Paul Karpenko 5

this paper; it’s only a state of mind.

(BY PAUL KARPENKO)
Terry Gilliam, director of Brazil, was once quoted
 as saying “One of Hollywood's greatest visionaries!? I'm not even a Hollywood director!" Indeed, he’s made some of Hollywood’s most memorable (and strangest) films and, after all, he was born in Minnesota, but Terry Gilliam is about as American as any of his Monty Python co-stars. Disgusted with America’s lack of national identity, Gilliam took British citizenship and moved to London. He’s lived there since the sixties, dealing with America only to distribute his films through Hollywood for the American public. Lately, Gilliam has warmed up to the US with the production of films like Twelve Monkeys (1995) and Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1998) both of which had completely American casts and were filmed entirely in America. Still at the height of his decession, however, Gilliam made Brazil (1985), and it is one of most brilliant British films ever to be financed by Universal Studios and co-star Robert De Niro.

Brazil has become something of a cult favorite since its release and it might’ve never seen the light of day had it not been for Terry Gilliam’s ruthless “negotiations” with Universal. The studio execs saw the film as too dark and wanted to reshape it and change the ending to make it better tailored for American audiences. Gilliam fought viciously against a happy ending and finally pressured Universal to release his cut. (Though a 94-minute “Love Conquers All” version, edited by Universal, still exists) Why was the film so controversial before it was even released? Why does its popularity grow with time? Because this is Gilliam’s surrealist collage of George Orwell, Ridley Scott and Joseph Stalin.

Brazil presents a world that exists “Somewhere in the 20th century”, where limitless bureaucracy has taken over and a police state has evolved to control the lives of citizens. There seem to be numerous crimes you could commit but a single punishment exists for all of them: suited-up policemen crash through the ceiling, confine you to a hooded straightjacket and leave a signed receipt – the proof of your arrest. You’re taken to an undisclosed location and tortured for confession. That much, save for the sensational arresting sequences, was taken straight from George Orwell’s 1984. The “crimes” one would commit in the world of Brazil – measly things like bringing a client a check rather than depositing it – evolve from the idea of “Double-Speak” in 1984 and the SWAT team crashing through the ceiling might as well be the Thought Police. The rest of Brazil, its story and, more importantly, its cinematic elements, spring from Gilliam’s mind. Gilliam was, however, clearly influenced by other filmmakers in his creation of the monotone world of Brazil. Most prominently, the art direction resembles that of Ridley Scott’s 1982 sci-fi neo-noir film Blade Runner. 

Scott, a pure-blood British filmmaker, went the opposite way of Gilliam: he migrated to the United States once he’d made it big in the UK with Alien (1979). (Unfortunately, UK-to-US is the far more common relocation.) Scott’s Blade Runner is a story of futuristic Los Angeles where artificial humans are sought out by “Blade Runners”, detectives armed with keen eyes and a licence to kill. The art direction is worthy of mention and duplication because it was quite revolutionary for its time. Instead of designing fantastic new technologies and buildings to fill the screen, Scott sought to “retrofit” existing buildings, cars, computers and other props. By simply gluing some extra parts to a van, the vehicle was instantly unrecognizable and therefore futuristic. Scott applied a similar technique to filming familiar buildings such as Los Angeles’ famous Bradbury Building in ways that would make them seem utterly different. By making critical lighting and camera position choices, Scott transformed every-day architecture into ominous and undeniably noir-ish locales. Terry Gilliam took Scott’s technique, modified it to suit Brazil and ran amok.

Brazil seems to exist both in the past, with its dependence on pneumonic tubes and an endless paper trail, and in the future, with a totalitarian government divided into ministries and departments. The cities are filled with grime, dirt and sheets of paper, tumbling in the wind. Ducts and pipes are visible in every room, relics of the industrial revolution allowed to go unchecked. At the start of the film, the protagonist, Sam Lowry (Jonathan Pryce), is the spitting image of a perfect citizen. The camera shows a poster hanging in a large lobby with a picture of a man in a trench coat and hat, a model for all. The caption reads “Help the Ministry of Information Help You.” The shot pans down to show Sam walking in, looking just as though he’d walked off the poster board. 

Sam works for the Ministry of Information, (the acronym of which, M.O.I., is utterly ironic in Brazil’s setting of enforced mass-conformity) filing receipts and keeping his boss out of trouble. He works at a computer console which is, like every computer in Brazil, a typewriter with fancy wiring connected to a tiny monitor with no case, allowing the technology inside to surprise viewers who may have never seen it before. How many people have ever seen the inside of a television or computer monitor? Not many, is Gilliam’s logic. He takes Scott’s technique of modifying existing technology to create his world. What was old is new once more. Finally, the tiny screen of the console is magnified with a large panel of polarized glass clipped to a stand off to the side. These consoles and other bits of technological anachronism make Brazil seem so alien, and yet so familiar, that it becomes difficult to classify. Is it a satire on modern life set in the future or is it a satire on where we are going to end up with no emphasis on historical setting? The tagline “Somewhere in the 20th Century”, displayed at the start of the film, would suggest both. Gilliam presents the viewer with this elaborate collage of film technique, wild imagery, technology of the past and future, an overbearing government and the quest for true love to show that what we really need is to disconnect ties to things that control us and may come to change us into people we do not want to become.

Terry Gilliam is known primarily for his use of surrealist and sometimes even outrageous imagery in films. His work with Monty Python on British television in the sixties involved mainly 2D animations of magazine cut-outs and hand-drawn figurines interacting for comical effect. His first batch of films, including Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975) and Time Bandits (1981), capitalized on his mastery of the 2D illustration medium. Anything eccentric that he needed to express was done with those same cut-outs. In 1985, for the production of Brazil, Gilliam was given the hefty budget of fifteen million dollars. Gilliam no longer had to rely on paper cut-outs to relay the junk he had bouncing around in his head. He finally had the money to show exactly what he was thinking. And in his vision, Gilliam pays tribute to the films and filmmakers that influenced him. For example, the workers in Sam’s office defy the boss by watching old films like Casablanca (1942) when he’s not looking. Near the end, there is a grand shootout in a lobby. Soldiers descend the stairs while firing their guns as a floor-waxing machine tumbles down besides them; a clear reference to the Odessa Steps in Sergei M. Eisenstein’s silent epic The Battleship Potyomkin (1925). 

Brazil was a very distinct film – for Britain and in general – in that for everything that Terry Gilliam took from existing work, he gave back in spades. Brazil gave way to films like Jean-Pierre Jeunet’s Delicatessen (1991) and City of Lost Children (1995) from France and Tim Burton’s Batman (1988) and Edward Scissorhands (1990) from America. Even Gilliam’s own Twelve Monkeys (1995) shows a lot of visual references to Brazil. Brilliant with its unique setting, style and dark humor, Brazil set the bar for future surrealism in film. No longer could filmmakers get away with psychedelic sequences of flashing colors or moving patterns. Brazil presented a world bogged down with over-efficiency and did so in a meticulously detailed manner. No stroke was broad. Gilliam etched in every technicality with a strict eye and little margin for error. This precise vision of a world crumbling from its precision endows Brazil with a certain timelessness. The film was as pertinent in 1985 as it will ever be. Such a well-tuned and satirical work is unlikely to age quickly.

Gilliam always has a clear purpose in his films. In the Monty Python films it was to entertain; in Brazil and Twelve Monkeys it is to challenge our conceptions of reality. Brazil’s exaggerated, drab world is not entirely unlike our own. In fact, it is exactly like our own, save for a duct here, a couple of pipes there. Gilliam is bringing our world into full view by disguising it as a fantasy. It is we who need saving, not Sam Lowry. He was content until he went after true love and was scooped up by the government for it. Is this where society is headed? Perhaps. But more importantly, perhaps society is already there and no one has yet to notice. Such is the hope and omen of Brazil.
� But actually, it’s also about Brazil


� http://us.imdb.com/Name?Gilliam,+Terry





