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Foreword


by


Johnny Depp





In the winter of 1989, I was in Vancouver, British Columbia, doing a television series. It was a very difficult situation: bound by a contract doing assembly-line stuff that, to me, was borderline Fascist (cops in school … Christ!). My fate, it seemed, lay somewhere between Chips and Joanie Loves Chaachi. There were only a limited number of choices for me: (1) get through it as best I could with minimal abrasion; (2) get fired as fast as I could with slightly more abrasion; (3) quit and be sued for not only any money I had, but also the money of my children and my children’s children (which, I imagine, would have caused severe chafing and possible shingles for the rest of my natural days and on through the next few generations of Depps to come). Like I said, this was truly a dilemma. Choice (3) was out of the question, thanks to extremely sound advice from my attorney. As for (2), well, I tried and they just wouldn’t bite. Finally, I settled on (1): I would get by as best I could.


The minimal abrasion soon became potential self-destruction. I was not feeling good about myself or this self-induced/out-of-control jail term that an ex-agent had prescribed as good medicine for unemployment. I was stuck, filling up space between commercials. Babbling incoherently some writer’s words that I couldn’t bring myself to read (thus having no knowledge of what poison the scripts might have contained). Dumb-founded, lost, shoved down the gullets of America as a young Republican. TV boy, heart-throb, teen idol, teen hunk. Plastered, postered, postured, patented, painted, plastic!!! Stapled to a box of cereal with wheels, doing 200 mph on a one-way collision course bound for Thermos and lunch-box antiquity. Novelty boy, franchise boy. Fucked and plucked with no escape from this nightmare.


And then, one day, I was sent a script by my new agent, a godsend. It was the story of a boy with scissors for hands – an innocent outcast in suburbia. I read the script instantly and wept like a newborn. Shocked that someone was brilliant enough to conceive and then actually write this story, I read it again right away. I was so affected and moved by it that strong waves of images flooded my brain – dogs I’d had as a kid, feeling freakish and obtuse when I was growing up, the unconditional love that only infants and dogs are evolved enough to have. I felt so attached to this story that I was completely obsessed. I read every children’s story, fairy tale, child-psychology book, Gray’s Anatomy, anything, everything … and then, reality set in. I was TV boy. No director in his right mind would hire me to play this character. I had done nothing work-wise to show that I could handle this kind of role. How could I convince this director that I was Edward, that I knew him inside and out? In my eyes, it was impossible.


A meeting was set up. I was to see the director, Tim Burton. I prepared by watching his other films – Beetlejuice, Batman, Pee-Wee’s Big Adventure. Blown away by the obvious gifted wizardry this guy possessed, I was even more sure that he would never see me in the role. I was embarrassed to consider myself as Edward. After several knock-down-drag-’em-outs with my agent (thank you, Tracey), she forced me to have the meeting.


I flew to Los Angeles and went straight to the coffee-shop of the Bel Age Hotel, where I was to meet Tim and his producer, Denise Di Novi. I walked in, chain-smoking, nervously looking for the potential genius in the room (I had never seen what he looked like) and BANG! I saw him sitting at a booth behind a row of potted plants, drinking a cup of coffee. We said hello, I sat down and we talked … sort of – I’ll explain later.


A pale, frail-looking, sad-eyed man with hair that expressed much more than last night’s pillow struggle. A comb with legs would have outrun Jesse Owens, given one look at this guy’s locks. A clump to the east, four sprigs to the west, a swirl, and the rest of this unruliness to all points north and south. I remember the first thing I thought was, ‘Get some sleep’, but I couldn’t say that, of course. And then it hit me like a two-ton sledgehammer square in the middle of my forehead. The hands – the way he waves them around in the air almost uncontrollably, nervously tapping on the table, stilted speech (a trait we both share), eyes wide and glaring out of nowhere, curious, eyes that have seen much but still devour all. This hypersensitive madman is Edward Scissorhands.


After sharing approximately three to four pots of coffee together, stumbling our way through each other’s unfinished sentences but somehow still understanding one another, we ended the meeting with a handshake and a ‘nice to meet you’. I left that coffee-shop jacked up on caffeine, chewing insanely on my coffee-spoon like a wild, rabid dog. I now officially felt even worse about things because of the honest connection I felt we had had during the meeting. Mutually understanding the perverse beauty of a milkcow creamer, the bright-eyed fascination with resin grapes, the complexities and raw power that one can find in a velvet Elvis painting – seeing way beyond the novelty, the profound respect for ‘those who are not others’. I was sure we could work well together and I was positive, if given the chance, I could carry out his artistic vision for Edward Scissorhands. My chances were, at best, slim – if that. Better-known people than me were not only being considered for the role but were battling, fighting, kicking, screaming, begging for it. Only one director had really stuck his neck out for me and that was John Waters, a great outlaw film-maker, a man both Tim and I had huge respect and admiration for. John had taken a chance on me to spoof my ‘given’ image in CryBaby. But would Tim see something in me that would make him take the risk? I hoped so.


I waited for weeks, not hearing a thing in my favour. All the while, I was still researching the part. It was now not something I merely wanted to do, but something I had to do. Not for any ambitious, greedy, actory, box-office-draw reason, but because this story had now taken residence in the middle of my heart and refused to be evicted. What could I do? At the point when I was just about to resign myself to the fact that I would always be TV boy, the phone rang.


‘Hello?’ I picked up.


‘Johnny … you are Edward Scissorhands,’ a voice said simply.


‘What?’ flew out of my mouth.


‘You are Edward Scissorhands.’


I put the phone down and mumbled those words to myself. And then mumbled them to anyone else I came in contact with. I couldn’t fucking believe it. He was willing to risk everything on me in. the role. Headbutting the studio’s wishes, hopes and dreams for a big star with established box-office draw, he chose me. I became instantly religious, positive that divine intervention had taken place. This role for me was not a career move. This role was freedom. Freedom to create, experiment, learn and exorcize something in me. Rescued from the world of mass-product, bang-’em out TV death by this odd, brilliant young guy who had spent his youth drawing strange pictures, stomping around the soup-bowl of Burbank, feeling quite freakish himself (I would learn later). I felt like Nelson Mandela. Resuscitated from my jaded views of ‘Hollyweird’ and what it’s like to not have any control of what you really want for yourself.


In essence, I owe the majority of whatever success I’ve been lucky enough to have to that one weird, wired meeting with Tim. Because if it weren’t for him, I think I would have gone ahead and opted for choice (3) and quit that fucking show while I still had some semblance of integrity left. And I also believe that because of Tim’s belief in me, Hollywood opened its doors, playing a strange follow-the-leader game.


I have since worked with Tim again on Ed Wood. This was an idea he talked to me about, sitting at the bar of the Formosa Café in Hollywood. Within ten minutes I was committed to doing it. To me, it almost doesn’t matter what Tim wants to film – I’ll do it, I’m there. Because I trust him implicitly – his vision, his taste, his sense of humour, his heart and his brain. He is, to me, a true genius and I wouldn’t use that word with too many people, believe me. You can’t label what he does. It’s not magic, because that would imply some sort of trickery. It’s not just skill, because that seems like it’s learned. What he has is a very special gift that we don’t see every day. It’s not enough to call him a film-maker. The rare title of ‘genius’ is a better fit – in not just film, but drawings, photographs, thought, insight and ideas.


When I was asked to write the foreword to this book, I chose to tell it from the perspective of what I honestly felt like at the time he rescued me: a loser, an outcast, just another piece of expendable Hollywood meat.


It’s very hard to write about someone you care for and respect on such a high level of friendship. It’s equally difficult to explain the working relationship between actor and director. I can only say that, for me, Tim need do nothing more than say a few disconnected words, tilt his head, squint his eyes or look at me a certain way and I know exactly what he wants from the scene. And I have always done my best to deliver that to him. So, for me to say what I feel about Tim, it would have to be on paper, because if I said it to his face he would most probably cackle like a banshee and then punch me in the eye.


He is an artist, a genius, an oddball, an insane, brilliant, brave, hysterically funny, loyal, nonconformist, honest friend. I owe him a tremendous debt and respect him more than I could ever express on paper. He is him and that is all. And he is, without a doubt, the finest Sammy Davis Jr impersonator on the planet.


I have never seen someone so obviously out of place fit right in. His way.




 





Johnny Depp


New York City


September 1994
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Tim Burton and Johnny Depp on the set of Edward Scissorhands
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Tim Burton, Johnny Depp and Sarah Jessica Parker on the set of Ed Wood























Foreword to the Revised Edition


by


Johnny Depp





Many a moon has passed since the days of my brief brush with TV stardom, or whatever one might dare call it. I mostly think of them as the do-or-die years: picture, if you will, the confused young man hurtling dangerously towards the flash-in-the-pan at sound-breaking speed. Οr, on a more positive note, forced education, with decent dividends in the short term. Either way, it was a scary time when so-called TV actors weren’t eagerly received into the fickle fold of film folk. Fortunately, I was more than determined – even desperate – to break away from my ascent/descent. The chances were nearly impossible, until the likes of John Waters and Tim Burton had enough courage and vision to give me a chance to attempt to build my own foundation on my own terms. Anyway, no time to digress … this has all been said before.


I sit here, hunched at the keyboard, banging away on a ratty old computer, which does not understand me at all, nor I it, especially with a zillion thoughts swirling through my skull on how to proceed with something as personal as an update on my relationship with old pal Tim. He is, for me, exactly the same man I wrote about nearly eleven years ago, though all kinds of wonderfulness has flowered and showered the both of us, and caused radical changes in the men we were and the men we’ve become – or, at least, the men we’ve been revealed as. Yeah, you see, Tim and I are dads. Wow. Who’d have ever thought it possible that our progeny would be swinging on swing-sets together, or sharing toy cars, toy monsters, even potentially exchanging chicken pox? This is a part of the ride I had never imagined.


Seeing Tim as proud Papa is enough to send me into an irrepressible weeping jag, because, as with almost everything, it’s in the eyes. Tim’s eyes have always shone: no question about it, there was always something luminous in those troubled/sad/weary peepers. But today, the eyes of old pal Tim are laser beams! Piercing, smiling, contented eyes, with all of the gravity of yesteryear, but bright with the hope of a spectacular future. This was not the case before. There was a man with, presumably, everything – or so it seemed from the outside. But there was also something incomplete and somehow consumed by an empty space. It is an odd place to be. Believe me … I know.


Watching Tim with his boy, Billy, is an enormous joy to behold. There is a visible bond that transcends words. I feel as if I’m watching Tim meet himself toddler-size, ready to right all wrongs and re-right all rights. I am looking at the Tim that has been waiting to shed the skin of the unfinished man that we all knew and loved, being reborn as the more complete radiant hilarity that exists full-blown today. It is a kind of miracle to witness, and I am privileged to be near it. The man I now know as a part of the trio of Tim, Helena and Billy is new and improved and completely complete. Anyway, that’s enough of that. I’ll step off the Kleenex box and get on with things, shall I? Onwards …


In August of 2003 I was in Montreal, working on a film called Secret Window, when I received a phone call from Tim asking if I could make it down to NYC for dinner the following week to discuss something. No names, no title, no story, no script – nothing specific. And, as always, I said that I would be there happily, ‘I’ll see you then’, that type of deal. And go I did. When I arrived at the restaurant, there was Tim, tucked away in a corner booth, half in darkness, nursing a beer. I sat, we enjoyed for the first time the fantastic, ‘How’s the family?’ exchange, and then zoomed immediately to the subject at hand. Willy Wonka.


I was stunned. Amazed, at first, by the outrageous possibilities of Tim’s version of the Roald Dahl classic, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, but even more floored that he was, in actual fact, asking me if I would be interested in playing the role of Wonka. Now, for any kid who grew up in the 70s or 80s, the first film version starring Gene Wilder (who was a brilliant Wonka) was an annual event. So there was the kid in me who was giddy that I should be, in this case, the chosen one for the part. But there was also the ‘thespian’ in me who understood very, very well that every actor and their mother and that mother’s brother’s uncle’s third cousin’s pet iguana’s goldfish would have hacked each other up into tiny morsels – or at best, gladly knocked each other off in a more civilized fashion – clamouring, gagging for the chance that was being presented to me by one of the people I admire most. I was also keenly aware of the many battles with many studios that Tim had had to endure over many years to secure my involvement on the various films we’d already done together, and it made every kind of sense to me that he’d probably need to take the gloves off for this one. I couldn’t believe my luck … I still can’t.


I think I probably let him finish a sentence and a half before I blurted out the words, ‘I’m in.’ ‘Well’, said he, ‘think about it and let me know …’ ‘No, no … if you want me, I’m there.’ We finished our dinner with more than a few titbits and amusing ideas about the character of Wonka and, of course, traded the occasional nappy-changing story, as grown men who are dads are wont to do. We ventured out into the night with a handshake and an embrace, as grown men who are pals are wont to do. And I then handed him the complete set of Wiggles DVDs, as grown men probably shouldn’t do, but do anyway and deny later. We said goodbye and I then wandered off back to my day-job. Several months later, I found myself in London to begin the shoot.


Our early discussions of Wonka had been incorporated and we were ready to play. The idea of this solitary man and the extreme isolation he’d inflicted upon himself – and what effect this might have – was a colossal playground. Tim and I had explored many areas of our own pasts with regard to the various layers of Wonka: two grown men in serious consultation, debating the merits of Captain Kangaroo versus Mr. Rogers, even spicing things up with a dash of, say, a Wink Martindale, or Chuck Woolery, two of the finest game-show hosts ever to crack the boards. We were navigating through territories that would eventually wind up bringing us to tears, laughing like teenage school chums. Sometimes we even travelled into the arena of ‘local’ kiddie-show hosts, who in some cases could be defined as being just this side of mimes, or carnival clowns. We braved some treacherous possibilities and discarded all things unnecessary. My memories of the process are a gift that I’ll treasure always.


The experience of shooting the film with Tim was as good as anything gets. To me, it felt as if our brains were connected by a blistering hot wire that could have generated sparks at any minute. There were moments in certain scenes where we’d find ourselves precariously high on an unbelievably thin thread, trying to work out just how far the limits were, which would only give birth to more absurd notions and mirth.


To my surprise, while shooting Charlie he invited me to play another part in his stop-motion feature Corpse Bride, which he was working on simultaneously. The size and scope and commitment level of these projects if taken on one at a time would have been enough to drop a horse. Tim glided effortlessly from one to another. He is an unstoppable force. There were plenty of times when I was unable to fully grasp his inexhaustible, almost perverse energy.


All told, we worked hard and had an absolute ball. We laughed like mad children about everything and nothing, which is always about something. We shamelessly swapped imitations of some of our favourite entertainers of days gone by, such brilliant individuals as Charles Nelson Reilly, Georgie Jessel, Charlie Callas, Sammy Davis Jr (always), Shlitzy (from the Tod Browning film Freaks), et cetera. The list could go on and on and on, ad infinitum but, the names would get more and more obscure and our readers might just derail. We’d dive into these deep philosophical conversations concerning whether or not the guests of the Dean Martin Roasts were actually in the same room together when the show was taped – and became really super-worried that maybe they weren’t.


His knowledge of film is staggering, far into the obscure and downright scary. For example, in conversation one day at work I happened to mention that my girl, Vanessa, has a thing for disaster films, and preferably bad ones. Right away, Tim’s side of our gabbing became incredibly animated, the hands waving and zigzagging dangerously through the air. He rattles off a list of things I’d never heard of in my life. We settled on a couple of humdingers that Tim tracked down from his personal library for us – titles like The Swarm and When Time Ran Out. And then, for good measure, he’ll break out something a bit more soothing like Monster Zero, or Village of the Damned. The point is, his relationship with cinema is not, even in the slightest sense, jaded. He has not tired or bored of the process. Each outing is as exciting as the first.


For me, working with Tim is like going home. It is a house made of risk, but in that risk, there is comfort. Great comfort. There are no safety-nets, for anyone, but that is how you were raised in that house. What one has to rely on is simply trust, which is the key to everything. I know very deeply that Tim trusts me, which is an amazing blessing, but that is not to say that I am not always paralytic with the fear of letting him down. In fact, that is first and foremost in my thinking as I am approaching the character. The only elements that keep me sane are my knowledge of his trust, my love for him, and my profound and eternal trust in him, coinciding with my hefty yearning to never disappoint him.


What more can I say about him? He is a brother, a friend, my godson’s father. He is a unique and brave soul, someone that I would go to the ends of the earth for, and I know, full and well, he would do the same for me.


There … I said it.




 





Johnny Depp


May 2005


Dominica, West Indies

















Introduction to Revised Edition





In the decade or so since the first edition of Burton on Burton was published, Tim Burton has transformed from being a visionary director with the Midas touch to becoming an identifiable brand; the term ‘Burtonesque’ being ascribed to any filmmaker whose work is dark, edgy or quirky, or a combination thereof. It’s a transformation that’s brought its own benefits – Hollywood clout, for one – but also its own, unique set of difficulties, not least in the expectations that both studios and audiences now have of him and his output. Burton remains a filmmaker whose modus operandi is based entirely on his innermost feelings. For him to commit to a project it’s necessary for him to connect emotionally to his characters, be they original creations – the razor-fingered innocent of Edward Scissorhands – adapted from comic books – the masked vigilante of Batman – or people from real life – the delusional director in Ed Wood – connections that, as he is the first to admit, are sometimes far from obvious. Edward Scissorhands, for instance, began as a cry from the heart, a drawing from his teenage years that expressed the inner torment he felt at being unable to communicate with those around him, especially his family; while so many of his films reflect upon his childhood in suburbia.


Growing up in the Los Angeles suburb of Burbank in the 1950s and 1960s, in the shadow of the Warner Bros lot, Burton sought solace from the bright and sunny outside world in the dark of the movie theatre, connecting psychologically to those images that flicked on the big screen. His passion was monster movies, his idol Vincent Price, to whom he paid tribute in his stop-motion short Vincent and cast as the inventor father-figure in Edward Scissorhands. But while many of his work’s recurrent themes and images appear, on the surface, to be a director graciously paying homage to his youthful inspirations – notably James Whale’s 1931 Frankenstein – the reality is much more complex. ‘The image isn’t always literal,’ he once said, ‘but linked to a feeling.’


Burton’s characters are often outsiders, misunderstood and misperceived, misfits encumbered by some degree of duality, operating on the fringes of their own particular society, tolerated but pretty much left to their own devices. And in many ways he embodies that contradiction himself. Although Burton continues to hold his position at the very top of the Hollywood Α-list, a director whose very name will guarantee not only an audience but a studio green-light, in almost all other respects he and Hollywood maintain a respectful distance from one another: His films may well have reaped in excess of a billion dollars worldwide, but they’re as far from being slaves to common-denominator commercialism as he is from fully embracing the Hollywood studio system in which he has continued to operate since his beginnings as an animator at Disney in the 1980s. Despite the enormous budgets entrusted to his care, Burton’s voice has remained as original and uniquely creative as ever. He may use Hollywood’s money, he may make their summer blockbusters and their tent-pole pictures, but he makes them his way. And that’s what makes them so appealing and intriguing.


When Burton was announced as the director of a new version of Planet of the Apes, there were equal amounts of feverish excitement to those who questioned his motivation and the wisdom of remaking such a classic and much-loved film. Burton was only too aware of the potential pitfalls – ‘I knew I was walking into an ambush’ – and his ‘re-imagining’ of the material, as Twentieth Century Fox dubbed it, proved to be something of a poisoned chalice. The original Planet of the Apes had been released in 1968 into a radically distinct era and political climate – the war in Vietnam, race riots at home – working as both marked social commentary and top-notch entertainment. The world was a different place back then. In 2000, Fox weren’t interested in social comment; they wanted a franchise. Burton’s film was green-lit without a completed script and rushed into production to meet a summer release date. The compromises were there for all to see, and the finished film, despite some typically imaginative and stylistic flourishes, as well as Rick Baker’s terrific make-up, was a marked disappointment even to die-hard Burton fans. The experience, as he relates in the chapter devoted to the film, was fraught with difficulties, not least in his dealings with the studio. As for that necessary personal connection, Apes offered several familiar themes – that of reversal and of the outsider – as well as a chance to work with Charlton Heston, star of the original film. But, as Burton later reveals, his heart wasn’t quite in it: he admits to being ‘more intrigued by the idea of it than I was the actual thing.’


Burton bounced back with Big Fish, his most mainstream and, ironically, most personal film to date. Adapted by John August from a novel by Daniel Wallace, Big Fish was perfect material for Burton, playing not only with the very notion of storytelling itself but making exquisite use of his flair for fables. More importantly, Burton connected to its central theme of a son trying to reconcile with his dying father, and the script gave him a means to address his feelings about the death of his own father, who had passed away in 2000. Big Fish centres around the relationship between Edward Bloom, a former travelling salesman who has always found a deeper truth in fantasy than in reality, and his estranged son Will, who grew up to detest his father for constructing elaborate myths but who eventually comes to realize that they reveal the true man after all. The film was a triumphant blend of the fantastical and the sentimental, the emotional and the magical, with Burton, working with his best script since Ed Wood, presenting a bright, heroic, mythical America, one populated by werewolves and giants, Siamese twins and outsize catfish, an America where the romantic and the brave always win out in the end. As Peter Travers of Rolling Stone noted: ‘The tension inherent in this fable brings out a bracing maturity in Burton and gives the film its haunting gravity. As the son learns to talk to his father on the father’s terms and still see him clearly, Big Fish takes on the transformative power of art.’


There was a real sense of inevitability and providence when Burton signed on to direct a new version of Roald Dahl’s children’s classic Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. Two massively creative talents with a similarly malevolent wit and subversive streak, Burton’s and Dahl’s worlds had collided once before when he produced James and the Giant Peach. Even more thrilling was the news that the film would reunite Burton with Johnny Depp for the first time since Sleepy Hollow. Their ongoing relationship has produced their finest work on both sides, although their pairing, inevitably, brings with it a degree of expectation that Burton finds disconcerting. ‘Early on in your career you struggle to get things done but there’s the amazing freedom that comes with lack of expectation’, he says. ‘It’s harder to surprise people when they have certain expectations.’


And yet the combination has once again produced something not just surprising, but without compare. As Depp explains in his Foreword and Burton in the chapter on the film, to create their Willy Wonka they drew upon their childhood memories of children’s TV hosts and the result is genuinely startling, weird and even a little creepy – but one that would have had Roald Dahl himself, had he lived, cackling. But while Burton’s version of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory is an intensely faithful adaptation of Dahl’s world, it’s also quintessentially Burtonesque at the same time, a hippy-trippy riot of glorious colour, amazing design and delightful imagination. For fans of the book, and there are millions, it does everything you expect – but in ways you don’t.


While The Nightmare Before Christmas wasn’t a Pixar-sized hit on its initial release, in the years since it’s become a perennial holiday favourite for many, and has spawned a sideline in merchandise and toys that shows no sign of diminishing. Burton had long looked for another project to draw on his love of stop-motion animation, in particular the movies of Ray Harryhausen, and with Corpse Bride he’s created a fable that is timeless in tone and style. In a world dominated by computer-imagery, Burton keeps coming back to this painstakingly detailed medium, a resolutely hand-crafted art that, for him, contains real emotion. ‘It’s kind of an unspoken, subconscious thing which is why I like it,’ he says, ‘it’s something you can’t quite put words to, there’s a certain magic and mystery, tactile. I know you can get that on computers and get more on computers in a certain way, but there’s that handmade quality that gives it an emotional resonance, for me anyway. I don’t know if it’s because I have nostalgia for it, but I do really believe there is that in the medium.’


Inspired by a 19th century Eastern European poem, Corpse Bride tells of Victor, a shy, nervy groom who unwittingly finds himself hitched to the eponymous ‘corpse bride’ on the eve of his wedding to his fiancée Victoria, and winds up trapped in the Land of the Dead. Within this, there’s much that is recognizable from Burton’s oeuvre: the story thematically echoes Beetlejuice and Sleepy Hollow, Victor, voiced by Johnny Depp, is a typical Burton protagonist, while the inversion of the two worlds – the land of the living being ‘deader’ than that of the dead – is comfortingly familiar. It’s also not without coincidence, too, that Victor looks just like the little boy from Vincent all grown up – meaning he looks a lot like Burton. ‘That’s not lost on me, he says. I definitely felt the same thing, and said as much to myself after the fact. Any project you try to make personal.’




 





Mark Salisbury




















Childhood in Burbank – Cal Arts





Tim Burton was born on 25 August 1958 in Burbank, California, the first son of Bill and Jean Burton. His father worked for the Burbank Parks and Recreation Department, while his mother ran a gift shop called Cats Plus in which all the merchandise featured a feline motif. They had one other child, Daniel, who is three years younger and works as an artist. The Burtons’ house was situated directly under the flight path of Burbank Airport and Tim would often lie in the garden, gaze up at the planes flying overhead and time the exhaust fumes floating down from them. Between the ages of twelve and sixteen, he moved in with his grandmother, who also lived in Burbank, and then later into a small apartment above a garage which she owned, paying the rent by working in a restaurant after school. Situated within the Los Angeles city limits, Burbank was then, as it is now, an outpost of Hollywood. Warner Bros, Disney, Columbia and NBC all have their studios there, but in every other way Burbank is an archetypal working-class American surburb. It was an environment, however, from which Tim Burton felt alienated at an early age, one that he would later portray in Edward Scissorhands. Indeed, it’s easy ta see the young, introverted Tim Burton in Edward’s stranger-in-a-strange-land, removed from his hilltop castle home to a pastel-coloured version of suburbia. As a child, Burton was, by his own admission, moderately destructive. He would rip the heads off his toy soldiers and terrorize the kid next door by convincing hint that aliens had landed. He would seek refuge from his surroundings in the movie theatre or sit in front of the television watching horror movies.




 





If you weren’t from Burbank you’d think it was the movie capital of the world with all the studios around there, but it was and still is very suburban. It’s funny, the areas around Burbank have gotten less suburban, but somehow Burbank still remains the same. I don’t know how or why, but it has this weird shield around it. It could be Anywhere USA.


As a child I was very introverted. I like to think I didn’t feel like anybody different. I did what any kid likes to do: go to the movies, play, draw. It’s not unusual. What’s more unusual is to keep wanting to do those things as you go on through life. I think I was the quiet one at school. I don’t have a real perception of myself. I don’t really remember. I kind of floated through things. I didn’t consider them the best years of my life. I didn’t cry at the prom. I didn’t think it was going to be all downhill. I had friends. I never really fell out with people, but I didn’t really retain friends. I get the feeling people just got this urge to want to leave me alone for some reason, I don’t know why exactly. It was as if I was exuding some sort of aura that said ‘Leave Me The Fuck Alone’. For a while I looked like I could have been on a casting call for The Brady Bunch: I had bell-bottom pants and a brown leisure suit. But punk music was good, that helped me, it was good for me emotionally. I didn’t have a lot of friends, but there’s enough weird movies out there so you can go a long time without friends and see something new every day that kind of speaks to you.


There were five or six movie theatres in Burbank, but systematically they got taken away. And so for a few years when I was a teenager, there weren’t any. But there used to be ones where you could see these weird triple bills like Scream Blackula Scream, Dr Jekyll And Sister Hyde and Destroy All Monsters. Those were the good days of cinema, those great triple bills. And I would go to the cinema on my own, or with a couple of kids in the neighbourhood, whatever.


Recently I went back to Catalina Island. I hadn’t been there since I was a kid. I used to go there a lot, and there is this really cool theatre there, The Avalon, and it was done out in these incredible art deco shells. I remember seeing Jason and the Argonauts there. I remember both the theatre and the movie, because they seemed to be as one, the design of the theatre, that movie, and the kind of mythology it evoked. It was incredible. That was one of the first movies I remember. It was sometime early, somewhere before I was fifteen.


There was also a period in time when they’d show movies on television on Saturday afternoons, movies like The Brain that Wouldn’t Die, where the guy gets his arm ripped off and rubs his bloody stump along the wall before he dies, while a head on a plate starts laughing at him. They wouldn’t show that on TV now.


I’ve always loved monsters and monster movies. I was never terrified of them, I just loved them from as early as I can remember. My parents said I was never scared, I’d just watch anything. And that kind of stuff has stuck with me. King Kong, Frankenstein, Godzilla, the Creature from the Black Lagoon – they’re all pretty much the same, they just have different rubber suits or make-up. But there was something about that identification. Every kid responds to some image, some fairy-tale image, and I felt most monsters were basically misperceived, they usually had much more heartfelt souls than the human characters around them.
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Fighting Ray Harryhausen’s skeletons in Jason and the Argonauts








Because I never read, my fairy tales were probably those monster movies. To me they’re fairly similar. I mean, fairy tales are extremely violent and extremely symbolic and disturbing, probably even more so than Frankenstein and stuff like that, which are kind of mythic and perceived as fairy-tale like. But fairy tales, like the Grimms’ fairy tales, are probably closer to movies like The Brain that Wouldn’t Die, much rougher, harsher, full of bizarre symbolism. Growing up, I guess it was a reaction against a very puritanical, bureaucratic, fifties nuclear family environment – me resisting seeing things laid out, seeing things exactly as they were. That’s why I think I’ve always liked the idea of fairy tales or folk tales, because they’re symbolic of something else. There’s a foundation to them, but there’s more besides, they’re open to interpretation. I always liked that, seeing things and just having your own idea about them. So I think I didn’t like fairy tales specifically. I liked the idea of them more.


For a while I wanted to be the actor who played Godzilla. I enjoyed those movies and the idea of venting anger on such a grand scale. Because I was quiet, because I was not demonstrative in any way, those films were my form of release. I think I was pretty much against society from the very beginning. I don’t know any children, I don’t have any children and I don’t like the phrase ‘remaining like a child’, because I think it’s kind of retarded. But at what point do you form ideas and at what point are you shaped? I think these impulses to destroy society were formed very early.
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Godzilla venting his anger








I went to see almost any monster movie, but it was the films of Vincent Price that spoke to me specifically for some reason. Growing up in suburbia, in an atmosphere that was perceived as nice and normal (but which I had other feelings about), those movies were a way to certain feelings, and I related them to the place I was growing up in. I think that’s why I responded so much to Edgar Allan Poe. I remember when I was younger, I had these two windows in my room, nice windows that looked out on to the lawn, and for some reason my parents walled them up and gave me this little slit window that I had to climb up on a desk to see out of. To this day I’ve never asked them why; I should ask them. So I likened it to that Poe story where the person was walled in and buried alive. Those were my forms of connection to the world around me. It’s a mysterious place, Burbank.
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Vincent Price








Vincent Price was somebody I could identify with. When you’re younger things look bigger, you find your own mythology, you find what psychologically connects to you. And those movies, just the poetry of them, and this larger-than-life character who goes through a lot of torment – mostly imagined – just spoke to me in the way Gary Cooper or John Wayne might have to somebody else.


Together with a group of friends I would make Super 8 movies. There was one we made called The Island of Doctor Agor. We made a wolfman movie, and a mad doctor movie, and a little stop-motion film using model cavemen. It was really bad and it shows you how little you know about animation at the beginning. These cavemen had removable legs – one was in the standing position, and the other was in a walking one – and we just changed the legs. It’s the jerkiest animation you’ll ever see. I used to love all those Ray Harryhausen movies – Jason and the Argonauts, The Seventh Voyage of Sinbad – they were incredible, I loved stop-motion animation as a kid. And as you get older, you realize that there’s an artistry there too, and that’s what you’re responding to.


I got through school, but I wasn’t interested in the curriculum. I’m of that unfortunate generation that grew up watching television rather than reading. I didn’t like to read. I still don’t. So what better way to get a good grade than to make a little movie? I remember one time we had to read a book and do a twenty-page book report, but I decided to do a movie called Houdini instead. I shot myself on black and white Super 8, speeded up. It had me escaping from the railroad tracks and then being dumped in a pool and escaping again – all these stupid Houdini tricks. It was really fun to do. I didn’t read any book, it was just me jumping around in my backyard. It was an easy way to get an A, and I certainly got a higher grade than if I had attempted to talk my way through a written report. That was in early junior high. I must have been about thirteen. And then I did one on psychology for high school. I just took a lot of pictures of books and played them to Alice Cooper’s ‘Welcome To My Nightmare’; deeply psychological. And I shot a bean bag chair in stop-motion attacking me in my sleep. That was the ending, I think.


I never actually thought about making films for a living. Maybe somewhere deep inside, but I never consciously said I wanted to be a film-maker. I liked doing it. It helped me get through school. Before Universal Studios became what it is now, they used to have a tour which was very low key and I remember being young and going to see the streets where they shot Dracula and Frankenstein. It was a powerful feeling, and I think that enhanced the romantic aspects of it. I never consciously thought of making films; it’s something I lucked into after a couple of years at Disney. Maybe I was just protecting myself, because I don’t like to make proclamations. I prefer to be a bit more stream-of-consciousness about things.




 





While he showed no particular aptitude for schooling, Burton’s artistic potential soon began to reveal itself. In the ninth grade he won ten dollars and first prize in a community competition to design an anti-litter poster which adorned the side of garbage trucks in Burbank for two months. At Christmas and Hallowe’en he would earn extra money by painting and decorating Burbank residents’ windows with either snowscapes or jack-o’-lanterns, spiders and skeletons, depending on the season.




 





In some ways I’m all over the place. I can get hyper and kind of unfocused about things. But there are things that help focus you, and make you feel good. If I’m doing a drawing I can become focused, and, in a funny way, it’s a calming experience. And that’s something I’ve never forgotten. I like to draw very much, and as a kid that’s all you do in class all day. It’s great. If you go to a kindergarten class all the children draw the same, no one’s better than another. But something happens when you get older. Society beats things out of you. I remember going through art school, and you’ve got to take life drawing, and it was a real struggle. Instead of encouraging you to express yourself and draw like you did when you were a child, they start going by the rules of society. They say, ‘No. No. You can’t draw like this. You have to draw like this.’ And I remember one day I was so frustrated – because I love drawing, but actually I’m not that good at it. But one day something clicked in my brain. I was sitting sketching and I thought, ‘Fuck it, I don’t care if I can draw or not. I like doing it.’ And I swear to God, from one second to the next I had a freedom which I hadn’t had before. From that point on, I didn’t care if I couldn’t make the human form look like the human form. I didn’t care if people liked it. There was this almost like drug-induced sense of freedom. And I fight that every day, someone saying, ‘You can’t do that. This doesn’t make any sense.’ Every day it’s a struggle. It’s just a question of trying to maintain a certain amount of freedom.




 





In 1976, when Burton was eighteen, he won a scholarship to attend the California Institute of the Arts (Cal Arts), a college in Valencia, California founded by Walt Disney, with a programme that had been set up the previous year by the Disney Studio as a training school for prospective animators.




 





In high school I had a teacher who was encouraging, and I got a scholarship to Cal Arts. At Cal Arts we would make Super 8 movies: we made a Mexican monster movie and a surf movie, just for fun. But animation – I thought that might be a way to make a living. Disney basically had had the same animators since Snow White and they had taken a very leisurely approach to training new people. I joined the second year of the Disney-funded programme; they were trying to teach all these eager young new recruits to be animators. It was like being in the Army; I’ve never been in the Army, but the Disney programme is probably about as close as I’ll ever get. You’re taught by Disney people, you’re taught the Disney philosophy. It was kind of a funny atmosphere, but it was the first time I had been with a group of people with similar interests. They were similar outcast types, people who were ridiculed for their liking of Star Trek or whatever.


You had access to Disney propaganda material. So, if you wanted to see the way Snow White was drawn, you could see the lines under the dress. You were taught by Disney artists, animators, layout people; you were taught the Disney way. At the time there wasn’t the diversity in animation that exists now, so Disney, even as low as it was, was a very romantic ideal, and I would say 90 per cent of the class had aspirations to work there.


At the end of the year, everybody would do a little piece of animation and the Disney review board would come out to view them. It was like a draft. They would review all the films, and they would take people to work at the studio from any class, freshman, on up to the final year, with special consideration for those at the end. But they didn’t care. If somebody showed particular promise, then they would get picked. So there was always a lot of competition and speculation about who was going to get picked. It was very intense, and there were always a few surprises each year. I was there three years. I don’t know if I would have gone there a fourth, because during the last year I spent almost every day in the financial aid office, because they gave me a scholarship and then they took it away; it was an expensive school, and I could only afford it with that scholarship. As the years went on, the competition, the films, would get more elaborate, there was sound, music, even though they were basically pencil tests. The last one I did was called Stalk of the Celery Monster. It was stupid, but I got picked. It was a lean year, and I was lucky, actually, because they really wanted people.

















Disney and Vincent





Burton joined Disney in 1979 and went to work as an animator on the studio’s The Fox and the Hound.




 





Disney and I were a bad mix. For a year I was probably more depressed than I have ever been in my life. I worked for a great animator, Glenn Kean. He was nice, he was good to me, he’s a really strong animator and he helped me. But he also kind of tortured me because I got all the cute fox scenes to draw, and I couldn’t draw all those four-legged Disney foxes. I just couldn’t do it. I couldn’t even fake the Disney style. Mine looked like road kills. So luckily I got a lot of far-away shots to do. But it was not good; it was like Chinese water torture. Perhaps it was just the film I was working on. Imagine drawing a cute fox with Sandy Duncan’s voice for three years. It’s not something that you can relate to very much. I didn’t have the patience for it, I couldn’t do it – which was probably a good thing.
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The Fox and the Hound 











But what’s odd about Disney is that they want you to be an artist, but at the same time they want you to be a zombie factory worker and have no personality. It takes a very special person to make those two sides of your brain coexist. So I was very emotionally agitated at that time and couldn’t really function very well. I learned how to sleep sitting up with a pencil in my hand. It was so bad. For a while I would sleep a good eight to ten hours a night, and then I would go to work and sleep a good two hours in the morning, and then two hours in the afternoon, sitting up straight, so if anybody walked in I had my pencil at the ready.


I was very strange back then. I could see I had problems. I was always perceived as weird. I would sit in a closet a lot of the time and not come out, or I would sit up on top of my desk, or under my desk, or do weird things like get my wisdom teeth out and bleed all over the hallways. But I’ve gotten over that. I don’t sit in a closet any more. I was kept at arm’s length, but at the same time they let me be. I guess I did enough work not to get fired. I just had to do it fast, and because I couldn’t draw it anyway, it didn’t matter how much time I spent on it. It was probably better if I didn’t spend too much time on it. I was weird at that stage. I was having emotional problems. I didn’t know who I was.


But because I did these other kinds of drawings, people would see them and I got to do other things. The company was in a kind of screwy stage at that time. They were making things like Herbie Goes to Monte Carlo; nobody knew what was going on there. It was like a hermetically sealed world, and I got to move around a little bit in this weird sort of ‘non-structure’ structure. I got to try different things, to do concepts for live-action and animated projects.


There used to be this guy at Disney in the early days who was paid to come up with ideas and just do drawings. The animators liked his stuff, and he would draw whatever he wanted, like a hand with an eyeball on it. And I worked myself into that kind of position, as a sort of conceptual artist, which was really great. Then it started to turn fun again because I got to do whatever I liked, just sniff magic markers all day.


I was hired as a conceptual artist on The Black Cauldron, which was great because for several months I just got to sit in a room and draw any creature I wanted to: witches, furniture, just things. But then, as the film started to get closer to being a reality, they put me with this guy, Andreas Deja, who’s a good strong animator in the old, character-driven style, a style completely different from mine. They said to me, ‘Tim, we like your ideas, but Andreas is more what we want.’ I guess they wanted us to mate and have offspring of some kind. He would sit on one side of the room and I would sit on the other. It was like a friendly version of The Odd Couple. 
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The Black Cauldron
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The elements …








So he ended up doing his thing and I did mine. I didn’t see the movie, but they didn’t use one single concept of mine. I basically exhausted all of my creative ideas for about ten years during that period. And when none of it was Used, it was kind of funny. I felt like a trapped princess. I had a great life, in a way. I was able to draw anything I wanted, but it was like working in this completely sealed environment in which you would never see the light of day. But there was always something that made it worthwhile, like doing the Vincent short and then the Frankenweenie one. Those things were unheard of. So I was lucky enough that everything led to a little higher level.


I did some conceptual work over ten years ago on that Barry Levinson movie Toys. I don’t think he even knows that I worked on it, but the guy at Disney asked me to do some conceptual stuff. There were still the remnants from the old days at Disney, there were still people who would say, ‘Let’s do another Fantasia’, guys from the old school where they didn’t have scripts, just a couple of zany gag men in a room who’d say, ‘Let’s get Louie Prima in here and work up a little number.’ Those guys were still around. It was cool.
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… joined together








I remember when they were doing that movie Tron. I was just a lowly in-betweener at the time, and there were all these computer guys pitching stuff that only now they are able to do, and not even all of it. It seemed like a company in puberty really, that awkward stage where you’re still stuck in the past. I remember when I first got to Disney they were still talking about Walt and it was like this weird mantra: ‘Walt would have done this.’ And it was like, ‘How do you know?’ Then, it seemed to me, they realized they needed to come into the twenty-first century but they didn’t quite know how to do that. The movies that they made then were awkward. My impression was of a company being run by people who were the third or fourth on the tier – when the talented people left, retired or died they were left in charge.




 





While working as a conceptual artist, Burton found himself two allies in the shape of Disney executive, Julie Hickson, and Head of Creative Development, Tom Wilhite, who had begun to see in his drawings a rather unique talent that while not typically Disney was one they felt deserved to be nurtured. And so in 1982 Wilhite gave Burton $60,000 to produce Vincent, a stop-motion animated short based on a poem Burton had written in verse in the style of his favourite children’s author Dr Seuss.
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Trick or Treat
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Trick or Treat








I had been working there about a year to a year and a half, maybe two years – I’m not very good with time. But by that stage I had worked on The Black Cauldron, I had worked on a thing called Trick or Treat for which I don’t think there was even a script, just a concept: a haunted house, kids, Hallowe’en. I had written this Vincent story, and I was bored, I was about ready to walk. I couldn’t take it any more. But there were a few people there who were very supportive of me, and they gave me a little money to do Vincent under the guise of it being a stop-motion test. It was very very nice of them to do that, and that kept me going for a while.


I had written Vincent originally as a children’s book and was going to do it that way first. But then I got the opportunity to make it as a stop-motion film. I wanted to do that kind of animation because I felt there was a gravity to those three-dimensional figures that was more real for that story. That was really important to me, I wanted it to feel more real.




 





Together with fellow Disney animator Rick Heinrichs, stop-motion animator Steven Chiodo and cameraman Victor Abdalov, Burton toiled away for two months and came up with the five-minute film. Shot in stark black and white in the style of the German expressionist movies of the 1920s, Vincent relates the story of seven-year-old Vincent Malloy, a somewhat disturbed child who fantasizes that he is Vincent Price. Flitting between the reality of his banal suburban existence and his fantasy world, Vincent imagines himself in a series of situations inspired by the Vincent Price/Edgar Allan Poe films that had had such an affect on Burton as a child, including experimenting on his dog – a theme that would subsequently reappear in Burton’s next project Frankenweenie – and welcoming his aunt to his home while simultaneously conjuring up the image of her dipped in hot wax. The film ends with Vincent lying on the ground in the dark quoting Poe’s ‘The Raven’.




 





Vincent Price, Edgar Allan Poe, those monster movies, those spoke to me. You see somebody going through that anguish and that torture – things you identify with – and it acts as a kind of therapy, a release. You make a connection with it. That’s what the Vincent thing really was for me. The film just goes in and out of Vincent’s own reality. He identifies and believes that he’s Vincent Price, and you see the world through his eyes. It clicks in and out of reality so to speak, and it ends with a quote from ‘The Raven’. The people at Disney thought he died, but he’s just lying there. Who’s to say whether he’s really dead or beautiful in his own little dream world? They wanted it to have more of an upbeat ending, but I never saw it as being downbeat in any way. It’s funny, I think it’s more uplifting if things are left to your imagination. I always saw those tacked-on happy endings as psychotic in a way. They wanted me to have the light click on and have his dad come in and go, ‘Let’s go to a football game or a baseball game.’ That was my first encounter with the happy ending syndrome.
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‘The Raven’








I never directly linked the shots in Vincent to any specific films. There are no real shots from those Poe movies per se. It’s just more a matter of growing up and loving those movies than it is direct linkage in terms of shots. There’s a House of Wax thing, there’s some burying alive, some experiments, but I was more concerned with trying to get the stop-motion to work.
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