MICHEL GONDRY

French director Michel Gondry puts his unique stamp on the Charlie Kaufman story Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. Michel Gondry’s previous feature as director was another Kaufman-scripted story, Human Nature, starring Tim Robbins and Patricia Arquette, and his style of never turning the camera off has become legendary amongst actors who praise him for his extraordinary vision. Michel got his start as a French art school student when he began directing music videos, leading to a 1993 collaboration with Bjork and a 1994 Levis ad that is listed in the Guinness Book of Records as the most award-winning commercial of all time. Before graduating to film, he collaborated with artists including the Rolling Stones, Foo Fighters, Radiohead and Kylie Minogue.

How did you come up with such a visual way of showing memory?

Charlie and I talked about this transition and it was a very important idea that we had to convey; that the memory would physically decay. I wanted the audience to feel the damage of the memory loss and I was interested in showing it is not a continuity of the moment, but it is like a map that physically connects all the memories. But this idea only works if you do it in a material way. If it was digital; it would not work. There have been terrible experiences with dreams in films that are depicted digitally. Two years after they are done they age very quickly and are dated and not special anymore. When they are real they feel more visceral. I was thinking about when they do movies with ghosts and how they do optical effects and everything gets blurry and in comparison to that, I really liked an old movie The Ghost and Mrs. Muir, and how he was there and not there and there was just a bit of wind where he used to be. That was way more effective because it makes you realize how you’d feel if you were here and then not here and I was still talking to you. 

How did you feel working with Jim Carrey?

Early on, I did videos with The Rolling Stones and worked with other people of that stature and I found out that sometimes those are not necessarily the most painful people to deal with. I had to deal with young artists who are so arrogant and disrespectful and then when I met Mick Jagger, I was completely surprised at how simple he was and you can talk and have a conversation with him. So I was not too anxious about that part. I was very grateful that he would trust me to direct him. He liked my first film and didn’t change his opinion because my film didn’t do so well at the box-office and I respect that; he didn’t need to be reassured by my success to give me his trust.

How did you collaborate with Charlie Kaufman?

We share a lot of opinions about how we see life through reality and not movies. We are overall pessimistic and yet we both find humor through the pessimism. I like geometrical patterns and his stories are very geometrical, I think, so it is a great collaboration. He writes on his own but in this case I gave him some ideas and we talked a lot about the script and I’d find things in the script that I told him about my life. And he left me alone for the shooting and for the editing and then he was here a lot to help. He likes to be part of the process from beginning to end. 

How did you meet?

I met him through (Adaptation director) Spike Jonze, because I had another project that had some similarities but he didn’t like it, and I came back a second time with this idea and he liked this idea and he was excited. I remember we talked about how the character could take Clementine and put her in another memory that wasn’t associated with her so that when he woke up from having his memory erased, he would be able to find her in another memory - and he got very excited about that idea as the basis of the whole story..

Is it true that you never turn the camera off?

I noticed a lot of times that the simple fact of switching the camera on will switch people off. It’s very weird and so depressing. People are very conscious of the camera and they suddenly become who they are supposed to be and when we switch it off they became natural. Every time I said ‘cut’ I would see what I was losing and that is what I want on camera. I always wanted to shoot when other people stop and stop when other people shoot. It felt better when the people were not acting.

How did Jim Carrey feel about that?

I wanted to make sure he would be captivating without doing his big performance. I think it is very important even if they don’t say a lot, that someone is captivating and you want to know what is going on inside him. Two things reassured me. I went to see Jim when he was shooting Bruce Almighty and he was doing a scene where he was walking down the stairs and doing a speech and every time he was going up the stairs to get ready for the next take, he was not being the character but being Jim and for some reasons I saw a difference and I knew that was the Jim I wanted for this movie. I just had to find out how to really use him. And the second thing was a dream I had, when I dreamed he was playing a scene where he was charming and childlike and energetic without being Jim Carrey, and I don’t know if dreams mean anything but I think you can direct dreams and I thought that was a very good sign.

How did you end up working outside France?

One day I went to the flea market and found a 16mm camera for little money and bought it and I realized how much I could do by myself without asking for outside help. I loved animation for that same reason; you don’t have to explain your idea, you just do it. So I started doing music videos and I made Bjork’s music video and ten years later here I am.

What do you want this movie to say?

I don’t think when Charlie wrote this he had a message in mind but sometimes I would say to Charlie, ‘it would be great if this movie could explore the process of melancholy when we have a memory’ because I’d read this book about memory, about why we have this melancholic feeling of nostalgia when we think of a memory. To define nostalgia is like a mix of happiness and sadness and the book says it occurs because our system knows we are thinking of an event that will never reoccur so we are happy to think of it and have that in us and yet we are sad because it’s not going to happen again. So maybe we don’t want to lose those memories because even though we’re getting older, we have memories to keep us warmer.
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