical double. (Figure 2.4) Gondry explained the 

concept mathematically in his treatment for the video:  

 

So as there are 4 choruses [in the song] spaced each by one minute, Kylie will 

reach 4 times the same spot. So if we start with one Kylie and 25 extras in the 

street, we will finish the video with 4 Kylies and 100 extras around her. To bring 

even more complexity, some characters (including Kylie) can interact with 

themselves in the past.73   

 

Gondry uses choreography and post-production computer compositing to have the 

various multiples interact with each other seamlessly in the one continuous shot, adding 

to the visual chaos as the multiplied figures increase. As the first set of people continue 

their actions forward in time, the second set of people are seen only starting what the 

first set has completed, and so on, until each appearance of the chorus produces another 

group of people who act out their past actions. The multiplied people exist in the past, 

replaying a scene that has already happened while those existing in the present – in the 

first revolution of the square – continue their actions in the same space. The visual detail 

in the background of the video grows increasingly complex, with various sets of people 

colliding with each other as the past and present cross over. For example, a man riding a 

scooter accidentally knocks over a motorcyclist’s bike, and at first they are seen arguing. 

                                                 
73 Gondry in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p.40. 
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With each successive doubling of both characters, the argument develops into a full 

blown fight between the multiplied scooter riders and motorcyclists. In the middle of all 

this, Minogue’s performance remains bemused and unconcerned, her confidence 

characterised by the lyrics that describe a feeling of contentment (“I’ve been chasing the 

life I’ve been dreaming and now I’m home”). The tone for Come into My World is kept 

light as the various fights – like the woman throwing her ex-boyfriend’s things out of a 

second storey window – are harmless and intended as entertaining. Gondry’s conceptual 

approach to street life creates an ordered idea of chaos, since it is the structure of the 

song that determines when more multiples appear and when they will interact. While the 

song lyrically invites its addressed subject into the world of Minogue’s love, the video 

also invites us into the world Gondry has constructed and to which Minogue acts as a 

tour guide. The inability to discern accurately what each double is doing in each of the 

multiplied situations is added to by the camera’s continual circular motion, 

overwhelming us visually and offering further reasons to re-watch it (similar to Fell In 

Love With A Girl). Both Protection and Come into My World are predicated on the 

technique of the mobile spectator, offering brief spatial excursions into both private and 

public spaces in the city, and casting us as music video flaneurs in the digital age. 
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Come into My World also acts as another example of Gondry’s geometric breakdown of 

musical structure to create a visual analogue to the repeated elements like the chorus. 

The visual track runs consistently with the audio track, providing a video experience 

that builds on the music at the same time as it supplants itself as a new text. Gondry 

adopts a more precise method of synchronising sound and image in The Hardest Button 

to Button, a Blues-Rock song that starts with a propulsive bass drum beat by Meg, 

which is then accompanied by Jack’s distorted electric guitar riffs. The forward 

momentum of the song is built upon the punctuating sounds of repeated, interwoven 

musical elements – the drum beat, the guitar, and Jack’s voice. To translate the song 

visually, Gondry sought to provide visual synchronisation to the sound of each 

instrument in the song, which basically follows the appeal of performance videos – we 

hear a guitar, we see it being played. What Gondry does to creatively vary basic 

instrumental performance is to manipulate the number of instruments on screen, 

Figure 2.5. The mobility of the drum through 
multiplication in The Hardest Button to Button. 
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doubling them in space and time.74 Gondry discusses the drums as an example of what 

he intended for the video: “… at the beginning of the song, [Meg White] plays only the 

kick for at least 16 beats. So it will be at the end of this part a row of 16 bass drums, 

perfectly aligned.”75 (Figure 2.5) When each instrument is played, it appears in the 

space of the video at the exact time as the musical note is heard, and disappears 

momentarily, only to reappear when the musical note is heard again. To achieve the idea, 

the process behind stop motion animation was used to control the presence and 

repetition of the instruments. For one sequence of Meg playing drums, Gondry set her 

up behind a bass drum-kit and filmed her on video hitting it once. Gondry then leaves 

the original drum kit where it was and sets up another a few metres away, positioning 

Meg behind it, filming her once again hitting it, and so on. With these shots of Meg 

playing a different set of drums in space, Gondry edits them tightly together so that it 

appears that the drum kits appear instantaneously in space when we hear them being hit. 

Each time one appears, Meg is there to play it, which as a consequence makes her 

appear to disappear and reappear within space, behind each ensuing drum-kit. In this 

sequence, the drums, which are typically one of the most stationary instruments in rock 

iconography, can move freely through space with the mobility of a guitar. For Jack’s 

guitar playing, Gondry uses the amp as a static object to appear and reappear alongside 

him as he plays each guitar sting, and overall, we see a trail of amps and drums behind 

the musicians as they move through urban space. Over the course of the video, Gondry 

used up to 37 drum kits and 37 amps to produce this ‘visual echo.’  

 

Gondry varies the synchronisation between instrument and sound in order to sustain 

interest, relying on editing to change how the performers move through space. Using 

shorter cuts, the animated speed of the images is increased substantially, and in one 

                                                 
74 Quoted in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 38. 
75 ibid. 
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sequence set in an underground New York subway, Jack, Meg and their respective 

instruments zip through space with incredible speed. The White Stripes remain 

identifiable through the replication of their red, white and black visual aesthetic in their 

costumes, and their on-stage dynamic is retained with Meg aloof in her expression while 

Jack is more dynamic in his role as vocalist. The city of New York is positioned as 

theirs to perform in as they traverse freely through Gondry’s cross-cutting between three 

areas: a park, a street corner, and the aforementioned subway. In opposition to the 

crowds in Come into My World, urban space is bereft of people except the performers, 

the only sign of life being the moving cars in the distance of the street corner.76 The city 

is a concert stage for them to play their instruments upon. The Hardest Button to Button 

opens in the space of the park whose structural purpose has been explained by Jere 

Stuart French as a “respite from traffic, commerce and crowds” with its idealised 

glimpse of nature.77  The White Stripes are outside the activity of the city and are 

positioned in a scenic idealisation of nature, and the editing imbibes nature with a sense 

of life as there are fluctuations in movement between frame to frame, so it appears the 

trees and leaves exist in a constant flux of motion. The respite from the busy aspects of 

the city, however, are extended by Gondry to include the heavily populated districts of 

the subway and the streets, once again re-imagining urban space as an escape and a 

delirious site of possibility, as stated by Bukatman with regards to 1940s musicals set in 

cities.78 The Hardest Button to Button is in the tradition of a film like On the Town, 

where New York is reconfigured to push aside business and economic concerns and 

instead is experienced as a site of play for the performers to express themselves. As 

Bukatman says of On the Town, “the real world becomes a series of backdrops, a stage 

                                                 
76 The only sign of life barring a cameo by musician Beck, dressed in a white suit with slicked hair, 
presenting a box to Jack White as he sings, “Something else to show you.” He then promptly disappears. 
77 French, p. 16. 
78 Bukatman, p. 158. 
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set, a department store, an amusement park, a playground.”79 The fragments of New 

York City that are captured and cordoned off on location shooting are transformed into 

a series of backdrops for the performers. The White Stripes seem to simply move 

through urban space on the basis of their musical prowess, controlling its presentation 

by the performance of the song. Like the Classical Hollywood musicals, Gondry 

presents New York in The Hardest Button to Button as a touristic view of the city, 

which is only possible to imagine with the presence of the rock music casting its 

instruments across parks, subways and streets. 

 

The structural concept of the video is that the editing cuts to the beat of the song, so that 

each drum beat or a guitar riff adds another instrument to the frame, “making the 

instruments themselves the building blocks of its visual scheme.”80 The performers and 

their instruments are teleporting across urban space through the power of the cut, but the 

visual implication is that their movement is based on their engagement with music. The 

Hardest Button to Button is an excellent example of the ‘music/movement experience,’ 

which constructs a virtual reality by overlaying music on top of everyday movement 

through the world.81 Kent Jones refers to driving through the landscape with the radio 

on, and we can extend his experience to include people walking through the city with 

walkmans and iPods. This ‘music/movement experience’ is translated into a further 

virtual reality in the Gondry video with rock instruments magically appearing in space 

through their performance, and New York emptied of inhabitants, barring the colourful 

presence of The White Stripes. Their power as rock stars gives them greater agency 

over urban space than simply someone listening to music on headphones whilst walking 

through the city. Gondry connects to the everyday sense of freedom the 

                                                 
79 Bukatman, p. 160. 
80 Austerlitz, p. 172. 
81 Kent Jones. ‘Movie Mutations: Letters From (And To) Some Children of 1960’ in Movie Mutations, p. 
9. 
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‘music/movement experience’ gives, but re-conceptualises it as total control of urban 

space, shaping it into another playground for us to experience. One sequence set in an 

open field within the park shows Gondry arranging the 37 drum-kits into a hexagonal 

shape consisting of vertical lines, which is filmed from a high angle as to best see its 

pattern. Through the stop-motion approach to editing, the shape appears to revolve, 

moving Meg White, who is at one of the drum-kits, around like a carousel. The aesthetic 

of The White Stripes, with the red and white candy-swirl on the drum-kit face, 

contributes to this visual idea of a drum-kit merry-go-round. The final sequence has the 

duo perform in an underpass tunnel in the park as the camera moves in a 360 degree 

direction, both Meg and Jack continually appearing and reappearing in space, 

performing the final chorus. Our point of view, which spins around the space of the 

underpass, positions us as passengers aboard the urban merry-go-round.  

 

The capitalist agenda of music video in the selling of pre-recorded music through visual 

fantasy, in a sense a fantasy of what life could be like if it was incorporated within the 

experience of the music is repeated in Gondry’s celebration of urban space. Taking The 

Hardest Button to Button for instance, the city of New York is filled with the Blues-

Rock beat of the song and becomes a soundscape for both The White Stripes and 

Michel Gondry to play with, affecting an urban fantasy that bases movement through 

space on the progression of music. He relies on evoking cinematic allusions to the genre 

of the musical or the technique of the mobile spectator, turning the navigation through 

space into an emotionally-charged spectacle thanks to the presence of the music. 

Bukatman argues that musicals are too controlled, particularly in Classical Hollywood, 

to be truly carnivalesque or permanently transcendental. However, what he sees in films 

like The Band Wagon or West Side Story is “a sense of the city as something to be lived, 
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a celebration of leisure, sensual discovery, and bodily response.”82 I want to compare 

Bukatman’s critical discussion of musical films to Gondry’s music videos in the 

broadest sense that, as a music video auteur, the songs are the vehicle in which an 

experience of the city is realised; whether it is the lonely romantic standing statically 

against fragments of Paris in La Tour De Pise or the forthright individual touring an 

increasing chaotic and disruptive Paris in Come Into My World. For Gondry, whether 

the song is downbeat or upbeat, which influences the urban experience of its 

accompanying video, sound shapes space to the point where it can be as easily 

deconstructed as piece of music. The signifiers of the city – its citizens, its city signs, its 

apartments, its storefronts, its storefronts, its parks, its subways, etc – are used as 

building blocks that can be repeated, subtracted, and added to, which unites the four 

videos studied (La Tour De Pise, Protection, Come Into My World and The Hardest 

Button to Button) as a on-going theme in Gondry’s work as an auteur.  

 

NATURAL LANDSCAPE AS MUSICAL STAR: THE CHEMICAL BROTHERS’ 

STAR GUITAR AND BJÖRK’S JOGA. 

Come into My World and The Hardest Button to Button situate the performers within the 

virtual space of the city, which moves and shifts to the momentum of the music, but 

mainly in the background of the image. In contrast to an apartment block or a city 

square, the representation of nature invokes a greater expanse of space, whether it is the 

countryside or a mountain range. For the videos to Björk’s Joga and The Chemical 

Brothers’ Star Guitar, Gondry filmed actual landscapes and proceeded to reconstruct 

them in response to the structural breakdown of the featured music, using the real to 

build a digital understanding of nature. As pieces of ambient-influenced electronic 

music, Joga and Star Guitar both contain a rhythmic progression and an epic sound, 

                                                 
82 Bukatman, p. 182. 
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which is musically compatible with the idea of a journey. The camera is used in both 

videos to travel visually across terrain that has been reconstructed in editing and post-

production computer graphics. Geographical features are synchronised to the 

instrumentation within each song, which means that nature also works to spatially 

contain the emotional and tonal content of the music. The presence of the musical artist 

is not emphasised in either video: the Chemical Brothers do not appear in the train’s 

voyage through the French countryside in Star Guitar and Björk’s minimal appearance 

in Joga is overshadowed by the primordial Icelandic landscape. Nature is the star of 

both Joga and Star Guitar, dwarfing humanity in its expanse even as our perspective is 

able to explore the totality of its space through the roving motion of the camera.  

 

The idea of displaying the beauty of nature while submitting it to a controlling gaze, 

which one can see in Star Guitar and Joga, taps into artistic theory concerning ‘the 

sublime.’ The sublime refers to the attempt to capture in art the intermingled feelings of 

beauty, awe and terror felt when encountering the greatness of nature, which is 

encapsulated in the conventional image of a looming mountain vista where civilisation 

was non-existent and against which the human figure is belittled. Kate Soper explains 

that this potent feeling in art was an oxymoronic one as it combined 

   

…displeasure in the inadequacy of our imagination to encompass the greatness 

of nature with pleasure of the evidence it provides of the excess of our powers of 

rational understanding over anything offered to sensory experience.83

 

                                                 
83 Kate Soper, What Is Nature? Culture, Politics & the Non-Human, (Oxford and Cambridge: Blackwell, 
1995), p. 229. 
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The representation of the sublime experience of nature would always be lacking since 

the greatness could only be contained within the frame of a painting, able to be viewed 

easily by a spectator, even as it attempted to convey the limitless expanse through 

perspective and depth. Bukatman argues that the sublime was also incorporated into 

science-fiction cinema where special effects aim for a scope mastery of outer space, 

dwarfing human beings in a similar fashion to a mountain range. He goes on to write, 

“The nature of popular, commercial entertainment suggests that this was actually a 

tamed sublime rather than truly awe-inspiring, transcendent visions.”84  If the wide-

screen cinematic experience of the UFO mother-ship arriving at the climax of Close 

Encounters of the Third Kind, music videos offer a limited frame to produce a similar 

sense of the sublime. The tamed sublime continues in Gondry’s videos for Star Guitar 

and Joga where the recorded landscapes are shaped to the contours of the music, 

providing further accessibility over nature, all of which is reduced to fit inside the frame 

of a television screen. Star Guitar travels across space through the concept of the train, 

which has traditionally offered for the train passenger seated inside a screen experience 

of the passing landscape. In Joga, the sublime is activated through the aerial point of 

view provided by a helicopter that remains unseen in the video, providing the viewer 

with a bird’s eye view of a shifting countryside. From the manner in which they were 

made and the type of meditative gaze they offer the viewer of a natural landscape, these 

music videos represent cognitive mastery over nature, particularly with the unifying 

audio track of the music guiding our emotional reaction to it. A slight sense of anxiety is 

only offered at the level that because of Gondry’s structuring of the space in response to 

the music, the landscapes appear to be ‘living’ organisms. In both videos, Gondry uses 

computer compositing and layering to alter the real landscapes he has filmed into spaces 

that morph into a symbiotic relationship with the pre-recorded song. Star Guitar and 

                                                 
84 Bukatman, p. 82. 
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Joga establish what we can consider the ‘music video sublime’ with landscape offered 

as spectacle to explore and understand through the accompanying music.  

 

To begin with Star Guitar, the second video Gondry created for the Chemical 

Brothers,85 the train is used as a means of transporting the perspective of the viewer 

across space. The video offers a point of view shot that lasts for the duration of the 

video, placing the audience in the role of a train passenger looking out of a window onto 

a countryside that is continually changing shape and definition. At first, we only see the 

landscape moving past our viewpoint, but eventually the interior is revealed to the 

viewer when we see its reflection in the window when the train passes a narrow rock-

face section. What sets Star Guitar apart from the everyday experience of being a train 

passenger is Gondry’s idea to use the countryside to visually embody the shifts and 

repetitions in sound within the Chemical Brothers’ dance-track. Chion discusses that a 

sound with a regular pulse is more predictable and tends to create less temporal 

animation.86 In contrast to a hyperactive, continually restless piece of electronic music 

like Squarepusher’s Come on My Selector, Star Guitar is focused on putting the listener 

at rest. Categorically ambient music, the overall sound is subdued, calming and dream-

like. The regular pulse of the song is echoed by the passing landscape, which proceeds 

to change slowly with time, dissolving from industrial areas to more pastoral sections of 

the countryside. The momentum of a train is suggested in the repetitive block beats that 

open the song and this industrial beat is overlaid with a number of synthesizer and drum 

loops. There are only a few lyrics in what is a predominately instrumental track:  

 

You should feel what I feel 

You should take what I tell you. 
                                                 
85 Michel Gondry’s directing credit is shared with his brother, Oliver, who has worked with on other 
videos outside of The Work of Director Michel Gondry including The Vines music video, Ride (2005). 
86 Chion, p. 15. 
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The singing is performed by chorus of male and female voices that are mixed 

underneath the layers of musical sounds, resulting in them sounding faded and distant. 

The lyrics refer at once to the rave scene that the Chemical Brothers are identified with 

– the lyric, ‘take what I tell you’ possibly referring to drugs – and yet also to the 

conducive dialectic between musician and audience.  

 
Figure 2.6. The perspective of the train passenger in Star Guitar. 

 

The countryside on display in Star Guitar is not a purely natural landscape, but is 

marked by civilisation in the forms of industrial silos, factories, bridges, small towns 

and houses. The landscape remains external to our view within the train, passing 

through the window frame from the right side of the screen to the left (Figure 2.6) Our 

eyes are continually focused on the sense of movement, which is either momentarily 

sped up or slowed down depending on the pacing of the song. We take in the sights like 

a tourist passing through the Parisian landscape. Cubitt suggests that the visual pleasure 
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offered by the transitory experience of the train journey is connected to further forms of 

spectacle:  

 

The railway train is closely linked to the emergence of cinema, its windows 

offering the kind of moving views for which the cinematograph was to become 

famous in the 1880s.87  

 

The connection Cubitt makes emphasises how the window view from a train is itself a 

cinematic experience in everyday life and that it is no coincidence that the train was a 

consistent trope in early cinema with films shot from the back and front of trains.88 In 

both experiences, Cubitt sees the promise of such visual experiences where vistas are 

opened up for our viewing, offering “clarity and renewal of perception.”89This clarity 

that is noted is one of God-like mastery over terrain, simply through our ability to gaze 

out a window and take in the natural spectacle passing by us – the sublime basically. 

The train represents the birth of modernity through the technical innovation of being 

able to deliver passengers quickly from one state to another, “kaleidoscoping the gap in 

time and space between quite different places.”90 Cinema offers similar transportation 

to other places in representation, crossing time and space through the mobile camera 

and the edit cut. Both the experience of cinema and the train journey offer a certain 

amount of distance and a sense of comfort at being seated while images are provided for 

our gaze. Gondry merges the sensation of spectatorship in both forms within a television 

context with Star Guitar, offering a variation of the ‘music/movement experience’ in 

the suggestion that the viewer is on the train listening to the Chemical Brothers song on 

a set of headphones.  

                                                 
87 Cubitt, Digital Aesthetics, p. 29. 
88 Gunning, p. 125. 
89 Cubitt, Digital Aesthetics, p. 30. 
90 Nicholas Green, The Spectacle of Nature: Landscape and Bourgeois Culture In Nineteenth-Century 
France, (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1990), p. 84. 
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As Gondry states, the idea in Star Guitar was “to take the most mundane images and 

recompose them to create a landscape representation of the song.”91 Having filmed the 

French landscape during ten trips on the same train, Gondry and his brother used the 

video footage to repeat the appearance of recorded objects and structures in synchresis 

with specific instruments and sounds. Through digital editing within the continuous 

camera shot, it appears as if what we are listening to on the train is immediately 

reflected in the geographical features of the landscape. The concept is introduced subtly 

as the first image is a train yard passing by, and as the landscape continues, the viewer 

may notice the reoccurrence of particular objects in their line of sight. Station agent 

houses appear by the side of the tracks in time to a hard beat, while an overhead bridge 

and a tanker train follow the houses in time to an electric guitar sting. Later in the video, 

the landscape dissolves from the industrial areas to a blue river where bridges appear in 

synchronisation to repeated block beats, the space between them matching the guitar 

sting connecting the beats. The landscape is composed in time to the music and hence 

becomes a musical space, undergoing changes precisely when the song does  

 

Despite the variety of human interference in the natural landscape of Star Guitar, it is 

all rendered within the music, from the industrial sounds over industrial areas to the 

ambient sounds accompanying the countryside. The train does not stop at the end of the 

video, the image only fades out. The only destination is the forward momentum of the 

song. The experience of constant but aimless motion for the viewer presents a visual 

spectacle that relies on the totality of landscape and its interaction with the music. 

Gunning suggests that the train passenger as a figure in culture no longer belongs to the 

same space as the objects they see passing by the train window: “the traveler sees the 

                                                 
91 Quoted in The Editors, ‘Eternally Brilliant: Michel Gondry.’ 
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objects, landscapes, etc through the apparatus which moves him through the world.”92 

The apparatus of the train is mediated in Star Guitar through the television apparatus. 

There is the distance between our point of view in the video, the train window, and the 

objects outside of it – the passing landscape. Yet because of the television image, the 

depth of distance is flattened and the viewer is only drawn into the space through the 

song, which colours our perception of the landscape in motion and creates a tamed 

version of the sublime. Cubitt states in Digital Aesthetics, “Human space dissolves into 

geographical space in the railway age, and the geographical into virtual in the 

electronic.”93 Where we could once traverse across space with the industrial revolution 

and the invention of a machine like the train, we can achieve similar feats through its 

virtual reproduction on a computer program. Cubitt’s statement occurs within the very 

making of Star Guitar, from Gondry filming the passing landscape on an actual train 

journey and then using computerisation to alter nature for his pleasure – to establish a 

relationship between geography and music. Hence, we can understand the filmed 

landscape from the filmed location footage dissolving into a virtual replication in Star 

Guitar, a musical soundscape that cannot exist in human space – only in electronic 

space.  

 

Filmed in 1997, Joga is a precursor to Star Guitar since its concept revolves around a 

natural landscape responding visually to the featured music, a hybridisation of the real 

and the fantastic. However, Joga is different as it contains the visual and aural signifiers 

of its star performer, Björk, and although she appears only minimally in the video, her 

distinctive voice marks her as a considerable presence. Connell and Gibson suggest that 

the guttural, Icelandic accent with which she sings is evidence of the exceptionally close 

relationship between geography and music, which is literalised in the Joga video with 

                                                 
92 Wolfgang Schivelbusch quoted in Gunning, p. 126. 
93 Cubitt, Digital Aesthetics, p. 32. 
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her powerful voice being laid over shots of her national countryside.94 Björk has also 

suggested that the concept of landscape, specifically Iceland, was an influence to the 

writing of Joga:  

 

I was doing a lot of experimenting with beats trying to make them sound 

volcanic. With this song, I really had a sort of National Anthem in mind. Not the 

National Anthem, but certain classic Icelandic songs – very romantic, very 

proud.95  

 

Her idea of making the beats sound ‘volcanic’ is counterbalanced by the operatic tone to 

the orchestral strings, resulting in a fusion of analog classical instruments and 

contemporary electronic programming. The lyrics, co-written by Björk and Sjón, 

specifically reference nature as a metaphor for human emotion: 

 

All the accidents that happen 

Follow the dots 

Coincidence makes sense 

Only with you 

You don’t have to speak 

I feel 

Emotional landscapes  

They puzzle me 

 

Then the riddle gets solved and you push me up to this: 

State of emergency 
                                                 
94 Connell & Gibson, p. 93. 
95 Quoted from Björk.com Greatest Hits & Family Tree Special: Joga (2002): 
http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-04/index.htm (accessed 12/11/07) 

http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-04/index.htm
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How beautiful to be 

State of emergency 

Is where I want to be. 

 

The phrase “emotional landscapes” implies the sublime itself in the idea of nature 

containing human feelings, which is clear in the melancholy tone Björk sings in. We are 

drawn into the landscapes pictured in the Joga video through her presence as a 

performer, which Gondry chooses to represent through nature.  

 

Joga expresses the opening swell of violin strings in the song with a tracking shot that 

sweeps across a dark blue body of water in Iceland. The camera pans along the sea to 

the black shore where Björk lays on the ground, dressed in a white parka, appearing 

either asleep or unconscious. We hear Björk singing in the song, but her visual presence 

is motionless as the camera rests upon her in a close up. The editing shifts to panoramic 

shots of different landscapes, cutting from snow-covered mountains to lush green hills, 

all of the images bound together by the sweeping movement of the camera that 

continues across each one. Cubitt considers the film technique of panning as a strategy 

for transferring the unity of the vista to the identity of the spectator, “restructuring the 

audience’s aimless, flickering glances as a recognisably cinematic gaze.” 96  The 

spectacle of movement is alluded to once again in Joga through this technique, 

propelling the gaze of the viewer across space. Barring the opening presence of Björk, 

the natural environment is devoid of people or buildings, establishing a pre-civilisation 

ideal. The mobile spectator is taken into a greater sense of space than an apartment 

block or a city square, the limitless horizons a contrast to the confines of urban space. 

For the video, Gondry flew over Iceland in a helicopter and took hundreds of aerial still 

                                                 
96 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, p. 47. 
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photographs of the landscape below. Using computer compositing, Gondry morphed the 

stills together using digital animation to create a fluctuating natural world. When the 

industrial stop-start beat begins in the song, with its jagged-sounding guitar samples, the 

landscape shifts and moves in response to the music. The land then cracks apart, 

revealing the dirt and lava underneath, unveiling itself to the industrial beat and opening 

up as an ‘emotional’ landscape. Once again nature is constructed as a pulsating, living 

organism with its visual response to the sounds contained in the music. 

 

When the landscape reveals its interior to the camera, the video also unveils how it was 

composed as the lava and soil appears block-like and unreal, obvious polygons created 

on computer (Figure 2.7) Björk’s appearance in Joga is also marked by a sense of 

unreality as digital animation was used to create a three-dimensional figure out of 

photographs Gondry took of her against the landscape. The performer and the world are 

created from pieces taken from the real, re-generated virtually through computer 

programming and the structure of the music. The final sequence of the video focuses on 

Björk striking a pose familiar to the sublime – standing alone as a diminutive and 

immobile figure on the top of a snow-covered mountain. The camera slowly revolves 

around the figure of Björk, moving in closer to a medium close up that reveals her face 

as flat, expressionless and digitalised. In contrast, the landscape was more expressive in 

its shifting motion to the music. However, rather than there being a separation between 

human body and landscape, each becomes part of the other. The camera pushes into a 

hole in the middle of Björk’s chest, opening her body up to the lens in a similar way to 

how the landscape broke apart. Inside, we see rocks and greenery in place of her organs 

and finally move into a darkness that turns into the black, glacial waters surrounding a 

lone island, which the camera continually encircles as the song fades out. The closing 

sequence reverses the dynamic of the opening sequence where Björk’s body was placed 
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within the vast landscape. The sense of place and identification with nature is literally 

represented as being withheld inside of Björk.  

 
Figure 2.7. The music video sublime in Joga.  

In Joga, the music video sublime is achieved in the taming of the landscape, firstly 

through Gondry’s technical achievement in aerially photographing Iceland, and 

secondly by the implication that the land is contained ‘within’ Björk. Kate Soper 

suggests,   

 

The sublime is appalling because we cannot accommodate the immensity with 

which it confronts us, and wonderful because this failure itself indicates the 

superior power of human reason to anything encountered in the natural world.97

 

                                                 
97 Soper, p. 229. 
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In the contemporary moment, the sublime is able to be confronted by human reason in 

the guise of technological advances like the train, the helicopter and the computer. The 

immensity of the landscape can only be confronted through the mechanism of such 

vehicular transportation. With reference to the cinema of astonishment, Gunning writes, 

“Even a filmed landscape panorama does not lend itself to pure aesthetic contemplation. 

One is fully aware of the machine which mediates the view, the camera pivoting on its 

tripod.”98 Gondry uses the music video form to create landscape panoramas in Star 

Guitar and Joga. While both offer the audience a view that solicits aesthetic 

contemplation (from the train window in the former to aerial sweep in the latter), the 

awareness of the camera’s perspective is also coupled with the realisation that the 

landscape has been digitally altered. The ability to contemplate nature in Gondry’s 

music video sublime is influenced by the emotional content and mood of the featured 

song, which guides our visual reception of the landscape, to the point of moving in time 

to its sounds. It is not a painting where we provide the emotional dimension; it is 

already present in the featured song, which directs how we respond to it and the 

character of its representation. The footage shot on location in both Joga and Star 

Guitar is manipulated to respond visually to the music on the soundtrack, casting nature 

as alive with human emotion, just as urban space was previously configured as a 

companion or playground in Gondry’s videos. In both videos, the musical experience is 

related to the spectacle of motion. The television screen and the camera frame stand in 

for the audience’s view-point in both Joga and Star Guitar to pass through landscape 

and experience nature in a transient manner. However, the landscapes produced in these 

music videos are not simply one-dimensional representations of nature. By the very fact 

that they are characterised as musical means that the landscapes contain the 

inexpressible, emotional quality that music dwells in as a medium. Star Guitar and Joga 

                                                 
98 Gunning, p. 125. 
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remain distinctive music videos for Gondry in the way they use nature and landscape as 

a body with which to ‘sing’ the selected music.  

 

Having considered separately how Gondry recreates and alters spaces of civilisation and 

spaces of nature within the structural properties of a song, we can understand how this 

works as an auteur theme in their comparison. Deconstructing and reconstructing the 

notions of city-life and landscape perspective through the technique of repetition, 

synchronizing figures and symbols to points in the respective song, both spaces are 

reconceived as attractions. We can see how the city stands as a site of companionship to 

both the lonely (La Tour De Pise and Protection) and the transient (Come into My 

World and The Hardest Button to Button). The mobile spectator discussed in Protection, 

which takes the viewer on a tour of an apartment block, becomes the contemplative 

gaze of the train passenger in Star Guitar and the bird’s eye view of Joga. Across all of 

these videos, lived experience is referred to and reinterpreted as a virtual world that is 

structured to the contours of the featured music. As a music video auteur, Gondry uses 

the form to invest in the pleasure of popular music and the way its union with travelling 

through the world can change its meaning and affect our mood. From here, this chapter 

will move onto its final section that will analyse the collaborative relationship that 

Gondry as a video director has had with Björk as a musical artist, and how their 

respective themes as auteurs cohere into a trilogy of videos. 

 

(III) BETWEEN NATURE AND CIVILISATION: BJÖRK AND GONDRY’S 

‘ISOBEL’ TRILOGY (HUMAN BEHAVIOUR, ISOBEL AND BACHELORETTE). 

Gondry’s desire to explore urban and natural spaces is inevitably borne out of the 

individual song he is directing a video for. The genre of the music and the type of 

performer featured help mark the substantive difference between work for Kylie 
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Minogue’s Come Into My World or Björk’s Joga: the Parisian disco-beat of Minogue’s 

pop song offers a sense of urbanity that is extrapolated into a French street scene for the 

star to navigate and tour; while the combination of electronic beats and orchestral 

instruments in Björk’s music contains a sweeping drama that fills the space of her home 

country. For Björk, nature is a theme that is present from the song-writing and lyrical 

content of that particular song, and she submits herself to Gondry’s concept of 

synchronising landscape to her music. Environment and setting make up a large deal of 

the persona Björk adopts in her music videos, which is influenced by the sound and tone 

of the song being promoted. In contrast to Joga, Björk previously worked with Gondry 

on Army of Me (1995), an electro-rock industrial dirge that was translated into a post-

apocalyptic vision of urban space. Björk plays a black-clad truck-driver who drives 

through a grey, polluted and surreal metropolis where she plants a bomb in an art 

gallery to wake her sleeping partner who is kept as an exhibition there. From the same 

year, Hyperballad featured a mobile camera, shifting left and right on a 180 degree axis, 

observing three overlaid images of Björk; a close-up of her sleeping face, a pixilated 

television image of her singing to the camera, and a computerized figure of her that 

would continually run and fall off a cliff repeatedly. The surrounding space of the 

sleeping Björk appears in earthy tones, dark browns signifying the ground that her 

character has fallen into, while computer pixels portray the power stations and signifiers 

of a technological culture.  If we divide the spatial focus of Gondry’s videos between 

urban space and natural space, Björk as a performer comes to inhabit both, collaborating 

with the director on ideas for how to visually arrange the themes that may be present at 

the level of song-writing.  

 

For a music video auteur, collaboration is a natural factor of the medium, with the 

director having to contend with the authorship of the performer within their own 
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concept, resulting in Stockbridge’s concept that music videos generally contain “rival 

inscriptions of authorship.” 99  There are many examples of video directors working 

again and again with the same musical artist, developing a level of mutual respect, from 

the director responding to their music and the performer trusting the director to visually 

convey their music, not to mention their own image as artists. This was previously 

discussed in the on-going collaboration of Chris Cunningham with Aphex Twin, the 

former’s visuals inextricably linked with the latter’s music, and vice versa, to the point 

where each artist’s career text intertwines with the other. Gondry and Björk’s 

relationship as director and performer spans seven major videos, six of which were 

included on The Work of Director Michel Gondry100, and within that number exists a 

trilogy of videos – Human Behavior (1993), Isobel (1995) and Bachelorette (1997) – 

that brings together what we have previously kept separated: urban space and nature, 

now joined into tense co-existence. Gondry’s childhood understanding of the forest and 

the city as two halves of the same globe, offered in I’ve Been Twelve Forever, is a 

reference point for what these three videos have to say, the difference being the 

presence of Björk, who is positioned between these two spaces. What is also different 

about the collaboration of Björk and Gondry is the level of input on behalf of the 

musical artist towards the ideas in their videos, which Gondry testifies to:  

 

When I work with Björk, she’ll come up with 60% or more of the ideas. I don’t 

care. I would be stupid to refuse all of this amazing stuff coming into my head. 

She talks in very abstract words, which is very inspiring. We can really build 

something rich and diverse because we don’t have to explain something.101

 

                                                 
99 Stockbridge, p. 61. 
100 The third single from Björk’s album, Volta, was Delcare Independence and the video was directed by 
Michel Gondry. 
101 Gondry, I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 8. 
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Björk’s working relationship with Cunningham on All Is Full of Love, which was 

discussed in Chapter Three, demonstrated her respect for directors. She offers abstract 

ideas that are developed into fully-fledged concepts by the director she hires. Gondry 

even goes so far to suggest that their collaboration is based on their similar minds, and 

their relationship has proven mutually beneficial for their careers: from Gondry helping 

to establish Björk’s persona as a performer in successful videos like Human Behaviour 

and Army of Me, to Björk serving to promote Gondry as talented director within the 

industry, particularly with Human Behavior, their first video together. Indeed, Austerlitz 

argues, “Björk has been Gondry’s best client because her music already exists on the 

boundaries between fantasy and reality.”102

 

From consideration of her music alone, nature has been a consistent interest for Björk, 

for example the lyrical content of the song, The Modern Things (from the album, Debut), 

sings of, “all the modern things like cars and such / they’ve always existed / they’ve 

been waiting in a mountain for the right moment.” The quasi-satirical imagery 

approaches civilisation as organic to the Earth, machines and vehicles portrayed as pre-

historic creatures that have been waiting since evolution to be useful. The thematic 

interest in the environment was also demonstrated in a number of Björk videos helmed 

by other directors aside from Gondry: Alarm Call (1999, directed by Alexander 

McQueen) places her on a raft in a constructed Amazonian jungle, and It’s In Our 

Hands (2002, directed by Spike Jonze), shoots night-vision footage of a forest where 

Björk is presented as insect-sized human. The thematic reoccurrence of the boundaries 

between nature and civilisation in Björk’s star-text intersects with Gondry’s auteur 

interest in using both spaces as settings for the performer and for the viewer to visually 

explore through music. Human Behavior, Isobel and Bachelorette are spread out over 

                                                 
102 Austerlitz, p. 165. 
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the course of three consecutive albums for Björk, and if we read them together, a 

thematic narrative is developed: civilisation intruding upon nature in Human Behavior 

and nature moving into the city with Bachelorette. Björk herself explains the three 

songs as linked by an underlying consistency at the level of song-writing, reading them 

as three chapters of an on-going story that is partly fictional and partly based on her own 

life:    

 

There’s an epic continuity between Human Behaviour, Isobel, and Bachelorette. 

I’m not sure if it’s a joke or serious – probably a bit of both. It’s basically a 

character I invented called Isobel 

In Human Behaviour, she’s a little girl. In Isobel, she moves to the big city and 

big lights. She functions with her intuition which isn’t very good in cities and 

crashes with a lot of ill-behaved people. So she goes back and trains a lot of 

moths and sends them back as messengers of intuition, into the city to people 

who are not working with their intuition. In Bachelorette she takes over and 

trees grow over the city. It’s part autobiography, part storytelling. 

There’s a side to me that’s really casual and that’s in them. There’s a side to me 

that’s very dramatic and very romantic and there’s a side to me that’s pretty 

hardcore. I guess the line of songs were meant to be like an epic nineteenth 

century novel but at the same time taking the piss. I can be a little too dramatic 

at times.103  

 

The presence of a character, or rather a persona that Björk inhabits throughout these 

three songs is an intriguing idea, which frames the three videos as an on-going epic, 

despite the lack of specific detail in the actual lyrics themselves. The songs are not 

                                                 
103 Björk interviewed by David Hemingway, Björk.com Greatest Hits & Family Tree Special: Isobel 
(2002). http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-12/index.htm (accessed 12/11/07). 

http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-12/index.htm
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explicit about the character of ‘Isobel’ (aside from the song of the same name) and one 

can ask if this link was present at the inception of each song or only retrospectively 

realised by the music artist. Whatever the case may be, Björk’s reading is not offered in 

either the documentary or booklet, I’ve Been Twelve Forever, in The Work of Director 

Michel Gondry, and remains a consideration only with reference to the star-text of the 

musical artist. Yet what Björk describes is, at times, explicitly referenced in the video 

adaptations of the songs, demonstrating her influence upon Gondry’s additional 

conceptual structures. Gondry’s videos for Björk therefore do contain rival inscriptions, 

but are representative of each artist’s interests. This section will analyse the unofficial 

‘Isobel’ trilogy with reference to both the reading offered by the musical artist and the 

development of auteur themes from the director across a trilogy of videos. The body of 

the performer, Björk as ‘Isobel,’ is used in the visual dynamics of each video to stand as 

a connective figure between the poles of nature, represented in the forest, and 

civilisation, symbolised by the city. What this focus will help interrogate is the 

collaboration involved between dual ‘authors’ and the reading of individual videos 

separated by time, concept and style as containing an overarching sense of purpose, 

which is magnified in their collection within a DVD-based oeuvre.   

 

The video for Human Behaviour, the first single released from Björk’s album, Debut 

(1993), would introduce her as a solo artist to a music television audience. Two later 

videos released from the same album – Venus As A Boy (1993, directed by Sophie 

Mueller) observed Björk cooking an egg in a kitchen as she sang, and Big Time 

Sensuality (1993, director by Stéphane Sednaoui) had her perform on a flat bed truck as 

it drove through New York City – helped portray Björk as a vivacious, eccentric and 

unique star. As a video portrait within her developing star-text, Human Behaviour was 

slightly darker in concept and reflected the foreboding tone of the music. Björk 
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describes the lyrics she wrote with Nellee Hooper for the song as being written from “an 

animal’s point of view on humans.” 104

  

Verse 

If you ever get close to a human 

And human behaviour 

Be ready to get confused 

 

There's definitely no logic 

To human behaviour 

But yet so irresistible 

 

Chorus 

There’s no map 

To human behaviour 

Human behaviour 

 

The song views the human race from an anthropological distance, disturbed and amazed 

by their illogical ‘behaviour,’ which is complemented by the propulsive, tribal 

drumming and the jagged sounds of an electric-guitar. Björk’s vocal delivery affects a 

quiet, soothing tone that rises into a wail during the chorus, implying a sense of anger 

and pain. The thematic concern of Human Behaviour as a piece of music influences 

Gondry’s concept for the video, inserting Björk into a dark forest, which has been built 

on a sound stage using fake trees and brush. The night-time setting is conveyed in the 

painted backdrop, which uses blue and green colours, or alternatively through a back-
                                                 
104 Quoted in Rolling Stone, September 1993 and reprinted on Björk.com Greatest Hits & Family Tree 
Special: Human Behaviour, (2002): http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-03/index.htm (accessed 
12/11/07). 

http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-03/index.htm
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screen video projection. The hand-crafted aesthetic of the constructed forest reminds 

one of fairytales for children, particularly when we encounter the animal inhabitants, 

represented using performers in costumes (like the bear) or puppetry (such as the 

hedgehog). Human Behaviour does not present a real environmental space, but a 

fantastic one that bases its appeal on reviving our childhood perceptions of nature as 

both playful and scary.  

 

Björk’s character in Human Behaviour stands between the worlds of nature and 

civilisation, performing the song as she travels through the forest. Dressed in a silver 

dress with make-up underneath her eyes resembling silver tear drops, Björk is presented 

as a type of ‘nymph,’ fluttering her hands in front of her face as she sings, expressing 

her delight in exploring the forest. Björk described the song with reference to the 

‘Isobel’ trilogy as where the character is “a little girl.” This idea is present in the video 

with scenes that echo fairytales like Goldilocks & the Three Bears and Little Red Riding 

Hood. At one point, Björk sits at a table inside a wooden cabin, a wooden plate and 

cutlery in front of her. When a moth falls upon onto her plate, Björk looks over the 

shoulder and smiles mischievously to the camera. She is characterised as a child-like, 

Goldilocks figure that is identifiable with the sphere of human civilisation, which is 

expanded in another brief scene where she is seen as an astronaut planting a flag on the 

moon. Representing human endeavour on one hand, Björk is also conceived as being of 

the forest, costumed at one point as a nest of baby worms. She is both at home and an 

outsider in nature, an example of the double address of musical performers in videos 

where a singer is simultaneously both the character in the song and the storyteller.105 As 

both ‘Isobel’ and ‘Björk’ in the video, Björk is involved in the action and comments 

outside of it through the lyrics of the song.          

                                                 
105 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, p. 75. 
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Human Behaviour introduces spatial tension between the space of nature and the human 

intruders that are seen inhabiting the forest, which is represented in a state of wilderness. 

Von Maltzahn describes the qualities of ‘wilderness’ in Nature as Landscape: 

 

Because wilderness is the place of wild animals, it is not our world. In the 

presence of the wilderness we get a sense of our own powerlessness. Nature in 

the state of wilderness is perceived as dangerous space and produces in us a deep 

sense of fear.106

 

Such wilderness is often found in fairytales like Little Red Riding Hood where 

dangerous animals like the wolf plot against the entrance of an innocent child within 

their space. Nature represents the allure and danger of the other, the non-human who is 

paradoxically represented as containing human characteristics such as the power of 

speech. The forest in Human Behaviour is a space of wilderness in its dark and shadowy 

colours, imbuing the trees and brush with the threat of danger. The antagonism between 

animal and human is represented by two figures, a large bear and a male hunter who is 

dressed in red-and-black flannel and carries a rifle with him. The familiar scenario of 

hunting a bear is eventually turned on its head as the bear defeats the man, knocking 

him out in a fight, and then proceeds to hunt down Björk, the only other human within 

the forest. Björk suggested to Gondry that they use animals “to show how humans are 

crazy,”107 and the bear comes to represent ‘human behaviour’ throughout the video. For 

example, the video opens with a low angle shot of a hedgehog walking across a road at 

night who narrowly escapes being hit by an oncoming car. The image is repeated later 

but with Björk taking the place of the hedgehog, a tiny figure caught in the middle of a 

                                                 
106 Von Maltzahn, pp. 24-25. 
107 Gondry, I’ve Been Twelve Forever, p. 8. 
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road as a car drives towards her. At the wheel, we see the bear driving, clearly intending 

to run Björk over. An animal is used to illustrate our capacity to create destruction 

through progress, which is symbolised by the giant car that narrowly misses hitting 

Björk. 

 

Giving human properties to animals allows us in representation to relate to nature 

through the similarities it has with us, or more accurately, the similarities we give to 

nature and animals. We remain distinct in our capacity for thought, which has 

universally served to create a hierarchy of humans over animals, and yet we also display 

natural functions and purely animal properties such as the need to reproduce, eat and 

create waste.108 In Human Behaviour, the capacity for thought is appropriated by the 

bear in his antagonism towards humans, desiring to conquer them and eject them from 

the forest. In opposition to the hunter and the bear, Björk as ‘Isobel’ stands as a self-

aware intermediary in the middle of human nature and animal behaviour, establishing a 

third position for someone sympathetic and expressive. Björk intended that for the 

Human Behaviour video, “the animals are definitely supposed to win in the end.”109 

Nature is victorious in the climax of the video when the bear swallows Björk who we 

see contained in his stomach. In the last shot, the claustrophobic space of the forest 

expands into a globe of the Earth, upon which stands the bear alone, raising his arms in 

triumph after expelling the humans from his space (Figure 2.8). The obvious fiction of 

the image - seen in the hand-made, felt-green globe and the moon that hangs above in 

the background - highlights that this is an impossible triumph  

                                                 
108 Soper, p. 81. 
109 Björk in Rolling Stone, September 1993 reprinted in Björk.com Greatest Hits & Family Tree Special: 
Human Behaviour (2002): http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-03/index.htm (accessed 12/11/07). 

http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-03/index.htm
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Figure 2.8. Nature’s victory over civilisation in Human Behaviour.  

On the other hand, Cubitt argues in The Cinema Effect that there can be no truthful 

representations of nature in the cinema: “To be depicted, the world must be other than 

both the medium in which it is depicted and the agent – human or technological – that 

does the depicting.”110  For a music video such as Joga, the Icelandic landscape is 

captured through a photographic medium, and is then othered through the animated 

stills, presenting a technologically enhanced depiction of a natural environment. It is no 

longer the real, but a virtual world whose features are guided by Björk’s music. Joga 

remains a sophisticated variation on what Human Behaviour offers in fantastic 

conception of nature as a fairytale forest that concludes in an unreal image with the bear 

roaming around a green globe. Gondry’s music video depiction of the world results in 

the unavoidable consequence that Cubitt sees in portraying nature onscreen, which is 

that “nature is always othered in the single action of representation”. 111  Human 

                                                 
110 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, p. 279.  
111 ibid, p. 280. 
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Behaviour makes that entirely obvious in the visual tricks that Gondry uses, recreating 

the forest using fake back-drops and back-projection – clearly a virtual imagining of 

what nature means to culture. Gondry used another approach to portray the space of the 

forest in Isobel, favouring the real by shooting on location in an actual forest and yet 

still presenting it as the other through the black and white cinematography he shoots it 

in. 

 

Isobel was one of the many singles to be released from Björk’s second album, Post 

(1995), and it established a name for the character she believed continued from one 

album to the next. Described by critics as ‘an epic, modern fairy tale,’112 Isobel prompts 

such comparisons through its lush, haunting sound, once again synthesising classical 

strings and a pulsating bass-line beat. The song is lyrically focused on setting up the title 

character, a young girl who lives alone in the forest and is filled with desire, which is 

expressed in nature metaphors: 

 

Verse 

In a forest pitch-dark 

Glowed the tiniest spark 

It burst into a flame 

Like me 

Like me 

 

Chorus 

My name Isobel 

Married to myself 

                                                 
112 Heather Phares, ‘Björk Post: Review,’ allmusic, (1995): 
http://www.allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll?p=amg&sql=10:7a967uu080ja (accessed 12/11/07). 

http://www.allmusic.com/cg/amg.dll?p=amg&sql=10:7a967uu080ja
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My love Isobel 

Living by herself 

 

Isobel is described as a hermit cut off from emotional contact and sheltered by the space 

of the forest. Gondry’s video is not as conceptual as Human Behaviour and functions as 

a simple performance piece for Björk while at the same time tapping into the story of 

the song. The forest mentioned in the song is represented in the real forest that Gondry 

films in, a change from the obviously created natural space in Human Behaviour. We 

see the sunlight shimmering through the cracks in the trees during a low angled shot, the 

black and white cinematography achieving the translucent visual contrasts of silent 

films from the 1920s and 1930s (like F.W. Murnau’s Sunrise (1927)). Isobel’s opening 

sequence edits images of the forest – trees, lakes, streams, waterfalls, and so on –to the 

slowly building beat of the song, and the result is a nostalgic space within the video. 

Kate Soper discusses the ‘lay’ conception of nature in What Is Nature? and how is used 

as a temporal marker: “Nature... is both a present space and an absent – already lost – 

time/space: a retreat or place of return, to which we ‘go’ or ‘get’ back... for a time that 

never was, a time prior to history and culture.”113  This understanding of nature as 

nostalgia for an imagined era before cities, pollution and destruction is appealed to in 

Gondry’s stylistic approach to Isobel. The only sign of civilisation that appears within 

this sequence are the die-cast metal toy planes that rest on the ground near the lake 

during one shot, another instance of the director’s fascination with childhood objects (re: 

the Lego in Fell In Love With A Girl). The black-and-white cinematography coupled 

with the song’s downbeat tone offer this untouched forest as an imagined past, a space 

of retreat that has already been lost. Soper sees the space of ‘nature’ such as rurality and 

wilderness as always being understood temporally from “an always more ‘historical’ or 

                                                 
113 Soper, p. 187 
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more ‘cultural’ present.” 114  The forest stands as an idyllic ideal in Gondry’s 

representation, which becomes contrasted with the interior of a large house, which is 

also presented as an old-fashioned and nostalgic place where Björk plays music on a 

grand piano for the pleasure of young children huddled around her. Dressed in a white, 

flowing formal dress, she resembles a nineteenth century governess and the house can 

be configured as a space of civilisation on account of its ornate and refined look. The 

children who surround Björk gaze at a large body of water that is connected to the body 

of the piano where images of the forest are projected, as if the musical instrument 

housed a portal into the space of nature. Isobel presents a visual dialectic between the 

formal interior of the house and the poetic exterior of the forest, extending the 

opposition between civilisation and nature in Human Behaviour into spatial difference.  

 

The separation of cultured and natural spaces extends to the characterisation of Björk 

who is divided between her maternal role inside the house and her existence in the 

forest as Isobel. Gondry doubles images throughout the video as a subtle indication of 

Björk’s dual roles in the video and sustains audience interest with an elusive quality to 

her presentation. During a performance of the chorus, Björk is photographed outside in 

the forest with a medium shot of her head and shoulders. Gondry pushes the camera into 

a close up of her while overlaid on top of that image is another parallel image, a reverse 

shot of Gondry zooming out of the close up. Competing for our attention, the two 

images of Björk swap visual focus at the same time, so that when one moves closer, the 

other moves further away – we become closer to her and distanced from her 

simultaneously. This particular shot works to convey Björk’s multi-tracked singing 

during this part of the song – both lead and back-up – and yet it points to a schism in her 

characterisation. We have the Björk performing for children inside the house and the 

                                                 
114 Soper, p. 188. 
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Björk living outside in the forest, which is clarified slightly by reference to her 

description of what happens in the song, Isobel: 

 

This is the story of Isobel; she was born in a forest by a spark and as she grew up, 

she realized that the pebbles on the forest floor were actually skyscrapers. And 

by the time she was a grown-up woman, the skyscrapers had taken over the 

forrest. She found herself in a city, and she didn’t like all the people there so 

much, because they were a bit too clever for her.115

 

Björk’s narrative is not followed too closely by Gondry, but it can be understood if we 

infer that the Björk in the house is the present Isobel looking back upon her past self 

when she used to live in nature. The projected images upon her piano could be read as a 

screen memory and the separation between the two Björks is not simply based on space 

alone, but also time.   

 

The presence of Björk throughout Human Behavior and Isobel embodies her with the 

properties of nature, child-like and restless, innocent yet sensual, which continues to 

some degree this equation of the feminine to the spaces of nature. The equation of 

nature with the female is an issue that Soper comments on, which is present in the role 

of reproduction, creating the common assumption that the female is a “more corporeal 

being than the male.”116 Soper goes on to argue, “If women have been devalued and 

denied cultural participation through their naturalization, the downgrading of nature has 

equally been perpetuated through its representation as ‘female.’” 117 The lyric from 

Isobel, “In a heart full of dust, lives a creature called lust,” is symbolised with another 

                                                 
115 Quoted in Björk.com Greatest Hits & Family Tree Special: Isobel, (2002). 
http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-12/index.htm (accessed 12/11/07). 
116 Soper, pp. 98-99. 
117 Soper, p. 102. 

http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-12/index.htm
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doubling of Björk’s image, this time split into two figures sharing the same space. One 

wears a simple white dress and kisses the other’s feet, which is achieved simply by 

Gondry cutting from one character shot to another. The loneliness and desire Isobel 

feels within the forest, which is described in the song, is presented in an image of self-

love (prefiguring All is Full of Love). Because the kiss takes place in the forest and not 

the house, nature is imbued with a sensuous quality that follows in the tradition of 

associating nature with the feminine. Soper comments that nature is conceived in this 

way through the language used to describe it where the land – ‘she’ – has to be tamed 

and tilled: “nature is allegorized as either a powerful maternal force, the womb of all 

human production, or as the site of sexual enticement and ultimate seduction.”118 Desire 

is inscribed upon the body of Björk, the kiss between her two halves reinforcing the 

forest as infused with yearning and sexuality. Gondry also uses dissolves to visually 

code Björk’s anatomy as part of the landscape, such as in the closing image where her 

head is super-imposed behind a waterfall, as if the falling water was her hair. In such 

visual tricks, Björk becomes nature. However, the site of human production is contained 

in the house where Björk is cast as a maternal presence with the children that surround 

her, which also contains a stifling air in its presentation: we see at one point the children 

looking at a framed ‘butterfly’ collection of the ‘moth’ planes, what was once living is 

now kept in stasis behind glass. The possibility of sensuality is only found within nature 

in Isobel and Björk’s separation from the forest casts her in the domestic sphere. If the 

persona of Björk was conceived as child-like in Human Behavior, Gondry represents 

her as sensuous and maternal, which is influenced not only by her song-writing but his 

presentation of nature as classical, nostalgic, and ultimately feminine. 

 

                                                 
118 Soper, p. 103. 
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In Isobel the song, the collision of nature and civilisation is acted out in the transcendent 

bridge of the song where the strings overwhelm the beat and Björk’s full voice rises in 

pitch, singing,  

 

When she does it she means to 

Moth delivers her message 

Unexplained on your collar 

Crawling in silence 

A simple excuse 

 

The lyrics reference in an abstract fashion Björk’s explanation of the song’s narrative – 

that Isobel moves to the city, functions with her intuition (‘when she does it she means 

to’), leaves to train a lot of moths as messengers to tell people in the city to use their 

intuition (‘moth delivers her message’).119 Gondry goes to some length in translating 

Björk’s surreal story into the sequence that accompanies the bridge, beginning with a 

tiny city growing from the soil using stop-motion animation. Photographic images of 

this newly formed city are invaded by real bugs and insects, resulting in a slightly 

apocalyptic image of nature overrunning civilisation. Light bulbs also begin to grow 

from the ground, and inside each one is a toy plane, which are tended to by Björk, once 

again a maternal presence to these ‘moths.’ They light up and begin to flutter away from 

their bulbs like butterflies from cocoons, collecting themselves into a squadron that flies 

over projected photographs of the city. The narrative remains somewhat opaque to those 

unaware of Björk’s reading of the story the song tells, yet even so, the imagery Gondry 

evokes in this sequence persists in reversing the boundaries of nature and urban space – 

cities and planes grow from the soil, technology is configured as organic products of the 

                                                 
119 Björk in MTV’s Eurotrash (1995), reprinted in Björk.com Greatest Hits & Family Tree Special: Isobel 
(2002). http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-12/index.htm (accessed 12/11/07). 

http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-12/index.htm
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Earth (as Björk’s song Modern Things describes in its lyrics). For the viewer of The 

Work of Director Michel Gondry, the video for Isobel is a realisation of Gondry’s 

spoken understanding of the world as a child. While nature is still othered in the 

classical black and white cinematography, the representation of the city as growing 

from this space also casts it as othered, and is less emblematic of humanity’s 

destructiveness in its naïve imagery. On the contrary, the visual imagery implies that 

urban progress is an organic inevitability that is restless to grow and define itself within 

the expanse of nature. Gondry’s videos draw on Björk’s own ideas and he presents in 

Isobel civilisation and nature as growing from each other, splitting Björk as two halves 

across these spaces, which are integrated in the structuring totality of the song itself.  

 

The connection between Björk’s songs, Human Behaviour and Isobel, appears quite 

slim without reference to her own thoughts about them as chapters in an on-going story. 

The resulting videos feature quite different aesthetic styles: the dark cool colours of the 

make-believe forest in Human Behaviour strike a clear contrast with the black and white 

photography of the natural setting in Isobel. The singer’s own description of the links 

between Human Behaviour and Isobel also appear tenuous with the former only being 

described as about Isobel when she was “young” while the story is more detailed with 

the latter. However, for the viewers of The Work of Director Michel Gondry, there are 

clearly more connections bringing the videos for Isobel and Bachelorette together, 

which is emphasised by Gondry’s explanation that this was present in the concept for 

the Bachelorette video:  

 

The idea was to carry on with this journey with Björk. She said, ‘We did the 

video when I was in the forest. Now I’d like to be this character again, only I’m 
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trying to make it in the city, and I meet somebody and I have this love story and 

it doesn’t work really, so I came back to the forest and I’m happy ever after.’ 120  

 

From its inception, Bachelorette functions as a sequel to Isobel and the story takes 

Björk’s character from the forest and places her into the city, forcing the hermit to 

function in a crowded metropolis. In contrast to the two previous videos in the ‘Isobel’ 

trilogy, Bachelorette spatially shifts from nature to urban space. Reading the three 

videos as a trilogy, we can see the progression of Björk and Gondry’s thematic focus 

from symbols of civilisation, like the hunter in Human Behaviour, to a more direct 

confrontation between the forest and the modern world. 

 

Bachelorette was taken from Björk’s third album, Homogenic (1997), which was 

considered darker and more introspective than her previous albums within her star-text. 

Bachelorette shares with Isobel the integrated sound of classical instruments with 

programmed electronic beats. However, the lyrical subject matter and the tone of the 

music are comparatively more melancholy and melodramatic, moving from the satire of 

Human Behaviour and the character study of Isobel to Joga’s use of natural imagery as 

a metaphor for human relationships:    

 

I’m a fountain of blood (my love) 

In the shape of a girl 

You’re bird on the brim (my love) 

Hypnotized by the whirl 

 

Drink me – make me real (my love) 

                                                 
120 Quoted in ‘Eternally Brilliant: Michel Gondry.’  
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Wet your beak in the stream 

The game we’re playing is life (my love) 

Love is a two way dream 

 

Leave me now – return tonight 

The tide will show you the way 

Forget my name go astray 

Killer whale trapped in a bay 

(The ocean miles away) 

 

Björk sings the verses constantly in the same emotive tone only lowering her pitch in 

the third verse when the orchestral elements subside in favour of an industrial beat. The 

lyrics speak of a give and take notion of love with Björk adopting the familiar persona 

of a lover appealing to her distant partner (like Madonna in Frozen), her pained delivery 

evoking its difficulties, which influences the content of its video.  

 

Bachelorette begins in the forest, which is filmed in the style of Isobel, using black and 

white cinematography, and the first image is of a cabin in the woods where Björk plays 

once again as a hermit in the forest. We hear Björk, or rather Isobel, narrate in her 

accented voice the on-screen events: “One day I found a big book buried deep in the 

ground. I found that all the pages were blank and to my surprise it started writing 

itself…” Gondry uses photographic stills, reminiscent of Chris Marker’s famous short 

film, La Jetée (1962), freezing time and action into images. The editing moves between 

stills and moving images, which show Björk digging in the ground and finding a book 

in the dirt. The cover contains a picture of her face, and when it is opened, writing 

appears in the pages, reprinting what her voice-over has just stated. Björk’s voice-over 
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repeats the opening sentence of the book, “One day I found a big book buried deep in 

the ground…,” introducing the idea of repetitive stories, which then segues into the 

opening sounds of the song. The melodramatic orchestral strings produce a dramatic 

transition into the music video proper, as Björk with book in hand, boards a train that 

takes her from the forest to the city, the sense of movement sonically present in the 

industrial beat. Storytelling is foregrounded in the video, the book predicting a narrative 

that Gondry proceeds to visualise, cutting between the text and Björk bringing the 

adventure to life by following its directions. Björk takes the book to a Publisher, a 

young man characterised as charming and dashing with his pencil-thin moustache, slick 

hair and checkered vest. We see the text on the page writing, “I knew my heart was his 

and that I would love him forever and forever,” followed by THE END. The Publisher 

smiles and we get the sense that he is the ‘him,’ the book guiding a burgeoning 

relationship between Björk and the Publisher. The book is published as ‘My Story’ with 

Björk’s face on the cover, reproduced on a mass scale in stock footage of printing 

machines, which is shown in the video alongside scenes of people purchasing the book. 

The success of the book validates the fulfillment of romantic promise between Isobel 

and the Publisher, the relationship discussed in the song re-configured as the couple on-

screen.  

 

Gondry complicates the simple story of Isobel moving from loneliness in the forest to 

companionship in the city, by repeating it in representation, causing the interrelated 

spaces of reality and fiction to decay within the world of the video. Gondry has used 

narrative forms for a number of his music videos, including the Foo Fighters’ Everlong 

(1995) and Björk’s Army of Me (1995), but Bachelorette represents the most complex 

example by the way the story keeps folding in on itself. Gondry conceptualises the basic 

narrative as a pattern of events that spiral in multiplication, creating a puzzle for the 
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audience. Björk and the Publisher are shown taking the book to a Producer at Berrmann 

Productions where it is turned into a staged musical, which Björk also performs in. The 

theatrical reproduction shifts the video’s aesthetic into vibrant colour cinematography, 

as the seated audience (including the Publisher) applauds Björk’s on-stage appearance. 

The idea of entertainment has more life and vibrancy than the reality proposed in the 

video, similar to the division between dreams and waking life in Let Forever Be. Isobel 

is now a performer within a musical, which proceeds to repeat the actions from the 

opening sequence – finding the book in the forest, watching it write its own story, 

moving to the city and following its directions – all the while singing the lyrics of the 

song, accompanied by props and projected text from the novel. Gondry’s concept 

becomes clear once the theatrical retelling of ‘My Story’ reaches the point where it is 

sold to the Producer to be turned into a musical. On top of the theatrical stage, Björk 

appears on a smaller stage, restarting the stage show to a smaller audience who is seated 

on the original stage, including the actor playing the Publisher applauding (Figure 2.9.). 

The story folds in on itself through its circular logic, failing to end and instead re-telling 

itself again and again once it reaches the plot-point where the Producer agrees to turn 

the book into a musical.  
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Figure 2.9. The spiraling narrative of Bachelorette.  

Grosz understands a text as “a passage or point of transition from one (social) stratum or 

space to another,” 121  which is an idea literalised in Bachelorette with the book, 

discovered in the forest and taken into the city. The book allows Björk to make the 

transition from one space to another where the text continues to be circulated through 

the means of mass production. Björk herself referred to the song, Bachelorette, as “this 

kind of Wuthering Heights epic,” 122  and the presence of the book in the video 

underlines the literary, melodramatic nature of both the song and video text. The 

translation of the book into the stage musical is comparable to the process of music 

videos where the original song is adapted into another medium. In Bachelorette, 

adaptation has negative consequences, as the ideas contained in the book are exploited 

and weakened by their constant retelling. Gondry describes the narrative puzzle of the 

                                                 
121 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 58. 
122 Björk in Musician (December 1997), reprinted in Björk.com Greatest Hits & Family Tree Special: 
Bachelorette (2002). http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-05/index.htm (accessed 12/11/07). 

http://unit.bjork.com/specials/gh/SUB-05/index.htm
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video as “a spiral like the Russian puppet,”123 which refers to a matryoshka doll that 

contains a number of smaller dolls contained within the one preceding it in size. This is 

used to make a subtle comment on mass production as the continued reproduction of 

Björk’s story creates tension and problems in the relationship between ‘Isobel’ and the 

Publisher. Angela Ndalianis identifies one problem of the contemporary era is “the 

relationship that exists between the copy and the original, and debates regarding 

authenticity that emerge as a result.”124 Such debates have zeroed in on music video as 

an inauthentic copy of the authentic original – the live performance of the song by the 

musicians. However, in the narrative that Gondry tells in Bachelorette the relationship 

between copy and original breaks down when the initial inspiration for the novel – love 

– is lost. The anxiety within the sung lyric, “You’re the one who grows distant when I 

beckon you near,” is transferred to their relationship as black and white stills of Björk 

and the Publisher arguing are inter-cut with the onstage performance. The musical 

continues with Björk meeting a third Publisher who delights in her story while the 

original Publisher appears angry and unhappy, which is cemented with their 

photographs in a newspaper featuring the headline, “It’s Over.” The success of the ‘My 

Story’ novel was tied to the requisite happy ending of Björk finding love with the 

Publisher, and the dissolution of their love results in the disintegration of the story. The 

last line of My Story (“I knew my heart was his and that I would love him forever and 

ever”) disappears from copies of the book, much to the dismay and anger of the reading 

public as there is no ending to the story anymore. The on-stage musical also begins to 

decay with the repetitive narrative, as its third retelling has only a smaller space to be 

performed in, the colour scheme darker now with reds and blues, bearing marks of ruin, 

and the presence of branches and leaves. Seriality, as defined by Ndalianis in one 

understanding of what the word means, is when the copy seeks to reproduce, multiply or 

                                                 
123 Gondry, ‘Eternally Brilliant: Michel Gondry.’ 
124 Angela Ndalianis, Neo-Baroque Aesthetics & Contemporary Entertainment, MIT Press 
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allude to versions of an original.125 The theatrical musical is a copy that alludes to the 

original novel and such seriality in Gondry’s high concept is not endless, but rather is 

finite and prone to being worn out by its consumption. The narrative is co-opted too 

many times until it can no longer sustain itself, fraying the original vitality of the story, 

as well as Isobel’s romantic entanglements. Gondry through this commentary on 

reproduction and consumption, which translates into an accessible and conceptual 

structure for the video to Bachelorette, offers itself as an ‘original’ through its narrative 

complications and levels of visual representation – proving to be denser and more 

complex than the song performed on its own. 

 

The final sequence of Bachelorette stages a confrontation between nature and the city, 

disrupting urban space in an attempt to reclaim the conduit of ideas that is the book, 

whose promise has failed. People watching the stage show begin to turn into shrubs, 

first the Publisher and then the rest of them until the whole theatre is turned into an 

indoor forest. Branches break through the stage, behaving as limbs that wrap around the 

scenery and corner Björk, wrapping around her in order to take back the book she is 

holding. Cubitt writes, “In the culture of the late twentieth century, one of the few 

values the film industry can appeal to is the equation of nature with the good.”126 If we 

take Cubitt’s evaluation of Hollywood portrayal of the environment as endowed with a 

good ‘nature,’ we can see in Gondry’s music videos how it can be understood as a 

positive representation. The association between the forest and the book equates nature 

with a creative and romantic drive, which is eventually ruined by mass produced copies 

and mediated adaptations found in the city. Nature turns ‘bad’ or ‘tempermental’ when 

its resources have been depleted and reclaims the book through forceful means, 

continuing from the Human Behaviour video Gondry and Björk’s representation of 

                                                 
125 Ndalianis, p. 33. 
126 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, p. 279. 
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nature as aggressively victorious over civilisation, (as seen in the Human Behaviour 

video). The video ends with Björk returning to the space of the forest, but in comparison 

to the beginning, nature is now filmed in colour photography. Björk sings the final part 

of the song alone in the forest, an accordion the only instrument accompanying her 

emotive wailing. She is alone once again, having loved and lost, returning to the 

solitude of nature. Gondry ends the video on a bittersweet tone, introducing colour in 

his representation of the forest, which indicates that something has changed from when 

we first saw Isobel in the beginning; she no longer lives in the simple contrasts of black 

and white.  

 

The ‘Isobel’ trilogy of videos – Human Behaviour, Isobel and Bachelorette – all use 

nature as a form of spectacle through the stylistic approach and conceptual structure 

Gondry uses for each: satirical allusions to a type of fairytale wilderness in Human 

Behaviour, the nostalgic rendering of place in Isobel and to a certain extent, 

Bachelorette. Björk, as both song-writer and performer, inhabits the character of 

‘Isobel’ – a role that positions her in a symbiotic relationship with the space of the forest. 

Nature is attributed with human characteristics in the three Björk videos, a life force that 

is represented by the animals that reside within it (the bear in Human Behaviour) and by 

the plant-life itself (the commandeering branches in Bachelorette), which is in conflict 

with human civilisation. Björk’s body within this spatial dialectic bridges the two 

spheres of nature and urbanity: she is both an intruder in the forest (Human Behaviour) 

and a resident (Isobel and Bachelorette). The character of Isobel, which Björk believes 

links the three videos together, is a focal point for how both spaces co-exist uneasily 

within the one world. The worlds of the forest and the city intersect in a much more 

tense and active manner than the passive contemplation of the countryside in Star 

Guitar. As Austerlitz argues, “Gondry can never quite settle the tension between nature 
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and society, neither here nor elsewhere…” 127  Gondry and Björk work together to 

portray nature as just as aggressive and vindictive as society, battling its own 

destruction while remaining in tense co-existence with urban progress. Even when 

nature is victorious, there is an underlying melancholy present in the romantic 

preoccupation of Björk‘s music, which reinforces the fact that these videos are fantasies 

making visible something that cannot exist in the real.  

 

Gondry and Björk’s mutual interest in the environment allows us to understand the 

music video process as collaboration between director and performer. The world of the 

song-writer is used as a platform for the director to build their own world atop of. We 

can only really understand the journey of Isobel with reference to Björk’s comments 

regarding their inception and yet they are further realised in Gondry’s concepts for her 

videos, in particular, the repeated story in Bachelorette adds to the anxious 

representation of the city, ruining the promise of the book found within the soil. Within 

the videos for Human Behaviour, Isobel and Bachelorette, we can also trace familiar 

visual techniques and thematic concerns that Gondry has displayed over the course of 

his career: a consistent tone of childhood naivety, high concept ingenuity in the 

structural puzzles he uses, and the spectacle of the ‘music/movement’ experience. There 

is a sense of a complete world running through the trilogy, and also within the majority 

of Gondry’s videos that defines itself as a comical, surreal and ultimately bittersweet 

place. Using the real as a starting point, Gondry creates virtual worlds in his music 

videos, which imbue both urban sites and natural settings with a musical dimension and 

the appearance of a game to be played, reimagining the everyday world inside the space 

of a pop song. 

 

                                                 
127 Austerlitz, p. 166. 
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CONCLUSION: 

Throughout this chapter we have signaled that Michel Gondry as a music video auteur 

works in the tradition of what Gunning terms the ‘cinema of astonishment’ or the 

‘cinema of attraction.’ More precisely, I have used Gondry as a case study for how the 

genre of music video remediates the attractions of early cinema. As Gunning writes, 

“the projection of the first moving images stands at the climax of a period of intense 

development in visual entertainments, a tradition in which realism was valued largely 

for its uncanny effects.”128 Cinema in this developmental stage was exhibitionist, aware 

of its representational strategy, and imbuing even the simplest activity – workers 

leaving a factory – with an illusionistic quality. Music video in general contains similar 

qualities in both its commercial imperative and its reliance on the power of the featured 

music to signal the type of spectacle it might employ. What marks Gondry as an auteur 

of attractions are the visual ‘tricks’ he creates, which blend old-fashioned ‘illusions’ of 

the eye (cutting together street signs to ‘sing’ a song in the editing of La Tour De Pise) 

with digital advancements in technology (suturing a country landscape to mirror the 

song’s structure and visually ‘sing’ it in Star Guitar). In the range of technologies and 

strategies Gondry uses to communicate the pre-recorded song he is making the video for, 

his use of high concept style reinterprets the world as constructed on the tonal properties 

of the music. We discussed this with reference to the use of Lego in Fell In Love With A 

Girl, the observation of dancing ‘sounds’ in Around The World, and the equation of the 

musical genre and multiplied dancers with dreaming in Let Forever Be. Throughout the 

use of attractions and high concepts emerges an auteur theme in Gondry’s videos, 

particularly those with performers moving through urban spaces (Come Into My World 

and The Hardest Button to Button) and the few devoted to the landscape as a character 

(Joga and Star Guitar) – the intersection between civilisation and nature as spheres of 

                                                 
128 Gunning, p. 116. 
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human experience. This theme reaches its clearest expression in Gondry’s work with 

Björk, particularly the three music videos devoted to following her persona of ‘Isobel’ 

as she moves between the two spaces. Within the representation of his music videos in 

The Work of Director Michel Gondry, Gondry’s style as a director is populist, but 

specific in the ‘hand-made’ effects and clever conceits that are found in his videos, 

making him an auteur that is technically brilliant and emotionally responsive to the 

music. 

 

Covered in Chapter One was the conceptualisation from media coverage of music video 

as a form of ‘film school’ where directors are trained in visual style and attention-

grabbing technique before tackling the greater demands of narrative and character in 

cinema. Auteurs like Cunningham and Gondry (as well as Jonze) have remediated the 

film medium by appropriating effects such as widescreen framing or tricks like the 

camera working as a ‘mobile spectator,’ and while Cunningham has not made the 

transition to feature filmmaking, both Gondry and Jonze have found a certain amount of 

success with their own careers. Their initial achievements have been bound up with 

their shared collaboration with acclaimed screenwriter Charlie Kaufman. Jonze directed 

Kaufman’s first produced screenplay, Being John Malkovich (1999), which was 

applauded for its clever, high concept conceit: a portal hidden inside a white-collar 

office takes the wayward visitor inside the head of the titular actor for fifteen minutes. 

The critical and commercial success of Malkovich led to Jonze and Kaufman working 

together on a follow-up, Adaptation (2002). At the same time, Jonze introduced 

Kaufman to Gondry who had wanted to direct films for quite some time. Gondry made 

two films with Kaufman, Human Nature (2001), which failed to receive the praise 

Malkovich achieved, and the second, more successful collaboration, Eternal Sunshine of 

the Spotless Mind (2004). Jonze and Gondry were not only linked in their status as 
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auteurs of music videos, but through their respective collaborations with Kaufman, 

which extended the continued comparisons between the directors in reviews and 

interviews.  

 

Starting out as a writer on sitcoms and sketch comedy, Kaufman became regarded as an 

‘auteur’ writer in his own right, emerging as a distinctive voice in an industry that 

discounts the authorial input of screenwriters, commonly considering the script as little 

more than a blueprint. Kaufman’s contribution as a writer was even promoted within the 

marketing of Malkovich with its trailers featuring the credit, “Written by Charlie 

Kaufman.”  What distinguished Kaufman’s writing was his employment of high concept 

stories to explore philosophical ideas about identity, human frailty, memory and love, 

usually with an air of post-modern self-reflexivity. For example, Gondry’s film of 

Eternal Sunshine follows a man, Joel, discovering that his ex-lover, Clementine, has 

erased him from her memories through a special clinic entitled Lacuna. Joel decides to 

undertake the amnesiac procedure himself, and the viewer is taken through his rapidly 

disintegrating memories of his relationship with Clementine, using the sci-fi idea of 

tampering with the mind as a framework for dealing with the difficulty within human 

relationships. With Adaptation, Kaufman even commented upon his own reputation as a 

writer, basing a character (named Charlie Kaufman and played by Nicolas Cage) on 

himself, who eventually writes himself into his screenplay whilst attempting to adapt 

the Susan Orlean book, The Orchid Thief. Kaufman offers accessibly intriguing story 

ideas that directors can visualise and that film studios can market on the basis of their 

gimmicky ‘hook.’ Jonze and Gondry have both worked closely with Kaufman during 

the making of each film, respecting his input during pre-production, on-set and even in 

post-production, a rare occurrence for writers in Hollywood.129 The collaboration that 

                                                 
129 Scott Tobias, ‘Interview: Michel Gondry and Charlie Kaufman,’ The Onion AV Club, (March 2004): 
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was present between music video auteur and musical artist continues in the more 

pronounced collaboration of director and screenwriter, Jonze and Gondry adapting 

Kaufman’s distinctive voice within their own aesthetic interests. 

 

The extra-textual presence of the director that was analysed previously with the 

Directors Label DVDs is also contained in the DVD releases of the Kaufman-scripted 

films, their supplementary extras emphasising certain aspects of their directors as film 

auteurs. Following on from the sense of personalisation found in The Work of Director 

Michel Gondry, Gondry engages with the commerce of auteurism by appearing 

throughout the 2-disc Special Edition DVD of Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. 

He provides a commentary track with writer Kaufman, interviews individually his two 

main actors, Jim Carrey and Kate Winslet, and is also the subject of his own 

documentary, Inside the Mind of Michel Gondry. This last text is interesting for how 

Gondry’s talents are praised by the cast and crew: Winslet proclaims him a “visual 

genius” and composer Jon Brion labels him his “favourite visual artist.” In the face of 

such compliments, Gondry is modest, meekly suggesting, “My trick is I have no 

confidence at all. I always assume it will be a disaster.” More intriguingly the 

documentary follows in the tradition of I’ve Been Twelve Forever by having Gondry 

reveal the tricks behind the in-camera special effects used in the film, particularly in 

regards to how the memories of the central character are visually expressed. One scene 

shows Joel walking down a street as the memory of his then-girlfriend, Clementine, 

becomes erased. Joel is in clear close up while behind him Clementine and the city 

around her turn visually opaque, as if they were in a fog. Footage from the making of 

the scene reveals that the special effect was simply achieved by the grips holding a 

plastic sheet behind Carrey, turning everything behind into unclear shapes. For the 
                                                                                                                                               
http://www.avclub.com/content/node/22897 (accessed 12/11/07); and Keith Phipps, ‘Interview: Nicholas 
Cage, Spike Jonze and Charlie Kaufman,’ The Onion AV Club, (December 2002): 
http://www.avclub.com/content/node/22603 (accessed 12/11/07). 

http://www.avclub.com/content/node/22897
http://www.avclub.com/content/node/22603
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audience, the gap is collapsed between the basic nature of the trick and the impressive 

illusion of the result. Inside the Mind of Michel Gondry promotes Gondry as an 

inventive and imaginative director, allowing him to disperse his agency by unveiling his 

‘bag of tricks,’ another example of how DVDs function as auteur-machines. Gondry and 

Jonze have often been compared to each other on account of their reputation in music 

videos as distinctive ‘voices’ and their mutual collaborations with Kaufman. However, 

Gondry, as signaled in this DVD extra, is perceived as a technical ‘genius,’ showing off 

the tricks he uses to communicate what the characters are feeling in Kaufman’s high 

concept plot. For Jonze, the last music video auteur we will be studying in this thesis, 

his brand identity as an auteur is displayed in the postmodern aesthetic he uses to 

visualise the pre-recorded music he makes videos for. Remediation, homage, parody 

and textual appropriation are more pronounced and accessible in the music videos of 

Spike Jonze. 
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MUSIC VIDEO AUTEURS: CHAPTER FIVE 

SPIKE JONZE 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

Jim Jarmusch’s film, Coffee and Cigarettes (2003), contains a segment entitled 

‘Cousins?’ that follows two British actors, Alfred Molina and Steve Coogan, who are 

both working in Hollywood. They meet in a café for tea and cigarettes on the pretext of 

Molina’s discovery that within their interconnected family tree they are actually cousins. 

Coogan is portrayed as the more successful of the two actors and he declines giving his 

home phone number to Molina, suspecting that Molina is using their possible blood 

relation to help his own flailing career. Within this awkward moment, Molina receives a 

call from a friend named “Spike,” which piques Coogan’s interest.  

After Molina has finished on the phone, Coogan asks, “Was that Spike Lee?”  

“No, no. I don’t even know Spike Lee… That was Spike Jonze.”  

“Spike Jonze! I love him!” exclaims Coogan. 

The narrative, which revolves around a back and forth game of one-upmanship in the 

tradition of British comedy, concludes with Coogan attempting to re-offer his number to 

Molina on the basis of his newly discovered connection to Spike Jonze; Molina politely 

refuses. By using Spike Jonze’s name as a punch-line, Jarmusch’s film casts him as a 

valuable figure within Hollywood and stands as cinematic evidence of his cultural cache. 

Although having one major film role as a supporting character in David O. Russell’s 

Three Kings (1999), Jonze’s sought-after status in cinema is primarily derived from the 

feature films he had directed at this point; Being John Malkovich (1999) and Adaptation 

(2002), which were both critical and commercial successes; intelligent and funny art-
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house fare that also received Academy Award nominations in their respective years.1 

While Gondry is also a public figure on account of his cinematic output (especially 

Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind), Jonze is regarded as “the first true video hero.”2 

Coming from a new generation that grew up with MTV and had absorbed the appeal of 

music videos more readily, Jonze redefined the medium into a creative pursuit with 

populist appeal. His transition into cinema with his debut film, Being John Malkovich, 

was held up as a success for video directors, respected where others had been criticised 

for being ‘all style, no substance.’ What was different in Jonze’s case was that he had 

retained the imagination, humour and emotional appeal of his popular music videos and 

had adapted those qualities to the requirements of character, narrative and story-telling 

that feature films demand. 

 

Born Adam Spiegel, Spike Jonze first began his career as a photographer documenting 

the skateboarding lifestyle in Los Angeles, and it was through this subculture that he 

intersected with the music industry. He was hired to film skateboard footage and also 

act in the video for the Sonic Youth song, 100% (1992), which was directed by Tamra 

Davis who helped Jonze gain work directing videos for bands like The Breeders and the 

Beastie Boys. After the award-winning Beastie Boys video, Sabotage, Jonze had 

emerged as a desired name within the medium. Unlike Cunningham and Gondry, 

Jonze’s videos are less recognised for their aesthetic consistency or visual style, but for 

“their wit, their irony, their references and their structure.”3 The humour often found in 

Jonze’s work has often carried over into extra-textual areas concerning his creative 

output, in particular his satirical use of supplementary materials. The Chemical Brothers: 

Singles 93-03 DVD, a collection of music videos and live performances, features a 

                                                 
1 Chris Cooper won the Best Supporting Actor award at the Academy Awards for his performance in 
Adaptation. 
2 Reiss and Feineman, p. 145. 
3 ibid. 
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commentary track from Jonze for the video he directed for the band, Elektrobank. The 

voice we hear though is characterised by a British accent, sounding more like 

Cunningham than the Maryland-born Jonze. The unidentified actor portraying “Spike 

Jonze” pontificates at length over his self-worth as a director, parodying the very idea of 

a music video auteur: 

 

I get asked a lot how I come up with ideas for videos and stuff. And it’s the most 

boring question in the world ‘cause what are you supposed to fucking say? Well, 

I pulled them out of my arsehole. It’s like, no one asks painters where do they 

get their paint from…The problem is these days music is sold with a video 

accompanying it. That’s not what I do. I generally make a film. If I’ve got an 

idea, I make a film. The music is almost incidental.4

 

The commentary pokes fun at self-important directors using music videos as an avenue 

for their own ideas, disregarding the featured song when it stands as the very foundation 

of their work. The Elektrobank commentary bespeaks reluctance on behalf of Jonze to 

enter into dialogue about his own work, even though he has appeared on other 

commentary tracks for videos he has directed for The Beastie Boys Anthology. What is 

also intriguing about the Elektrobank commentary track parody is its illustration of 

Jonze’s interest in blurring fiction and reality for ironic effect, confusing those 

unfamiliar with who Jonze is and taking for granted the actor’s voice as that of the 

director’s, thus underscoring the relative anonymity most video directors receive pre-

Directors Label. 

 

                                                 
4 ‘Spike Jonze’ in ‘Spike Jonze Commentary’ on The Chemical Brothers: Singles 93-03 [DVD], Virgin 
Records Limited, 2003. 
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The music videos of Spike Jonze are also invested in the detail of popular culture, 

appropriating and re-contextualising feature films, documentaries, television shows, 

advertisements and even other music videos. Of course, not all of Jonze’s videos feature 

inter-textual references to other mediums, but it is his “Zeitgesity invocation of pop 

culture images”5 that has proven to be an intrinsic part of his value and success as a 

video auteur. Jonze has explained his creative process: “When I’m making a video, I 

think, if you already had the image, and you needed to find a song to go with it, and you 

found this song – what would that image be?”6 The thinking described here engages in 

the pretence that the song is supporting a pre-existing form, using the music as the 

soundtrack to a film montage, a television credits sequence, or a piece of found footage. 

Even though Jonze identifies a type of ‘method acting’ thought process where he 

considers what set of images would need to be accompanied by the specific song he is 

making a video for, the postmodern practice of appropriating the content of other media 

is commonplace in music video. As an auteur in music videos, Jonze is distinguished 

not so much by his use of textual appropriation – as there are examples of this in the 

videos of Cunningham, Gondry and many others – but by how he performs this 

approach in his work.  

 

Drawing on the conventions of genre and the techniques of other mediums like cinema 

and television, Jonze refashions previous mediums and past media texts into servitude 

to the properties of the music video’s featured song – its mood and sound. The result 

references at once the world of pop culture that the adapted genre or media format 

resides in, but relates it back to lived experience through humour and detail. The act of 

textual appropriation is also a matter of pastiche, which Jameson famously defined as a 

‘neutral practice’ that displayed none of the laughs or satirical impulses found within 

                                                 
5 Stevens, ‘The Art of Music Video.’ 
6 Quoted in Sanneh, ‘Music Videos That Show Everything But Performance,’ p. 22. 
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parody.7 In Dancing in the Distraction Factory, Goodwin responds to the wealth of 

music video analysis that has used Jameson’s definition of pastiche to discuss the 

references to specific films, television shows and so forth in music video. He notes that 

music videos generally tend to ‘quote’ from other texts in a variety of ways, but he does 

not see this as sufficient evidence for the postmodern status of music videos.8 They do 

not fall under the category of pastiche but, as Goodwin argues, also have included 

categories of social criticism (the use of news footage to comment on socio-political 

issues), self-reflexive parody (parodying the music video genre itself), parody, 

promotion, and homage (Gondry’s video for Fell In Love With A Girl can be regarded 

as a homage to Lego). He adds, “All of the six categories described must inevitably 

allow for ‘slippage’ among them, depending on viewer interpretation.”9 With discussing 

the postmodern aesthetic of Jonze’s videos, I want to pay attention to this slippage and 

how even though his videos reference past media forms, they are not singularly pastiche 

but something more. Jonze retains a sense of humour and nostalgia in his use of pastiche, 

drawing upon references and clichés that audiences remember from their own 

consumption of culture, easily recognising their textual conventions through their over-

use and over-signification. For Jameson, there exists in parody something normal that 

can be referred to against the imitation offered. For Jonze, the gap between what is 

being represented and what we understand as real is incorporated into the appeal of his 

videos, balancing the attraction of spectacle with humour and emotion based on the 

awkwardness of everyday experience. We can see this clearly in how the human body is 

used by Jonze to express the qualities of the music, drawing on pop cultural forms of 

physical action like dancing from musicals or stunt-work from film and television. In 

contrast to Cunningham, Jonze is not concerned with grotesque anatomies, preferring to 

                                                 
7 Fredric Jameson, ‘Postmodernism & Consumer Society’ in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern 
Culture, ed. Hal Foster, (Washington: Bay Press, 1983), p. 114. 
8 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, pp. 159-160. 
9 Ibid, p. 164. 
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add only slightly to the possibilities already present in the human body. The imaginary, 

cinematic body is witnessed in everyday activities like walking, which become fantastic 

adventures, such as in the video for The Pharcyde’s Drop (1995), relaying them with a 

wondrous and surreal aspect in their slow-motion, reversed representation. With the 

videos of Cunningham and Gondry, there is the sensation that you are entering the 

world, not just of the musical artist, but of the director, which is reinterpreted and 

represented with markers of individual style and aesthetic unity across their Directors 

Label DVDs. For Jonze, even if the music video is a television credit sequence, a solo 

musical performance, or a flaming body running in slow motion, there is a reminder that 

the world of the video is built upon fantasies and dreams learned from pop culture at 

large.  

 

The chapter concerning Spike Jonze will explore the interest in physical motion and 

music within the larger thematic framework of pop cultural appropriation and the 

persistence of the real. The first section will examine the use of past television genres 

and programs in the videos for Beastie Boys’ Sabotage (1994) and Weezer’s Buddy 

Holly (1994), infusing contemporary songs with a sense of nostalgia within their 

attractive high concept ideas. The second section will cover Jonze’s homage to the 

Musical genre as vehicles for star performers such as Björk in It’s Oh So Quiet (1995) 

and the actor Christopher Walken in Fatboy Slim’s Weapon of Choice (2000), both of 

which express the featured music through the flamboyant possibilities of dancing. 

Following on from the engagement with a particular film genre, we will concentrate in 

the third section on the narratives found in The Chemical Brothers’ Elektrobank (1997) 

and Daft Punk’s Da Funk (1996), where both videos are structured as short films that 

identify the piece of electronic music with a specific character the audience is interested 

in rather than the charisma of a musician. In the final section, reality itself is remediated 
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through Jonze’s interest in stunts, specifically physical spectacle in urban space, which 

runs through Wax’s California (1995), The Pharcyde’s Drop (1995), and Fatboy Slim’s 

Praise You (1998), the last of which is an intersection of documentary, street 

performance and music video. Within these forms of textual appropriation, Jonze 

connects the songs that he is publicising with their wider cultural use, helping provide 

energy, emotion and character for a particular text. The resulting videos are self-

contained texts that intend to push the medium beyond promotion and accentuate the 

everyday engagement with music as a soundtrack to our experiences.  

 

The Work of Director Spike Jonze through the author function of his name grouped the 

pop cultural fantasies of his music videos with the various documentaries included on 

the other side of the disc, which situates as one overriding theme of the director being 

an interest in the real. While documenting the fortunes of a rapper like Fat Lip during a 

video shoot or a group of teenage rodeo riders, Jonze remains a visual absence, but is 

heard audibly in his direct, sensitive questions. Torrance Rises, the mockumentary 

continuation of a fictional character he played in the video Praise You, introduced the 

confusion of the real with Jonze’s natural instinct for performance and improvisation. 

Even though he is absent as an extra-textual authorial voice on the Directors Label 

DVD, his videos speak towards his enjoyment of performances from actors, dancers and 

musicians who play to their strengths within the concepts he has organised for their 

videos. His success as a director has been the ability to expand and adapt not only the 

genres of music he has directed videos for, but the types of ideas and stories he uses to 

express them. His unique stylistic and thematic qualities as a music video auteur may 

simply be his performance of the generic expectations for a video director – the use of 

postmodern pastiche and an appropriation of attractions – to revel in the pleasurable 

possibilities that music video can bring to an understanding of pop culture and the real 
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world. Several key video texts from The Work of Director Spike Jonze will be critically 

discussed with reference to what foregrounds Spike Jonze as a music video auteur, how 

a unique sensibility can be discerned in the wider postmodern aesthetic that music video 

promotes. 

 

NOSTALGIC TELEVISION AND CONTEMPORARY MUSIC: BEASTIE 

BOYS’ SABOTAGE AND WEEZER’S BUDDY HOLLY. 

The appropriation of television genres within music video is not surprising when we 

consider the fact that in its general perception music video is television, even though 

that is changing with its remediation into internet and DVD forms. Contextually in the 

time of the early-to-mid 1990s, television was still the primary framing context for the 

dissemination of video texts. The history of television has provided fertile material for 

imagery to be borrowed and used within a new music video context, which we can see 

in the common referencing of the famous performance by The Beatles on The Ed 

Sullivan Show in 1964. The iconography of this particular televised event – a suited host, 

the band in identical costumes, screaming fans – has been parodied in videos as diverse 

as Billy Joel’s Tell Her About It (1983), Nirvana’s In Bloom (1993), and OutKast’s Hey 

Ya! (2003), all of which also promote their stars through their positioning within 

imagery from the past, suggesting a lineage with classic bands and the history of music 

on television. Such parody, or homage if you will, is also part of what Lynn Spiegel 

sees as the wider strategy of television, which is “the recontextualisation of the past in 

terms of contemporary uses and perspectives.” 10  To support her theory, Spiegel 

specifically refers to syndication, the institutional process where television shows are 

sold as packaged content for cable channels and local television to program and re-run 

continuously, which encourages a nostalgic reception. Susan Stewart regards nostalgia 

                                                 
10 Lynn Spigel, Welcome to the Dreamhouse: Popular Media and Postwar Suburbs, (Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 2001), p. 362. 
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as “the repetition that mourns the inauthenticity of all repetition,”11 and this can be seen 

in the previously mentioned music videos that parody The Beatles’ performance on The 

Ed Sullivan Show. The repetition of the iconography casts its signifiers as recognisable 

cliché, even as they recycle the past as new content.  

 

Yet Stewart believes that nostalgia “wears a distinctly utopian face, a face that turns 

toward a future-past, a past which has only ideological reality.”12 Two of Jonze’s most 

popular videos create a ‘future-past’ by drawing on past television texts and 

repackaging them into a new song-based context, which courts nostalgia at the same 

time as it realigns itself with contemporary music (at the time of their initial release). 

Both Sabotage and Buddy Holly visually reference past eras within the context of songs 

that bear the mark of their original early-1990s context. Sabotage for the all-white hip-

hop group, the Beastie Boys, recreates imagery from the television genre of cop shows, 

particularly from the late-1970s and early-1980s like Starsky & Hutch or T.J. Hooker, as 

a visual analogue to the soundtrack. For Weezer’s power-pop rock song, Buddy Holly, 

the video recycles actual scenes from the long-running sitcom Happy Days, which was 

originally made during the 1970s but sought to recreate an ideal of the 1950s, in order to 

establish an interactive performance between the band and famous characters from the 

show. Both videos would be classified by Jameson as parody for they display warm 

affection for each original television form, using humour and detail to foster a cross-

generational sense of nostalgia. The primary audiences for such videos are teenagers 

who may not have necessarily grown up during the 1970s – the original context for such 

television shows – but have absorbed the past as it has been defined on television re-

runs and their classification as ‘retro’ pleasures. Jason Mittell writes, “Every aspect of 

                                                 
11 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection, 
(John Hopkins University Press: Baltimore, 1984), p. 23.  
12 ibid. 
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television exhibits a reliance on genre,”13 and Sabotage and Buddy Holly indeed depend 

on the conventions and clichés of their respective television genres for their overall 

effect. Sabotage and Buddy Holly also appeal to an aesthetic of attraction in their 

accessible and immediate high concept ideas, creating worlds based on a televised sense 

of representation, shaped by the forward momentum, beat and energy of the music.  

 

Sabotage structurally and stylistically appropriates the television genre of fictional 

programs devoted to police officers and their action-packed pursuit of criminals. Both 

sides of the law are all played in the video by the Beastie Boys in a parade of different 

costumes, wigs and fake facial hair. As a group, the Beastie Boys are regarded as the 

first white rappers of any significance and are comprised of three MCs, Mike D (a.k.a. 

Mike Diamond), MCA (a.k.a. Adam Yauch) and Ad-Rock (a.k.a. Adam Horovitz). 

Hailing from Jewish families in New York, the Beastie Boys were first dismissed as frat 

boys co-opting a predominantly African-American genre, especially with the success of 

their single, Fight for Your Right to Party in 1986. By the time of their fourth album, Ill 

Communication (1994), which featured Sabotage, the band had proven themselves as a 

creative group, leaving behind their obnoxious juvenile behaviour for a dynamic and 

experimental form of Hip-Hop. Working with Jonze previously on the performance 

video, Sure Shot, which was also released from Ill Communication, they turned to a far 

more conceptual idea for Sabotage that was based on their proclivity for dressing up. 

Ad-Rock explains the origins of the video on The Work of Director Spike Jonze: 

 

We had done a photo shoot beforehand, and Adam [Horowitz] had had an idea 

for a long time, saying we should do a band photo shoot dressed up as cops. Just 

                                                 
13 Jason Mittell, ‘A Cultural Approach to Television Genre Theory’ in The Television Studies Reader, ed. 
Robert C. Allen and Annette Hill, (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 171. 
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sitting in a car with donuts and fake mustaches… Spike shot the pictures of us 

[for the magazine shoot], and the idea developed from that.14  

 

The band had previously dressed up in the style of a past era in the video for their song, 

Hey Ladies (1989), which parodied the disco film, Saturday Night Fever (1977). For the 

Sabotage video, the 1970s aesthetic is maintained as the boys play a trio of plainclothes 

cops, intentionally recalling cop shows like The Mod Squad (1968-1973), Starsky & 

Hutch (1975-1979) and T.J. Hooker (1982-1986). The decision to appropriate the cop 

genre was also dependent on the tone of the song, Sabotage, which Adam Horovitz has 

described as containing “suspense and drama” in its instrumentation.15 Distorted electric 

guitars and heavy drum beats rise in staccato bursts of synchronisation continually 

throughout the song, building up to a crescendo that is only released by the shouted rap 

of the verses. Each MC in the group raps one verse throughout the song, all delivered in 

shrill vocals that end with them in unison shouting the chorus, “Listen all of y’all, it’s 

Sabotage!” 

  

The audio-visual impact of Sabotage commences from the video’s first image, a close 

up of a red police siren on top of an unmarked car, driving through the streets at night, 

which is synchronised to blaring distortion of the opening electric guitar riff. What 

follows is edited to the dramatic beat of the drums, introducing the Beastie Boys as the 

‘cool’ plainclothes cops – wearing dark wigs, ties, short-sleeve shirts and sun-glasses – 

as they drive through the city of Los Angeles. The emphasis within the opening 

montage is on action, the trio of cops pulling up to a curb, kicking down a fence and 

running in pursuit of an unseen suspect. The physicality of the cops is edited with 

camera moves that signify the 1970s era, such as whip-pans and fast zooms within shots, 
                                                 
14 Adam Yauch in ‘Sabotage Commentary with Beastie Boys,’ The Work of Director Spike Jonze DVD. 
15 Adam Horovitz. ‘Sabotage’ in The Sounds of Science [CD Booklet], Capitol Records: Australia, 1999, 
p. 50. 
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maximising the energy and pace of the video. Jonze even binds together the volume of 

the opening scream (“Ahhhhhh, can’t stand it, I know you planned it…”) with a shot of 

Ad-Rock’s cop performing a flying scissor kick off the hood of their car. When the song 

reaches its first chorus, (“Oh my god, it’s a mirage! I’m telling y’all, it’s SABOTAGE!”) 

Jonze cuts to a shot of the city as a title card ‘Sabotage’ (written in a blocky, orange-

tinted font) flies towards us, announcing itself as the title to a fake 1970s cop show.  

 

The title credit sequence for a television program, which Sabotage appropriates 

structurally in its content, operates as a ‘boundary ritual’ for the audience, offering them 

a clear transition from one television program to another.16 Boundary rituals do not 

simply separate discrete programming, but also connects television shows together 

through their shared ritual. Apart from informing an audience the name of the show and 

who stars in it, the credits also establish the style of the program, using images and 

scenes that are either filmed purposely for the credits or have been taken from actual 

episodes. John Fiske and John Hartley discuss the British cop show, The Sweeney, in 

relation to how its title sequence not only prefigures the structure of the episode, but 

also provides “the emphasis on sudden unpredictable action.”17 Sabotage follows in a 

similar fashion, adopting the ‘unpredictable’ action and character poses that are typical 

of the genre, and yet also operate as visual analogues to the sound of the Beastie Boys 

song. There is no need for narrative clarification or contextual explanation of the images, 

as the audience accepts the disconnected nature of the visuals, which is established 

within the form it is re-appropriating and the music video genre it is part of. For Carol 

Vernallis, the Sabotage video highlights the extent to which “the borrowed mode was 

itself as much interested in style and feel as in plot.”18 Opening credit sequences are 

                                                 
16 John Fiske and John Hartley, Reading Television, (London and New York: Methuen, 1978), p. 168. 
17 ibid. 
18 Carol Vernallis, Experiencing Music Video: Aesthetics & Cultural Context, (New York: Columbia 
University Press: New York, 2004), p. 13.  
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intended to make the show attractive and engaging to the viewer, typically scoring the 

featured stunts and poses to energetic theme music, which is what the song Sabotage is 

used for – the soundtrack to an action-packed program. 

 

Sabotage continues the quoting of the opening credits format by introducing the trio of 

cops that are the ‘stars of the show,’ as well as listing the ‘actors’ who play them. Sandy 

Flitterman discusses the private eye show, Magnum P.I. (1980-1988), as an example of 

the strategy of presenting the star in a variety of poses. The opening credits of Magnum 

P.I. depict the actor Tom Selleck as Magnum in a number of masculine modes – 

‘Magnum in the Ferrari, Magnum goofing, Magnum in dress uniform’ – and each 

‘micro-situational unit’ serialises Tom Selleck as an image, teasing us with narrative 

possibilities. 19  The three characters of Sabotage are introduced in three successive 

images, which offer the pretense of narrative possibilities that can never be fulfilled – 

there are no episodes to support this fictional credit sequence. To focus on one character, 

Adam Yauch plays his cop wearing a curly, black wig, dark facial hair, and Aviator 

sunglasses. The sequence shows him in three micro-situational units: the first is a low 

angle shot of him jumping across one building to another, over the camera lens; the 

second shows him walking across the street in a red jacket and jeans, looking back over 

his shoulder suspiciously; and the third shot offers him standing on a rooftop, staring off 

into the distance. This final image freezes as the credit appears on-screen, ‘Starring 

Nathan Wind as Cochese’ in bold, dark font (Figure 3.1). As with the character names, 

the actors are also fictional, maintaining the structural device that Sabotage is a 

television show by offering micro-situations within a scene. The Beastie Boys are 

always in character, whether playing the cops or the criminal suspects, and the footage 

is never interrupted by the band performing or singing the song. The result of this ‘dress 

                                                 
19 Sandy Flitterman, ‘Thighs And Whiskers: The Fascination of Magnum P.I.,’ Screen, 26:2, (March-
April, 1985), p. 52. 
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up’ presents the band with a sense of anonymity, continually shifting their appearance 

with the different roles they play across the video. 

 
Figure 3.1. Appropriating ‘cop show’ credit sequences in 

Sabotage.  

 

Jonze reveals that the band members found their characters through improvisation and 

costuming: 

 

The wardrobe fitting was where it all began as far as creating the characters. 

Mike D would start putting on clothes with a salt and pepper wig and he was 

suddenly the boss, yelling at everyone. So he became the Chief. As they tried on 

clothes, they just started making up characters. “This guy’s the Rookie. This 

guy’s the Cocky stud. The Chief’s always getting pissed off. The Rookies 

always fucking up. He’s always getting a little too overexcited and beating guys 
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up.” We had all these characters so when we were shooting, we were all in 

character and keeping it going.20

 

The young age of the band at the time of shooting and their performance of overtly 

masculine characters can be read as an act of ‘dress-up’ that is obviously fake and 

intended for comic purposes. The archetypes and characteristics of cops have been 

learnt from their representation in film and television, which the Beastie Boys re-enact 

out in the real streets of Los Angeles that Jonze shoots on. We do not confuse them for 

real cops, but accept them as over-determined masculine archetypes of television 

programming. The characters’ nick-names represent obvious archetypes of the genre, 

from ‘Vic Colfari as Bobby “The Rookie”’ to Alasondro Alegre as ‘The Chief,’ and the 

performances from the Beastie Boys parody these archetypes through their facial 

expressions and physical poses. We can observe this in the scene where the two 

‘maverick’ cops crack a joke in front of their angry police chief, a dynamic familiar to 

audiences either through its serious incarnations (Lethal Weapon (1987), 48 Hours 

(1982)) or comedic versions of the cliché (Last Action Hero (1993), the Starsky & 

Hutch film (2005)). The Sabotage video also fulfils Jameson’s criteria for parody 

through its attention to replicating small details, like when Adam Yauch appears as a 

distinguished older gentleman in a safari suit with the on-screen credit, “Guest starring 

Sir Stewart Wallace as himself.” The name implies the actor is a respected British actor 

whose career is denigrated to appearing as a guest star on a cliché cop show, a comic 

detail that depends on the viewer’s awareness of generic television to appreciate the 

joke.  

 

                                                 
20 Quoted in Spike Jonze, p. 12. 



 311

Within the activation of the action-orientated cop genre, Sabotage underlines the appeal 

and success of shows like Starsky & Hutch and T.J. Hooker, where as Geoffrey Hurd 

suggests, “the moment of capture becomes the moment of conviction, a moment often 

superseding the legal strictures of society when the death of a villain carries the full 

weight of a transcendent natural law.”21 What such cop shows project is an image of 

policing that is uncomplicated by grey moral areas, lack of conclusive evidence or the 

injustice of the legal system that would be offered in later, realistic programs like Hill 

Street Blues (1981-1987), NYPD Blue (1993-2005), Homicide: Life On The Street 

(1993-1999) and Law & Order (1990-ongoing), the last three screened on television 

during the music video’s circulation on MTV. The prerogative of Sabotage, like earlier 

cop dramas, is on action rather than procedure, providing surface images of the three 

cops staking out criminals and then pursuing them, either by foot or in car chases. When 

Cochese and the Rookie are shown tackling a fleeing criminal into a pile of garbage, the 

moment of capture is the moment of conviction, scored to a Hip-Hop/Rock soundtrack. 

Though parody, Sabotage replicates the ideal image of police work that past television 

shows such as Starsky & Hutch portrayed in a hip if unrealistic style, offering a sense of 

nostalgia in the apparent simplicity of its representation. Sabotage looks towards the 

past and yet the featured Hip-Hop/Rock hybrid provides a contemporary sound to the 

recreated ‘future-past.’ The closing sequence in particular revolves around tight 

moments of synchresis, as the music builds slowly in intensity. The drums begin to 

pound heavily with the guitar breaks, and Jonze selects scenes of visceral action to offer 

an audio-visual impact to the viewer. Each shot creates a visual ‘hit’ to correspond to 

the beats in the music: a criminal’s head slammed against the hood of a car; the cop car 

jumping over a hill; the cops breaking down a door with an axe; and a close up of a 

bomb before it cuts to stock footage of an explosion. The close synchronisation between 
                                                 
21 Geoffrey Hurd, ‘The Television Presentation of the Police’ in Popular Television & Film, ed. Tony 
Bennett, Susan Boyd-Bowman, Colin Mercer and Janet Woollacott. (London: BFI Publishing in 
association with The Open University Press, 1981), p. 57. 
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the impact of the song and an action-packed image is gripping in the rising audio-visual 

intensity, displacing the humorous origins of the video concept. The sound of Sabotage 

with its drum and guitar breaks fits the action-orientated style of the show, yet the Hip-

Hop genre creates a disjunctive tension with the represented past era of television. The 

Beastie Boys provide a soundtrack that fuels the exhausted clichés and conventions with 

a renewed purpose, the union of action and sound in this closing sequence is not 

intended to simply make us laugh, but to also involve us as audience members within 

the created TV-cop world of the video, even if it is by style and attitude alone. 

 

Nostalgia is certainly more of a presence in Jonze’s video for the Weezer song, Buddy 

Holly, which textually appropriates a specific example of past television in the concept 

of placing the band within the sitcom world of Happy Days (1974-1984). The show 

itself was infused with a sense of nostalgia as it followed the adventures of teenager 

Ritchie Cunningham (Ron Howard), his family and friends in the American suburbs 

during the 1950s. Jameson has explained the existence of what he labels, ‘nostalgia 

films,’ which are films “about the past and about specific generational moments of that 

past.”22 His prime example is George Lucas’s film, American Graffiti (1973), which 

also starred Ron Howard as a teenager in small-town America in 1962, leading to the 

popular misconception that Happy Days was a spin-off sitcom. However, Happy Days 

can be classified similarly as ‘nostalgia television,’ recreating alongside Graffiti “all the 

atmosphere and stylistic peculiarities of the 1950s United States, the United States of 

the Eisenhower era.”23 Karen Lury sees Happy Days as entirely dependent on its sense 

of historical ‘period,’ recreating a by-gone era that was more ‘innocent’ and 

symptomatic of family values and harmless fun.24Marking this nostalgic objective was 

music, the Bill Hailey & The Comet’s hit, Rock Around The Clock used as the title 
                                                 
22 Jameson, p. 116. 
23 ibid. 
24 Karen Lury, Interpreting Television, (London: Hodder Arnold, 2005), p. 156. 
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credit theme song for the first couple of seasons, using a ‘golden oldie’ to refer to a 

shared idea of what the 1950s era represents.  

 

The connection between Weezer’s Buddy Holly and Happy Days can be extrapolated 

from the song’s chorus to the song, which name-checks ‘retro’ icons of popular culture 

from the 1950s and 1960s: “Woo-ee-oo, I look just like Buddy Holly. Oh-Oh, and 

you’re Mary Tyler Moore…”. 25  Song-writer and vocalist, Rivers Cumuo, uses the 

image of unconventional rock star Holly and television comedienne Moore as retro-

icons that personify an unpopular image to identify with in the 1990s context of the 

song. The referencing of these past music and television stars is pitted against social 

threats in the song, which opens lyrically with ironic appeals to Hip-Hop terminology: 

 

What’s with these homies dissin’ my girl? 

Why do they gotta front? 

What did we ever do to these guys 

That made them so violent? 

 

The music that accompanies these tongue-in-cheek lyrics is guitar-heavy pop-rock, 

favouring harmonies in the build up to the chorus, which in the early 1990s was a 

definite contrast with the popularity of Grunge with the angry, depressive music of 

bands like Nirvana. The ‘nerdy’ image of Weezer with the release of their self-titled 

debut album did not fit the conventional image of rock stars (Indeed the bespectacled 

lead singer and song-writer, Rivers Cumuo, seemed to follow in the mould of Buddy 

Holly). The album itself featured on the cover the quirky looking four members 

                                                 
25 Buddy Holly was the popular rock ‘n’ roll performer who sang hits like ‘Everyday,’ ‘Peggy Sue,’ and 
‘Maybe Baby’ before famously dying in a plane crash. Mary Tyler Moore was an icon of the 1960s with 
her in The Dick Van Dyke Show (1961-1966), which was popular at the time, before becoming a star in 
the 1970s with the Mary Tyler Moore Show (1970-1977). 
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standing blankly against a blue wall. The simplicity of the cover was translated by Jonze 

into the video for Undone (The Sweater Song), a single take tracking shot of the band 

performing the song. For Buddy Holly, the combination of the band’s geeky personas 

and the up-tempo melody of the song suited the nostalgia invoked by Happy Days, a 

popular sitcom that offered harmless comedy and ‘heart-warming’ moments to its 

family audience. 

 

Buddy Holly is set in Arnold’s diner, the local hang-out for the teenage characters of 

Happy Days, and as a location it is recognisable to viewers familiar with the show. The 

first scenes of the Buddy Holly music video borrow the structure of an actual episode, 

opening with an exterior shot of the iconic Arnold’s sign, the familiar sounds of the 

Happy Days theme music, the yellow font of the on-screen credits (“Created by Garry 

Marshall), and the voice of Tom Bosley (the actor who plays Mr. Cunningham) 

narrating, “Happy Days was filmed in front of a live studio audience.” These 

interrelated conventions of the sitcom format signal the beginning of the first scene of 

an episode and tell us plainly that it is Happy Days we are watching. Jonze extends the 

framing context of Happy Days by using actual clips from the show, setting up the plot 

of this ‘episode’ with a scene of a male television reporter standing outside the diner 

and hyperbolically announcing to a camera, “Yes, ladies and gentlemen. Tonight, live 

from Arnold’s Drive-In and Milwaukee’s Fried Chicken Stand, You Wanted to See It 

brings you one of the most exciting events that’s ever been our privilege to bring you.”’ 

The clip featuring the reporter is re-contextualised as setting up the ‘exciting event’ of 

Weezer’s performance inside Arnold’s. The video cuts to an interior shot of Arnold’s, 

which was recreated on a studio set by Jonze and his crew, and is typical of sitcoms in 

that three walls block the scene – stage left, stage right and the backdrop – and the 

invisible ‘fourth wall’ opens out to the three television cameras filming it, allowing the 
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seated audience in the studio and at home to watch. The recreation of both the shooting 

style and the constructed place of Happy Days situate the audience of Buddy Holly 

within the recreated world of a specific sitcom. 

 

The incorporation of Weezer into the world of Happy Days is furthered by the presence 

of one of its original actors, Al Molinaro, who played Al, the manager of the diner. As 

the band stand on a raised platform in the middle of the diner space, standing next to 

their instruments, Al is also on stage and introduces them as “Kenosha, Wisconsin’s 

own… WEEZER!” Then Al implores the audience in vaudevillian style to, “please, try 

the fish,” a line that is coded as a joke by the appearance of a recorded laugh track after 

its utterance, albeit used ironically as the joke is not that funny. Instead, the audience 

laughter continues to re-orientate the viewer with the language of sitcoms that continues 

from the past to present. In the context of the 1970s, Happy Days appropriated the style 

of the 1950s, and Buddy Holly, in the context of the 1990s, follows this nostalgic 

aesthetic, dressing the band and the extras in clothes associated with the bygone era the 

original show was recreating: Weezer are dressed in matching black formal trousers, 

white shirts and red ties, and tan sweaters, resembling a band of the era like Buddy 

Holly and The Crickets; the male extras wear jeans and short sleeve shirts; and the 

females are attired in long dresses and bobby socks. Similar to Sabotage, the video’s 

concept permits the band to play ‘dress up,’ acting as an archetypical 1950s rock ‘n’ roll 

band during their performance. Within this play-acting of a band ‘performing,’ Weezer 

incorporate rock poses that are anachronistic to the 1950s setting, such as when Bell 

salaciously mouths, “I love you,” to a female fan in the audience, more fitting to a 

1970s rock band like KISS.  
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The main attraction for audiences in the high concept of placing Weezer inside Happy 

Days is the visual relationship that is established between the band and the television 

characters, allowing the real and the fictional to interact successfully. Rather than 

simply providing a clips package of Happy Days with the Weezer song as a new 

soundtrack to the familiar images, a sense of interaction is constructed using the diegetic 

presence of the song within the world of Happy Days. In other words, the song is being 

performed directly to the fictional characters. Jonze achieves this primarily through the 

technique of editing, binding together Weezer’s performance in the recreated Arnold’s 

with actual scenes from Happy Days set in the same interior location, recycling them to 

serve a new narrative purpose. Jonze reveals, “My editor, Eric Zumbrunnen, and I went 

through hundreds of episodes, pretty much every one that had anything in Arnold’s, and 

when we found the footage of Fonzie dancing, it was like a gold mine.”26  Arthur 

‘Fonzie’ Fonzarelli, played by Henry Winkler, was arguably the most popular character 

on Happy Days, a non-threatening ‘rebel’ who wore a leather jacket, rode a motorcycle, 

and touted the popular catchphrase, “Ayyyyy.” He also represented the reduction of 

Elvis Presley’s iconic significance into a “nostalgically sentimentalised figure.”27 Buddy 

Holly uses the footage of Fonzie dancing in a competition held inside Arnold’s as the 

climax to the video, and Jonze builds towards it, constructing a narrative that revolves 

around Weezer’s performance. At first, clips are incorporated into sequences that are 

slightly dismissive of the band, for example, a clip of Ralph Mouth (Danny Most) 

seated at a diner booth exclaiming, “Well, this is ridiculous!” is placed during an 

instrumental moment of the song, giving the impression that he is referring to the music. 

Of course, the continuous montage of moments from Happy Days and the recreated 

atmosphere of Buddy Holly do not necessarily follow strict causal logic, as we see 

characters like Ritchie and Ralph Mouth in different costumes depending on the clip 
                                                 
26 Spike Jonze, ‘Spike TV,’ Spin (USA), 19:11, (November 2005), p. 58. 
27 Barry K. Grant, ‘Classic Hollywood Musical & the Problem of Rock ‘N’ Roll,’ Journal of Popular 
Film & Television, 13:4 (1986), 202. 
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used. Jonze edits the scenes together with reference to the logic of the music, following 

the rhythm and melody of the song with corresponding moments. There is clear 

synchresis in some scenes between the past television footage and the contemporary 

music such as the selected clip of Potsy (Anson Williams), thumbing through a 

magazine at a diner booth, whistling to himself. The editing overlays the “woo hoo” 

harmony over Potsy’s whistling, appearing as if he is singing along to Buddy Holly.  

 

What is of overall importance in Jonze’s idea for Happy Days is that the characters 

eventually succumb to the band, presenting positive reinforcement of the song’s appeal 

by turning pop cultural icons like ‘Fonzie’ into “fans.” Goodwin writes, “…music video 

clips (including performance clips) often seem to be concerned with establishing a sense 

of community within a group of musicians… or between the musicians and their 

fans.”28 Goodwin mentions videos such as U2’s Where The Streets Have No Name 

where the band perform on a city rooftop to amassing fans and people passing by, which 

references the Beatles’ rooftop rendition of ‘Get Back’ in the movie Let It Be. The 

interruption of public space and the wider trend of portraying the band as being friends 

and having fun helps extend their sense of community to the audience in the video and 

the audience at home watching the video.29 Public space is not interrupted by Weezer’s 

performance in Buddy Holly, but public memory of a shared television show is. The 

idea of community is integral to the tone of the video, establishing a connection not just 

between Weezer and the audience of extras dancing to the music, but more importantly, 

with a group of famous television characters. The narrative of the video works to 

promote Weezer as a new band by their association with established fixtures of pop 

culture in the cast of Happy Days; their presence would have had similar promotional 

purposes if they had actually played on an episode of Happy Days. The images of 

                                                 
28 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, p. 107. 
29 Ibid, p. 108. 
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Fonzie, Ritchie, or Mr. Cunningham have a ‘time-rich’ appeal to an audience familiar 

with the television show, which in its constant re-runs and packaging on syndication, 

spans several generations of viewers.30 Particularly with the iconic character of Fonzie 

who appears halfway through the video, entering the diner to watch the band play. He 

nods to the drummer Patrick Wilson who responds by pointing his drum stick at him, 

establishing a fraternity between him and the band (figures 3.2. and 3.3.). The fact that 

Wilson and the rest of the band are dressed in 1950s attire points to Jonze’s desire for 

Weezer to fit into the aesthetic of the show rather than disrupt it through any open 

appeal to contemporary dress. The climax edits clips of Fonzie’s Russian-styled dancing 

and a body double to establish him within the presence of Weezer. The care-free, upbeat 

tone to the lyrics in the repeated chorus, “I don’t care about what they say about us 

anyway! I don’t care about that!” is extrapolated into an overall sense of utopianism, 

illustrated by Fonzie’s enthusiastic dancing and smaller clips of other characters 

reacting positively (including Pat Morita as Arnold, the original owner of the diner, 

laughing hysterically) to the music. There is an underlying promotional benefit to the 

use of Happy Days in the Buddy Holly video, which is that if the cast of characters from 

the TV show are seen dancing and having fun to the song, surely the audience at home 

can too. The community between the musicians and fictional characters established by 

the end of the video endeavors to expand into the community that Goodwin touches 

upon, which is the promoted relationship between the musicians and their fans. Jonze is 

not intending so much to parody the original television show of Happy Days but provide 

a respectful homage in its borrowing of direct images, remembered characters, and the 

overall nostalgia for the show at large.  

                                                 
30 Lury, p. 16. 
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Buddy Holly inhabits the content of a Happy Days episode in its brief duration, paying 

tribute to the conventions and qualities of the particular sitcom. The song is halted 

midway through the video on a freeze-frame of Wilson at the drums, which is followed 

by the text, “To Be Continued,” and the collective sigh of a disappointed studio 

audience. Jonze cuts to the neon jukebox logo of Happy Days logo with Ron Howard’s 

voice reassuring us, “Stay tuned for more Happy Days.” The video interrupts the flow 

Figures 3.2. and 3.3. The editing constructs a relationship between 
Weezer and Happy Days in Buddy Holly. 
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of the song to replicate a recognisable detail of the sitcom format, a joke in itself as the 

video is immediately continued with a quick cut back to Wilson drumming. Though 

poking fun at sitcom conventions, the video rarely parodies Happy Days itself, the only 

anachronistic moment occurring when a male extra (played by Jonze’s collaborator, 

Tony F. Maxwell) looks lovingly at bassist Matt Sharp, introducing a faint trace of 

homosexual desire into the predominately heterosexual, family values of the show. The 

rest of the humour and appeal of the video is the revival of the dated language of 1970s 

sitcoms and the nostalgia inherent within Happy Days.  

 

Buddy Holly’s appropriation of Happy Days speaks to the double-nostalgia inherent in 

the program, as explained by critic Nathan Rabin, where its affection for “a clean-cut 

‘50s is augmented by a more recent nostalgia for the much-fetishised ‘70s that spawned 

it.”31 The nostalgia for the 1950s has now been replaced in the 1990s context of the 

Buddy Holly video with a sense of nostalgia for the 1970s, the era in which Jonze and 

the members of Weezer would no doubt have grown up with the show. This is present 

on the supplementary extras for the Buddy Holly video on The Work of Director Spike 

Jonze like the commentary track where Brian Bell exclaims, “Growing up a TV junkie, 

I knew all the episodes they took the footage from!”32 The original footage encapsulates 

a sense of time and place that was in itself an idealised recreation, the present day 

nostalgia felt in the youthful appearance of actors like Ron Howard or Henry Winkler 

portraying their iconic characters. This sense of nostalgia pervades throughout the 

retrospective commentary on the video, which contrasts the young energy of Weezer in 

the video with the older talking heads in the commentaries and interviews. Maxwell, 

who starred in the video, even says in regards to Buddy Holly, “It was a great time in 

                                                 
31 Nathan Rabin, ‘Happy Days: The Complete First Season,’ (DVD Review) in The Onion A.V. Club, 
(August 16, 2004): http://www.avclub.com/content/node/8277 (accessed 12/11/07). 
32 Brian Bell, ‘Buddy Holly Commentary with Weezer’ in The Work of Director Spike Jonze (DVD), 
(USA: Palm Pictures, 2003). 

http://www.avclub.com/content/node/8277
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music video. Everything was open and there was a real leap conceptually…”33 The 

Work Of Director Spike Jonze, which re-contextualises these television texts within a 

director-orientated context, adds an additional layer of nostalgia for the creative period 

of music videos in the mid-1990s when both Buddy Holly and Sabotage were new, 

rather than the ‘classics’ they are considered today. The parody of the TV cop show 

genre and the homage to Happy Days point to Jonze’s use of detail within his textual 

appropriation of past media forms; from the font of ‘Sabotage’ as a television show title 

to the relationship of gazes between the Fonz and Weezer drummer Patrick Wilson. 

Jonze resurrects these iconic images to express the dynamic of the featured music, 

whether it is the action-packed hip hop of the Beastie Boys or the upbeat power pop of 

Weezer, and their inter-textual relationship to the contemporary sound of the music 

continues their existence throughout pop culture in a new form – that of the music video. 

With Buddy Holly and Sabotage, there is a similar high concept attraction to Gondry’s 

clip for The White Stripes’ Fell in Love with a Girl where the pop song is experienced 

through a shared cultural knowledge of a pop culture text; the childhood toy of Lego is 

replaced in these instances with television shows of the director’s youth. Of course, in 

each example, this appropriation works on an advertising principal of association, 

introducing a new band or a new song by co-mingling their status as signs with that of 

recognisable signifiers to iconic signs. Yet rather than working as complete worlds as 

some of Cunningham and Gondry’s videos do, Jonze conceptualises Buddy Holly and 

Sabotage as complete, though slightly condensed, cultural texts that we would 

experience in our daily lives; the credits to a television show or a complete Happy Days 

episode. As with Gondry and videos like Let Forever Be, the union of music and image 

in the genre of music video also has led Jonze to appropriate the film genre of the 

Musical with great success. 

                                                 
33 Tony F. Maxwell, ‘Interviews’ in The Work of Director Spike Jonze DVD, (USA: Palm Pictures, 2003). 



 322

 

THE MUSICAL AS STAR VEHICLE: BJORK’S IT’S OH SO QUIET AND FAT 

BOY SLIM’S WEAPON OF CHOICE. 

One of the most nostalgic cultural texts is the Musical, which continues to be a clear 

influence on music videos with its reliance on singing and dancing to express emotive 

spectacle. Rick Altman defines Musicals as narrative films where musical numbers 

involving song and dance are incorporated with non-musical story material.34 Classic 

Musical iconography has been previously adapted in popular videos like Michael 

Jackson’s Beat It, which draws on West Side Story (1961), and Madonna’s Material 

Girl with its intertextual reference to Marilyn Monroe in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes 

(1953). Even satirical videos like Cunningham’s Windowlicker rely on a shared 

understanding of the musical as an ideal, in particular the ‘golden age’ of American 

musicals that came out of Hollywood from the 1930s to the 1960s. It remains an 

attractive genre for the well-known possibilities of expression, both on behalf of the 

characters in the story and the imagination of the filmmakers: 

 

The musical, as Platonic ideal, embodies everything that is theatrical, artificial 

and purely expressive in cinema as aesthetic language, as artistic gesture. 

Anything goes, everything sings. Here, in the realm of broad but essential 

concepts, the musical aligns itself with melodrama and expressionism in 

defining one essence of cinema as a medium.35

 

Indulging in a form of spectacle that pushes people to sing and dance unabashedly in 

public spaces, musicals entertain the fantasy of open expression of private emotions and 

                                                 
34 Rick Altman, American Film Musical, (Indiana University Press: Bloomington, 1987), p. 107. 
35 Adrian Martin, ‘Musical Mutations: Before, Beyond & Against Hollywood’ in Movie Mutations: The 
Changing Face Of Cinephilia, ed. Jonathon Rosenbaum and Adrian Martin. (London: BFI Publishing, 
2003), p. 99. 
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problems. In the transference of the musical into the context of a music video, the 

expressiveness of the cinema screen becomes contained in the frame of the television 

set, limiting the immersive qualities of the genre. What also constricts the adaptation of 

the musical genre is the fact that the audio track of a music video is comprised of a 

single, complete and unified segment of music. 36  The expressive, ‘anything goes’ 

quality of the musical as a whole is sublimated into the featured song that must be 

promoted, which also includes visual focus on the musical artist or act as the star. 

Returning to Scott Bukatman’s ‘Syncopated City’ chapter in Matters of Gravity, he 

discusses the genre of musicals in relation to its representation of iconic cities like New 

York, an ideal from Classical Hollywood that was desecrated in the Cunningham videos 

Afrika Shox and Windowlicker. In defining the genre, Bukatman discusses the musical 

sequences as complete texts in themselves: “The relationship between number and 

narrative is less flexible in a film than in a vaudeville revue, cabaret, or Broadway show, 

but it’s still true that most of these songs proved to be eminently detachable from their 

original settings...”37 For Bukatman, musical numbers represent “an oasis within which 

spectacle can be indulged, consumed and played with” 38  – his reason for reading 

musical sequences as texts in themselves. Music videos simply appropriate the ‘oasis of 

spectacle’ within a shorter time frame and Jonze stages his mini-musicals as complete 

sequences in themselves. The music is not used as a transition from one stage of the 

film narrative to another, but can become a complete narrative in itself. Jonze relocates 

the expressive of the musical genre into the space of singular song while referencing its 

tension with the ‘realistic’ world that the music is temporarily enlightening. 

 

Jonze appropriates the Musical genre to construct vehicles for the featured onscreen 

performer in two of his best known videos, Björk’s It’s Oh So Quiet and Fat Boy Slim’s 
                                                 
36 Allan, ‘Musical cinema, music video, music television,’ p. 4. 
37 Bukatman, Matters of Gravity, p. 158. 
38 Ibid. 
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Weapon of Choice. Björk contacted Jonze to direct the video for It’s Oh So Quiet, which 

was taken from her second album, Post, and it was her idea to create a modern musical. 

On the other hand, the idea for Weapon of Choice occurred when Jonze met the actor 

Christopher Walken at a party and discussed his love of dancing, leading to Jonze’s 

desire to cast him in the video: “It wasn’t that Christopher Walken was the first choice – 

if he didn’t want to do it, it wasn’t really an idea. I’d seen him tap dancing on S.N.L 

[Saturday Night Live], so I sent him the treatment I’d written.” 39  The video was 

therefore a vehicle based solely on the talents of the featured actor. Music videos create 

distance in actual performance through the technique of lip-synching and miming to the 

song.40 As the musical star, Björk is required to sing to playback on the set of the video, 

which is incorporated within the difficulty of having to dance simultaneously. In 

contrast, Weapon of Choice concentrates solely on Walken’s ability to dance as he is not 

the vocalist of the song, but provides a visual counterpoint to the music. The connection 

between the two videos in their borrowing of the musical genre is how they both 

foreground the expressive possibilities of dance, moving their bodies to the music, 

which Jonze adds to with simple effects to help them conclude in a transcendent action. 

One of Bukatman’s reasons for understanding musical sequences as generally 

detachable from the main narrative is that the camera has less of a narrative function 

and “is fixed less upon the trajectory of a single protagonist.”41  What Jonze does in It’s 

Oh So Quiet and Weapon of Choice is to incorporate the trajectory of a single 

protagonist in the shape of the featured star into the narrative of the musical sequence 

that takes up the duration of each music video. Part of the trajectory of the protagonist 

involves both their body and the space around them slowly responding to the contours 

and overtures of the featured pop song to the point of climactic transcendence. 

 
                                                 
39 Jonze, ‘Spike TV,’ p. 58. 
40 Allan, ‘Musical cinema, music video, music television,’ p. 6. 
41 Bukatman, Matters of Gravity, p. 159. 
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For a music video to appropriate the Musical genre is not simply a method of permitting 

the musician or actor to perform in a certain way – to perform a choreographed dance in 

space – but it is also used to construct a world that musically responds to the individual. 

Adrian Martin believes that Musicals from the post-1960s period onwards became self-

reflexive towards the genre, referencing the expressive ideal of the genre in a gesture 

that would mark  

 

an interval between, on the one hand, the world of the fiction lived in by the 

characters – invariably signaled as drab, weighty and miserable or simply 

mundane and earthbound – and then, on the other hand, the world of the musical, 

which is somewhere else altogether, usually locked up in a Hollywood-induced 

dream.42

 

Martin cites examples of this postmodern tendency in Jacques Demy’s The Umbrellas 

of Cherbourg (1967), Dennis Potter’s television miniseries Pennies from Heaven (1978), 

and Lars Von Trier’s Dancer in the Dark (1999), which also starred Björk in her first 

and so far only musical film. The disparity between the world of constructed reality and 

the world of musical expression was previously deconstructed in Gondry’s Let Forever 

Be, where the female protagonist’s subconscious desire to become a dancer continually 

interrupted her mundane waking life. Jonze engages in a similar ploy of using the 

transformative spectacle of the musical to reconfigure the space of everyday life into an 

overt expression of the star’s emotional state. In both videos, the performer or actor 

portrays a state of existence without musical or physical expression, and is then altered 

by the ability to do so with the appearance of the song. Björk and Walken act as ‘agents 

of emotional satisfaction’43 for the viewer by realising the utopian fantasy of life as a 

                                                 
42 Martin, ‘Musical Mutations: Before, Beyond & Against Hollywood,’ p. 100. 
43 Allan, ‘Musical cinema, music video, music television,’ p. 13. 



 326

Musical, even as Jonze emphasises the disparity between this genre ideal and the lack 

felt in reality.  

 

In It’s Oh So Quiet, the transition from mundane ‘reality’ to the world of a Hollywood-

style musical is based on the structure of the actual song. Written by Hans Lang, Eirch 

Meder and Bert Riesfeld in 1948, It’s Oh So Quiet was originally popularised by singer-

actress Betty Hutton, famous for performing in Musicals like Annie Get Your Gun 

(1950). In contrast to Hutton, Björk’s singing contains traces of her Icelandic 

background with the slight guttural tone to her voice, placing her at odds with the 

melodic protocols of forties era music. However, the arrangement of the music adheres 

to the ‘big band’ sound of the original 1940s context. At the level of song-writing, the 

dynamic of the music alternates between ‘quiet’ orchestral strings during the verses and 

the ‘loud’ interjection of the brass and horn instruments in the choruses. The shift in 

volume within the music reflects the content of the lyrics, which use the metaphor of 

sound to express both the absence and arrival of love: 

 

 

verse 1 

It’s oh so quiet 

It’s oh so quiet 

You’re all alone 

And so peaceful until… 

 

chorus 

You fall in love 

Zing boom! 
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The sky above 

Zing boom! 

Is caving in 

Wow bam! 

 

For the verses, Björk sings in a measured, slow and ‘quiet’ tone, which changes with the 

chorus into a full, expansive and ‘loud’ delivery – even going so far as to scream the 

nonsensical, onomatopoeic lyrics (e.g. ‘wow bam!’). The structure of the song’s 

interconnected lyrical and musical composition thematically expresses the point of view 

of the singer where the placid, boring life she leads is dramatically disrupted by falling 

in love. For the video, Jonze and Björk agreed upon using the Musical genre to express 

the song. Jonze wanted to do a period piece set during the 1950s, but Björk disagreed 

and believed that the nostalgic ideal had to be set in the present with “people walking 

down the street in trainers, all the miserable things in everyday life.”44 The song would 

be used to depict the interval between the world we recognise and the dream world of a 

musical, equating the emotion of love with the expressive qualities of the cinematic 

form. 

 

It’s Oh So Quiet begins with a short scene before we hear the song that shows Björk 

washing her face in a grimy, public bathroom. The very first shot is a hand held close up 

of the rusted bathroom sink, the ‘kitchen sink’ reality of the mise en scene enhanced by 

the dull hum of the florescent light on the audio track. When Jonze cuts to a shot of 

Björk walking out of the bathroom, revealing it to be located inside a tyre store, which 

represents everyday ‘reality’ within the world of the video. However, the reality 

portrayed is still an aesthetic construct in itself because the song commences on the 

                                                 
44 Björk, ‘It’s Oh So Quiet Commentary with Björk’ in The Work of Director Spike Jonze [DVD], (USA: 
Palm Pictures, 2003).    
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soundtrack. We see Björk walk across the store in a tracking shot, and Jonze establishes 

a set of techniques to match the unhurried pace of the ‘quiet’ verses; filming everything 

in slow-motion, using longer takes, and subdued lighting. The stylised version of 

‘reality’ is still resolutely a Musical in its content as Björk is shown singing the verses 

on screen, but this is conveyed as a private act. She does not look directly into the 

camera or appeal to the audience, and is ignored by the customers and employees at the 

tyre store who go about their business in the background.   

 

Goodwin considers a well-established ploy in videos is to make emphatic visual 

changes during the chorus as to distinguish them from the verses and bring out the 

‘hook’ of the song more.45 Jonze’s aesthetic choice of slow-motion, low lighting and 

fewer cuts during the verses is an emphatic choice that changes with the arrival of each 

chorus. The boring everyday world shifts dramatically into a vibrant musical world with 

the chorus as Jonze cuts to Björk in a full figure shot as she openly performs to the 

camera and tap dances in the tyre store, supported by five male employees who dance 

behind her. Motion is filmed in normal speed, the colours are lit brighter, and Björk’s 

animated performance expands her private world into public expression. The consumer 

items in the tyre store become props, such as the tyre Björk kicks through the air when 

she screams, “Wow bam!” As the energetic chorus subsides into the second verse, 

downshifting from ‘loud’ to ‘quiet’ once again, the tyre momentarily floats through the 

air as everyone returns to their work routine. The people are struck, like the girl in Let 

Forever Be, by a momentary possession of musical expression, which then dissipates as 

if they have woken from a dream. 

 

                                                 
45 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, p. 64. 
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As a promotional strategy, the musical presentation of Björk in the It’s Oh So Quiet 

video helped establish a popular image in her star-text through her costuming, wearing a 

one-piece, yellow mini-dress and black boots, a colourful presence within the grey 

visual scheme of the tyre store. Her vocal mannerisms, which push her singing from 

calmly hushed tones to explosive emoting, also establish her as a temperamental 

character. In one moment, Björk asks the audience to be quiet, placing a finger against 

her lips when she says, “Shhh,” during the verses, and then in another, her face is 

contorted by unrepressed screaming. Her singing in the chorus activates the people 

around her to support her performance, particularly during the second chorus where she 

steps outside onto the street: a businessman stops what he is doing and does a number of 

backward flips down the sidewalk; a group of elderly ladies carrying umbrellas 

surround Björk, which in the bird’s eye camera view references Busby Berkeley’s 

choreography once again (as in Windowlicker); and even, in one of the most memorable 

scenes, the mail box that Björk leans on, comes to life and proceeds to dance with her. 

The street scene is another example of Bukatman’s argument concerning ‘The 

Syncopated City,’ which he discusses in relation to the “hijacking” of African 

instrumentation and rhythm in the music of Ragtime.46 The plurality of ethnic voices, 

even though predominately voiced and embodied by white performers, is argued by 

Bukatman as activating the diverse sounds of a city. The combination of Ragtime and 

Tap, the teaming of star Fred Astaire with the black LeRoy Daniels (playing a 

shoeshiner), in The Band Wagon is one case study Bukatman uses to discuss ‘The 

Syncopated City.’ It’s Oh So Quiet does not engage in the diversity of voices and is 

subjugated to Björk’s Icelandic whiteness, but the video does satisfy some of 

Bukatman’s definition: “The syncopated city depends on the stylization of the 

everyday.”47The L.A. setting of the San Fernando Valley with its flat buildings and 

                                                 
46 Bukatman, Matters of Gravity, p. 168. 
47 Ibid, p. 174. 
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white streets incorporates a sense of suburbia within this urban space, but the location is 

stylised into a spectacular process. The ‘loud’ verses of this cover of a ‘Standard’ from 

the 1940s era inspires the diverse ‘ordinary’ people in the background to move their 

bodies and dance like the musicals of old, and, to use the words of Bukatman, 

assimilates and abstracts the everyday.48

 

The final chorus is the climax to the video where the movement of the camera and the 

choreography of the people are synchronised into a harmonious spectacle displayed for 

the audience. This represents one of the trademark moments in a musical, which Rick 

Altman describes as when “the music creates a utopian space in which all the singers 

and dancers achieve a unity unimaginable in the now superseded world of temporal, 

psychological causality.”49When the last chorus begins, Jonze films Björk in a medium 

close up as she steps from the sidewalk onto the road, leading a congregated mass of 

dancers dressed as ordinary citizens. As the star of the video, Björk is at once part of 

this united crowd and separated from it by her singing. As the camera tracks away 

slowly, Björk moves from the crowd, continuing to dance towards us until she is framed 

in a close up. The camera rises up in the air, as does Björk, her image in the foreground 

as she floats above the ground, which is timed to her climactic scream and the upbeat 

finale when she sings, “… when you fall in love!” The horns finish on an ecstatic 

flourish, and the uplifting tone of the music is relayed in Björk’s optimistic smile and 

the transcendent state of her body (Figure 3.4.). Once more, she urges the audience to 

“shh,” a smile on her lips, as if to settle us down from the current elation she is feeling. 

The utopian space is found in the upbeat end to the song, Björk constructed as an agent 

of emotional satisfaction through her embodiment of romantic feeling. Similar to Come 

into My World and The Hardest Button to Button, urban space is reconfigured as a 

                                                 
48 Ibid. 
49 Altman, p. 69. 
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playground, using the musical genre to transform a virtual double of our mundane world 

into an expressive spectacle. 

 

Figure 3.4. The Musical World and the transcendent star in It’s Oh So Quiet.  

The verse-chorus structure of It’s Oh So Quiet provided a clear division between ‘quiet’ 

reality and the ‘loud’ musical genre. For the Weapon of Choice video, the interval 

between the two worlds is marked by the diegetic presence of the song invading the 

desolate space of an upper-class hotel, the Marriott in L.A. Weapon of Choice is a piece 

of dance music influenced by the 1970s funk genre, which can be heard in the Sly & 

The Family sample it uses from the song, Into My Own Thing. Backed by a bass-line 

groove and samba percussion, the vocals are provided by Bootsy Collins, who played 

lead guitar with James Brown and Parliament. In contrast to It’s Oh So Quiet, his lyrics 

to the song are focused on seduction and sex instead of romantic love: 

 

verse 1 

Don’t be shocked by tone of my voice 

Check out my new weapon, weapon of choice 
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Don’t be shocked by tone of my voice 

Check out my new weapon, weapon of choice, yeah 

 

Listen to the sound of my voice (ahh…) 

You can check it on out, it’s the weapon of choice, yeah  

 

Collins sings the lyrics in a low, bass tone, insinuating the seductive appeal of his 

“voice.” Before the music is heard in the Weapon of Choice video, Jonze uses a short 

prologue to indicate the silent, lifeless space of the hotel setting. Opening in the lobby 

of the hotel, we see Walken sitting slumped and depressed in a chair, another empty 

chair placed next to him emphasising his loneliness. The suitcases and bags that are 

present at his feet suggest his transient status as a guest. We hear the diegetic noise of a 

vacuum operating in the distance, its audible mechanical hum resembling dead air. 

Jonze cuts to a medium close up of Walken, staring lifelessly at the ground, and within 

the first thirty seconds, a portrait has been conveyed of a miserable, bored businessman 

placed within stasis. 

 

The transition into the world of a musical is embodied by Walken once the diegetic 

presence of Fatboy Slim’s music is heard within the hotel space. The camera holds on 

his impassive face as the song begins to play in the background, building slowly 

through a repeated sample – a sped-up rap lyric, “For they catch ya chainsmoking 

(word).” Walken slowly turns his head to locate the origin of the music, and he sees a 

cleaner’s trolley that has a radio on top of the folded towels and sheets. Walken turns to 

the camera, staring at us in a dead-eyed glare, and then looks away, shifting his head to 

the trumpet melody that occurs in the song. He suddenly stands up, wavering in his 

stance, as if possessed by the music. When the horns build up to a high-pitch rhythm, 
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the volume increasing from its diegetic status on the radio to overwhelming the audio 

mix of the video, finally erupting into the snap of the bass-line groove, Walken’s body 

breaks out into a dance. As Walken moves across the lobby, Jonze frames his body in 

full-figure shots so we can witness the entirety of his overall physical engagement with 

the music. Again the markers of a commercial space – such as the tyre store in It’s Oh 

So Quiet – are used as props like the luggage trolley that he grabs and spins around 

inside of, leaving it behind him as he skips along. Bukatman observes in his analysis of 

the Weapon of Choice video, “The hermetic environment of a corporate hotel, a 

transient habitat both uninhabited and uninhabitable, is rewritten as a space to be danced 

on.” 50  Once the music cuts through the sense of emptiness in the transient space, 

Walken’s body breaks free of its prison and permits a renewed sense of purpose and 

energy in his dancing. As Bukatman writes, “closed spaces suddenly open as Walken’s 

dancing body finds and exploits new places to move.”51The hotel space, which we 

understand as typically populated, especially one of upscale appearance like the brown, 

polished hues of the Marriott, is removed of obstacles and distractions. The attraction of 

the video is Jonze setting up such a public space of private residency into a dance-floor 

for the individual talents of Walken, freed from being watched by anyone else in the 

hotel, but obviously playing up to the camera’s presence, breaking the fourth wall and 

appealing to the viewers at home. While the young girl in Let Forever Be is inhibited in 

her daily life from letting free for her dancing doppelgangers, Jonze’s high concept idea 

for Weapon of Choice is under no such inhibitions. 

 

The other major attraction of Weapon of Choice as a concept is the incorporation of 

Walken’s persona as an actor into this musical performance where expectations based 

on his previous roles in films are subverted to our delight. Dyer discusses how star 

                                                 
50 Bukatman, Matters of Gravity, p. 2. 
51 Bukatman, Matters of Gravity, p. 2. 
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vehicles are important as much for their ingredients as for their realisation, and with 

Weapon of Choice, the central ingredient is building the video around Walken.52 Fatboy 

Slim was content to be relegated to a cameo – as a portrait on the wall of the hotel – in 

favour of Jonze conceptualising the song as a vehicle for Walken’s love of dancing. An 

Academy Award winning actor (Best Supporting Actor in The Deer Hunter, 1979) 

Walken is better known for his character work in both low-budget independent and big-

budget Hollywood films, and his unique screen presence is defined both by his erratic 

speech patterns and his shifts in acting styles, flipping from impassive coldness to 

theatrical flamboyance. For these reasons, Walken is usually stereotyped as a villain 

based on the number of gangsters, psychopaths and eccentrics he has played in his 

career, particularly in the most popular films he is known for – A View To A Kill (1985), 

King of New York (1990), The Comfort of Strangers (1991), True Romance (1992), Pulp 

Fiction (1994), and Welcome to the Jungle (2003). However, Walken has always 

maintained an interest in dancing, which has sometimes appeared in his films (his dance 

routine in the Hollywood adaptation of Pennies from Heaven (1981)) and television 

appearances (the Saturday Night Live song-and-dance routine that sparked Jonze’s 

interest); growing out of the dance classes he was sent to as a young boy. 53  The 

presentation of Walken in a suit, sitting coldly in the opening to Weapon of Choice 

references to a certain extent his association with playing gangsters and psychopaths. 

Bukatman suggests, “The video’s full effect depends on our recognising Walken, who 

not only exudes eccentric menace, but combines catatonia with explosive violence.”54 

Bukatman’s assessment is supported by Norman Cook’s reaction to Walken while 

watching the video on his audio commentary, “He still looks so scary… like he would 

                                                 
52 Richard Dyer, Stars (New Edition), (London: BFI Publishing, 1979/1998), p. 62. 
53 Christopher Walken, ‘Weapon of Choice Commentary with Christopher Walken’ in The Work of 
Director Spike Jonze (DVD), (USA: Palm Pictures, 2003). 
54 Bukatman, Matters of Gravity, p. 1. 
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pull a gun and shoot everyone in the head, and he does this [dancing] instead!”55 The 

moment when Walken sits up from his chair and erupts into dance is not only the 

transition of the hotel space into a musical world, but the transformation of the actor, 

breaking out of his stereotyped persona, which offers an element of surprise to the first-

time viewer.  

 

Leo Braudy defines the essence of the musical as “the potential for the individual to free 

himself from inhibition at the same time that he retains a sense of limit and propriety in 

the very form of the liberating dance.” 56  The focus of Weapon of Choice is the 

liberation Walken’s character feels in dancing throughout the interior space of the hotel. 

The dim lighting contributes a sense that the video takes place late at night, and there 

appear to be no other people, no clerks, bell-boys or guests. Walken is alone, and yet by 

dancing to the music, the audience witnesses his clear joy in his physical expression. At 

one point, Walken jumps up on top of a table inside the lobby and Jonze cuts to a close 

up of Walken’s face as he smiles, looking down at his feet, conveying the real pleasure 

in his own lack of inhibition. However, as in It’s Oh So Quiet, the video’s climax has to 

top the clear physical freedom in dancing by imagining the fantasy of a transcendental 

body, moving from the physical spectacle of the performer to the technical ability of the 

medium to visualise the impossible. Walken ends up jumping off the edge of first floor 

mezzanine, flying into the spacious interior of the hotel, an effect achieved using a 

combination of wire work and computer compositing. The third verse of the song, 

which plays over this sequence, references a sense of physical liberation: 

 

Through the hemisphere I roam 

                                                 
55 Norman Cook, ‘Weapon of Choice Commentary with Norman Cook a.k.a. Fatboy Slim’ in The Work of 
Director Spike Jonze (DVD). 
56 Leo Braudy, The World In A Frame: What We See In Films, (Chicago and London: The University Of 
Chicago Press, 1976), p. 140. 
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To make love to the angels of light, yeah 

And my girl 

I guess you just don’t understand 

It’s gone beyond bein’ a man 

As I drift off into the night 

I’m in flight.   

 

Collins’ lyrics use the metaphor of “flight” and “angels of light” to detail his masculine 

freedom in leaving the scene of a seduction, which is changed visually into a spectacle 

of actual flight for Walken. As we hear these lyrics, Walken floats in the air against a 

giant painting of three sail ships on the sea. The clouds and sea in the painting appear 

behind Walken, framing him in an ‘angelic’ image, as if he has hovering in the sky. As 

Bukatman comments of this moment, “His delight at this physical liberation is matched 

by spectator’s own: these are familiar fantasies, not only of flight but of film.” 57  

Weapon of Choice is the positive flipside to the physical transcendence first discussed in 

Only You where Cunningham used computerisation to present a virtual idea of the 

impossible. Instead of the eerie sense of drowning that Cunningham ended Only You 

with, Jonze ends the representation of Walken as an imaginary body by bringing him 

back down to earth. When the music is over, Walken swoops above the camera and is 

then planted in front of the frame in close up. The diegetic hum of the vacuum cleaner is 

heard again, and Walken’s previous flicker of deliverance settles into an expression of 

deflation as he returns to his chair, resuming the same blank pose from the first scenes 

of the video. Dyer regards musicals as offering the “image of ‘something better’ to 

escape into, or something we want deeply that our day-to-day lives don’t provide,” 

appealing to a utopian state of body and space.58 While It’s Oh So Quiet ends typically 

                                                 
57 Bukatman, Matters of Gravity, p. 2.  
58 Dyer, ‘Entertainment and Utopia,’ p. 273. 
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of classic musicals with a grand, show-stopping climax, bringing the people together in 

a tableau display with Björk at the forefront, Weapon Of Choice’s cyclical structure 

returns Walken to mundane reality, more in keeping with the postmodern variations of 

the genre, such as Pennies From Heaven. ‘Something better’ was offered for Walken’s 

character in the emotional and physical release of dancing to music, experiencing it in a 

transcendental body, and yet, this does not last. The physical release and expressive 

abilities that arose with the presence of the music remain only a temporary delight, 

reflecting both the transient nature of the hotel setting and our experience of songs and 

music videos as fleeting pleasures within popular culture. As the video for Buddy Holly 

functioned as a mini-episode of Happy Days, the videos for It’s Oh So Quiet and 

Weapon of Choice proceed to work as mini-musicals downsized to the small screen of 

television, but appropriating the choreography, camera movements, and stunt effects of 

the big-screen musical. The conventions of the film genre are respected by Jonze even 

as a sense of lack is present in the juxtaposition between such celluloid desires and the 

mundane existence of everyday ‘reality’ is enforced in both videos. We can also see 

how Jonze as a video auteur responds to the theme of transcendence through the body’s 

experience of music expressed here using the possibilities of the musical genre. The 

cinematic body is being appealed to once again, but this time speaks to the temporary 

reprieve it can give its performers rather than the nihilistic end offered in Cunningham’s 

work. 

 

CHARACTER, NARRATIVE AND IDENTITY IN THE CHEMICAL 

BROTHERS’ ELEKTROBANK & DAFT PUNK’S DA FUNK. 

It’s Oh So Quiet and Weapon Of Choice draw on the film medium in their appropriation 

of the Musical genre, standing as complete narratives within the space of a song, tracing 

how the performer moves from ‘reality’ to the ‘imaginary’ through the act of dancing. 
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Reality is a construction within each video, which is used to contrast the spectacle of the 

musical form with a quiet stasis that is meant to represent ‘normal’ life. From the 1960s 

onwards, Musicals decreased in popularity and therefore decreased in production, and 

were replaced in favour of films that threaded pop songs throughout a realistic narrative. 

A film like Easy Rider (1969) popularised the use of rock ‘n’ roll soundtracks where 

pre-recorded songs were laid over various montages of the two anti-heroes 

motorcycling across the country, helping to comment on the story and elaborate on its 

mood (most infamously with Steppenwolf’s Born To Be Wild). Steve Lannin and 

Matthew Caley analyse the changing use of music in motion pictures, from the adapted 

‘book’ of a musical to the compilation of various recording artists for the soundtrack: 

 

During the 1980s it is also possible to envisage the compiled score as 

replacing the need for the Musical’s song and dance elements, in a period 

where fantasy was a way of life, not a change of scene. Postmodernism 

insisted on no longer attending the fantasy celebration, but becoming it. 

The film became an extension of life and both were expected to move to 

the beat of a similarly compiled score.59

 

The division that is set up between musicals and the ‘compiled score’ is extrapolated 

into the difference between representing fantasy and realism onscreen. The song and 

dance expressiveness of the Musical genre is replaced by films that reflect how people 

actually experience music – listening to in the car, playing it in the background, and 

basically using a piece of music to express their identity. Lannin and Caley reference 

the 1980s when Hollywood was under the influence of MTV, films like Flashdance 

(1983) and Footloose (1984) were categorised as Musicals on one hand in the 

                                                 
59 Steve Lannin and Matthew Caley, ‘Introduction’ in Pop Fiction – The Song in Cinema, ed. Steve 
Lannin and Matthew Caley. (Bristol and Portland: Intellect, 2005), pp. 11-12. 
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prevalence of songs and dancing, but also attempted to retain a certain sense of realism. 

None of the central characters of either film burst into song, but they dance to music 

heard diegetically within socially marked spaces (an audition room, a high school dance, 

and so forth). The style of music videos were themselves appropriated in the musical 

sequences of both films, cutting to the momentum of the featured music, and would 

indeed basically double as the music videos to the pop song, such as Irene Cara’s 

Flashdance (What A Feeling) (1983). The cinematic appropriation of a music video 

aesthetic is returned in the Spike Jonze videos for The Chemical Brothers’ Elektrobank 

and Daft Punk’s Da Funk, where dance music is used as the soundtrack for character-

based narratives, undertaking the appearance of a motion picture experience. 

 

Goodwin regards the first person mode of address in pop music as breaking the illusion 

of the ‘fourth wall,’ which is the separation maintained between the viewing audience 

and the world inside of the fiction. 60  The direct address of a singer, whether it is 

Madonna gazing out at us in Frozen or Björk appealing to us to “shhh” in It’s Oh So 

Quiet, emphasises that the video was made to connect specifically with a viewing 

audience. With the prevalence of electronic music throughout the 1990s, the fourth wall 

was rebuilt in numerous video texts, shifting the focus from the open appeal of a 

musical performer singing to us, to a character existing within their own world. We 

have already discussed this tendency as one that binds the three auteurs together in their 

music videos, with Cunningham’s Come on My Selector and Gondry’s Bachelorette 

turning the promotional aim of the medium into a platform for storytelling. Jonze has 

explained his own desire to concentrate on narrative and character as part of his thought 

process for making videos: 

 

                                                 
60 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, p. 17. 
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Yeah, I always like trying to think of it backwards: If this song was gonna be 

used up against a piece of film, what would it be? As if you’d shot a piece of 

film and said, “Okay, we need a song.” I sometimes think if we were editing, 

what movie would use this song? In what kind of scene?61  

 

The thinking described draws on storytelling techniques used in cinema and television 

where a pre-existing song is selected to add to the energy or emotion of a scene, Jonze 

working backwards to imagine what kind of text would require the song being promoted 

in the video. Elektrobank and Da Funk stand as evidence of Jonze’s ‘filmic’ approach to 

video-making with the individual pieces of music used to score the story of a character, 

using completely different stylistic approaches. While the two videos do not take place 

in the Musical genre, they still rely on physicality to embody the song: Elektrobank uses 

the song as a soundtrack to a gymnastic routine, and Da Funk uses it to accompany 

walking through the city at night. The characters express the song through listening to it 

and experiencing it in a manner that we can relate to, the music having diegetic reality 

in the space of their respective worlds. In comparison to the previous videos discussed, 

there is more attention paid to back-story and creating a realistic world for the audience, 

building up sympathy with a figure so that we may identify completely with the song in 

question. 

 

Elektrobank works as the climax to a non-existent teen-sports film, using the music of 

the Chemical Brothers as the soundtrack to the athletic triumph of its lead character. In 

the pre-song prologue, Jonze uses various archetypes and genre conventions taken from 

teen films like The Karate Kid (1984) to create a world around the character of Janet, a 

teenage gymnast played by Sofia Coppola. The first shot frames Janet alone in a 

                                                 
61 Quoted in Spike Jonze, p. 31. 
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corridor outside the high school gymnasium, wrapping one of her legs with gauze. We 

identify with her as the main character, Coppola’s silent performance emphasising her 

hesitancy and vulnerability. As she enters the gym, Jonze films from her point of view, 

tracking across the assembled audience in the stands and focusing on an old man in a 

suit waving cheerfully at us with a young, dour girl sitting next to him. They are 

established through a brief glance as Janet’s father and sister, a family unit who 

supports Janet, alongside the appearance of her burly, middle-aged coach named Lazlo. 

While Lazlo offers such advice as, “Don’t forget to smile. Bring out that personality,” 

Janet concentrates on her rival, a blonde gymnast who has just completed her routine 

with a score of 65. The blonde gymnast is broadly depicted as an opponent using 

opposite characteristics to Janet: she is blonde instead of brunette, wears a black 

costume instead of a white one, and is smug in her behaviour while Janet is more 

sympathetic. The visual style of the prologue places us within a ‘realistic’ world using 

conventions and archetypes from cinema and television, positioning us to care about 

Janet through the family unit she has supporting her and the obnoxious rival she has to 

defeat.  

  

The casting of Coppola as Janet is another case of Jonze choosing to work with an actor 

rather than the musicians associated with the song. Though Coppola was not a famous 

actor like Christopher Walken was in the Weapon of Choice video, she would still have 

been recognisable within film circles as the daughter of film director Francis Ford 

Coppola, widely criticised for her acting in his film, The Godfather Part III (1990). 

Coppola’s career text is also informed by the knowledge that she was dating Jonze 

during the making of Elektrobank, and the time that has elapsed since its making has 

given it autobiographical significance for Jonze himself (Coppola and Jonze later 

married in 1999 and then divorced in 2003). Coppola is now established as a film 
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director in her own right (The Virgin Suicides (1999), Lost In Translation (2003), Marie 

Antoinette (2006)) and this extra-textual information affects one’s current viewing of 

Elektrobank. However, Coppola is used in Elektrobank as an actor to convey the largely 

non-verbal expressions of her character. Dialogue is used sparingly in the prologue of 

the video and when it is heard, such as Lazlo’s advice to Janet, the volume is mixed 

quite low in the audio track. The video has the pretence of narrative, but it is largely 

invested in the synchronisation of visual movement to the featured music. 

 

The Chemical Brothers’ song, Elektrobank, is heard on the audio track when Janet is 

called up to the mat in order to perform her athletic routine, which is choreographed 

accordingly to the beat, rhythm and structure of the music. The electronic dance track 

provides a stark contrast to the classical music used for the blonde gymnast’s 

performance, a promotional strategy that casts Janet’s opponent as traditional while 

Janet is aligned with a hip, contemporary sound. As Janet prepares to begin in the 

middle of the mat, we hear the propulsive drum machine of the song rise in intensity. 

Performing a number of flips across the mat, the music halts in the middle of the last 

flip and we hear a male vocal sample shout, “Alright, check this out!,” commanding our 

attention not simply to the song as originally intended, but also towards her gymnastic 

performance. Her landing is given audio force by its synchronisation to the entrance of 

the distorted rhythm guitar. Although the music has diegetic presence in the space of the 

gymnasium, its volume overwhelms the audio track and is louder than the previously 

featured classical music that was intermingled with background noise in the prologue. 

The song is built on the rhythm of a repeated electronic guitar riff, various electronic 

synthesizer loops resembling sped-up telephone dial tones, and vocal Hip-Hop samples, 

particularly the repeated refrain, “Who is dis doin’ this synthetic type of alpha beta 

psychedelic funky?” Eletrobank, in the tradition of The Chemical Brothers’ sound, is a 
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hybrid of various genres, in this particular case, Rock and Roll, Urban Beats and Electro, 

combined into a fast-paced, repetitively heavy beat. The resulting synchronisation 

between Elektrobank and Janet’s athletic display provides the choreographed 

performance with a greater sense of energy and intensity.  

 

Though we have distinguished Elektrobank from It’s Oh So Quiet and Weapon of 

Choice in the division between film realism and the Musical genre, the video still 

focuses on physical expression in time to music. Elektrobank’s story is set in the sports 

genre with its high school setting, and yet gymnastics is in essence similar to dancing as 

a choreographed physical routine, particularly in the way Jonze shoots it. In Dance in 

the Hollywood Musical, Jerome Delamater discusses how the representation of dance on 

film results in the camera acting as a surrogate for the viewer, providing an intermediary 

between the dancer and the audience member. 62  For Elektrobank, Jonze uses film 

techniques from Musical cinema to incorporate the viewer in the motion of the athletic 

performance, mixing it with the documentary tradition of television coverage for such 

sporting events. A great example of this is the sequence where Janet performs a dance 

with a red ribbon. At first, Jonze positions us in the side-lines where an actual audience 

would be able to view her performance. Using the tracking technique of the mobile 

camera, we sweep with Janet as she dances across the mat, the ribbon swirling in time to 

the rolling rhythm of the synthesizer. We then cut to a shot from above, which captures 

the entire mat in a heightened angle, and we see the actual stunt double for Coppola 

move athletically with great dexterity. The camera then pushes into her determined face 

as she twirls the ribbon in front of us. Using a number of technical angles and 

synchronous editing, Jonze takes the audience from the athletic sweep of her physical 

movement to familiarity with the character in the expression on her face.   

                                                 
62 Jerome Delamater, Dance In The Hollywood Musical, (Michigan: University Research Press, 1981), p. 
136. 
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Returning to the synchronisation of music and movement within Elektrobank, the 

climax of the video approximates a climax from a larger, non-existent film narrative, at 

the same time as the structure of the video mirrors the structure of the music. Landing 

from a flip, Janet’s perfect performance is spoiled by landing badly on her bandaged 

ankle, which we assume was previously sprained. The music peters out as Janet hops 

awkwardly on her foot, establishing a link between the character and the song; when she 

stops, it stops as well. This moment of despair is added to by a further revelation of the 

character’s back-story when Janet’s mother enters the gym, escorted by a younger man, 

and utters “Janet” in shock when she sees her. John Mundy compares music videos to 

how early cinema was described as ‘evoking’ rather than ‘telling’ a story, “concerned 

with implicit narratives rather than making clear the causal connections which realist 

cinema demands.” 63  Here, the implicit narrative is conveyed by visual exchanges 

between characters, not overtly in dialogue, so that the audience understands that Janet’s 

parents are divorced, the implication being that the mother left the hapless father for a 

younger man. The interruption of her personal life causes Janet to resume her stance, 

resolved to finish her routine. Her assuredness is timed sonically to the shift in the 

actual song, which slows down its previously propulsive pace, starting over as a guitar-

heavy, psychedelic dirge. Janet, or rather Coppola’s stunt double, performs a backwards 

somersault through the air as her final act in the gymnastic routine, an athletic victory 

filmed in slow motion. The video ends with Janet’s team crowding around her, her rival 

leaving in a huff, and Lazlo holding Janet up in a triumphant image that is frozen into a 

black and white photograph that is displayed in the trophy cabinet of her high school. 

Elektrobank uses the Chemical Brothers music to score Janet’s gymnastic routine, 

synchronising the balletic grace of her physical movement with its electronic beat. The 

                                                 
63 Mundy, Popular Music On Screen, p. 226. 
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song is identified with the central character’s professional success over her personal 

drama, which Jonze provides for us through archetypes and visual exchanges that detail 

her back-story. We are given a climax to a generic teenage sports film that plays as if 

the music was chosen for the sequence, instead of the sequence of images being created 

for the music.   

 

On the other hand, the video for Daft Punk’s Da Funk is memorable for the way Jonze 

textually appropriates the film medium by using a piece of Electronic music as the 

background score to a character-based narrative. Drawing on Funk and Electro genres, 

Da Funk is a purely instrumental piece of dance music that contains a poppy, upbeat 

tone, which is balanced by a forlorn undertone in the ‘wah-wah’ sound of the electric 

guitar. Similar to Elektrobank, a sense of realism is maintained in Da Funk through a 

diegetic reason for the song existing in the world of the video, played constantly on a 

boom-box as the lead character walks through New York City at night. When 

Elektrobank was heard in its video, the song was foregrounded by its hegemonic 

presence in the volume mix, replacing all other diegetic noise in the high school 

gymnasium. For Da Funk, Jonze uses the song as ‘sound design,’ placing it upfront in 

the mix during shots of the city and yet also relegating it into the background in various 

scenes so that we can hear the characters talking.64 As a result, Da Funk works more as 

a short film than as a traditional music video, with Jonze writing the story with a 

collaborator, Hugh Gallagher, who provided the dialogue. The video even opens with 

the title card, Big City Nights, over images of the city, as if to distinguish itself from its 

promotional function by providing an alternate title to the text, which is not equated 

with the title of the song.  

                                                 
64 Spike Jonze, Spike Jonze, p. 30. 
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Figure 3.5. Realistic treatment of a surreal character in Da Funk  

The narrative of Da Funk, or rather Big City Nights, follows Charles, who has moved 

from the mid-west and is now living in New York City, over the course of one night. 

The surreal twist Jonze provides to the story is that Charles is a dog-boy, or rather, a 

dog with the physical proportions of an adult male: he has the head and paws of a 

bloodhound, but walks upright and wears a t-shirt, jacket and trousers. It is a striking 

image achieved through make-up and prosthetics, which helps draw the viewer into the 

dialogue-based video. The high concept idea of a dog-boy wandering the streets of New 

York is grounded in realism through Jonze’s filmic style, following the surreal 

appearance of his lead character within real street locations. The video was shot on 

16mm film, giving the images a grainy, documentary look that is reminiscent of films 

from the 1970s, particularly Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976), which contains 

similarities in how a lonely, wandering individual is presented against the bustle of New 

York City. Our introduction to Charles undercuts the bizarre nature of his appearance by 

not calling attention to it in the editing. Jonze places Charles in a medium shot that puts 

distance between us and his unusual body, while a neighbour talks to him, signing a cast 

on Charles’ leg. The fact that Jonze shot on location gives these scenes a certain 
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believability, so while Charles is a product of the filmmakers’ imagination, the city 

around him is filmed as it really is. The other actors are directed to treat Charles as if he 

were no different from an ordinary human, paying little attention to his imaginary 

physicality: kids tease him for the way he walks with his crutch; a woman on the street 

refuses to give him a survey because he has only lived in the city for a month; and when 

Charles bumps into Beatrice, an old friend from his home-town, at a convenience store, 

she struggles to remember who he is, as if there were other dog-people to confuse him 

with (Figure 3.5.). Nobody discusses or remarks on what Charles is. The design of 

Charles is not simply an eye-catching image, but it also functions as a visual symbol of 

the alienation and difference the character feels within the city. Charles is clearly an 

individual in his dog-boy appearance, and this externalises his constant feeling of 

rejection over the course of one night in the city. For example, when he is refused the 

survey, it stifles his belief that he is a resident, not a transient, of his new home, New 

York. Charles is established as a sympathetic, downtrodden character in the friendly 

tone of his voice, which sounds human and counters his bizarre anatomy. 

 

In essence, Da Funk shares thematic similarities with Afrika Shox in their mutual focus 

on a body of difference engaging with the hegemonic urban space of New York. Both 

clips are visually dark with Cunningham shooting in glossy widescreen, turning day into 

overcast grey, while Jonze shoots on old film stock at night. However, there is a larger 

contrast in tone as Cunningham imagines the total destruction of the disenfranchised 

African male body from contact with the citizens and structures of a business-orientated 

district. Conversely, the rejection Charles the dog-boy receives is bittersweet in tone and 

not anywhere as oppressively violent. The character’s kind nature ensures that with 

every set-back there is a sense of optimism, which is enlivened by such comic details as 

the picture in his wallet of him as a young dog-boy washing a car with his father/owner. 
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Both videos also focus on the physical act of walking through the city, and their central 

figures are presented as out of step with the comparatively faster pace of urban life. For 

Charles, we see this in his broken leg, forcing him to walk awkwardly along the streets. 

While one crutch is literal, the other is sonic with the boom box that Charles carries 

with him constantly. The song, Da Funk, is the syncopated soundtrack to the city in 

various shots of street corners and intersections, but it is also identified with Charles, 

symbolic of his own attempt to overwrite the rhythm of the city with his own beat that 

he marches to. The power of the song for Jonze is in how it represents the self-

confidence of the character: 

 

… that song, to me, always felt like the kind of song you’d put on, going out 

with your friends on a Saturday night and it makes you feel cool about yourself. 

That’s the feel I wanted to have the main character to have. Kind of feeling like 

John Travolta strutting down the street in Saturday Night Fever. Even though he 

was a dog boy with a broken leg, he still had this song that made him feel cool 

about himself.65

 

Though Charles walks at a slower pace than the city, the sound of the music identifies 

who he is, played loudly within public space. In the adoption of the ‘music/movement 

experience,’ Da Funk is more aligned to Gondry’s representation of urban space in 

videos like Come into My World and The Hardest Button to Button. Instead of the 

pleasure of music being communicated through the navigation of the city by famous 

musicians (Kylie Minogue, The White Stripes), Jonze uses a cinematic body that 

actually listens to the music in a realistic way – from his boom-box. We see in the Da 

Funk video how the music makes Charles feel good about himself in the shots of him 

                                                 
65 Spike Jonze, Spike Jonze, p. 30. 
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walking in slow-motion, framed in a low angle from the front, which shows him in 

control and moving to a steady beat, no longer physically awkward.  

 

A surreal touch to Charles’ self-identification with the Daft Punk’s music is his inability 

to turn the boom box off. A book vendor in the street complains about the noise, asking 

Charles to either turn it off or leave, and he can only weakly respond, “Oh, I can’t.” The 

climax to the video involves Charles finding acceptance and possible companionship 

when he bumps into his old friend, Beatrice, at a convenience store. As they catch up on 

old times, Beatrice invites Charles to dinner at her place, which he gladly accepts. 

However, the chance for connection is denied when Beatrice boards a bus that will take 

them to her apartment, one that Charles cannot enter – there is a warning sign that reads, 

“No Radios.” Beatrice is inside the bus as it pulls away and she stares in puzzlement at 

Charles who stands outside in the street, holding up his stereo pleadingly. The moment 

remains ambiguous in whether Charles refuses personally to turn off the music, which 

would seem unlikely considering the glimmer of companionship that Beatrice’s offer 

for dinner has provided, or if in some bizarre way, turning off the radio is not a 

possibility at all, as if it was broken and would play forever. The video concludes with 

Charles alone on the street, absorbing another disappointment, as he prepares to cross 

the street. The song on the stereo fades into a voice, possibly Charles’, whistling the 

same tune. While the music/movement experience has been previously discussed in 

videos such as The Hardest Button to Button as reconfiguring urban space as a site of 

play and reinvention, Da Funk undertakes a more grounded approach. Boom-boxes and 

loudly played stereos are considered instances of noise pollution, and most people 

prefer to listen privately to music on a set of headphones. Charles embodies the music 

through his ambling gait through the city. His public expression of the song through the 

boom box cannot be kept silent and is played loudly, a defiant yet innocent gesture of 
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trying to personalise his engagement with the metropolis he lives in. Again, Elektrobank 

and Da Funk work as mini-movies, complete narratives that focus on a central character 

that is identified with the featured music, both electronic instrumentals, being played 

diegetically in their surroundings. Jonze as an auteur uses signifiers of a cinematic story 

from a prologue opening in Elektrobank that sets up the character to even giving the Da 

Funk video another title (‘Big City Nights’) to distinguish it from being a simple music 

video. What also emerges as an auteur theme throughout It’s Oh So Quiet, Weapon of 

Choice, Elektrobank and Da Funk to a lesser degree are individuals who use the 

medium of music to express and experience the world around them, manifested in a 

physical performance of some type, whether it is song and dance, a gymnastic routine, 

or walking through the city. This can related to the consumerist impulse of the music 

video genre in that it is not simply selling the music by visualising it being played live 

using instruments, but offering it as a way of interacting with the world, even though it 

is within an already a mediated form of interaction based on textual appropriation (re: 

cinematic narrative). As an auteur, Jonze alludes to the cinematic body in the sense that 

their movements and physique are enhanced by camera techniques and special effects, 

but they are foregrounded as taking place with a ‘realistic’ representation. Even the 

most expressive of Jonze’s videos, It’s Oh So Quiet, features a portrayal of a ‘real’ 

world that the spectacular actions and events are compared against. There is a sense of 

our lived experience, as authored as it is within its music video representation, which 

suggests that these music video fantasies are possible. 

 

‘REAL’ HUMAN MOTION: STUNTS AND PRANKS IN WAX’S CALIFORNIA, 

THE PHARCYDE’S DROP AND FATBOY SLIM’S PRAISE YOU. 

Jerome Delamater observes that through the expansive spatial possibilities held in the 

gaze of the camera, all forms of human movement can become a means of expressive 
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communication. 66  The physical activity in both Elektrobank and Da Funk are not 

categorically considered dancing, but the former’s gymnastic routine is edited as an 

energetic ballet to the Chemical Brothers track, while the latter video matches the 

awkward pace of the dog-boy’s walk to the beat of Daft Punk. Each video is built on 

their respective piece of electronic music, which is audible in the setting of the video 

and shapes the characterisation of the featured protagonist. Hearing the music within the 

world of the video, Janet and Charles respond to it as a form of self-identification to the 

public that surrounds them, albeit within very different contexts. On The Work of 

Director Spike Jonze, the only attempt at a thematic analysis of Jonze’s videos is 

provided by Tony F. Maxwell who discusses the director’s attraction to “dance, 

movement, energy.”67 Of course, dance, movement and energy are not unique to Jonze 

alone, and are common threads throughout music videos in general, but they bind 

together the distinct forms of textual appropriation that Jonze uses for his videos. The 

kinetic editing of Sabotage is just as invested in synchronising movement and music 

together as the song-and-dance fantasy of It’s Oh So Quiet, and in both cases, pop 

culture is appealed to in reference to how we as an audience also seek to experience 

music: listening to it in the car or dancing to its rhythm. For the final section of Chapter 

Five, I want to pursue Jonze’s employment of high concept stunts in a number of his 

videos, which can be understood as bringing together expressive performance and 

physical risk to promote the music to a viewing audience. 

 

A signature motif of Jonze as a video auteur involves the transition between performer 

and stunt double, where the musician or actor is replaced with a trained stunt person 

who performs a difficult physical feat for the camera. In It’s Oh So Quiet, Björk walks 

outside onto the street and the camera shifts to focus on a businessman flipping 

                                                 
66 Delamater, p. 5. 
67 Tony F. Maxwell, ‘Buddy Holly Commentary Track with Tony F. Maxwell.’ 
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backwards during the ‘loud’ chorus. When the camera returns to Björk, she is seen at 

some distance running up a wall and flipping over, landing perfectly on the ground. 

While maintaining a continuous shot, Jonze distracts us with one stunt to replace Björk 

for a similarly dressed Björk-double who resumes the actions of her persona in the 

video. The same ploy is used in both Weapon of Choice and Elektrobank when the actor 

in question is framed in a medium close up, and they bend down below the frame of the 

camera. When they return, their face is turned away from the camera and the observant 

viewer can tell they have been traded in for a stunt double that performs a cartwheel or a 

flip away from the camera. This technique is called the “Texas switch” by filmmakers, 

an old stunt trick that has been used in Hollywood films since the 1940s.68 What is 

intriguing about Jonze’s appropriation of the ‘Texas switch’ is his determination to not 

simply cut away, but maintain the transition between performer and stunt double within 

the continuous shot. Though it is a seamless transition in the sense that the frame holds 

still, an audience may still perceive the obvious act of replacement. Jonze is not 

concerned with perfect physical integration or enhancing it with CGI compositing, 

preferring the simplicity and choreography of an old-fashioned stunt. It is a trick shot – 

similar to Gondry’s use of effects – and it is invested in the special effect of physical 

motion and given cohesion by the driving momentum of the music. This signature 

technique of Jonze is interesting for how the real (the stunt double) and the fictional (the 

idea that the stunt double is the star or character) are brought together in the same 

instance.     

 

Following on from this discussion, the stunt will be analysed as another form of 

physical action that Jonze uses to express the qualities of the music, representing the 

human body as a special effect in itself. The real and the fantastic become incorporated 
                                                 
68 The ‘Texas switch’ is discussed by John Carpenter in ‘Audio Commentary by John Carpenter & Kurt 
Russell’ in Escape from New York: Special Edition (DVD), (Australia: Studio Canal/Universal, 
1981/2007).  
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in stunt-work. On one hand, the performance of a stunt is a real experience, its visual 

impact being based on the visual sensation that it actually happened. Yet it is also a 

fantasy because it indulges in pushing the human body into accomplishing something 

that we would consider dangerous, harmful and risky, moving beyond the norms of 

daily existence. Certain videos directed by Jonze base their conceptual structure around 

the sustained execution of a stunt, using it as a means to visualise the tonal register of 

the featured song. The auteur interest in stunts can be traced to Jonze’s previous work as 

a photographer documenting skateboarding, a teenage sub-culture that is built upon the 

effort, risk and fun found in skating on public property. The act of skating is a stunt in 

itself, and it also led to Jonze’s involvement as executive producer for the television 

program, Jackass, which ran on MTV during the late-1990s. Jackass revolves around 

‘semi-professional capers’ by young, white men who dare each other to complete 

imbecilic activities and stunts.69 Karen Lury describes its appeal as based on “the real 

pain of its protagonists and there is a deliberate emphasis on their masochistic 

machismo,”70 maintaining a comic impulse in the slapstick activities that are forced 

upon the daredevil cast members and that they themselves force upon the unsuspecting 

public. While on one hand, a stunt represents a combination of fear and excitement in 

pulling off difficult physical feats, this is balanced for Jonze by the comedy inherent in 

human failure, stupid behaviour and slapstick.   

 

The conceptual and surreal invocation of stunts in several Jonze-directed videos 

coincides with an interruption of the city, which is filmed on location and includes 

either the staging of extras in the background or the unknowing participation of real 

people. Frith suggests that our body’s relationship with music expands the time in which 

                                                 
69 Lury, p. 79. 
70 ibid. 
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we can “live in the present tense.”71 The union of stunt and song creates a sensation 

similar to that of dancing where the physical expression of music is a way of listening to 

it, “way into the music in its unfolding”72 There is a visual narrative located inside a 

sustained physical act, whether it is running down a street or finishing a choreographed 

dance, and it proceeds to disrupt social order as a result of Jonze’s tendency to shoot on 

location, blurring the boundaries of where his set begins and ends. In contrast to the 

technical sophistication Cunningham uses to create his imaginary bodies, Jonze bases 

his on the real, only accentuating their possibilities through simple camera tricks (slow-

motion, reversed-motion). The California video for the punk-rock band Wax features a 

stunt man doused in flames running across a street, embodying real danger that is 

represented as aesthetically attractive in its slow-motion synchronisation to the music. 

In contrast, The Pharcyde’s Drop follows the Hip-Hop outfit rapping the song in 

forward motion on the audio track while their physical motion in the recorded footage is 

heightened by running the film backwards. Their performance within the back-alleys 

and public streets of California casts their bodies as freed from the properties of gravity. 

This line of enquiry will end with Praise You, Jonze’s first video for Fatboy Slim before 

Weapon of Choice, in which the director himself stars and shares a co-directing credit 

with Roman Coppola. The definition of a stunt in this regard is in the practical joke that 

is planned by the filmmakers, placing a rehearsed dance troupe in front of an 

unsuspecting public whose reactions are incorporated into the effect of the video. While 

California and Drop feature a real act altered in representation, the digital video look of 

Praise You appropriates the real, acting as a documentary of a ‘happening.’ It at once 

draws on the expressive possibilities of dancing found in the Musical genre and on the 

climactic narrative triumph of Elektrobank, all the while casting the fantasies of music 

videos within the realms of the possible.    
                                                 
71 Simon Frith, Performing Rites: Evaluating Popular Music, (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1996), p. 157. 
72 ibid, p. 142. 
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California, taken from Wax’s album, 13 Unlucky Numbers (1995), is a guitar-based 

punk song with angry vocals singing of leaving the titular place for an imagined 

elsewhere:  

 

Verse 1: 

I’m gonna move to Southern California 

Got me a ride  

And a reason to ignore you 

Got me a radio 

Ain’t got no speakers 

Ain’t much use 

So I’m leaving it, 

Leaving it for you 

I’m leaving it for you 

 

Chorus 1: 

Could be by for you 

 

The concept of picking up and leaving is delivered to the partner of the first-person 

perspective, a relationship that the song contains a cynical attitude towards, only 

relieved in the possibility offered in the chorus. Jonze accepted the opportunity to direct 

the video and came up with an idea that is focused on the thematic idea of movement 

that is continued in the song, a concept that Deusner describes as “literally a stunt.”73 

The band is relegated to the background and the primary interest of the video is a single 

                                                 
73 Deusner, ‘Direct To Video: The Directors Label Series.’ 
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physical action – a burning man running through urban space. Dan Bradley, a stunt-man, 

was hired to have his clothes set on fire and run across a street location in Los Angeles, 

the camera tracking alongside of him. The fiery run is timed and choreographed to be 

captured in one uninterrupted take so that the audience can observe that it is a real stunt 

without any trick photography or computer enhancements. It is only accentuated in the 

decision to film the burning stunt-man in slow motion for aesthetic and safety reasons, 

stretching out thirty seconds worth of real time footage into covering the two minute 

duration of the song. The stunt is sustained visually for the viewer to take in both the 

dangerous and surreal aspects to the memorable image, one that was used for the cover 

of The Work of Director Spike Jonze DVD. 

 

California begins with a close up of a wet road and the adjoining paved sidewalk, the 

camera already in motion, slowly tracking to the left of the frame. The opening, slightly 

melancholic guitar refrain is heard over the image of Bradley’s trousers and boots 

appearing onscreen, already on fire. The sound of a drum hit opens up the song to the 

forward momentum of the full band playing together – the guitars, bass and drums are 

charging ahead in a steady beat – as the camera slowly zooms out to encompass a full 

figure shot of the fiery Bradley. The back of his grey jacket is entirely ablaze, and the 

slow-motion cinematography emphasises not only the movement of his body, but also 

the motion of the flames as they flicker in space. This is another example of Chion’s 

‘visual micro-rhythms’ – rapid movements on the surface of the image.74 The fire is 

clearly alive within its micro-rhythms, responding to the overall motion of the body they 

are now visually united with. The direct and heavy sound of California naturalises the 

image, connecting the unexplained destructive image to the punk rock genre’s concern 

with anarchy. However, the danger inherent in the stunt is lessened through its aesthetic 

                                                 
74 Chion, p. 16. 
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representation. Cubitt regards slow-motion as an instance where the power of 

technology is used to “unearth the grace within the graceless.” 75  This is true of 

California with its use of the technique, granting the stunt a poetic quality as the flames 

and the body fluctuates together with the beat of the music. The image retains Frith’s 

idea of living in the present tense, expanding time and space through the combination of 

physical motion and popular music.   

 

 

At the same time, the visual focus of the video does not remain solely on the man on 

fire. The slowly moving camera zooms out to include the larger scene of the street, 

Bradley’s fiery body pictured against urban space (Figure 3.6.). The lack of explanation 

as to why the man is on fire leads to a greater sense of surrealism through the 

representation of the people on the street, who proceed to go about their daily business 

without displaying any concern or alarm for Bradley. The members of Wax appear in 

cameos, throwing bottles into trash cans, or standing near a newsagent stand, and the 

other extras include an elderly man walking his dog and a woman sweeping outside her 

Figure 3.6. The fiery stunt and the lack of reaction on the street 
in California. 

                                                 
75 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, p. 209. 
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store (similar to the representation of street life in Come Into My World). The 

indifference witnessed to the human spectacle in California also recalls Jonze’s 

direction to the actors in Da Funk to treat the strange image of Charles the Dog-boy as 

nothing unusual. Even the man on fire acts as if nothing bizarre is happening, looking at 

his watch, running past a fire hydrant and up the connecting street in order to hail a 

departing bus. The tracking movement of the camera follows the progression of the 

burning man’s run and it concludes by opening out further to establish another point of 

view that frames the entire scene. Again, this is revealed slowly with the interior of the 

car intruding upon the frame of the camera until we are finally inside the moving 

vehicle as it passes by the street. Inside is a young girl (played by Gia Coppola) whose 

head is slumped against the car door, tired and half-asleep. It is impossible to read if she 

has seen the man on fire, or missed it entirely. The lack of discernible reaction, again, 

results in the spectacle of a man on fire as being nothing unique within the world of the 

video. The transition to the point of view of another vehicle that transports the mobile 

spectator past the burning man, leaves the stunt without an explanation or an end. We 

do not see the flames on the stunt man extinguished as he is left running behind the bus 

out of our sight. Bukatman covers the use of special effects in science fiction cinema as 

following Gunning’s idea of ‘attractions.’ He writes,  

 

The reflexivity of special effects (a technology of technology, a cinema of 

cinema) indeed encourages some sense of identification and mastery. The effect 

is possessed of its own hypnotic grandeur: it is designed to inspire awe, but 

always within a reassuring sense of play.76

 

                                                 
76 Bukatman, p. 109. 
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Bukatman’s point makes sense if we refer back to the use of special effects in videos 

like Come to Daddy (the alien-like television monster) or Joga (the morphing, cracking 

digitalised landscapes); they are designed to inspire our fear and awe respectively within 

the frame of the television screen. However, in their foregrounding as music videos, 

there is always a sense of play offered through the presence of the music driving the 

images. With California, the special effect is not digital or altered through prosthetics. 

The special effect is the human body employed to withstand the dangerous risks of a 

stunt. ‘Hypnotic grandeur’ comes through in the video by the slow-motion technical 

effect, which coats the flaming body with a musical dimension and lingers onscreen 

long enough for our gaze to consider it in a meditative manner. The slow-motion 

representation limits our awareness of the physical danger that Bradley would have no 

doubt been risking as a stunt-man and instead creates a sense of wonder at the stunt, 

allowing us to gaze introspectively at the image. Where Bukatman sees special effects 

in sci-fi films as denying human limitation, denying the death of fleshy bodies, 

California offers in a real body set alight, testing its limitations, accentuated by the use 

of slowing the speed of the images.77 With the construction of the urban space that the 

special effect is placed in, the lack of reaction avoids the anxieties of the real, reassuring 

the audience that it is a playful construct within the controlled environment of an actual 

street. 

 

Jonze’s idea for The Pharcyde video, Drop, struck a contrast with other videos in the 

Hip-Hop genre through its creative representation of the performance of the band. 

Instead of emphasising the conspicuous consumption of the MCs, as satirised in 

Windowlicker, their bodies would be endowed with surreal abilities through the simple 

trick of reversing the recorded footage. The technique was used in Gondry’s video for 

                                                 
77 Bukatman, p. 109. 
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Cibo Matto’s Sugar Water, which used a split-screen frame to focus on the two female 

members of that band, one who was walking towards the camera in forward motion, the 

other walking backwards away from the camera. In Gondry’s hands, the use of rewound 

movement was part of a wider concept to replicate a palindrome structure, and halfway 

through the video, the same footage across both sides of the screen would be reversed. 

In comparison, Jonze keeps his idea simple, tracking away slowly from The Pharcyde as 

they rap towards the camera, using long takes and several different street locations. The 

video starts with one of The Pharcyde’s members, Fatlip, leaning back against the wall 

of an alleyway, looking up to the sky and panting as if exhausted. We hear the title of 

the song uttered loudly, “Dropp!” as the music – an eerie synthesizer loop, a constant 

drum beat, and a type of choral moaning in the melody – commences on the audio track. 

The camera zooms out to see Fatlip and the three other members – Tre Harrison, Imani 

Wilcox and Romye ‘Booty Brown’ Robinson – stand up and walk towards the camera. 

Booty Brown raps the first verse and as the frame concentrates on him, we see behind 

him the other three rappers lying down on the ground and then suddenly rise unnaturally 

at a vertical angle. It is the first clear indication that the recorded footage has been 

tampered with in post-production. On the day of shooting, the group would have fallen 

to the ground in this scene, and reversing the footage turns this physical action into a 

slight rebuke against gravity – the three rappers appear to levitate from the ground on 

their own accord. As Brown’s verse finishes, the four rappers walk to a space between 

two white trucks in the back alley. One at a time, they vertically leap up onto the top of 

the vans without any actual physical help. Jonze draws on basic special effects from 

past television shows like Wonder Woman (1976-1979), which used the properties of 

the camera to help convey the extraordinary abilities of its superhero protagonist, just by 

rewinding the direction of the recorded footage. The imaginary body is appealed to once 
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again through the intervention of technology, The Pharcyde able to transcend the 

enclosed space of the alley through the force of their physical performance. 

 

The concept for Drop can be classified as a stunt because The Pharcyde’s performance 

appears to proceed forwards in time, the four group members’ mouths lip-synched to 

their rapping on the audio track. Jonze had the group learn their own lyrics phonetically 

spelt backwards and directed them to perform the song that way during filming. 

Therefore, the members of Pharcyde appear to rap normally in time, even though their 

bodies contain the markers of moving backwards in space. It is not simply a case of 

reversing the footage that makes the video entertaining to the viewer, but on account of 

Jonze thinking through the concept so that actions are coordinated and choreographed a 

certain way on the set. One verse has The Pharcyde rapping as they walk towards the 

camera, while we see Mike D from the Beastie Boys peddling on a bicycle that is 

cycling past them in reverse. While the sonic preoccupation on verbal lyrics and flow 

draws our attention to the figures of the rappers, the frames are filled with other details 

in the background that create a busy tone to the images. The stunt also veers into 

becoming a practical joke in the way Jonze filmed it on location in California, placing 

the strange physicality of the band against urban space that touches upon the sensation 

of the real. Another verse advances with The Pharcyde standing on the street wearing 

only their underwear or boxer shorts, a spectacle to the crowds wandering past them. As 

Tre performs his verse, clothes fly through the air towards them all, and the group 

begins to put them on. The clothes, including the boxer shorts, are all wet. We can see 

the surprised, interested reactions of the unwitting extras to the strange actions of The 

Pharcyde, adult males taking off their clothes and speaking backwards (Figure 3.7.). 

Tre explains that the video was filmed early in the morning and that the extras featured 

in the background were “just people going to work who had no clue to what the hell was 
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going on.”78 The people are believable in a way that the composed extras of California 

were not, obviously directed not to react to the fiery presence of Dan Bradley. In Drop, 

the space around the four rappers contains traces of the real in the public who are 

incorporated as an audience to their performance. The viewer at home has more 

awareness of what their strange actions mean, able to witness the effect before the cause. 

The reason why the rappers are wet and half-naked eventually becomes clear as they 

walk towards an alleyway where water rises off them and into the air, back where it was 

originally dropped upon them. The final scene speeds up the motion of the images as a 

pane of glass before the camera comes back together after being broken with a hammer 

by Fatlip. On the glass is a painting of four black shapes with red outlines, which begins 

to erase itself as we see the band painting on it and playing around in the alley, sped up 

in fast motion. Genres apart in regards to the music, the concepts for California and 

Drop as videos revolve around the performance of a physical stunt, which provides a 

memorable and entertainingly surreal sequence of images for the viewer. Even though 

each video is a recording of real actions – people moving through urban space – they are 

both altered in effect through camera techniques – from the use of slow motion in 

California to the reversal of motion in Drop. Their concepts appeal to an aesthetic of 

attraction by provoking wonder at human motion, even as we aware of what Gunning 

describes as “the machine that mediates the view.”79The camera makes its presence 

known through the heightened effect it produces in recording motion, allowing what it 

documents to be altered and changed to an unreal ‘illusion.’ The surreal quality of the 

represented body is naturalised within the framework of the music, the tonal properties 

of the respective song enhancing the unfolding action: the melancholic refrain in 

California’s guitars helps endow a flaming body with a sense of grace, and the eerie 

                                                 
78 Tre Harrison, ‘Drop Commentary Track… with Tre from The Pharcyde’ in The Work of Director Spike 
Jonze (DVD). (USA: Palm Pictures, 2004). 
79 Gunning, p. 125. 
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moaning throughout the chorus of Drop finds a visual analogue in the off-kilter 

relationship between the bodies of the rappers and the space surrounding them.  

 

 

California and Drop use a physical stunt as the premise that will sustain itself over the 

course of the song’s duration and therefore the video’s duration. Even though both 

stunts were pre-planned and choreographed for both safety and timing reasons, what 

transpires in each is a real occurrence that is mediated to some degree: a man was 

actually set alight, The Pharcyde actually rapped backwards. For Jonze, the sense of risk 

involved in a stunt is also grounds for comedy, which is witnessed in the deadpan lack 

of reaction to the man on fire in California, or the simple amusement at basketballs 

bouncing backwards off stairs in Drop. Stunts are attractions, pieces of human spectacle 

that are meant to ‘wow’ an audience. The real is required at some level to induce the 

amusement and delight of the audience. By shooting on video and employing low 

production values, Jonze is able to create real spectacles that take place in the world 

Figure 3.7. Backwards motion and the reactions of 
unwitting extras in Drop. 
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rather than an editing studio.80 The boundaries of reality and construction are blurred in 

the popular video for Fatboy Slim’s Praise You, which can also be considered a 

practical joke, both on the audience within the video and at home watching the video. 

The origin of the video was itself a practical joke as Norman Cook explains on the DVD 

commentary for Praise You, having received an audition tape from “Spike” hoping to 

direct the video for the single, The Rockafella Skank, not knowing who Spike Jonze was. 

The actual tape is included on the DVD as an extra, and we can glimpse the essential 

idea for Praise You in its content: filmed in digital video, we see a young man in a 

trench-coat dancing enthusiastically to the song through a set of headphones, amidst a 

line of unsuspecting people waiting in front of Mann Chinese Theatre in Hollywood. 

Cook describes how he thought the young man was a “crack-head” and eventually 

discovered it was actually Jonze himself. The manner in which the video tape was 

presented to the musical artist set out to remediate the real, as if it was documentary 

footage of a random occurrence on the street instead of the planned street performance it 

actually was. 

 

Jonze re-packaged his idea for The Rockafella Skank for another Fatboy Slim single that 

came from the same album, You’ve Come A Long Way, Baby (1998). Praise You is a 

piano-driven ambient dance track that samples vocals from a Camille Yarbrough soul 

song, Take Yo’ Praise (1975), whose lyrics are re-contextualised by Cook to work as 

both verse and chorus for his electro-gospel pastiche: 

  

We’ve come a long, long way together 

Through the hard times and the bad 

I have to celebrate you, baby 

                                                 
80 Nicholas Chambers, ‘Pictures came and broke your heart,’ p. 46. 
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I have to praise you like I should. 

 

Yarbrough sings in the tradition of a Gospel singer, bringing an optimistic, redemptive 

tone to the lyrics. At first, the song concentrates on her voice, which is then 

accompanied by a steady, funk-influenced beat and a rising melody, climaxing with 

back-up singers delivering a “la la la” melody over the repeated chorus of “I have to 

praise you…” The upbeat verbal and musical expression of “praise” is thematically 

relevant to Jonze’s premise for the Praise You video, moving past the one dancer ploy 

in the Rockafella Skank audition and preferring to record an amateur community dance 

troupe attempting to prove themselves in their unsolicited choreographed routine 

outside a cinema in Westwood, California. Opening with a rough point of view shot 

inside a van driving through the city at night, we overhear a male voice saying, “Let’s 

make tonight’s performance be the best we ever had. Richard has rehearsed us in about 

two weeks… to this spot and I really want to say thank you, Richard, for taking us to 

this point.” Over some small applause, suggesting a group of people in the van, we hear 

‘Richard’ reply, “Ah, thank you, guys. Right back at you, you guys are the best dancers 

I’ve ever worked with.” The introductory verbal “praise” leads to a cheap looking, 

green and purple title card:  

 

TORRANCE COMMUNITY 

DANCE GROUP 

PRESENTS… 

FATBOY SLIM’S 

“PRAISE YOU.” 
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Over the title card, we hear the opening chords of Praise You, setting up the Torrance 

Community Dance Group commencing their dance routine out on the street. The song is 

played from a boom-box radio placed nearby, and like Da Funk and Electrobank, there 

is a diegetic reason for the sonic presence of the music within the space of the video. Lit 

only by the lights of the cinema lobby, the video is shot on hand-held video cameras and 

the resulting aesthetic is grainy, de-saturated of colour and cheap-looking – the exact 

opposite of Jonze’s vibrant-looking Musicals for It’s Oh So Quiet and Weapon of 

Choice. The video places the expressive possibilities of the Musical genre and music 

videos in general in a real context that is filmed with an eye for documentary realism. 

As the choreographed dance routine is performed, the music is intermingled on the 

audio track with noise from the street location, including comments from the audience, 

which we overhear, like someone asking, “Hey, who are these guys?” The camera 

concentrates on the performance of the dance troupe, but also takes great pains to keep 

the loosely assembled audience that surrounds them on-screen as well (Figure 3.8.). 

What is suggested by the documentary aesthetic and the pre-song introduction to the 

video is that this is an amateur home-video of an amateur performance, which was 

somehow obtained and released as the official music video to Praise You. 
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Jonze co-directed Praise You with his friend, Roman Coppola, and their plan for the 

video sought to incorporate a real, unplanned reaction from the public within the fiction 

of the Community Dance Group. The choreographer of the dance troupe mentioned in 

the opening of the video – ‘Richard’ (a.k.a. Richard Koufey) – is played by Jonze 

himself, and the assembled dancers were not from a community dance group, but were 

actors cast to play the part of optimistic amateurs. One of the actors, Michael Gier, 

discussed how the group was costumed to look like “dancers from the 80s… and out of 

place for the 1990s” with their motley collection of jumpsuits, sweaters, leotards, and 

gym-wear.81  There is an intended sense of irony about their look, dressed in passé 

costumes, and presenting themselves as earnest and sincere in their dancing. Gier also 

reveals that Jonze had actually choreographed the peculiar dance moves for the actors: 

Figure 3.8. Documentary perspective from the crowd 
of a ‘real’ event in Praise You. 

 

                                                 
81 Michael Giier, ‘Filming the Fatboy Slim Music Video’ in Michael Gier: Life Of An Entertainer. 
[Website]: http://www.michaelgier.com/fbsstory.htm (accessed 12/11/07). 

http://www.michaelgier.com/fbsstory.htm


 368

Spike Jonze, the director, had himself videotaped dancing very unique moves to 

the song. We broke down each of his moves, named them and then started 

learning them. We rehearsed two days and then filmed on the third.82  

 

Jonze’s choreography parodies interpretive and contemporary dancing styles with its 

collection of exaggerated and over-dramatic movements. It is Jonze himself who 

emerges as the star in his various solo displays of dancing, whether break-dancing 

during the bridge or acting out ‘animal’ moves with a female dancer. Praise You stands 

as a rare example of a music video director physically expressing the music that he or 

she is making a video for. Bespectacled, wearing a striped shirt and jeans, Jonze plays 

up his appearance as a gawky white person who is replicating moves familiar from 

African-American dancers in the early 1980s (a style glimpsed near the end of Afrika 

Shox). The resulting humour arises from the disparity between Jonze’s physical 

appearance as a ‘white-boy’ and his fearless attitude towards co-opting a dated black 

sub-culture, dropping slang awkwardly like his discussion of “B-boy posses” that ends 

the video. In Praise You, Jonze embodies in his actual performance what distinguishes 

himself as a music video director; the appropriation of a cultural form (break-dancing in 

this case) and its representation tonally as somewhere between detailed parody and 

loving homage. What Jonze lacks in physical finesse or prowess is made up for through 

pure enthusiasm and energy, which also can be said about the dance troupe in total, 

particularly in scenes where the group achieves synchronicity in their movements to the 

song. This can be seen when Jonze falls into step with the other dancers, all standing in 

a single line side by side, swinging their left feet together in time to the music, showing 

evidence of their rehearsed choreography. Even though they appear amateurish and 

                                                 
82 ibid. 
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comical in their costuming, the Torrance Community Dance Troupe impresses the 

viewer with their sincerity and commitment to the choreographed dance in public space.  

 

While the dancers were actors hired and directed to perform an intentionally humorous 

style of dancing, the appeal of Praise You is grounded in their interaction with the real, 

feeding off the unscripted reactions of the hapless people in the queue and on the street, 

as well as the cinema staff. Cook describes how the process of filming was affected by a 

lack of response in the original setting for the video: 

 

So we get in a van, drive to Santa Monica. Of course, there’s tons of other 

buskers there, people doing Michael Jackson impersonations. So they did one 

take there and nobody even looked. And half of the point of the video was the 

interaction between the crowd, and their amused faces… So we all get back in 

the van and we were literally driving around Santa Monica, looking for 

somewhere to annoy people. And we saw this queue, and Spike said, ‘Look. 

Right there. Now!’ The team was five cameramen, the dancers, me lurking 

around trying to do a cameo appearance, and we had a team of people there, 

everyone who walked past, they had to grab them, give them fifty dollars, a 

release form to sign. That was the most expensive part of the video… paying off 

all the unwilling extras.83

 

The anecdote underlines the guerilla approach to filming the video and its antagonistic 

intention to try and “annoy” people, a practical joke that would have a disruptive effect 

on an unwilling audience, grabbing their attention and forcing an interaction within 

urban space. The shooting of Praise You used five cameramen who were disguised as 

                                                 
83 Norman Cook, ‘Praise You commentary track: Norman Cook is… Fat Boy Slim.’  
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tourists with video cameras to capture not only the performance, but the audience 

around them, who had no inkling that this would be used for a music video. Grosz 

writes that, “An event occurs only once: it has its own characteristics, which will never 

occur again, even in repetition. But it occurs alongside of, simultaneous with, many 

other events, whose rhythms are also specific and unique.”84 Praise You is a multi-

angled recording of an event, the street performance of the dance troupe, which as 

Grosz says, intersects with other events, such as the people waiting in line to see a film, 

or those passing by on the street. Gunning observes that the demand for attractions 

during the late nineteenth century came from the increasing fragmentation of modern 

experience. He writes, “The taste for thrills and spectacle, the particularly modern form 

of curiositas that defines the aesthetic of attraction, is moulded by a modern loss of 

fulfilling experience.”85 The shocks that attractions carried within its content, whether a 

train bearing down on the audience or the disappearance of someone through a carefully 

timed edit, punctured people’s over-stimulated experience of living in a city. “The panic 

before the image on the screen exceeds a simple physical reflex, similar to those one 

experiences with urban traffic or industrial production.”86 Cunningham videos for Come 

to Daddy and Afrika Shox manifest that panic into a series of shocks set in urban space, 

imagining a visceral and grotesque extension of fears that plague our experience of 

urban space (being assaulted by a gang in the former, in pain and ignored by the 

populous in the latter). For Jonze, the shock is seen only at the level of the stunt, which 

interrupts the alienated, mundane experience of urban space, whether it is a street shut 

down to film a man on fire or sneakily filming backwards rapping in the city during the 

morning. In Praise You, the attraction of its high concept prank is observing the people 

in the video react to this unexpected ‘shock’ – a choreographed dance in public space. 

We see random people whose own personal events have accidentally found them 
                                                 
84 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 141. 
85 Gunning, p. 128. 
86 Ibid, p. 129. 
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incorporated into this staged event, simply by being in the frame of the camera. One 

shot moves from the dancing to the puzzled face of a young man in a white shirt, trying 

to walk past the dancers and nearly bumping into one of them. Accidental moments of 

interaction are balanced by others that obviously intend to provoke some form of 

reaction, such as Jonze dancing stiffly like a robot and physically blocking two girls 

trying to move forward in the line for the cinema. The pleasure in both the aesthetic and 

effect of Praise You is the enforced sense of community between the real people and the 

cast of actors, the street performance not signaled outwardly as fodder for a music video, 

allowing unfettered reactions by people caught in the gaze of the disguised camera 

operators.  

 

The disruption of the real within the constructed event of the dance performance reaches 

its apex in the middle of the video when the manager of the theater attempts to stop the 

dance. When the manager turns off the music and informs them they can no longer 

continue, Jonze leaps up and grabs him around the mid-section, an improvised reaction 

that elicits stray laughs from on-lookers. As Jonze promises the crowd, “We’re gonna 

start again with the B-boy, guys, we have some B-boy moves,” a young usher from the 

cinema is seen trying to take the CD player away from Jonze. In response, we hear 

scattered “boos” and disapproval from the audience surrounding the Torrance 

Community Dance Troupe. The editing constructs a narrative where the tide of vocal 

public opinion convinces the cinema to allow them to continue performing, proving to 

the powers that be that they have won over the congregated community. When the song 

begins again and Jonze resumes his dance pose, we hear enthusiastic applause and stray 

cheers from the audience. However, Cook suggests, “I suspect some money changed 

hands because we were allowed to continue.”87 The editing obscures the real reason for 

                                                 
87 Cook, ‘Praise You Commentary: Norman Cook is… Fatboy Slim.’ 
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the cinema allowing Jonze and his team to resume dancing, and with this knowledge the 

constructed nature of the ‘reality’ of the video is reiterated. Cubitt notes that no-one 

pretends that cinema, especially fiction films, represents an unambiguous world that has 

been preexisting before the cameras roll. “This is a matter not only of what is lost but 

what is gained. In any film, the diegetic world is often more cogent, more coherent than 

the everyday.”88If we take Cubitt’s comments about cinema’s representational effect 

and apply them to music video, we find a similar sense that the audience does not 

understand it to be the real world. The structural principle of the music video – where 

images are used to communicate a complete song – is often added to by a sense of direct 

performance by the singer or band. The world is contained within a song, and is 

therefore not only “more cogent, more coherent,” but more immersive, entertaining and 

expressive. Where the pre-recorded song is interrupted in a music video text, there is the 

assumption that the song will be resumed because the promotional focus demands that 

we hear it in its entirety (re: the ‘Stay Tuned For More Happy Days’ break in Buddy 

Holly), continuing its coherence as a complete audio track that generally spans the 

length of the video. When Praise You is switched off by the cinema’s management, 

structurally the video has to continue playing the Fatboy Slim song, and the editing 

obscures the efforts of the filmmakers to finish the dance performance by negotiating 

with the owners of the cinema. Their arrangement is left off-screen, which leaves us 

with a more coherent, unambiguous narrative created out of the real events that 

transpired, excluding certain events that tip the hand of the filmmakers. What remains 

on-screen is the triumph of the Torrance Dance Community to continue dancing on the 

merit of their performance, and by association, the power of the music as well. Praise 

You captures a real performance in public space, there still remains, as with any 

documentary, a sense of the events being mediated into a narrative and remediated into 

                                                 
88 Cubitt, The Cinema Effect, p. 143. 
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a music video. Even though Jonze wanted to capture the accidental, awkward and 

unscripted nature of the real, the music video genre that he is employed in still 

prescribes a sense of closure in the resolution of their altercation with the cinema’s 

manager at the same time as they need to finish playing Fatboy Slim’s song. 

 

The appropriation of low-budget, documentary shooting style for the Praise You video 

could be said to remediate reality television by recording reality and re-constructing it 

through representation. The appeal of reality television lies in the presence of ordinary 

people in ‘unscripted’ situations,89 and Praise You plays with that quality in splitting its 

focus between the physical expression of the music by the ‘amateur’ dancers and the 

range of reactions to them from the assembled, random audience. Other videos directed 

by Jonze that have been analysed have all relied on appropriating different cultural texts, 

genres and media forms, and we can argue Praise You fits into borrowing a television 

aesthetic, which itself was remediating documentary film-making. Bolter and Grusin 

discuss texts that attempt to achieve immediacy by ignoring or denying the presence of 

the medium and the act of mediation, focusing on reality television in its attempt to 

offer the ‘real.’90 Praise You does not deny the act of mediation in the poor visual 

quality of the footage and instead attempts to disguise it as another form, an 

unprofessional and amateur recording. Most of the Jonze videos discussed in this 

chapter present a virtual double of the world, whether drawing on the expressive 

possibilities of the Musical genre or using an identifiable character to identify with the 

music. Even the sustained stunts of California and Drop, through their incorporation of 

the real into mediation, offer a surreal world based on the strangeness of human motion 

and its relationship to the public surrounding it. They are fantasies that use various 

forms of spectacle to draw the viewer into the music, associating the featured sounds 
                                                 
89 Anita Biressi and Heather Nunn, Reality TV: Realism & Revelation, (London and New York: 
Wallflower Press, 2005), p. 2. 
90 Bolter and Grusin, p. 11. 
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with some sort of unusual experience. In contrast, Praise You distinguishes a possible 

world in its concept rather than a virtual one as the stunt in question is performed 

without technical alteration. This is explained better through Grosz’s discussion of 

Deleuze and how he distinguishes between the virtual and the possible. The ‘possible’ is 

understood as a correlate or counterpart of the real and Grosz discusses how they are 

linked: 

 

There are two distinctive connections between the possible and the real: the real 

both resembles the possible and is a limitation of the possible. The possible, or at 

least one of them, is a performed real: the real is simply the coming into material 

form of this nonmaterial possible.91

 

What Grosz means here is that the possible is a real that could exist and is “performed” 

in its very thinking, a nonmaterial idea that can persist in the level of thought or within 

representation. Take for example, the music video format: listening to a pre-recorded 

piece of music, there are a number of possible ideas concerning how it can be realised 

as a music video. The music video when conceptualised, filmed, edited and released 

then limits some of the possibilities inherent in the song for images and ideas that other 

directors, the record label, and the audience at large could have thought of for the video 

translation. The idea for Praise You stands as an instance of the performed real in its 

formulation and planning; the actors were cast as the Torrance Dance Troupe, the 

camera operators disguised as tourists, Jonze ready to perform as Richard Koufey, and 

the remaining elements ready to be used in the location that they would decide to 

perform and shoot in. The moment that the cameras were rolling and the dancers were 

moving outside the cinema theatre, the possible became material form, the opportunities 

                                                 
91 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 129. 
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cemented into the footage that was recorded. Even if the video has constructed the 

narrative of the management kowtowing to public demand, the actions of the manager 

could not have necessarily been predicated. The spontaneous decision to film outside a 

cinema is also intriguing in its concrete form in the video. The audience that had been 

lining up to be entertained by the movie inside they had paid to see were now 

confronted with another form of entertainment. Praise You is no more a limited 

perspective than a film in a cinema, but the documentary aesthetic and the planned 

element of including the unknown with the reaction of the people result in the sense of 

possibility within the video. Jonze uses the “possible” in the Praise You music video at 

the level of it being a planned ‘prank’ in execution (the cinema audience thought they 

were just street performers) and in circulation (many viewers thought it was a home-

made video recording of a street performance rather than a planned music video). The 

‘real’ is performed by the fact that a narrative was edited together and that their 

intention to make a music video was kept secret. Yet, in comparison to most other 

videos, Praise You works as something real, a direct interaction between performers and 

audience where they both become the content in the depiction of a community forced 

together through the playing of the song ‘Praise You’ in public without permission. 

 

While Gunning has suggested that the engagement with the attractions and shocks of the 

moving image in nineteenth century popular culture, he has also argued that spectators 

were not fooled by these ‘illusions.’92 In Matters of Gravity, Bukatman follows this line 

of argument: “The spectacle was a simulacrum of reality, but spectators were not duped 

by these illusions – by paying admission the customer indicated at least some 

understanding of the rules of the game.” 93For music videos, ‘paying admission’ can 

mean a number of things – a cable subscription to MTV, a purchase of the Directors 

                                                 
92 Gunning, p. 117. 
93 Bukatman, Matters of Gravity, p. 81. 
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Label box-set, or the promotional outcome of purchasing the album on account of the 

video – but the rules are essentially the same in that we are not fooled generally in 

believing they are real. Videos such as Gondry’s multiplying instruments conveyed 

through stop-motion animation in The Hardest Button to Button or Cunningham’s 

Aphex Twin spawned brood in Come to Daddy highlight their sense of spectacle by 

heightening representation. The high concept structures at the heart of videos such as 

these simulate ‘realism’ either through style or the mere fact that they were shot on 

location. As Bukatman suggests of nineteenth century audiences, “Some pleasure… 

clearly derived from responding to these entertainments as if they were real.”94  In 

Praise You, the spectacle offered is believed to be real as it actually happened and was 

achievable on a street-based level, unlike the imaginary bodies and mediated fantasies 

found in other music videos. Audiences initially responded to the Praise You video as if 

it was real. Even after the duplicity is clear that it is the director who leads the dance 

troupe, that the video was planned, there still exists an engagement with the real in the 

unknowing audiences, lined up for their own experience of cinematic spectacle. Indeed, 

Nicholas Chambers describes the video as where “the reality of our fumbling 

engagement with music infiltrates the cool world of MTV.”95 The real is witnessed in a 

group of people dancing together in a public space without permission and without 

seamless professionalism, both bodies and space left unaltered by technique or special 

effect; awkward and sincere in their performance. The success of the resulting video is a 

consequence of its intertwined effects as a planned stunt, a practical joke, a comical 

disruption of urban space, and the incorporation of the everyday as part of its content. 

Jonze taps into the prevailing trend of reality television, which would soon overwhelm 

programming on MTV, and includes the audience as a focus in the video. They are not 

separated by the boundary that exists between musical performer and audience, which is 

                                                 
94 Bukatman, Matters of Gravity, p. 81. 
95 Chambers, ‘Pictures came and broke your heart,’ p. 46. 
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maintained in the majority of music videos, most clearly seen in Oasis not agreeing to 

Jonze’s concept for the Stand by Me video, refusing to film them performing ideas taken 

from people off the street. What Jonze did not achieve in The Oasis Video That Never 

Happened, he succeeded in Praise You, which works as a utopian form of entertainment 

through the fact that it actually happened in public space and could occur again, 

although never exactly the same, simply through the rehearsal and congregation of 

similar dancers. It realises Dyer’s hope that entertainment would show people actually 

making utopia rather than just showing people suddenly finding themselves in it.96 Of 

course, the people making utopia in Praise You are the dancers and the film-makers, and 

the people in the queue of the cinema are the ones who find themselves in it. However, 

a community is generated in the split focus between the fake ‘community’ dance group 

and the stray audience members grouped around them, both mediated together within 

the framing context of a music video. From the optimistic thematic pull of Praise You as 

a song, the applause generated for the ‘amateur’ group, and the final freeze frame on 

Koufey/Jonze giving a triumphant high-five to one of the other dancers, the music video 

experience is remediated into the everyday world. While Praise You is not 

chronologically the last video Jonze directed to be included on The Work of Director 

Spike Jonze, it does represent the ultimate extent of his thematic engagement with how 

music relates to both popular culture and our own experience with it, which runs 

throughout all of his videos. The great difference is that Jonze’s concept and 

performance for Praise You turns the virtual into the possible. 

 

CONCLUSION: 

Critical analysis of several key, popular videos in Spike Jonze’s career as a director of 

music videos has provided a deeper understanding of the postmodern aesthetic he 

                                                 
96 Dyer, ‘Entertainment and Utopia,’ p. 282. 
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employs. Referencing genres (TV cop show, the Musical), media style (sporting 

melodrama, filmed-on-location ‘realism’) or specific texts (Happy Days, Christopher 

Walken’s persona as an actor), the music videos ‘quote’ from past mediums, offering 

themselves as self-contained narratives within the scope of the featured song. While 

working in a register of pastiche, familiar to music videos in general, Jonze’s attention 

to detail and playful sense of humour open up that category to include homage, parody, 

and promotion; the clever idea to use past clips from Happy Days for the band Weezer 

to perform ‘Buddy Holly’ as guest-stars of an episode has not only high concept appeal 

but uses the ‘time-rich,’ iconic characters to approve of the musical performance. Jonze 

also constructs vehicles derived from popular culture for his performers: dressing the 

Beastie Boys up as cops and crooks in a title credit sequence for the cop show, Sabotage; 

casting  Björk as the protagonist of her own mini-musical whose song-and-dance 

numbers respond to the tonal shifts of the song, It’s Oh So Quiet; or creating an original 

character (and ‘cinematic body’) through prosthetics and make-up with Charles the dog-

boy who roams the streets of New York in a short film vignette that uses the Daft Punk 

song Da Funk as its instrumental backing.  

 

While one of Jonze’s aesthetic traits as an auteur is this textual appropriation and 

remediation of older media forms, the other thematic trait that emerges is physical 

performance, using the body to express the music in action. Obviously the homage to 

the musical genre in It’s Oh So Quiet and Weapon of Choice display the emotive 

benefits of song-and-dance, but other videos offer other physical actions that take on the 

properties of dance with their synchronisation to the music: the gymnastic routine in 

Elektrobank, Charles’ walk through the city in Da Funk, the backwards rapping of Drop, 

Stuntman Dan Bradley running on fire in California, and of course, Jonze himself 

leading an ‘amateur’ dance troupe in Praise You. Jonze embodies the physical spectacle 
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of dancing himself in his performance as Richard Koufey, the leader and choreographer 

of the dancers who surprise the cinema patrons lining up out in the street. His own 

dancing, which relies on awkward, clumsy and ‘nerdy’ appropriation of sub-cultural 

styles like break-dancing, is symbolic of his wider inclusion of the real in his videos. 

Throughout his use of homage and references, there exists an awareness of the gap 

between pop culture fantasies and lived experience, even if the ‘reality’ is itself only a 

representation such as fictional amateur documentary that Praise You presents itself as.  

 

In the wave of video directors from the 1990s onwards, Jonze eventually become one of 

its first stars, gaining a reputation for exciting videos that were accessible and high 

concept. The reputation that the name ‘Spike Jonze’ garnered was consolidated through 

performance – from a supporting role in the big-budget Gulf War satire, Three Kings 

(1999), to starring in one of his own videos, Praise You, during the same year. The 

videos that remediated a cinematic sense of narrative, Da Funk in particular, paved the 

way for intentions to direct feature films, which were realised with the critically and 

commercially successful Being John Malkovich, working with screenwriter Charlie 

Kaufman. As with Gondry, the extra-textual features on the DVD release of Being John 

Malkovich point to some of the auteur tendencies that are apparent from studying his 

Directors Label DVD. In the film, Being John Malkovich, there are two parodies that 

appropriate different media forms and they are included separately on the DVD as self-

contained pieces. The 7 ½ Floor is a mock training film that offers an unlikely 

dramatisation of why there is a small floor between the 7th and 8th floors where several 

of the main characters work.  Another, John Horatio Malkovich: Dance of Despair & 

Disillusionment, is a fictional television biography of Malkovich’s alternative career as 

a puppeteer, a result of a character appropriating the body of the actor for his own gain. 

The characters of Being John Malkovich view both The 7 ½ Floor and John Horatio 



 380

Malkovich within the narrative and their separation as DVD extras allows us to 

appreciate Jonze’s skill in textually appropriating other genres, namely the workplace 

training film of the late-1970s and a hyperbolic TV documentary. 

 

The only original behind-the-scenes supplementary feature on the Being John 

Malkovich DVD is a documentary included on the disc entitled An Interview with Spike 

Jonze, which stands as another instance of Jonze’s ironic stance towards authorial 

agency. For five minutes, Jonze is interviewed as he drives his car, fumbling answers to 

questions directed to him off-screen by his friend, Lance Bangs (who worked on the 

interviews in the Directors Label series). Eventually, Jonze is forced to pull over and 

vomit outside the car, which abruptly ends the interview. The hand-held camera used to 

film Jonze suggests that this footage was a recording of a real incident, but those 

familiar with his penchant for practical jokes, such as the Torrance Rises feature on The 

Work of Director Spike Jonze, will understand its deadpan irony. An Interview with 

Spike Jonze is a non-interview, denying us extra-textual authorial agency and basically 

offering vomit as his answer. Even though Jonze eschews engaging in extra-textual 

commentary tracks and documentaries throughout the films he has collaborated with 

Kaufman, Malkovich and Adaptation, and also in The Work of Director Spike Jonze, he 

remains one of the most famous and celebrated from the contemporary crop of music 

video directors. The Directors Label DVD allows Jonze to collect and present the 

majority of music videos, permitting the viewer to understand the aesthetic and thematic 

connections that underpin many of them, most of all his playful use of popular culture 

as a way to experience the pleasure of music. Returning to the opening of this chapter, 

how Jarmusch’s Coffee and Cigarettes used the name of Spike Jonze as a signifier of 

value and quality in Hollywood filmmaking, Jonze has inevitably become a part of 

popular culture himself. He is not simply remediating feature films in his music videos, 
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but directing feature films. Alongside Michel Gondry, the name of Spike Jonze now 

also signifies an auteur identity within cinema, the Directors Label DVDs working as a 

prelude to their future careers.   
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MUSIC VIDEO AUTEURS 

CONCLUSION 

 

This thesis has critically explored the presence of auteurism in the world of music 

videos using the Directors Label DVDs as a case study, a series that were produced by 

Palm Pictures and sought to promote several music video directors by collecting their 

work alongside supplementary features validating their artistry. The first three volumes 

– The Work of Directors Chris Cunningham, Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze – 

demonstrate Foucault’s ‘author function’ by using the name of the director to group 

videos based on diverse pop songs and that featured a variety of recording artists. While 

initially ‘the name of the author’ was read by music video audiences as the name of the 

singer or band who performed the featured song, the Directors Label stands as evidence 

of a prevailing trend from the 1990s onwards, of recognising ‘the name of the author’ as 

that of the music video director. The figure of the director was previously discounted as 

an authorial voice in the music video process by viewers and academics alike. As 

writers in music video studies like Sally Stockbridge have pointed out, video directors 

stand in the midst of promotional desires from the record label and the demands of the 

musicians.1 There has been a definite shift in the regard music video directors receive, 

particularly from the 1990s onwards. A new generation of directors who had grown up 

with MTV in the 1980s saw directing music videos as both a career opportunity and a 

creative endeavour on its own terms. While initially a television genre, music video 

began to be also remediated as a home entertainment format, first on VHS then on DVD, 

and as the internet expanded to include fan communities and forums, specific directors 

were discussed and championed. I have argued that the existence of the Directors Label 

                                                 
1 Stockbridge, p. 160. 
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has consolidated the mainstream appreciation and acceptance of music video directing 

as a site of auteurism. For directors like Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze, it is not 

simply about promoting the music, which of course still plays a fundamental part in 

what they do, but establishing a unique style and attitude on their part to help express 

the pleasures of the music and/or performers, as well as signify their own authorship in 

the process.  

 

For Chapter One, I began by summarising the history of auteur theory, which was 

initially the province of cineastes and critics like Cahiers du Cinema in France during 

the 1950s and then eventually become a much debated field by academics in film 

studies. Taking the film as the work of a director in the same way we would a novel to 

its writer runs the risk of precluding the collaborative efforts of film-making, all in an 

effort to understand cinema as capable of personal expression; proof that it is art. Films 

are then identified through the “personality” of the director2, their name signified in 

signature motifs, stylistic traits, and thematic reoccurrences. While critics and 

academics continued to argue the merits of auteurism, the concept became a commodity 

in itself within filmmaking as specific directors developed fans and cults around their 

names. In the post-1970s era of Hollywood filmmaking, Corrigan understood that 

auteurism had taken concrete form with the ‘commerce of the auteur.’ This is where 

auteurism became viewed as a commercial performance that helped promote the work 

of a director by developing their own creative status in interviews and making of 

documentaries.3In the 1980s, the commerce of auteurism was incorporated in the wider 

trend of high concept filmmaking, which Wyatt defines on the basis of accessible ideas, 

excessive style and formal integration with their mass marketing.4If a director, whether 

intentionally or not, had a unique visual style and thematic interest, which developed a 
                                                 
2 Andrew, ‘The Unauthorized Auteur Today,’ pp. 77-78. 
3 Corrigan, p. 104. 
4 Wyatt, p. 23. 
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cult audience, they could be a marketable asset for a film (Tim Burton and David Lynch 

remain interesting case studies in this regard). As music videos adapted and 

appropriated genres and images from the medium of cinema, numerous directors of 

music videos followed suit in establishing a personal, irreplaceable style that could be 

valued in the process of promoting a song. A video director like Hype Williams has 

been a sought after stylist in hip-hop and R n B videos for his fish-eye camerawork and 

his bright futuristic design, which are accompanied by stamping his name at the front of 

his videos (“Hype presents...”). In this sense, it is just as important for a music video 

director to become a ‘brand identity’ as it is for a feature film director, their name 

signifying a set of traits, which are primarily visual but can also include thematic 

interests and tastes in music.    

 

At the end of Chapter One, the concept of music video auteurs was defined with 

reference to similar criteria for film auteurs; their brand identity signified in aesthetic 

motifs, stylistic traits and thematic interests. What distinguishes the music video auteur, 

however, is their reliance on the music as the foundation for the video, the text they are 

promoting and writing over with their visuals. Whether they base their video around the 

performers or, as in the genre of electronic music, are able to exclude the authorial 

presence of the musical artist, all video directors engage in a collaborative act making a 

video. The presence of the song – guiding ideas, structure and tone – means that video 

directors will always adapt another’s composition and have to incorporate the audio 

presence of another. A music video auteur’s ‘voice’ must be discerned amidst the music, 

often expressed in a distinctive representation of the world within the scope of the song. 

This defining quality is expanded with DVD technology, which took over from VHS in 

the late-1990s as the favourite form of media playback in home entertainment systems 

around the globe and is the focus of Chapter Two of the thesis. Alongside the increase 
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in quality for sound and image, DVDs became a popular item through the promise of 

intimacy and interaction with the text through supplementary materials. Behind-the-

scenes footage, Making of Documentaries, Deleted Scenes, Interviews, Trailers and 

Commentary tracks were some of the features that were carried over from the Laserdisc 

format in the late-1980s and specialist companies like Criterion. As Harper points out, 

cinema now became acquainted with “knowledge acquisition.” 5 Cinephilia attached 

itself to the possibilities of DVD technology and Special Editions were marketed 

towards fan audiences who wanted to learn more about their favourite films. It also 

created another space for the director to disseminate their auteur status, which Hight has 

remarked upon with his observation of the number of filmmakers who supervise DVD 

transfers of their work – making sure the screen aspect ratio is kept, offering Director’s 

Cuts, recording commentaries, etc. 6 With the Directors Label series, Palm Pictures 

enabled music video directors like Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze to have the same 

opportunity to not only collect their diverse work into a DVD oeuvre, but to also voice 

their authorial status throughout such extra-textual features. Palm Pictures intended to 

celebrate the “art of music video” through the promotion of certain directors as artists. 

What has been proven through the textual analysis of The Work of Director Chris 

Cunningham, Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze as DVDs in Chapter Two is that they 

represent their featured directors as an accessible ‘brand identity.’ The style and attitude 

of the director – their ‘signature’ – is written across their menu design; Jonze’s hand-

written notes and cartoon figures indicating an imaginative, hand-made quality, 

Gondry’s use of personalisation in introducing his own DVD through visual tricks, and 

Cunningham’s personal absence subsumed into a visual-audio collage of his work. 

Cunningham in particular has spoken out on the selection of his music videos, his 

interest in amassing a small number of ‘quality’ videos rather than all of his videos, 

                                                 
5 Harper, 97. 
6 Hight, pp. 5-6. 
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signifies the authorial control they have over their DVD representation. Through the 

interviews and commentaries included, we come to see each director related to us not 

simply as a person, but as a star whose directorial approach reflects the tone of their 

work: Jonze’s imaginative and instinctual style is discussed at large by musicians and 

co-workers, a ploy that is furthered by Gondry’s use of autobiography to situate his 

promos as personal expression. Cunningham, again, acts as a visual absence, but comes 

across as a humourous, self-deprecating perfectionist in his comments on The Making of 

All is Full of Love and the accompanying booklet interview. While each director has 

used high concept ideas to attract viewers to their work, through their portrayal in the 

Directors Label, they become abstracted into high concepts themselves – an accessible 

idea of what they mean as directors, artists and auteurs.       

 

Of course, the conceptualisation of each director as a style of auteur – Gondry and Jonze 

as populist to varying degrees, Cunningham as a cult artist – are based upon their music 

videos, the “work” of their DVD titles. From Chapter Three to Chapter Five, the 

argument of the thesis turned towards close analysis of several key videos for each 

director, discussing stylistic traits and thematic reoccurrences that have been signalled 

by the framing context of their DVD representation. While the choice of videos has 

been selective in terms of discussing the directors, I only wanted to focus on work that 

highlighted their “distinctive” characteristics while also alluding to the commonalities 

between the three auteurs: the use of space, the representation of the body, the 

employment of high concept ideas, the appropriation of genre, the remediation of other 

mediums, and finally, the collaboration with musical artists. On the issue of 

collaboration and authorial voice, Björk is a distinctive musical artist who has worked 

with all three directors and was interviewed for their respective Directors Label DVDs. 

If we compare the Björk videos directed by Cunningham, Gondy and Jonze, we can 
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understand how their authorial presence can be identified within her song-writing and 

her distinctive presence as a performer. The big band Americana sound of It’s Oh So 

Quiet taps into Jonze’s penchant for pop cultural appropriation, framing Björk’s 

performance within the tradition of a modern day musical. The ‘quiet’/’loud’ dynamic 

of the song is extrapolated into a world that is divided between subdued ‘realism’ and 

the expressiveness of song-and-dance, offering within its final frame, the transcendence 

of the body through the romantic sensation that inhabits the music  There is a definite 

contrast between the colourful representation of the San Fernando Valley in Quiet and 

the constructed black and white interior set of Cunningham’s video for All Is Full Of 

Love, using a B-side mix of the song because it suited the director’s dark, industrial 

style. Björk produced the essential idea of a ‘white heaven’ filled with lust, which was 

interpreted by Cunningham to merge with his own delight in anatomy and robotics (as 

seen across the videos, commercials and short films on his DVD). The Björk cyborg is 

activated into life through kissing an identical robot, a concept that functions as both a 

portrait of the artist as an image based on the mood of the song, and yet also identifiably 

the work of Cunningham through its widescreen polish and black and white aesthetic. 

With Björk’s long-running collaboration with Gondry, their combined interest in 

civilisation and nature has coalesced into an unofficial trilogy surrounding the character 

of ‘Isobel’ (Human Behaviour, Isobel, Bachelorette). The documentary, I’ve Been 

Twelve Forever, makes it clear that the constructed fairytale forest of Human Behaviour 

derives from Gondry’s child-hood idea of how the city and nature are counterparts that 

co-exist in the same globe. Though each video is tied into the themes found in the song-

writing, Gondry adds an aesthetic of attraction through visual details (the hand-made 

forest of Human Behaviour) and conceptual games (the inwardly spiraling narrative of 

Bachelorette). In the case of this specific performer, Björk is identifiably the author of 

the song and a visual presence throughout all of the videos – they are ‘Björk’ videos. 



 388

However, in offering herself to the unique talents of several different directors, 

comparatively we can see how they are also the videos of Cunningham, Gondry and 

Jonze. To use Sally Stockbridge’s phrase, “the rival inscriptions of authorship”7 are 

only emphasised in favour of the director in the context of the Directors Label DVDs, 

but the importance of the music and the music artist is unavoidable, particularly with 

someone as unique as Björk. Music video, as an expressive form, inevitably complicates 

the notion of individual authorship through its use of collaboration within its 

promotional essence. 

 

Despite this inherent contradiction, specific directors are regarded or represented rather 

as music video auteurs and this concept was deepened with analysis of the three 

directors’ music videos. Referring back to the chapters on each director, Chapter Three 

began with Chris Cunningham whose work in music video was viewed in relation to his 

interest in anatomy synchronised to music. The majority of his music videos eschew 

primary focus on the performer and instead appropriate genres of Action and Horror to 

create “cinematic bodies,” anatomies that are altered and distorted through special 

effects and make-up. An underlying theme in his videos is his nihilistic representation 

of urban space, a site that produces, houses and degrades these grotesque bodies. I used 

the spatial theories of Elisabeth Grosz with regards to videos like Come to Daddy and 

Only You with how they represent the intertwined relationship between bodies and cities, 

without the optimism she believes is found within this union.8 This argument was the 

furthered with Scott Bukatman’s theory of the ‘syncopated city’ where musicals from 

the Classical Hollywood period portrayed the city as a site of urban celebration. The 

post-human collapse of an ignored racial Other in Afrika Shox represents a 

deconstruction of that utopian, capitalistic ideal, which is continued in the Abject satire 

                                                 
7 Stockbridge, p. 61. 
8 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, p. 49. 
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of music video’s objectification of women in Windowlicker, re-using the grotesque face 

of Aphex Twin on hip-hop “Hoochies.” Across these four videos, Cunningham’s 

aesthetic is clear in the employment of a cinematic look with its wide-screen framing, 

and his tonal attitude is expressed in the cold, dark hues he films in. Even the sunniest 

location, Los Angeles in Windowlicker, turns into a darkened, ghoulish nightmare at the 

very end of its lengthy parody. From there, the chapter examined the presence of stars 

from popular music in Cunningham’s videos, specifically from Madonna and Björk who 

both hired him on the basis of videos like Come to Daddy with its visceral sense of 

spectacle. In both, Cunningham uses their star presence to reconstruct their bodies as 

cinematic and transcendental; Madonna as a black-cloaked, morphing, gothic “witch” in 

Frozen and Björk as a synthetic cyborg that finds sensuality in the replication of the self 

in All is Full of Love. Interestingly, Cunningham’s comments in the The Work of Chris 

Cunningham booklet relates the experience of working with a mainstream star like 

Madonna as one where his creative freedom was impinged while Björk was seen as 

catering to his artistic control. Frozen keeps within Cunningham’s visual aesthetic, but 

is portrayed as an oddity in his avant-garde career by the director himself. All is Full of 

Love, on the other hand, comes to represent the apex of his own background interests in 

robotics, bookending the DVD with his first video, Autechre’s Second Bad Vilbel.  

 

While Cunningham in the end is understood as an auteur who uses music video in an 

attempt to rise above its promotional trappings with shock concepts and a cinematic 

aesthetic, Chapter Four focuses on the showmanship of Michel Gondry who uses visual 

tricks and structural puzzles to communicate the pleasures of pop music. With this 

chapter, I wanted to bring in Tom Gunning’s work on early cinema from the nineteenth 

century and consider some of music video as a genre, Gondry’s work in particular, as 

following in the ‘aesthetic of attraction.’ Gunning defines this cinema of attractions as 
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one that is piques the viewer’s curiosity, making one aware of the act of looking, and 

confronts them with spectacle: “This is a cinema of instants, rather than developing 

situations.”9 Gondry’s videos for Fell in Love with a Girl (band performance recreated 

in Lego), Around The World (groups of dancers responding to different parts of the 

instrumentation) and Let Forever Be (musical doppelgangers interrupting a young girl’s 

waking life) use high concept situations to produce “instants,” attractions that remake 

the world into a picture of the song’s tone and structure. In contrast to the dark view of 

urban space professed in Cunningham’s videos, Gondry presents urban space as a 

playground that responds to flow and pattern of the music, even in the most downbeat 

songs there exist tricks of perspective that appeal to their created effect (the camera’s 

navigation through the apartment block in Protection). Connell and Gibson write, 

“Music shapes space and space shapes music,”10which Gondry literalises for both urban 

and natural spaces in altering their representation to synchronise tightly with the 

structure of the featured song; the multiplying Kylies and street chaos of Come into my 

World, the multiplying instruments of The White Stripes travelling through an emptied 

New York in The Hardest Button to Button, the train window view of a landscape 

composing itself to the repeated instruments of the Chemical Brothers in Star Guitar, 

and the digitalised Icelandic shifting and opening to Björk’s voice in Joga. The co-

existence of concrete and earth is another theme that becomes clear in considering these 

videos together, but more so with the unofficial ‘Isobel’ trilogy of Gondry-Björk music 

video collaborations with Human Behaviour, Isobel and Bachelorette. Björk’s song-

writing and interviews have framed the three songs as a developing narrative concerning 

the ‘Isobel’ persona, a child-like yet romantic figure, and each successive video creates 

a portrait of civilisation and nature at odds with one another with Björk stuck in the 

middle. Human Behaviour and Isobel use fairytale iconography to represent nature, first 

                                                 
9 Gunning, p. 123 
10 Connell and Gibson, p. 192. 
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in the “hand-made” fake sets and animal costumes of the former, and then the classical 

black-and-white cinematography that evokes nostalgic feelings for the forest. While 

Bachelorette could be argued as resisting the aesthetic of attractions in its complicated 

narrative that continues to spiral inward and repeat itself, the complexity is accounted 

for by Isobel’s move to the city where her simple love story is ruined through 

overconsumption. The theatrical adaption of the iconic book underscores Gondry’s 

presentational aesthetic in the video, fantasising of nature taking revenge on urban space, 

turning audience members into plants. For the technical sophistication and structural 

density of certain Gondry videos, they still carry a nostalgic, bittersweet tone that 

remains a trademark trait of the director, which carries through his forays into cinema as 

well (Human Nature, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, The Science of Sleep, and 

Be Kind Rewind). 

 

For Chapter Five, the final director I wanted to critically discuss was Spike Jonze who 

may be considered one of the most successful video directors from the 1990s, receiving 

kudos for his transition to cinema with the Charlie Kaufman-scripted films, Being John 

Malkovich and Adaptation. Part of the popular appeal Jonze’s videos have is their 

remediation of texts, genres and media, using the music as a soundtrack to a complete 

narrative experience. While textual appropriation exists across many music videos, 

Goodwin suggests that videos do not simply employ pastiche, but parody, homage, self-

reflexivity and social criticism.11 The “slippage” that occurs between these categories 

can be found in the oeuvre of Spike Jonze videos that are collected on The Work of 

Director Spike Jonze. One of Jonze’s distinguishing traits as an auteur is his postmodern 

aesthetic, altering the form to masquerade as something else, something more than 

promoting the music: a nostalgic homage to Happy Days in Weezer’s Buddy Holly, a 

                                                 
11 Goodwin, Dancing in the Distraction Factory, pp. 159-160. 
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parody of television cop show clichés in Sabotage, a valentine to Christopher Walken’s 

dancing skills in Weapon of Choice. In the face of Jameson’s definition of pastiche as a 

“neutral practice,”12 pastiche is blurred with parody and homage in Jonze’s videos to 

create a referential appropriation of pop culture that is lovingly detailed yet also aware 

of the lack that such entertainments can create. The visual tones of these videos are 

bright, energetic and expressive, reflecting the upbeat songs that they feature, which 

span musical genres such as rock, dance and electronic music. As an auteur, Jonze is 

similar to Gondry’s populist appeal as an auteur, but set within the world of broad 

American pop culture. Like Cunningham, there is a remediation of cinematic scope, 

which is attuned to friendlier fare than the urban shock horror of Come to Daddy and 

Windowlicker. Videos like Elektrobank and Da Funk work as a teen sports melodrama 

and a surreal yet sensitive portrait of a Dog-boy’s night in New York respectively, 

drawing on archetypes and conventions in classical Hollywood narrative. The other 

underlying theme throughout Jonze’s work on his Directors Label DVD is a confusion 

of fiction and reality, which is clearly shown in his use of high concept stunts in several 

videos; the stunt man on fire in slow-motion in California, the backwards motion of 

Pharcyde who also rap backwards in Drop, and finally Jonze’s own star turn as a dance 

troupe leader in the video he co-directed with Roman Coppola, Praise You. The last 

video in particular uses documentary techniques to act as an amateur recording of a 

street performance of a dorky community dance group to the featured Fatboy Slim track. 

The popularity of Praise You is attributable to its remediation of the growing interest in 

reality TV culture in the late 1990s as the video functions as a prank on the audience 

within the video, who unbeknownst to them become part of its content, and the audience 

at home who might be fooled into thinking the video is real if they were not aware of 

Jonze’s penchant for such mischief. His inclusion as the fictional protagonist, Richard 

                                                 
12 Jameson, p. 114 
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Koufey, in Praise You has led to further performances in films such as Three Kings 

(1999), as well as increased celebrity within cineaste circles on account of his acclaim 

(Oscar-nominated for directing Being John Malkovich for instance) and notoriety (his 

short marriage to fellow director Sofia Coppola who stars in Elektrobank). 

 

I would argue that my thesis, ‘Music Video Auteurs,’ is an original contribution to the 

field of music video studies through its sustained consideration of auteurism on the part 

of the video director. While previous writers have commented briefly on the role of the 

director in the wider context of music videos (Kaplan, Goodwin, Frith etc), the new 

wave of directors from the 1990s have not been analysed in any detail, particularly with 

the advent of the Directors Label series where their creativity is highlighted in a 

commercially sold and marketable fashion. The research process involved a close 

reading of The Work of Directors Chris Cunningham, Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze, 

examining every aspect of their DVDs from the accompanying booklets to the design of 

the menu screens. After consulting books and articles from music video studies, Andrew 

Goodwin’s Dancing in the Distraction Factory being a particularly influential text, I 

ventured into other fields to examine the issues that arose from reading the actual music 

videos; theories of body and space, genre studies such as the musical, texts on popular 

culture, and of course, the study of auteur theory as a critical practice, which would 

frame the view of music videos I wanted to take. With this thesis I wanted to use the 

Directors Label line of DVDs as a case study for two inter-related areas, (1) DVD 

technology as promoting the music video directors as auteurs through extra-textual 

supplementary features and (2) sustained analysis of the music videos of Cunningham, 

Gondry and Jonze as to whether they denote in style and theme auteurist readings. The 

aesthetic and traits that signify each director has been appropriated by the DVD 

representation of the three directors, which then builds on their status as ‘brand 
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identities.’ The name of each director is emphasised in the title of each DVD as well as 

their role as “Director,” and the format is offered as their platform to collect videos and 

voice their authorial intentions for each of them, an opportunity denied music video 

directors in the past. My argument touches on what has not been considered in previous 

books on music video, which is that as Corrigan saw auteur theory in the 1950s as 

distinguishing the medium of cinema against its rival in television13, music video is 

distinguished by a similar foregrounding of individual artistic aura. As music videos are 

less viewed on television, consumed rather on the internet alongside the changing 

appreciation of music through mp3 players and downloading, the period Cunningham, 

Gondry and Jonze emerged from is considered a nostalgic ‘golden age’ when big 

budgets were afforded to directors with big ideas. The thesis has also outlined several 

factors for the rise of this new wave of video directors, from their generational 

knowledge of MTV in the 1980s to the way that electronic music arrived as a popular 

genre during the mid-to-late 1990s, allowing directors to foreground their own ideas 

rather than sell the performers.  

 

I would now like to offer some possibilities for future research that have appeared as a 

result of my studies, particularly in the meeting of auteur theory, DVD and music video 

studies that my thesis has brought into being. Firstly, there could be similar work 

undertaken on the second wave of Directors Label DVDs that were released in 2005: 

The Work of Director Mark Romanek (Volume 4), Jonathan Glazer (Volume 5), Anton 

Corbijn (Volume 6), and Stephane Sednaoui (Volume 7). Following in the precedent of 

the first three volumes of the series, each director was given the opportunity to compile 

their own videos and oversee their extra-textual presentation; menu design, interviews, 

commentaries, documentaries, short films, commercials and trailers. Again, for the sake 

                                                 
13 Corrigan, p. 102. 
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of marketing, personalisation is employed to distinguish each director as a brand 

identity from the other, following on from some of the strategies employed by the 

previous directors. Romanek, for instance, provides commentaries on all of his videos, 

courting an intimacy and behind-the-scenes knowledge with himself as an authorial 

presence in his DVD. On the other hand, Glazer provides a self-mocking running skit 

across the menu screens where all of his best ideas are revealed to be taken from a 

homeless man (played by comedian Paul Kaye) whilst opting out of providing 

commentaries, letting the musicians he worked with speak to the quality of his videos 

(re: Spike Jonze’s approach). Several of these directors have also had their profile as 

video auteurs heightened by their transition to feature film: Romanek with the thriller, 

One Hour Photo (2002); Glazer with the critically acclaimed, Sexy Beast (2000) and 

Birth (2004); and Anton Corbijn’s biopic of Joy Division lead singer, Ian Curtis, in 

Control (2007). However, a number of reviews regarded the second wave of director-

orientated video collections as “disappointing”14 in comparison to the first wave of 

releases:  

 

Palm’s first batch of pop-promo anthologies celebrated the medium’s three kings, 

all of whom had distinct shticks and personalities: Spike Jonze the slapstick 

high-conceptualist, Michel Gondry the wide-eyed optical illusionist, Chris 

Cunningham the animatronic horror maestro. There's a little less auteurist 

panache in this second set…15  

 

And  

 

                                                 
14 Nathan Rabin, ‘The Work of Directors Mark Romanek, Jonathan Glazer, Anton Corbijn, and Stéphane 
Sednaoui,’ [DVD Review] The Onion AV Club, (October 12th, 2005): 
http://www.avclub.com/content/node/41543/print/ (accessed 12/11/07). 
15 Dennis Lim, ‘Four More Music Video Veterans Enshrined In Pop Canon,’ The Village Voice, 
(November 8th, 2005): http://www.villagevoice.com/screens/0545,lim,69785,28.html  (accessed 12/11/07). 

http://www.avclub.com/content/node/41543/print/
http://www.villagevoice.com/screens/0545,lim,69785,28.html
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… none of the four new instalments approach the giddy heights of Gondry's 

collection, the technical precision of Cunningham's work, or the high-wire 

derring-do Jonze's videos…16  

 

What such reviews illustrate is how the Directors Label is understood as an official 

‘canon’ of video auteurs, each new volume harnessing the considerable reputation of the 

director within music video. As the first three directors chosen to be celebrated by Palm 

Pictures, Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze represent a ‘pantheon’ above the other video 

directors, which is a consequence of how they can be conceptualised as accessible ideas 

within their thumbnail descriptions in the aforementioned critical notices. They are 

auteurs in the extent that they represent a personal approach to the medium, brand-

names for a distinct way of making videos. Of course, the second wave of Directors 

Label DVDs could also be framed within the context of the series failing to continue 

after their release. Series creator Richard Brown spoke about its end, “I don't think Palm 

are doing any more titles… I would like to continue the series at some point but for now 

I'm tied up with film projects.”17 The brief window that music video auteurs received 

through DVD technology has been cast into doubt and there could be future discussion 

on the reasons for this after the initial popularity of the Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze 

volumes. 

 

However, one reason Gondry cites for causing the end of the Directors Label is the 

wealth of videos available online: “The situation with the [Directors Label] is transitory. 

YouTube is a serious danger for it, even if I like to look at it.”18  Another area of 

research to be followed through is how the impact of the internet on the music industry 

                                                 
16Deusner, “Direct To Video.” 
17 Rodrigo Perez, “‘Directors Label Kaput?,” The Playlist, (April 23rd, 2007): 
http://theplaylist.blogspot.com/2007/04/directors-label-series-kaput.html (accessed 12/11/07) 
18 Quoted in ‘News: The Directors Label?,’ Director-File: Michel Gondry, (February 7th, 2007): 
http://www.director-file.com/gondry/news/?p=146 (accessed 12/11/07) 

http://theplaylist.blogspot.com/2007/04/directors-label-series-kaput.html
http://www.director-file.com/gondry/news/?p=146
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has affected music video and the issue of music video auteurism. The Sony Walkman 

has been replaced by the iPod as the portable listening device of choice, and the 

transference of music from CDs to MP3s means that computers are needed to 

experience music. With the widespread practice of downloading music, which can be 

purchased legally or is most often the case downloaded illegally, this has had negative 

consequences on record sales; they have dropped by 13% in 2007 and the revenues of 

the big labels (Sony/BMG, Universal, Warner and EMI) have been in the decline for the 

last two years.19 Such an economic trend has meant that music video budgets have 

decreased, particularly since they are also viewed predominantly through computer 

screens now. The internet represents immediate accessibility with new music, and as 

users download the latest singles by their favourite artists, it is now easier to view new 

music videos online. Record labels have their own accounts on YouTube to circulate 

new artists and singles, and premieres are increasingly shown on myspace.com or 

mtv.com. It is not simply new music videos that are searched and screened using the 

internet by the target ‘youth’ demographic, but older music videos can be easily located 

using search engines like Yahoo. To repeat Tom Breihan’s point, the medium of the 

internet has “made the entire history of the music video available for casual 

perusal.”20Even though the screen sizes and image quality of music videos online is not 

as clear and sharp as that of television or DVD, computer technology improves each 

year with faster connection speeds and greater digital detail. 

 

 As discussed in Chapter Two, the online consumption of music videos offers further 

discussion of their directors in chat forums and websites devoted to the genre. Even 

                                                 
19 Justin Bachman. ‘The Big Record Labels’ Not-So-Big Future’ in Business Week Online, (October 10th, 
2007), web-link: 
http://www.businessweek.com/bwdaily/dnflash/content/oct2007/db2007109_120106.htm (accessed: 
27/11/07). 
20 Tom Breihan, ‘Music Videos Get Small,’ The Village Voice: Status Ain’t Hood, (April 16th 2007): 
http://www.villagevoice.com/blogs/statusainthood/archives/2007/04/music_videos_ge.php (accessed 
12/11/07). 

http://www.businessweek.com/bwdaily/dnflash/content/oct2007/db2007109_120106.htm
http://www.villagevoice.com/blogs/statusainthood/archives/2007/04/music_videos_ge.php
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with the increased profile and reputation directors like Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze 

have received over the past ten years, particularly with their Directors Label volumes, 

they are still beholden to the directives of cable television producers when it comes to 

having their latest clips screened. While a new video by each of these three ‘name’ 

directors would be considered an ‘event,’ commercial pressures still have an impact on 

how their work is seen. After a long hiatus from videos, Cunningham directed a clip for 

British Goth-punk band, The Horrors’ Sheena Is a Parasite (2007). For the Australian 

release of The Horrors’ self-titled EP, the video was included on the CD and 

Cunningham’s name was advertised with a label on the front that exclaimed, “His first 

clip in 7 years.” His return to music videos was incorporated within the marketing of the 

music. The video itself continues Cunningham’s interest in visceral forms of anatomy, 

focusing on acclaimed film actress Samantha Morton dancing in a hangar as the band 

plays around her in the darkness. When the squeal of the distorted guitar is heard in the 

chorus, the sound is synchronised to Morton screaming as a harsh light is shone upon 

her and she lifts up her dress to reveal squid-like tentacles that fly towards the camera. 

The video was not screened on MTV, not on account of the squeamishly grotesque 

effects, but because of the strobe lighting effects, which Cunningham would not remove. 

Jonze suffered similar censorship for the video he directed for the Yeah Yeah Yeah’s 

song, Y Control (2004), which focused on the band performing amongst a cult of 

formally dressed, ‘evil’ children living in an abandoned concrete building. Scenes of the 

children parading a dead dog and cutting their own body parts (obviously fake special 

effects presented with an air of black comedy) were considered too graphic for most 

music television channels. The Yeah Yeah Yeahs had to post a link to the video on their 

website: 
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… since nobody is playing the video for Y Control, you can see it here 

umusic.ca/yeahyeahyeahs. note: no animals or kids were harmed or killed for 

this video, and we obviously don’t encourage it. duh. [sic]21

 

The video was later released on the extra disc included on a Directors Label box-set 

reissue of Volumes 1 to 3. What becomes increasingly clear in such cases is that the 

internet and DVD have emerged as media forms that mutually benefit artists and 

audiences, offering creative freedom and wider access for screening uncut and 

uncensored music videos, allowing them to be seen as the director and the band 

intended. The remediation of music videos into the medium of the internet has also 

meant that with decreased budgets and an oversaturated marketplace, new videos have 

had to rely on high concepts on low costs. One of the most popular videos of the last 

few years was OK Go’s Here It Goes Again (2006), which featured the four band 

members performing an elaborately choreographed dance routine on a row of treadmills, 

filmed in a single take on a locked-off camera. The influence of directors like Jonze and 

videos such as Praise You, in its mixture of awkward, “home-made” spectacle on cheap 

video cameras can be witnessed in Here It Goes Again. OK Go’s song became a hit 

through the circulation of its video as an internet phenomenon, forwarded and linked 

between users, its popularity making a case for the ‘viral’ marketing of music videos. 

  

Another line of future research can be directed towards the post-Directors Label music 

videos directed by Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze with reference to whether they 

continue the noted themes and aesthetic choices that appear throughout their DVDs. 

Also interesting to examine would be if their noted profile as a video auteur has any 

commercial or critical impact on the music video, whether their marketable ‘brand 

                                                 
21 Yeah Yeah Yeahs, ‘Archived News: 9/6/04,’ Yeah Yeah Yeahs, (June 9th, 2004): 
http://www.yeahyeahyeahs.com/index2.html (accessed 12/11/07). 
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identity’ created in the Directors Label series serves their intermittent work in the genre. 

Of the three directors, Gondry has been the most consistent in his video output, making 

eleven clips after the release of The Work Of Director Michel Gondry, working with 

new bands (The Willowz, Stereograim) and reuniting with past collaborators (The 

White Stripes for The Denial Twist (2006) and Beck with Cellphone’s Dead (2006)). 

However, even though Gondry has a developed reputation, which is strengthened by the 

films he makes on top of the occasional video, he is still employed on a promotional 

imperative. This is made clear in considering the fall-out from his decision to accept the 

commission to create a video for the Kanye West Hip-Hop single, Heard ‘Em Say 

(2005). Gondry played drums on West’s previous single, Diamonds of Sierra Leone, 

and both songs were taken from Late Registration, a Top 20 bestseller that year. 

Gondry’s video transported the soft nostalgic tone of the song, a consequence of the 

twinkling piano sample and featured vocalist Adam Levine’s falsetto croon in the 

chorus, into a Miracle on 34th Street styled adventure where West and three children 

sneak into Macy’s Department Store, playing within the deserted commercial space. 

The Christmas theme of the video allowed Gondry to indulge in a number of visual 

tricks that are his hallmark style, particularly a scene where the kids drive a bed 

throughout the store pursued by a lone security guard (played by Levine) driving his 

own Police car bed. At a cost of $500,000, the video did not have a positive impact on 

the chart success of the single whose failure the openly-spoken West proceeded to 

blame on Gondry’s work, expressed in an excerpt from an interview with Entertainment 

Weekly: 

 

“What did you think of the ‘Heard ‘Em Say’ videos?” [West] asks. [I] Tell him 

that Michel Gondry’s original version, in which the rapper and a couple of cutie-
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pie kids frolic in Macy’s was an over sentimental disappointment and he nods 

his head. “For real? You thought it was bad? Yeah, that’s what I thought too.”22

 

West commissioned another video from animator Bill Plympton to illustrate footage of 

West and Levine simply performing the song together, a second video to replace the 

first. Gondry was hired on the basis of his reputation and yet when the video was not a 

chart hit, his work was disregarded. Despite the perception of the three directors as 

auteurs, they are still at the behest of market forces that place limits on their work in 

regards to its financial merit. Music videos continually face the double pressure of being 

artistically interesting, particularly on the basis of a director’s auteur reputation, and yet 

also standing as commercially viable, a combination that does not often mix. 

 

Of course, auteur theory understands writer-directors as ‘total authors,’ pursuing the 

project from conception to execution, even though they are still reliant on a cast and 

crew to realise their vision. While we have critically deconstructed the ways that Chris 

Cunningham, Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze are regarded as music video auteurs 

rather than simply directors of music videos – through the persistence of stylistic traits 

and thematic interests across diverse songs and artists, imagining their own view of the 

world in the spatial parameters of a song – they still rely on the authorship and artistry 

of the song-writer and performer to create a video. The rival inscriptions of authorship 

are unavoidable and necessary, particularly as many are still built on the charisma, 

stardom, and presence of the performer, even if reimagined and reshaped by the director 

(Björk remains the best example of this for all three directors). However, a possible 

concept that has yet to be realised is the next step in auteurism for music videos – the 

video director who creates his or her own music.  Cunningham himself has discussed 

                                                 
22 Karen Valby, ‘The Ego Has Landed,’ Entertainment Weekly reprinted in ew.com, (February 6th, 2006): 
http://www.ew.com/ew/report/0,6115,1152908_4_0,00.html (accessed 12/11/06). 

http://www.ew.com/ew/report/0,6115,1152908_4_0,00.html
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the realisation of this idea, dabbling in electronic instrumentation that he would create 

visuals for: 

 

I basically had lots of videos to songs I never got sent so I decided to make the 

tracks myself. Most people would say the logical step would be to make a film 

next, but I thought I had a better idea – to carry on making videos but make the 

music too.23   

 

The proposed idea has not yet eventuated, but it remains an intriguing direction for the 

future of music video auteurism. There have obviously been musicians who have 

become video directors, for their own music and others (Lol Godley & Kevin Crème, 

Gerry Casale from Devo), but not the reverse. For now, the music video auteur remains 

a concept that has been strengthened by the Directors Label series, presenting the 

virtual worlds of their videos, which are in effect a conceptualised vision of the musical 

worlds of the various artists, within the extra-textual space of a DVD context. So far 

further editions of the Directors Label have failed to be produced and its success as a 

concept was expressed most acutely in its first wave of releases. The Work of Director 

Chris Cunningham, Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze stand as brief moment in music 

video studies where the authorship of the director was promoted as much as the star 

presence of a singer or a band. The recognition of auteurism in music videos continues 

in the online dissemination of videos and discussion of their directors, but the Directors 

Label was where it became a marketable property and an overdue act of recognition for 

the high concept ideas and aesthetic interests that directors bring to the genre of music 

videos. While the consumerist imperative of the music video format underscores even 

the most avant garde videos with an underlying promotional impulse, the celebration of 

                                                 
23 Quoted in Dombal, ‘Interview: Chris Cunningham.’ 



 403

video directors as auteurs using DVD technology offers a framing context that 

privileges its artistry. The identification and celebration of the authorship of a music 

video auteur becomes similar to that of an artist in popular music; they provide a site for 

imagination and reflection of their cultural texts, as well as a marker of personal taste, 

as much as they are inevitably ensconced within an industry that is focused on 

marketing and profit. The presence of auteurism in music videos is an important issue 

for this reason as the branding of Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze as music video 

auteurs creates a space where the creativity within this commercialism can be teased out 

for better or for worse. I argue that it is for the better as the conceptual ideas and 

technical skill that these three such directors apply to visualising a song taps into our 

own experience of reality through music. Their videos build on how we may use music 

to mediate our lives, expanded into imaginative, unique and extreme visions of the 

relationship between body and space. The representation of Cunningham, Gondry and 

Jonze as auteurs through the Directors Label series is an important development not 

only because they all signify the possibility of art within a promotional process, but how 

they each use the promotional process to offer an individual approach to visualising the 

emotional possibilities of the featured song; the darkly comic avant garde, the old-

fashioned spectacle of illusion, and the self-aware appropriation of pop culture 

respectively. In the end, the remediation of each music video director’s work into a 

DVD oeuvre has inevitably promoted them as high concept ideas of auteurism, which is 

at once commercially motivated for both the Directors Label and the directors 

themselves. At the same time, the Directors Label also validates the creativity inherent 

in how Cunningham, Gondry and Jonze listen to a piece of music and then issue a 

whole world from within its sonic parameters to our screens.  
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