Modernity and Mise-en-Scene in Brazil by Keith James Hamel
If there is one aspect of filmmaking for which Terry Gilliam has won widespread acclaim from scholars and journalistic film reviewers, it is his extraordinary mise-en-scene, that particular manner in which he arranges his cinematic elements in order to achieve a unique style. Yet, then again, perhaps it should be stated as mise-en-"seen" because critics and audiences alike simply seem to enjoy what they see in a Gilliam film. The junk-deco sets, the lavish and bizarre costumes, and the odd and puzzling camera angles are all part of the "look" of a Gilliam film. Many viewers go to his movies just to see what quirky visual designs he has devised this time around. No doubt, Gilliam’s background as an animator proves to be a formative and positive factor in this area of his filmmaking. But there is more to a Gilliam film than simply an arresting and original cinematic style. Gilliam carefully uses this element of his craft to demonstrate the demoralizing and oppressive nature of social modernity. 
Immediately obvious in any Gilliam work is how different his films appear from the "normal" perception of life. When the theater lights go down, the viewer is thrust into a world that is unsettling and unfamiliar. If it weren’t for Gilliam’s customary use of subtitles ("Somewhere in the 20th century" for Brazil, "The Age Of Reason" in The Adventures of Baron Munchausen), then the audience would have no reference points (albeit the reference points are purposely left vague) from which to begin comprehending his films. Even in the opening of his most "realistic" film The Fisher King, Gilliam turns a normal radio studio into strange surroundings by his use of severe shadows, high-angle shots, and extreme close-ups of the deejay’s mouth. 
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Gilliam is not interested in capturing "reality" so much as capturing a particular mood or feeling. He produces this specific feeling in one of two ways. The first type tends to be bleak in tone. In these cases, Gilliam shows the negative effect of modernity unleashed upon the world. One example comes from the opening sequence of Time Bandits (1981). Here, Gilliam uses several levels of meaning to prove his point: match cutting from square houses in an aerial shot to a close-up of square appliances displayed on a square TV, the framing of the characters as they lounge on plastic-covered living room furniture, and even the voice-over coming from the television, which boasts "The Moderna Wonder-major all-automatic convenient centerette gives you all the time in the world to do the things you really want to do!" 
Contrasted against these shots of life dominated by modernity are ones that emphasize a world of fantasy. Interestingly, there are far fewer of these shots in Gilliam’s work than the former type, making their significance all the much greater. The first "flashback" sequence in The Adventures of Baron Munchausen (1989), in which the Baron details how he started the war with the Sultan, includes a shot that shows Bertold (Eric Idle) napping underneath a tree. The background for this shot appears absolutely fake, as if it were a series of two-dimensional backdrops painted in Technicolor. Like the opening of Time Bandits, this shot also transports the viewer into a realm of artificiality and surrealism, although in an evidently different manner. This shot is much more pastoral, while the previous one is melancholic. 
Modernity in Brazil 
None of Gilliam’s films do a better job critiquing the modern world than his 1985 sci-fi "tragicomedy" Brazil  the centerpiece of all his films. All of Gilliam’s important themes tend to materialize, or at least become evident, in this pivotal work. The optimistic fantasy images versus the pessimistic images of modernity's duality is no exception here. 
Brazil opens and closes with the same peaceful shot of blue sky and stratospheric clouds.3 These shots are directly related to Sam’s (Jonathan Pryce) dreams and his desire for a fantasy world away from all the bureaucracy and technology of the "real" world in which he lives. Gilliam uses these tranquil shots to suggest the optimism related to fantasy: there is a chance of escape. However, a keen observer will note that the cloud opening is reminiscent of the beginning of Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will (1934).4 Due to that film’s connection with Nazism and fascism � ideological views the bureaucratic state of Brazil seems built on � the cloud shot becomes problematic. Echoing Riefenstahl’s shot (and the subject of her film), the cloud shot in Brazil suggests that even the realm of the imagination is not free from the stifling power of modernity. (The movie's last shot, which shows Sam sitting in a torture chair amidst the clouds, fosters this interpretation: fantasy fails to provide escape). 
Sandwiched between these cloud shots are more examples (particularly of the negative variety) of the dichotomy mentioned above. Many scenes in Brazil suggest the failure of modernity. An early example is the scene in which Sam prepares to go to work. He has all the modern gadgets that turn on automatically and are designed to make life that much easier. Yet the coffee machine pours coffee on the toast, the shower doesn’t work properly, and even the alarm clock malfunctions and causes Sam to be late. All these modern items of convenience turn out to be quite an inconvenience to those who depend on them. 
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Sam's elaborate alarm clock malfunctions.
Gilliam provides a more profound example of the troubling nature of modernity in a complex tracking shot around Sam’s office. The shot starts with a close-up of a receipt being stamped and then pulls back to reveal workers moving at a frantic, but never out-of-control, pace. (Even chaos is logical in the world run by modernity). As the camera continues to track around a corner, the viewer becomes lost in the visual confusion of figures moving in and out of the frame before the camera finally stops on Mr. Kurtzmann (Ian Holm). Interestingly, after Kurtzmann turns his back, the workers stop what they are doing and watch old movies on their tiny computer monitors. As it turns out, the workers were busy just for the sake of looking busy. There really is nothing to do in the modern workplace (perhaps because it has been taken over by automation), so they simply watch television (which itself is a byproduct of modernity recall Kevin’s parents in Time Bandits?). 
	

Mr. Kurtzmann (Ian Holm) watches the workers in this scene from Brazil.



This scene thus becomes symbolic of the paradoxical nature of modernity; "On the one hand, the business corporation wants an individual to work hard, pursue a career, accept delayed gratification and yet, in its products and its advertisements, the corporation promotes pleasure, instant joy, relaxing and letting go."5 These workers, who both save time by working fast and kill time by watching TV, turn out to be evidence of one of the most typical products of modernity kitsch.
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In his dreams, Sam has wings and soars through the clouds.
Kitsch and Postmodernism in Brazil 
Kitsch is the optimistic fantasy of pessimistic modernity, and, as Gilliam proves, the two cannot exist without the other. In many ways, Gilliam’s films are quintessential and deliberate examples of kitsch in action. What is significant about kitsch in regard to Brazil is how it lends itself to a definition in terms of a systematic attempt to fly from daily reality: in time (to a personal past to an adventurous future); and in space (to the most diverse imaginary and exotic lands).7 One can’t help but recognize the immediate connection, based on this definition, kitsch has to Sam’s dreams, not to mention those of other Gilliam films such as Time Bandits (Kevin’s dream), Munchausen (Sally’s vision of the Baron’s "story"), or 12 Monkeys (Cole’s toying with the idea that his reality is a dream). 
This discussion of time and space indirectly leads to an interesting point concerning elements of postmodernism within Brazil. To begin, the film opens with the subtitle, "Somewhere in the 20th Century" (space), but Gilliam ends the film with the lyric "Someday soon" (time). During the course of the film, it becomes impossible to distinguish between the two, making the task of locating the story in some identifiable frame of reference impossible. Yet, as always, there is a method to Gilliam’s madness. As Arnold Toynbee (who coined the term "post-Modern"8) suggests, and Barry Smart paraphrases, postmodernism sees society as losing its creative energy and living in a safe, satisfactory, and timeless present.
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Office machinery in Brazil looks simultaneously
futuristic and old-fashioned.
This is essentially the world of Brazil (minus the "safe" and "satisfactory," at least as far as Sam is concerned). The film gives us a simultaneous past and present; its gadgets of the future (the computer consoles) simply echo the gadgets of the past (look like old-fashioned typewriters). Gilliam does this to show the uncontrollable nature of optimistic fantasy in the face of pessimistic modernity (with its principal objective to achieve a total and rational organization of modern life).10 In the end, because of the indistinguishable past/future combination, "Somewhere in the 20th Century" becomes "Everywhere," and "Someday soon" becomes "never." 
Yet, there is still another way of looking at this conundrum. Before the subtitle "Somewhere in the 20th Century" (still an undetermined space), Gilliam uses one which reads "8:49 p.m." (a specific time). This exact moment brings a new dimension to the interpretation above. The "timeless present" now exists in one precise moment. Gilliam himself admitted that he wanted the architectural look of the film to evoke neither the past nor the future, but the world as it would look if the whole century had been compacted into a single moment ("8:49 p.m." the "timeless present").11 
In an original way, Gilliam proves the absurdity of modernity (the illogic of the logical). Recalling Baudelaire’s definition of modernity, Gilliam shows what would happen if it were possible to have one half eternal ("8:49 p.m.") and the other half transitory and fugitive ("Somewhere [or as demonstrated above "Everywhere"] in the 20th Century") � and gives us results that point to Sam's self-destruction. This is why Sam does, and does not, escape. "Someday soon" is within his grasp, but because modernity is always one step ahead of its human counterparts, "Someday soon" will never come. 
It is also possible to see Brazil’s simultaneous past/future makeup in the images and music Gilliam selects (as opposed to just the words). While the above discussion basically deals with the philosophical tenets of postmodernism, the movie’s visual dimension is more concerned with style. As a style, "[postmodernism] emphasizes diversity, displays a penchant for pastiche, and advocates eclectic use of elements from the past."12 Although Brazil is meant to be futuristic in some sense, it incorporates several cultural artifacts, in particular elements from the late 30s and early 40s. The workers watch Casablanca (1942) and B westerns on their mini-TV/computer screens; the costumes are vintage Hollywood fashions from the 30s and 40s; the large eagle statue at the entrance of the Ministry of Information symbolically recalls the Nazi domination of the late 30s/early 40s, as do the scenes in which armor-clad police burst into apartments (Buttle’s and later Sam’s mother’s) like SS troops; the various posters in the film ("Don’t Suspect a Friend Report Him!") copy the style of those World War II posters designed by the Englishman Abram Games; and finally, even the title song "Brazil" by Xavier Cugat comes from 1939.13 
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A large eagle statue dominates the entrance to the 
Ministry of Information in Brazil.
To the idle viewer, all of this may seem like mere coincidences, but Gilliam strategically designs his film to recall the writing of Arnold Toynbee. According to Toynbee, the "second act" of the "first postmodern general war in AD 1914, brought into focus a series of problems with the rapidity of technological change in so far as [it] threatened prevailing forms of life"14 Put another way, "World War II, with its unprecedented savageness and destruction, with its revelation of the brutality at the core of a high-technological civilization, could appear as the culmination of demonic modernity, a modernity that has finally been overcome."15 Overcome, quite simply, by the advent of postmodernism. Thus, is it any wonder that Gilliam created Brazil to look like that moment in history that best exemplifies the evils of modernity and the beginning of those styles associated with postmodernism? 
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Sam dreams Jill is trapped in a cage in Brazil.
Weber and "The Iron Cage" 
One of the last ways Gilliam employs mise-en-scene to comment on modernity is by incorporating visual elements of entrapment and imprisonment into his work. The most obvious examples of this motif involve actual cages in the camera shots, a motif that goes beyond Brazil and seems to be present in all of Gilliam’s films. The Adventures of Baron Munchausen, for example, is loaded with images of confinement. The Sultan’s torture organ, the King of the Moon’s bird cage, and the belly of the monster fish are all examples of actual cages Gilliam uses to trap his characters. Then there is the cage in which Kevin and the dwarfs are put in Time Bandits and the one in which dream-Jill is trapped in Brazil. Yet, Gilliam also traps his characters in subtler ways. The whole city in Munchausen turns out to be a prison, as is the walled city in Jabberwocky (1977). Sam’s office in Brazil could be viewed as a cell since it is this tiny, tiny room in a building that is absolutely enormous. 
As in the above discussion concerning the past/future motif in Brazil, all these instances of imprisonment are not idle coincidences. Gilliam seems to be using these images of imprisonment to bring physicality to Max Weber’s theory of the "iron cage." Mike Featherstone outlines this theory in his "The Fate of Modernity: An Introduction" 16
Through his repetitious physical presentation of cages and such, Gilliam demonstrates how modernity psychologically traps the individual, and brings about a loss of meaning. Whether or not escape is possible from the "iron cage" is not determined. 
Some of his films, Munchausen, for example, with its "open the gates!" ending, and The Fisher King, with its naked in Central Park, fireworks overhead ending, suggest humanity’s ability to deal with (if not overcome) modernity. However most of his movies, specifically Time Bandits, Brazil, and 12 Monkeys (and to a lesser degree, Jabberwocky), in which the protagonists become trapped in their own fantasy worlds (as the only option to the social world of modernity), offer no hope of escape. 
Weber has a second affinity to Gilliam (or vice versa) dealing with modernity. To quote Weber: "Bureaucratic rationalization revolutionizes with technical means from without it first changes the material and the social orders and through them, the people, by changing the conditions of adaptation by contrast, the power of charisma rests upon the belief in revelation and heroes charismatic belief revolutionizes men from within and shapes material and social conditions according to its revolutionary will."17 In Weber’s view, the technological world of modernity tries to eliminate any need for magic, fantasy, or any irrational forces.18 Gilliam presents this idea of change "from without" through certain aspects of his mise-en-scene. The large and ominous buildings in Brazil, for example, seem to engulf and stifle their human counterparts. In some respects, the external world tries to force control on the internal world of the mind.19 
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This camera shot from Brazil looks down on Sam as he 
enters the Ministry of Information Retrieval.
Yet, there is a second part to Weber’s theory that Gilliam depends on. The protagonists in his work, through their belief in the power of dreams and fantasy ("from within," so to speak), reverse the process and try to change the external world. 
Conclusion 
Gilliam makes the point that every step forward can also be a step back. In other words, science, technology, reason, and logic may try to move humanity forward, but in the process they inevitably erode the traditional values that give human beings a sense of meaning in their lives.20 Gilliam represents this when he creates a world in which every element of progress seems to be just another element of the past (again, the past/future distinction from Brazil). For Gilliam, mise-en-scene is not just something a viewer sees but an entire philosophy that helps that viewer understand this modern world in all its complexities.  
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