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‘If I could prescribe a single rule for looking at a work of art it would be to enjoy it. If we’re honest with ourselves, we have to admit we enjoy our tears just as much as we enjoy our laughter. The only moments of life that are a bore are when we don’t care one way or another.’


VINCENT PRICE, FROM I LIKE WHAT I KNOW: A VISUAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY
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Michael Keaton as the title character in Beetlejuice, Beetlejuice, a role he reprised 36 years after the original.
















INTRODUCTION


Tim Burton is the first movie director I was ever aware of. His were not the first films I saw, but in my earliest years it didn’t really occur to me that there was anyone behind the camera actually making films. My still-forming brain assumed that Tom Hanks, Eddie Murphy or the cast of The Goonies just wandered onto screen and made up a story. Then Batman came out.


I was nine years old when the 1989 Batman was released. It seemed omnipresent. There were posters everywhere. Toy shops were full of merchandise. And this Tim Burton person was always popping up on TV, or being talked about as a wunderkind who had redefined the blockbuster. In interviews, he looked just like some regular guy, reluctant to make eye contact, seemingly allergic to the ends of sentences. Discovering not only that people make movies, but people like this man made movies, opened up my tiny mind. As a fairly nerdy kid, it was a big deal to see a grown-up nerd doing cool things. It was a couple more years before I was allowed to actually watch Batman, but I became devoted to Burton for years thereafter.


It was initially quite a shallow devotion, largely based on aesthetics. Particularly in those early days, Burton was a visual master. He’s one of the few directors whose films you can identify within a few frames. His Brothers Grimm meets German expressionism meets pastel suburbia style is unlike anything else. His films don’t all look the same – Batman Returns isn’t like Ed Wood isn’t like Big Fish isn’t like Beetlejuice – yet there’s a graphic quality that pulls them all together.


The strength of his visuals has seen Burton repeatedly dismissed as just a purveyor of pretty pictures and popcorn movies, not a serious filmmaker. Yet the more of his films that you watch, the more you see the emotional intelligence and curiosity he has. Almost all of his movies work on a similar theme – that of outsiders – and he finds endless ways to explore that. Boiled down to their essence, Batman and Ed Wood are about the same thing: a person who doesn’t fit in and doesn’t fully understand why. But they couldn’t be more different as films. Burton’s entire career could be read as learning to love being the odd one out.


Even the biggest fan would surely admit there have been bad times. Mars Attacks! was Burton’s first major misfire, a film with a confusing lack of heart, that feels like a joke the audience isn’t in on. Planet of the Apes was such a disaster that Burton rarely talks about it still, and the iffy films became more frequent in the 2010s. Yet, every time Burton is written off, he comes back with something that reminds you how spellbinding he can be. After Mars Attacks! came the Hammer Horror-ish fun of Sleepy Hollow. After Planet of the Apes, we get the emotional outpouring of Big Fish. Burton will always come up with a way to surprise you.




[image: Willy Wonka's chocolate factory features a chocolate river, a bridge with textured chocolate walls, a grassy path on which human figures are walking and a large grassy area with pumpkins, oversized candy canes and a tree-like structure with a wavy trunk and branches covered with berries growing.]




Willy Wonka’s world, in Burton’s 2005 adaptation of Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.








The first time I met Tim Burton was on the set of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. This was in 2004, when more and more movies were being shot against green screen and a lot of Hollywood films were developing a dreary, identikit digital sheen. Charlie had full practical sets, with a gushing chocolate waterfall, towering factory, and Charlie Bucket’s rickety house at full scale. Burton insisted on it. That’s part of his beauty. He has huge respect for craft and understands the indefinable difference it makes to an audience to know that everything they’re watching was there. In the times I have met him since, I think the most energetic I‘ve ever seen him was on the set of the stop-motion animated Frankenweenie. Stop-motion exemplifies Burton’s love of doing things for real. Moving tiny models a fraction of a centimetre, over and over, to make a second of cinema is an absurdly labour-intensive way to make a movie, but when you see the result, it’s magic. You can’t see the fingerprints, but you can sense them.


While this isn’t a Burton biography, the story of Burton’s films also has to be, to some degree, the story of the man. Most of his films are personal, because he’s the eternal misfit. Pee-wee Herman, Edward Scissorhands, Jack Skellington, even Catwoman, are all Burton to an extent. Viewed as a whole, his films are the journey of a man finding himself, losing himself a couple of times, then rediscovering his early joy. Burton already has more than 20 directing projects to his name, but I believe his best may still be to come.








[image: Director Tim Burton, with curly hair, wearing a full-sleeved shirt and trousers, stands amidst tiny figurines, all of which look similar, sitting in rows and holding onto rails. Tim is looking through the viewfinder of a large camera. A large set piece is in the background.]






NO ORDINARY KID

As a child, Tim Burton spent a lot of time in the graveyard. Several of his relatives are buried in Valhalla Memorial Park, but that isn’t why he went there. ‘It was a good place to think’, he figured. It was one of the only places in Burbank he actually liked. He could sit there for hours, drawing, making up stories, imagining a life more interesting than this.

Burbank is a peculiar Los Angeles suburb. It’s just a few miles northeast of Hollywood, the world capital of movie-making, yet somehow feels a million miles from it, almost entirely untouched by its glamour. Burton was born here in 1958, growing up on one of many streets of boxy houses, full of typical American families, like Burton’s. His dad worked for the city Parks and Recreation department and his mother owned a cat-themed gift shop. He didn’t know where he fitted in to this wholesome picture. Burton, who didn’t much like school and wasn’t much good at it, spent a lot of his time retreating into movies. At the time, Burbank’s big claim to fame was that it was home to the headquarters of Walt Disney, but that wasn’t especially interesting to Burton. His cinematic passions lay in darker places.

 ‘My first film school was the Cornell Theater’, Burton once said of the cinema where he spent many childhood days, often settling in for 50-cent triple bills of cheesy monster pictures, such as Monster Zero (1965), War of the Gargantuas (1966) and Kill All Monsters (1968). Burton adored monster movies – his mother said he was never afraid of any horror – and devoured them in many forms. He loved the Universal monster films of the 1930s: Dracula (1931), Frankenstein (1931) and The Mummy (1932). He loved the more lurid creature features coming out of Japan, like Godzilla (1954), and everything produced by Britain’s Hammer Productions. He especially liked anything featuring the work of Ray Harryhausen, the stop-motion legend who created the skeleton sword fight in Jason and the Argonauts (1963) and the many-armed Kali in The Golden Voyage of Sinbad (1973).

Burton would spend hours drawing his own creatures, dreaming up adventures of his own. As a teenager, he began to experiment with directing, using a Super-8 camera to make rough stop-motion animation shorts, inspired by the likes of When Dinosaurs Ruled the Earth (1970) or H G Wells’ The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896). He tried live action too, roping in school friends to flesh out his cast. Like pretty much any kid with a camera, his skill was rough, but his ideas were limitless. He wasn’t making any of it to be seen by other people; it was just for him.

At school, it never occurred to him that he might eventually be able to make films for a living. He just wanted to create stuff. But once he graduated, with no idea what else he might be suited to, he wondered if his drawing might be his way into filmmaking. ‘I couldn’t imagine getting a real job’, he said. With limited opportunities, he turned to a place that could not have suited him less.


[image: Sanda and Gaira, two giant, hairy creatures from War of the Gargantuas, are fighting each other. One of them jumps high and attacks the other. Laser beams are pointing towards the creatures from helicopters flying in the sky. A large building and an airport control tower are in the background.]


War of the Gargantuas, one of many monster features that inspired the young Burton.







Burton on TV


After directing Frankenweenie in 1984, Burton was invited to direct an episode of Faerie Tale Theatre. The series, which dramatized popular kids’ stories, was the brainchild of Frankenweenie star Shelley Duvall. Broadcast in 1986, Burton’s take on Aladdin is cute, in a rather unpolished way, with a surprisingly good cast. James Earl Jones plays a menacing blue genie and Leonard Nimoy is an evil magician.

Also aired in 1986, The Jar, an episode of Alfred Hitchcock Presents, was about a container that holds something very bizarre. Largely set in an art gallery, it’s extremely kitsch, with hints of the goth-pop-art styling that was all over Beetlejuice. It would be almost 40 years until he would direct TV again, with Wednesday.



Disney animation was at a difficult point in the mid-70s. Well past its golden days, the studio was releasing films like The Aristocats (1970) and Robin Hood (1973) – perfectly decent, but far below the quality of a decade earlier, and hits like 101 Dalmations (1961) and The Jungle Book (1967). The problem was its key creative team had barely changed since the 1950s. They were very talented people, but from another era, and now very old. Disney needed new blood, so it set up a scholarship programme as a training ground for the next generation of animated filmmakers. That’s how, in 1976, at the age of 18, Burton found himself at California Institute of the Arts, studying character animation.

From the start, it wasn’t his natural environment. His classmates were people who would later become some of the defining animation directors of our time, such as John Musker (Aladdin; 1992), John Lasseter (Toy Story; 1995) and Brad Bird (Ratatouille; 2007), but Burton couldn’t do what they did. His drawings were spiky and rough, nothing like the cute, smooth, Disney style. He tried to fit in. It was here, in 1979, that he made his first proper film, his graduation piece, Stalk of the Celery Monster. For a kid still only just into his 20s, it’s remarkably good. A loose take on the story of Frankenstein, it features a seemingly crazed scientist operating on a terrified woman. Cackling as he advances on her with an enormous drill, the ‘scientist’ is revealed to be not a depraved madman, but merely a possibly depraved dentist. It’s witty, expressively drawn, and although it has had the edges rounded off, you can see things that would become Burton hallmarks: angular limbs, wild hair, saucer eyes with pinprick pupils. It was nutty, but good enough that Disney offered Burton a job in its animation department. He didn’t hugely want to become a Disney animator, but it was a job making films, and he definitely wanted that.

. . .Until he didn’t. Burton’s first assignment was doing background work for the 1981 film The Fox and the Hound, but all his foxes looked ‘like roadkill’. ‘I didn’t flourish in that environment’, he said. ‘In some ways it was good for me, because they took me out of that and I was able, for a year or so, just to do conceptual work.’ Unsure of what to do with his obvious, if not very Disney, talent, his bosses took him off The Fox and the Hound, set him up in his own office, and told him to draw whatever he wanted. He invented some monsters for The Black Cauldron (1985), one of Disney’s least fondly regarded films. They were never used. He started drawing a children’s book, Vincent, about a young, lonely boy who dreams of being like the actor Vincent Price, living in a horror movie, not boring real life. Price was one of Burton’s heroes. He’d always loved his movies, including Masque of the Red Death (1964) and Theatre of Blood (1973). He liked that Price always played tortured outcasts, because that’s exactly how Burton felt.


[image: Whimsical figures from Vincent. A figure with spiky hair, dark-circled eyes and a long nose is in the middle. A hanging creature with eyeballs in its hands and fluid dripping from a tap on its head into a pan below. A disembodied head with wild hair, a teddy bear and a thin figure appear floating.]


An early sketch for Vincent, the stop-motion short film that kick-started Burton’s career.





He envisaged Vincent as a stop-motion film. Two Disney executives, Julie Hickson and Tom Wilhite, gave Burton $60,000 to develop it, considering it a worthwhile experiment into stop-motion animation. If it worked, maybe the studio would want to do something bigger in the future. So, recruiting fellow animator Rick Heinrichs, who would become a treasured collaborator through Burton’s whole career, and a couple of others, he created a six-minute film. With the boldness of youth, Burton even approached the actual Vincent Price and asked him if he might narrate it. To his astonishment, Price said yes.

Vincent was a creative turning point for Burton. Instead of trying to bend himself to fit what was expected of him, he’d made something that was 100 per cent true to himself, and a lot of people liked it. Vincent played at a few short film festivals and won acclaim. Unsurprisingly, Disney considered it too dark to release. The studio did, however, believe in Burton’s talent enough to offer him more opportunities to express it.

His next project was a version of Hansel and Gretel, his first attempt at long-form live action. Made in 1983 for the newly launched Disney Channel, it’s a nightmarish, quite awkwardly acted film, but visually it’s a riot. Burton’s personality is all over it, from the witch’s candy-cane nose, to a twisted gingerbread house, to his trademark skeletal trees. It was sufficiently well received for Disney to entrust Burton with $1 million to make a film that would set his career rocketing.

When Burton was small, his family had two dogs: Frosty and Pepe. Frosty was your regular happy, yappy canine, but Pepe, Burton’s favourite, always had the sword of Damocles hanging over his fluffy little head. Born with distemper, Pepe wasn’t expected to live long. Yet somehow, miraculously, he just kept going, making it to a perfectly regular dog age. ‘It just had a good spirit, that dog’, said Burton. That acute awareness of a pet’s mortality, and the constant fear it may die any minute, morphed into the plot of his short film Frankenweenie.

Another spin on the story of Frankenstein, it follows young Victor Frankenstein (Barret Oliver), an amateur scientist and filmmaker. Victor is devoted to his dog, Sparky, his constant companion and star of many of his homemade pictures. When Sparky is run over and killed, Victor’s devastated, but he manages to figure out the science that will bring Sparky back to life. The resurrected Sparky is still the same loyal pet to Victor, despite his many stitches and neck bolts, but he terrifies the neighbours so much that, in an echo of the climax of James Whale’s 1931 Frankenstein, they chase him with pitchforks to a showdown at a windmill; although this windmill is in the local mini golf course.

As well as being Burton’s most ambitious production so far, Frankenweenie was also his first time directing well-known actors. Shelley Duvall, best remembered for the 1980 movie The Shining, played Victor’s mother. Daniel Stern, who would later secure his place in film history as Marv in Home Alone (1990) took on Victor’s father. It’s a tremendously imaginative, blackly comic film, but it marked the end of Burton’s days at Disney.

The studio had considered playing it in front of a re-release of Pinocchio, but got cold feet, reasoning that dog death would be just too upsetting for children (nevermind the many disturbing horrors in Pinocchio). After entrusting Burton with well over a million dollars on his multiple projects, they had, they thought, nothing releasable to show for it. Burton was invited to seek employment elsewhere.

No matter. Frankenweenie may not have been a hit with Disney, but it had won him some very influential fans. Though he didn’t yet realize it, thanks to that unique little film, Burton’s career as a film director was about to begin.


[image: A still from Frankenweenie. A dog, Sparky, is sniffing Victor, who is lying on his back amidst a mound of rubble and looking up. In the background, a burning wooden windmill is engulfed in bright flames, and thick smoke billows in the air. Debris from the burning structure lies on the ground.]


Sparky the dog rescues Victor, played by Barret Oliver, in Frankenweenie.










[image: A close-up of Tim Burton, with curly hair and an intense gaze, wearing a long-sleeved blazer, sitting in front of a tall structure with vertical and parallel bars, with his hands in front of him and the fingers spread out. He wears a ring on his left hand.]






‘Let’s turn on the juice and see what shakes loose’


THE BREAKOUT YEARS




PEE-WEE’S BIG ADVENTURE 
1985



[image: Pee-wee, the title character from Pee-wee’s Big Adventure, is standing on a highway, wearing a full suit, shirt, bow tie and shoes, and holding out his abnormally elongated thumb towards passing vehicles. A moving car and dense trees on hills are in the background.]


Critics didn’t love him, but audiences gave Pee-wee a big thumbs up.





Typically, getting your debut movie off the ground requires many years of hard effort and countless knockbacks. For Tim Burton, however, landing his first gig as a feature director was, he says, ‘Easier than getting my restaurant job at Sir George’s Smorgasbord.’ If only all his future projects had been as straightforward as this.

There are differing accounts of just how Pee-wee’s Big Adventure came to Burton. In Burton’s telling, he was brought on by Bonni Lee, an executive at Warner Bros, who’d spotted something in him after watching Frankenweenie. According to Paul Reubens, the film’s star, who died in 2023, it was he who suggested Burton. Whoever it was that had the idea, it was exactly the right choice.

An icon in the United States, Pee-wee Herman is less well known beyond its borders, and it’s difficult to describe him to anyone who has never watched him. Created by Reubens in the late 1970s, when he was part of improvisation troupe The Groundlings, Pee-wee was originally styled as a useless stand-up comic, with an awkward manner, foghorn laugh and weird outfit of too-small grey suit and prissy red bow tie. Over time, the character evolved into part satire of, part tribute to American children’s entertainers of the 1950s; the sort who affected an eternal-child energy and were usually friends with puppets. He was at once wholesome and optimistic, and ever so slightly sinister.

In 1981, HBO aired The Pee-wee Herman Show, a staged special featuring a fairly adults-only version of the character (at one point Pee-wee ‘hypnotizes’ a woman and instructs her to strip). It was a cult hit and Reubens toured the character in live shows across the United States. On the back of its success, Warner Bros commissioned Reubens to write a low-budget film script, which he did, along with Phil Hartman and Michael Varhol. But, according to Reubens, Warner Bros’ choice of director didn’t get Pee-wee.

‘I was basically looking for a director other than the one the studio wanted to use’, said Reubens. At a party, he said, he was talking to a friend, jobbing actor and writer Maryedith Burrell, about his difficulty finding a director who understood what he was trying to do. Burrell had recently seen Frankenweenie and insisted Reubens watch it, then meet Tim Burton. Within the first minute of watching Frankenweenie, Reubens knew Burton was the guy. ‘He had a really strong sense of style and he was somebody really informed by art direction. Those were two things I was looking for’, said Reubens. They met and got on immediately, bonding over the same film and art references. Burton had the job without so much as pitching. He was only 26 at the time.

Warner Bros’ struggle to find a director for Pee-wee’s Big Adventure is understandable. It’s a very odd script, with the merest wisp of a plot. Pee-wee, who lives alone in a cartoonish house full of elaborate gadgets, giant toys and a tiny dog, is very much in love with his red bicycle. So much so, that he keeps it locked in a secret vault. One day, while Pee-wee is buying magic tricks, his bike is stolen. Devastated, he embarks on a quest to get it back. That’s basically the whole plot. For most directors, it isn’t a lot to work with. For Burton, it was like a huge caffeine jolt to his imagination.


[image: A close-up of Pee-wee Herman, the title character from Pee-wee’s Big Adventure, with short hair, wearing a suit jacket and a bow tie, is looking to one side and smiling with lips tightly closed. ]


Paul Reubens as Pee-wee, a character he invented in the 1970s and continued to play for more than 40 years.





‘I believed Pee-wee,’ said Burton. ‘So, I thought, let’s just go through the movie and believe him, whatever he does.’ Burton treats Pee-wee’s ridiculousness seriously. There’s no attempt to explain why he is the way he is, nor why everybody he encounters accepts this honking little oddball’s behaviour as completely reasonable. Under Burton’s direction, the misfit sets the tone. It’s tempting to read it as Burton reframing reality as he would like it to be, where nobody asks you why you are behaving like that and why you can’t just be normal.


The Music Man

On Pee-wee, Burton formed one of his most lasting working relationships. When looking for someone to score the film, both he and Paul Reubens thought of Danny Elfman. Reubens had enjoyed Forbidden Zone (1980) a film by Elfman’s brother, Richard, for which Elfman had written some music. That was his only experience of scoring. Burton was a fan of Oingo Boingo, the punk band Elfman fronted. They thought Elfman might fit Pee-wee’s surreal outlook.

When Burton asked to meet, Elfman just assumed Burton wanted to use one of his songs. Elfman asked, ‘“Why me?” And he said, “I think you could do a score”. It was pretty weird, because I really hadn’t thought about composing.’

The partnership was so successful that Elfman has gone on to score all but two of Burton’s films, missing only Ed Wood and, because it already had a score, the musical Sweeney Todd. His other claim to fame is composing the theme to The Simpsons.



Pee-wee is more a parade of sketches, all tumbling into each other, than a traditionally structured film. They don’t all work, but there’s so much invention on show. The opening sequence alone is a triumph of creativity. It’s just Pee-wee waking up and making breakfast, but that involves a giant Heath Robinson-type contraption, in which orange juice is squeezed by a dinosaur skeleton and pancakes are flipped by a bust of Abraham Lincoln. It’s wonderful.

It was, in a way, a kind of mini film school for Burton. ‘I got to play in so many funny little genres that it felt quite easy’, he said. There was comedy, of course. He tried a bit of horror, with a clown-based nightmare sequence. There’s action, in the film’s climactic chase, which sees Pee-wee riding through a film studio, careening through sets for a Christmas movie, a 60s-style beach movie and a Twisted Sister music video shoot. There’s a Buster Keatonesque race to rescue animals from a burning pet shop. And, in the film’s best sequence, in which Pee-wee hitches a ride with trucker Large Marge, Burton got the opportunity to use his beloved stop-motion animation. Marge, it turns out, is a ghost and briefly transforms into a monster.
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