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FOREWORD: BONG JOON-HO
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I tend to classify the films I watch into two types: the “linear” type and the “curvilinear” type. It’s a highly subjective method of classification, and the division I impose is severe, perhaps even violent.

But I’m not an expert critic writing for Film Comment or Cahiers du Cinéma so I hope readers will forgive the crudeness of my method.

Some films abound with curves. From the characters to the movement of camera to the mise en scène and music, we are enveloped by waves and circular motions. These are the curvilinear films.

Some films are strongly dominated by sharp lines and angles throughout their running time. These are the linear.

For me, Fellini and Kusturica exemplify curvilinear filmmaking while Stanley Kubrick and David Fincher are masters of the linear.

Fincher, especially, pushes beyond the linear and cuts us with such razor-sharp precision that it almost hurts our eyes and hearts to watch.

In fact, whenever I finish watching one of his films, I feel like my heart is bleeding from its corner.

His exactingly beautiful camera movements leave haunting, lasting impressions while the fiercely self-assured composition—where no other angle or framing is even imaginable—gives you complete satisfaction. The camera and subject always move in parallel, maintaining the perfectly measured distance, never engaging in a needless tug of war.

The purity of cinematic excitement derived from these moments more than compensates for the figurative blood that is shed.

I do not wish to talk about ‘extreme’ examples like the stunning overhead shot of the yellow cab in Zodiac (actually a VFX shot), where the camera makes a seamless 90-degree turn with the car, the target of the serial killer, in perfect synchrony.

Since the days of his awe-inducing music videos and early features like Alien 3, Se7en, and Fight Club, David Fincher has unquestionably been the greatest stylist and technician.

But I’d rather talk about the much more plain, unflamboyant shot of Jake Gyllenhaal staring at John Carroll Lynch in the hardware store near the end of the film.

Or when Jesse Eisenberg blankly stares at his laptop waiting for a reply from Rooney Mara in The Social Network. A response that never comes.

These are the moments that quietly deliver the deepest cuts, causing us to bleed helplessly.

In those classic and (seemingly) ordinary shots, our unconscious is violently shaken and our hearts sharply pierced in the middle.

It’s a long, straight, precise cut that only David Fincher can administer, and we are left with a beautiful cinematic scar.

March 16, 2021

Bong Joon-ho




AN INTRODUCTION

1. THE MOST DANGEROUS GAME

Robert Graysmith: “Man is the most dangerous animal of all . . . I knew I’d heard that somewhere. The Most Dangerous Game! It’s a movie about a guy who hunts people for sport. People! The most dangerous game!” Paul Avery: “Who’s that guy there?”
Robert Graysmith: “That’s Count Zaroff.”
Paul Avery: “Zaroff? With a ‘Z?’”

Early on in David Fincher’s Zodiac (2007), newspaper cartoonist Robert Graysmith connects the cryptic, coded messages and astrological pseudonym of an elusive serial killer to the villain of the 1932 horror classic The Most Dangerous Game, about an aristocratic psychopath who conceives of leisure time as a matter of life or death.

The films of David Fincher are filled with dangerous games and apex predators: Think of Kevin Spacey’s John Doe in Se7en (1995), God’s Lonely Man meting out Biblical punishments until a real rain comes to wash the scum off the streets; or Gone Girl’s Amy Dunne (2014), marionetting the people around her in a live-action Punch-and-Judy show. Sinister conspiracies proliferate in The Game (1998) and Fight Club (1999), paranoid thrillers whose protagonists come to wonder who’s been jerking them around, and why. Elsewhere, the director’s protagonists bristle with exceptional, rebellious intelligence: what connects Fight Club’s insurgent Tyler Durden to The Social Network’s (2010) squirmy Mark Zuckerburg to the deadpan heroine of The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (2011) is a skepticism about the status quo and a desire to disrupt it, whether by building systems, penetrating them or crashing them to the ground.

Few directors are as fascinated by the idea of high-level, top-down control—from the panopticonal prisons of Alien 3 (1992) and Panic Room (2002) to the power-gaming political machinations of House of Cards (2013–2018)—and few are as equipped to exercise it. Over the past thirty years, Fincher has cultivated and maintained a reputation that precedes him of formal rigor and technocratic exactitude, of moviemaking as a game of inches. In 1939, surveying the backlot at RKO, Orson Welles said that “the cinema was the biggest electric train set any boy ever had”; the most succinct way of defining the cinema of David Fincher might be to say that, on his watch, the trains run on time.

[image: Images]


2. THE EYES OF ORSON WELLES

In 1943, the popular CBS radio program Suspense aired an audio-play adaptation of The Most Dangerous Game starring Orson Welles as Count Zaroff—a superb piece of casting drawing on the star’s fame as Lamont Cranton in The Shadow, the phantasmic vigilante claiming to know the evil that lurked in the hearts of men. A few years earlier, in 1940, Welles had been planning a film version for RKO of Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness, also about a mad exile presiding over an isolated kingdom; in 1942, after decamping to Brazil to shoot the ultimately unfinished Pan-American odyssey It’s All True, Welles had become perceived as an American Kurtz, an idealistic iconoclast playing dangerous games with studio money.

Few filmmakers have ever been as magnetic, onscreen or off, as Welles, which is why he has been impersonated in so many period pieces and biopics over the years. There exists an entire subgenre of what might be called Welles-centric cinema, with Fincher’s 2020 drama Mank as the latest and most contentious contemporary addition. In it, Welles is played by the British actor Tom Burke and stares out at the world with a lazy, half-lidded confidence in his own supremacy. Until he’s challenged, at which point his dark pupils blaze and dilate, combining with his close-cropped Caesar haircut and goatee to give a man referred to in the film by his collaborators as a “dog-faced prodigy” a devilish aspect. This Welles is glimpsed mostly in swift interstitials which gesture towards his yearning to play Kurtz, as well as his incarnations in The Shadow and The Stranger (1946), and the hard-driving tyro of Citizen Kane (1941)—the film whose genesis serves as Mank’s backdrop. But his appearance suggests another filmmaker as well. As Rolling Stone’s K. Austin Collins observes, “the Orson Welles of Mank bears a humorously cutting physical resemblance not only to the real Welles but to one David Fincher.”

If the visual equation of Burke-as-Welles-as-Fincher in Mank is indeed intentional—a big if—it’s probably better characterized as a throwaway joke rather than a serious attempt at directorial self-portraiture. Where Welles was apt to stand at the center of his movies as an ever-mutable emblem of his own authorship—with later, gone-to-seed incarnations in Touch of Evil (1958) and Chimes at Midnight (1966) plumbing tender, aching depths of self-deprecation—Fincher imposes his presence through the actions and psychologies of thinly veiled proxies: Clockmakers and safecrackers; hackers and terrorists; detectives and serial killers.

3. REPEAT OFFENDER

It is serial killers that provide the clearest throughline for Fincher’s filmography to date. Se7en, Zodiac, and the Netflix original series Mindhunter (2016–2019) form an unofficial trilogy preoccupied with procedure and predation; taken together, they suggest that to know what evil lurks in the hearts of men is also to look inside oneself. No American filmmaker of the era—or probably ever—has become so identified with serial-killing as Fincher, a fact he acknowledges and plays for self-deprecating comedy. “I know that if a script has a serial killer—or any kind of killer—in it, I have to be sent it,” he told Playboy in 2014. “I don’t have any choice.” Cue Peter Lorre’s anguished comments at the end of M (1931) about the terror of being ruled by unconscious compulsions, and the metronomically consistent output of M’s director Fritz Lang provides one possible measuring stick for Fincher’s own obsessive, geometrically precise cinema. “Lang’s vision of the world is profoundly expressed by his visual forms,” wrote Andrew Sarris in 1968, and there are uncanny echoes of the German master’s iconography throughout Fincher’s movies. The two directors share a love of maps, mazes and underground chambers; both are fascinated by systems and structures, crime and punishment, and especially, puppet-masters and patterns. In M Lang used Edvard Grieg’s insinuating “In the Hall of the Mountain King,” to herald the appearances of his villain; in The Social Network, Fincher repurposed the composition as comically contrapuntal accompaniment for a rowing regatta.

“I am profoundly fascinated by cruelty, fear, horror and death,” Lang once said, and the idea of auteuras-serial killer is not as objectionable or absurd as it may seem. Both are practices ruled by repetition-compulsion, of clues left, consciously or not, for investigators to pore over. The most distinctive filmmakers—the ones whose surnames get transformed into adjectives synechodizing their sensibility—are recidivists: repeat offenders tempting critics and audiences into the roles of psychological profilers. To say a film is Fincherian—Fincher-esque, Fincher-ish, whatever—is to note that it is preoccupied on some level with process, minutiae, and the accumulation of details, a task that drives his characters and directs us on how to watch along with them, often over their shoulders in set-ups that enmesh us in investigations and interrogations. “We’re collecting all the evidence,” explains Morgan Freeman’s detective of his lonely, observational vocation in Se7en. “Taking all the pictures and samples, writing everything down, noting the times things happen . . . putting everything into neat little piles and filing it away on the off chance it will ever be needed in the courtroom.”
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The case against David Fincher as an auteur actually begins with Fincher himself. In the introduction to the 2014 anthology David Fincher: Interviews Laurence Knapp writes that his subject “hates being defined as an auteur,” but that [Fincher’s] “need for absolute control . . . compels him, begrudgingly, to take ownership of his work.” This double vision of the director as a reluctant figurehead and a control freak converges in Gone Girl in the scene where a high-priced trial lawyer coaches a client to sharpen his posture, delivery and affect for an upcoming television show appearance. Placed near the midpoint of a thriller spring-loaded with Hitchockian tropes (alternate title: The Lady Vanishes), the lawyer’s hectoring rhetoric and Pavlovian methodology—“I will drill you”—serves doubly as a Hichcockian-cameo-by proxy and a poke at Fincher’s own persona—an ethos best summed up by his oft-quoted observation that, “people will say that there are a million ways to shoot a scene, but I don’t think so . . . I think there are two, maybe, and the other way is wrong.”

Gone Girl dramatizes this strident, my-way-or-the-highway ultimatum through a plotline that’s explicitly about wresting and maintaining control, whether in a marriage, a media narrative, or over the perception of reality itself. Gone Girl also fulfills Fincher’s other motto about being interested in “films that scar” (the subtitle of Mark Browning’s 2010 critical study on the filmmaker), a comment dating back to 1996, when Fincher was promoting Se7en. That film’s equation of torture with a lacerating, Old Testament morality was meant to be taken with a grain of salt (all the better for rubbing in open wounds), but its motif of mutilation extends forward through Fight Club—whose would-be insurgent burns his hand with lye as a mark of committment to the cause—to The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo—with its avenging-angel heroine carving scarlet letters into the chest of her rapist—to Gone Girl—which obliges its Hitchcock blonde to wield a boxcutter against an enemy—and slots alongside the other provocations that give Fincher’s films their sense of morbid showmanship. In his 1968 auteur study The American Cinema, Sarris placed prospective candidates for the pantheon into alliterative categories: “Lightly Likeable”; “Expressive Esoterica”; “Strained Seriousness.” Fincher’s chapter, then, could plausibly be called “Saleable Sadism,” or maybe “Cool Cruelty.”

Cruelty is, above all, lucid, and it is a virtuoso, disconcerting lucidity—a stark tactility of objects, environments and behaviours topped off by a floating sense of being somehow above it all—that has served as the hallmark of Fincher’s style. His films operate primarily inside established genre structures yet manifest as frictionless slipstreams of smooth camera movement, swift cutting, and a mesmerizing shallow-focus mise-en-scène that guides the viewer’s attention like a stage hypnotist’s bauble. While not conventionally “dreamy,” the resultant sense of hyper-focus—all those details, details, details—induces a trippy, almost subliminal feeling of incipience, of being caught (or wired into) a developing situation It’s a cinema not of eyes wide shut, but a bleary, paranoid doomscrolling—literally so in the extremely online trilogy of The Social Network, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, and Gone Girl. “I’m interested in just presenting something and letting people decide for themselves what they want to look at,” Fincher has said, limning the contradiction between his grueling, and-the-other-way-is-wrong process and the hovering omniscience of the final product—an all-seeing, all-knowing and seductively all-powerful perspective akin to Lang and his “vision of the world” but with an element of Spielbergian kineticism and Kubrick’s sardonic, master-shot malevolence.

In November of 2020, prior to the release of Mank, the New York Times Magazine published an admiring profile of the director entitled “David Fincher’s Impossible Eye.” In it, staff writer Jonah Weiner duly rehearsed the obsessive aspects of Fincher’s directorial persona—his neo-Apollonian precision; his Sisyphyian penchant for multiple takes; his Darwinian approach to on-set and post-production problem-solving—while also providing him a platform with which to bemoan the resulting (yet, as the author implies, fully accurate) perception of himself as a “dictatorially fussy artiste.” “I get it, ‘he’s a perfectionist,’” Fincher said, speaking in the third person, and as ever, protesting a bit too much. “No, there’s just a difference between mediocre and acceptable.”

That the difference between mediocre and acceptance is sometimes imperceptible to the naked eye—or to the actors dishing to interviewers about Fincher’s dictatorial fussiness—scarcely matters: shoot it all, and let God sort it out in the editing room. The more pressing difference, for critics, is between exterior excellence and Sarris’s long-standing auteurist criteria of “interior meaning”—the ephemeral “substance” laying latent and hypothetically hardening in the crevices and fissures of a filmmaker’s style, holding it together and rendering it inhabitable for the long haul. “I want to build a house with my films,” said Rainer Werner Fassbinder (who might have added that his desired super-structure was, undoubtedly a flop house). One argument against Fincher might be that he makes condos: Sleek, steely, luxurious and interchangeable. Fight Club is catalyzed by the sabotage of just such a dwelling, by a character whose distaste for mass-production (and the people swallowed up in its operations) belies the fanatical efficiency of his own domestic terror campaign. It is in the split between Tyler Durden and his lucid-dreaming host—the drone who yearns for a Devil to sit on his shoulder and direct his hand—that we see one of best arguments if not for than about Fincher: Whether it’s possible for a genuine artist to emerge out of—or transcend—the world of advertising, or if perusing this particular Gen-X-era filmography is just like flipping through a Sharper Image catalog.
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What in another director’s work could be taken for a signature in Fincher’s sometimes resembles a barcode, or a logo or a quality-control warranty. He made his name in commercials and he has not left them behind; in February of 2021, he oversaw a Super Bowl ad for Anheuser-Busch whose climactic black-and-white passages employed the same greyscale cinematographic values as Mank (and some of the same off-brand sentimentality as well). Fincher is not the only auteur who’s made ads—David Lynch does it all the time—but Lynch’s spots somehow belong solely to him while Fincher’s commercials, like his music videos, created blueprints for other leaders in the field. The commercials Fincher devised in the 1980s and ’90 for Levis, Nike, and Coca-Cola helped to redefine the visual style of television advertising in the US; this is usually the point in the deposition where somebody notes that the production company Fincher helped to build as an off-Hollywood talent incubator was called Propaganda Films.

4. STORY OF THE EYE

How David Fincher got ahead in advertising had everything to do with the particular “look” of his TV spots, a mix of gloss and grit typically more seductive than the products they were hawking. A 1988 ad for Colt 45 strings together a set of vivid, inexplicable signifiers—moving statues; snapping rottweilers; Billy Dee Williams; a beer can superimposed on a modernist office tower in the same style as the opening titles of Panic Room—and locates poetry in the sheer incongruity of elements. The ends-justify-the-means tagline—“it works every time”—becomes a joke that’s also a statement of purpose. The same confidence propels the music videos that Fincher made for superstars like Madonna, Aerosmith and the Rolling Stones, all previously adept in the field of image management but willing to submit fully to the director’s vision—transformatively so for Madonna and George Michael, who along with the less-dynamic Don Henley featured in three clips nominated side-by-side-by-side for “Video of the Year” at the 1990 MTV Video Music Awards. It’s a record for a single director that will probably never be broken, and indicates just how successful and influential Fincher had become in the videodeome by his mid-twenties. Even more than Michael Bay, Spike Jonze or Hype Williams—or any of his fellow Propagandists—Fincher’s trajectory exemplifies the migration and refinement of what scholar Marco Calavita defines as “MTV aesthetics” into American feature filmmaking, which in turn explains some of the wariness around his work from old-guard cinephiles. If Fincher’s career is the story of an eye, the case could and has been made that his exquisitely visualized features are ultimately, to paraphrase another one of Sarris’s catchy chapter categories, less than that which meets it.
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In a way, the case for and against Fincher is very much the same: He’s a skilled technician with a basic instinct for what will startle or unnerve the mainstream audience that his movies—especially the unlikely blockbuster that was Se7en—have done their part to help shock-train. The always polarized reception of his films was never more evident than in the discourse around Mank, a tonal outlier in his filmography and a niche project that likely would not have been greenlit at a $25 million dollar budget for any other currently working US filmmaker—and certainly not by any studio other than Netflix, a company unconcerned with selling tickets or filling seats (and which had done its part for Welles’s legacy by helping to subsidize, reconstruct and distribute his unfinished film The Other Side of the Wind). Mank is a movie produced, distributed and analyzed under the auspices of auteurism even as it dramatizes Fincher’s ambivalence about auteurism as theory, practice and mythology, whether applied to himself or anybody else—Orson Welles included. “I think anybody who knows anything, knows trying to get the troops to all face the same direction is f*****g hard,” Fincher told Collider’s Nev Pierce in 2021. “And the notion that you’re going to be able to beautifully articulate for all of these different interests, educational backgrounds, generations, this entire group that’s separated by all these different personal experiences, and simply impart to them how you’d like to see it happen then sit back in your chair and watch it unfold.” Or, as Fincher put it succinctly in 2012 to The Playlist: “The reality of moviemaking is, y’know, it’s a rat fuck.”

Working from this philosophical position, Mank whittles away termite-style at the myth of the Total Filmmaker, with Welles as foil for its actual protagonist, Herman K. Mankewicz, a lowly wordslinger—and self-styled rat fucker—who takes center stage in a behind-the-scenes melodrama whose details are derived in part from Pauline Kael’s 1971 essay “Raising Kane.” Kael’s dubious and debunked piece of scholarship-cum-gossip used Welles as a strawman to air its author’s grievances about Sarris and his auteurist acolytes, and Mank’s release became an occasion for its relitigation, as well as to re-enumberate the list of grievances between Mankewicz and Welles that culminated in the older man’s comment after learning the pair were to share the Best Original Screenplay Academy Award for Citizen Kane: “I am very happy to accept this award in Mr. Welles’s absence, because the script was written in Mr. Welles’s absence.”
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5. F FOR FAKE

Mank uses this morning-after crack as a final punchline. Suffice to say that a sizable contingent of critics and scholars forgot to laugh. “[David] Fincher is not worthy of carrying [Orson] Welles’s viewfinder,” wrote Joseph McBride on the website Wellesnet, an image belittling its target’s vaunted compositional abilities as well as the symbolic superimposition encoded, however incidentally, into Mank’s Welles-as-Fincher sight gag. McBride’s withering essay “Mank and the Ghost of Christmas Past” served as a rallying point for online detractors on social media platforms like Letterboxd and Twitter even as Mank was received happily in mainstream critical outlets as a proverbial “love letter to the movies”—the same designation applied to The Artist (2011), which won the Oscars Mank seemed to be angling for. “Mank and the Ghost of Christmas Past” comes from its own place of movie love, and it’s as persuasive and authoritative as you’d expect from a scholar who literally wrote the book on Welles (in fact, three of them), and is motivated to take the movie and its creator to task—or maybe, as per Gone Girl, to the woodshed—for myriad historical inaccuracies and a lack of supplication to a true visionary.

It did not help Fincher’s case with the keepers of Welles’s flame (or his own ready-and-eager haters) that, during Mank’s European press tour, he evoked the tongue-in-cheek assessment offered by his predecessor about his career at the opening of 1971’s F for Fake, that he “started at the top and [had] been working his way down ever since.” Uncharitably categorizing Welles a “showman and a juggler”—a theatricalized persona that F for Fake wields with purpose, like a magic wand—Fincher referred also to the “delusional hubris” and “filthy immaturity” that he believed derailed Welles’s prospects post–Citizen Kane. As McBride implies, there is potentially some projection at work in this simplistic and unsympathetic assessment; while there is no plausible equivalency between Citizen Kane and Alien 3, it’s worth remembering that, in 1991, presiding in England over a $60 million franchise sequel coming apart at the seams, the twenty-nine-year-old Fincher was characterized in the entertainment press (and in the boardrooms at 20th Century Fox) as delusional and hubristic himself—a neo-Wellesian intruder in Hollywood by way of MTV rather than the Mercury Theater, flailing away hopelessly on his first studio assignment.

After licking his wounds in the aftermath of Alien 3—a movie re-edited by the studio and that he continues to disavow to this day, which would make it something more like his The Magnificent Ambersons (1942)—Fincher ended up inflicting some damage of his own with Se7en, a smaller and freer movie with a larger reach and a longer shadow. In terms of form and execution, Se7en remains probably the most perfect movie by an inveterate perfectionist—perfect, maybe, to a fault—and its success, achieved not in spite of its violent extremity but as a direct result of it, rerouted Fincher’s reputation from failed caretaker of a profitable intellectual property into a valuable studio asset in his own right. It was a reversal of fortune that allowed Fincher to go back to Fox in 1999 with serious cachet and set the terms for making Fight Club, a wild, palpably imperfect-to-a-fault movie that inspired the kind of obsessive devotion from fans (and contempt from the establishment) that transforms a filmmaker from a promising pro into a cult hero—and, later, into a commodity, regardless of his films’ views on commodification. (Fight Club, for the record, is against it.)

From there, Fincher’s progression from pulp (The Game [1997]) to prestige (The Social Network [2010]) to prestige pulp (The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo and Gone Girl) is well-documented, but originally Fincher had planned to follow up his debut with Mank, which would have not only delayed or cancelled Se7en outright but jump-started the unflattering critical comparisons between himself and Welles decades in advance. Mank’s script was written by the director’s father, Jack, a reporter for Life who gravitated towards Kael’s account of Mankewicz as a knight-of-the-Algonquin-roundtable swashbuckler—an image materialized by the script’s multiple quotations of Don Quixote. For Fincher, Jr., though, the first draft of the Mank script went too far in vilifying Welles—who never finished his own version of Quixote—as a “showboating megalomaniac.” As Fincher told Vulture in 2020: “Once I had gone to Pinewood for two years and had been through a situation where I was a hired gun to make a library title for a multinational, vertically integrated media conglomerate, I had a different view of how writers and directors needed to work . . . I kind of resented [the script’s] anti-auteurist take. I felt that what [it] really needed to talk about was the notion of enforced collaboration: You may not like the fact that you’re going to be beholden to so many different disciplines and skill sets in the making of a movie, but if you’re not acknowledging it, you’re missing the side of the barn.”

6. MIND GAMES

“If you get into it,” Welles once said of Hollywood, “you have no right to be bitter. You’re the one who sat down and joined the game.” It would seem that since the chaotic experience of Alien 3, Fincher has managed to have it both ways, holding onto and honing his bitterness (never more biliously than in Mank, which climaxes with its hero regurgitating his dinner at his host) while demonstrating a prodigious ability and willingness to play a game at which he proved a quick study. Games and gamesmanship figure centrally in Fincher’s films, with their atmosphere of choking claustrophobia and clearly delineated boundaries—most notably in Alien 3 and Panic Room, which reconfigure their enclosed settings as three-dimensional chess boards—and shared emphasis on rules and regulations: “Figuring out the object of the game is the object of the game”; “The first rule of fight club is you do not talk about fight club.” His procedurals are organized conceptually around clues and codes; the common denominator between the murderers and murderesses of Se7en, Zodiac, and Gone Girl is a tendency to mediate their messages through cryptic communiques. In Panic Room, a mother and daughter holed up in the midst of a home invasion try to get the attention of their neighbor by improvising a morse code signal with a flashlight; in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, a gone girl sends a family member pressed flowers annually on her birthday, a gesture meant to comfort him in her absence but which has the effect of nearly driving the old man mad.
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This playfulness finds its most menacing and unsettling expression in Zodiac, which centers on a pair of characters mutually addicted to and adept at mind games: movie buff Robert Graysmith, who “likes puzzles,” and the Zodiac-with-a-Z, who likes making them. But it’s also present in the pranks of the Space Monkeys in Fight Club, singing a Nirvana-style smiley face ten stories high into the facade of an office building, or the pungent whiff of teen spirit wafting off of The Social Network, whose accidental billionaires exploit a hot-or-not video game algorithm to hook users throughout Harvard’s student body. The Kaelian hypothesis of Mank is that Mankewicz intended the script for Citizen Kane as a between-the-lines attack on William Randolph Hearst, but in Fincher’s strategically fictionalized retelling of the myth, the rules of the game get twisted; Mank’s sense of melancholy—and uncommonly direct political valence—emanates from its namesake watching helplessly as an offhand remark about cinema’s powers of suggestion inspires his bosses to subsidize a series of newsreels dismantling the progressive California gubernatorial candidacy of Upton Sinclair. Here, the suspended disbelief that Arliss Howard’s Louis B. Mayer cynically refers to as the “magic of the movies” mutates into Fake News, and a truth-teller unwittingly enables the creation of Propaganda Films.

It is in the dilemma of a man who prides himself as being sand rather than oil in the gears of the Hollywood moloch recognizing his own culpability as a cog where Mank begins to make sense both as drama and as a fragmented self-portrait of the artist, with Fincher caught somewhere between Welles and Mankewicz and, in a way, sympathetic to both. The rigidly regimented attitude towards the division of creative labor that has led the director to rule out the possibility of ever writing his own scripts—insisting in interviews that he’s too busy doing his job to attempt anybody else’s—is, paradoxically, at the heart of what some saw as Mank’s vexing veneration of a behind-the-scenes scribe at the expense of a multi-hyphenate. Hence the claims by Fincher’s champions that his is a throwback, genuinely old-school auteurism, closer in spirit and execution to Hitchcock—who always sent out for his screenplays, and who imposed his personality and obsessions through the sheer force and singularity of his technique—than to Welles, or even generational peers like Paul Thomas Anderson or Quentin Tarantino, who inhabit the more protean writer-director mold and are perhaps easier to advocate for as a result. That, and they tend to lead with an eccentric, ecumenical cinephilia miles broader than Fincher’s valorization of the New Hollywood: Asked to list his favourite movies of all time, Fincher produced a list with no films earlier than Citizen Kane and none later than The Terminator (1984), and with ’70s touchstones like All The President’s Men (1975), Chinatown (1974), and Taxi Driver (1976) crowded near the top.

Laurence Knapp has written that Jack Fincher’s advice to David on the eve of entering the film business was “learn your craft—it will never stop you from being a genius.” By selecting, personalizing, and (depending on one’s mileage) elevating either original or literary adaptations, Fincher cuts a Langian figure of craftsman-as-genius—or, to paraphrase Thomas Schatz, of a genius in but not necessarily of the system. For detractors, it is this same comfortable, prolific ensconcement in Hollywood—and lately Silicon Valley, as exemplified by the exclusive deal with Netflix that subsidized House of Cards and Mindhunter as well as Mank—that renders suspect Fincher’s verdict on Welles’ lack of “discipline” and gives the lie to his own multinational, vertically integrated output, especially when his “uncompromising” attitude is measured against genuinely Wellesian rebelliousness. Fight Club is probably Fincher’s most contentious movie and, apart from Alien 3, the one that caused its financiers the most grief; it imagines and even celebrates the collapse of the global financial order. But its subversion—like its sadism—is saleable; all those dorm rooms plastered with the smirking images of Brad Pitt and Edward Norton as movie-star Che Guevaras had to be paid for, after all.

“Fincher is I suppose what you would call an anti-authoritarian filmmaker, with certain conspiracy-minded tendencies, [and] I wonder if he ever wonders why these positions have cost him so little, personally and professionally,” writes Nick Pinkerton, who on several occasions has taken it upon himself to be a Witness for the Prosecution against the idea of Fincher as the new Otto Preminger—a half-step down from Lang, but more prestigious than being the new Alan J. Pakula. These uncharitable sentiments are echoed by Kelly Dong, who measured the gap between Welles and Fincher in her scathing review of Mank by sarcastically noting that “in each trailer [for the film], the word “Netflix” appears above a parodied replica of RKO’s radio tower logo.” In Cinema Scope, Andrew Tracy picks up Dong’s rhetorical thread and jabs it where it hurts most: Directly through Fincher’s Impossible Eye. “[Mank’s] fetishism,” Tracy writes, “is bereft of the intense focus and attention to detail that real fetishism feeds off of . . . the film’s aesthetic texture not only makes a distorted claim about how movies looked Back Then, but also enrols Kane itself into this distortion.”
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Distortion is a loaded word, but the fact of Mank’s digital production and alignment with a global streaming giant—and Fincher’s own revealing, putatively sarcastic appraisal in the New York Times of his work for Netflix as “medium-priced challenging content”—fits the profile of the director as anodyne usurper against a venerable photochemical tradition—in other words, as a faker.

Where the even-more-vertically integrated Christopher Nolan and the more plausibly Wellesian PTA—who, getting ahead of the anti-Fincher curve, wished testicular cancer on the director in response to Fight Club’s survivor-group satire—advocate for the artistry and ontology of the analogue image (and as a result probably won’t ever end up working for Netflix), Fincher has embraced digital on both a practical and ideological level, and also as a fetchingly retro disguise. As A. S. Hamrah writes, “[Fincher] insists that digital technology has special powers that allow him to praise film without using it. Since permanently making the switch away from celluloid, Fincher has alternated between a gleaming immediacy and the retro, fauxcellulois fetishism of Zodiac, The Curious Case of Benjamin Button (2008), and Mank.

In the same way that his movies tingle with a feeling of convergence—of gliding towards some serenely sinister vanishing point—Fincher’s beta-test process keeps pushing irrevocably forward. He has adopted and refined a state-of-the-art approach somewhere between reinventing the wheel and optimizing its rotation. With this in mind, the tenderest of Fincher’s onscreen surrogates is the mournful watchmaker M. Gateaux in The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, a craftsman-genius bound and determined to reverse time’s flow and resurrect the past through the novel application of technology; through this lens, Fincher’s most atypical feature is transformed, warmly, into an allegory of itself.

Befitting his affinity for Kubrick—himself the owner of an impossible eye, and who thought nothing of soliciting NASA for deep-space lenses to capture candlelight dinners in Barry Lyndon (1975) and pioneered the use of the Steadicam for The Shining (1980)—Fincher swears by the process of shot stabilization, which provides him and his cinematographers a buffer of excess visual information that allows them, as per the New York Times, to “correct the slightest trembles, lurches and late starts in any given frame.” In “David Fincher’s Impossible Eye,” Weiner finds Fincher guilty on charges of perfectionism and calls as a character witness Steven Soderbergh, himself an avowed gearhead who marvels at his contemporary’s human-viewfinder acuity (“Oh my God, to see like that? All the time? Everywhere?”) as well as Brad Pitt, who duly reminisces about “doing a shot, and there would be the slightest imperceptible wiggle from the camera and you could see Finch literally tense up—like, it physically hurts him.”

Mitigating such pains (the better to inflict them on others) is at the core of Fincher’s project, including the integration of subtle-to-invisible computer generated imagery at every level of his mise-en-scène. The director began his career as a matte illustrator and camera operator for George Lucas’s Industrial Light and Magic, and was obliged for his debut to use an animatronic monster as a major character. Alien 3’s creature is a vivid creation—faster and more agile than its antecedents, despite the hobbled, funereal pace of the movie around it—yet it’s telling that in the thirty years since Fincher has moved steadily away from such explicitly fantastical imagery (although he was at different points attached to Spider-Man and a remake of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea). Like Robert Zemeckis, whose Forrest Gump (1994) is like an evil older twin to The Curious Case of Benjamin Button—and which was, before Mank, our director’s clearest stab at Oscar glory—Fincher is a problem solver, but he doesn’t flaunt or immerse in artificiality. Instead, he employs CGI to either subtly augment or convincingly re-create everyday reality—as in the period backdrops of Zodiac, The Curious Case of Benjamin Button, and Mank—or else to create a reality that feels enchanted around the edges, as with Brad Pitt’s synthetic Benjamin or the villainous, mirror-image Winklevosses in The Social Network, heroes and villains straddling both sides of the uncanny valley. Where Alfred Hitchcock notoriously used Hershey’s chocolate syrup for Psycho’s shower sequence, the crime-scene splatter patterns and arterial spray in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo and Gone Girl are entirely CGI—as good a metaphor as any for how these later paperback adaptations can somehow feel prurient and bloodless at the same time, like pulp pureed in a high-end blender.

7. THE MAN BEHIND THE CURTAIN

Fincher’s ILM heritage as, in his words, a “special effects lettuce picker,” places his career suggestively in the shadow of Star Wars (1977). George Lucas’s movie marks the dividing line between the New Hollywood and the New New Hollywood—between geniuses flowering in the system and being either weeded out or humbled by corporate John Does for sins of idiosyncratic excess. These film-historical tensions are enfolded into Fincher’s biography, with its two-best known bits of trivia: That the director, who was born in Denver, Colorado, in 1962, grew up living down the street from Lucas in San Anselmo, California (the same idyllic suburban stretch prowled in the early ’70s by the Zodiac), and that he was inspired to make movies by a behind-the-scenes documentary about the production of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969)—an endearingly deconstructive variation on directorial origin myths about wide-eyed kids mesmerized by the “magic of the movies.” David Lynch, as we all know, grew up obsessed with The Wizard of Oz (1939); even at the age of eight, Fincher was paying attention to the men behind the curtain. “It never occurred to me that movies didn’t take place in real time,” he told the Canadian website Art of the Title in 2012. “I knew that they were fake, I knew that the people were acting, but it had never occurred to me that it could take, good God, four months to make a movie.”

Forty years later, Fincher’s own exhaustive methodology has been chronicled in numerous behind-the-scenes featurettes and documentaries, as well as a set of director commentaries as candid, informative and hilarious as any ever recorded. If it’s possible to be imperiously personable, that’s how Fincher presents himself in making-of materials, which is in truth preferable to the lofty proclamations or evasions of filmmakers more eager to spend their tracks talking about themes. Whether narrating alone or in a group—the Fight Club commentary with the director, Pitt and Norton functioning almost as well as a boys-club one-liner generator as the movie it’s attached to—Fincher is funny, candid and unapologetic. “Carrie Coon learned the hard way that the last thing you want to do in one of my movies is eat . . . she probably sucked down at least five-and-a-half pounds of french fries,” says Fincher on the commentary for Gone Girl, painting the actress as a victim of his need to shoot even the most basic set-ups over and over again; his anecdote about doing an end run around the Writer’s Guild of America on The Game by inserting three minor characters in the film named “Detective Andrews,” “Detective Kevin,” and “Detective Walker” to honour the (uncredited) punch-up by his friend Andrew Kevin Walker recasts the taskmaster as a prankster.

Because he’s spoken so frequently on the record about how he makes movies and why—piling on takes not to demoralize or denigrate actors but to create the conditions for spontaneous variations of performance and more editing-room options—Fincher doesn’t come off as much of an enigma. If L’affaire Mank indicates anything, it’s that he’s become increasingly unfiltered over the years, although an Indiewire story in February of 2021 that the director had denied Marc Maron permission to release their two-and-a-half-hour episode of the comedian’s podcast WTF with Marc Maron (a freewheeling chat show whose slovenly lack of structure is the source of its appeal) is surely destined for the Fincher Files, along with the leaked 2014 email from producer Scott Rudin to Angelina Jolie and Amy Pascal comparing him (jokingly, but still) to Adolf Hitler, and Robert Downey Jr’s jibe that he “was a perfect person to work for [Fincher],” because “I understand gulags.” Honorable mention goes to Jodie Foster recalling the making of Panic Room: “It would be take eighty-five, I’d be standing behind him and he’d say, ‘which one is better?’ and I’d say ‘honestly, you’re a very sick man, there is nothing different between those last three takes.’”
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Claims that Fincher is press shy are contradicted by the existence of Knapp’s invaluable interview anthology, which only goes up to 2011 and would be twice as long if it compiled all the profiles and features that have proliferated in the decade since. The description refers more accurately to the director’s private life, which while hardly mysterious, is rarely a topic of conversation and bereft of Wellesian extra-curriculars (although in 2020, the Canadian music video critic Sydney Urbanek went semi-viral on Twitter for a Substack essay speculating on Fincher’s personal relationship with Madonna in the early ’90s). In 1996, Fincher married producer Ceán Chaffin, a Los Angeles native whose credits include every one of her husband’s movies since The Game, and is the closest (though not quite-longest serving) in a group of constant collaborators whose steadfast loyalty and dedication complicate the image of the director as tyrant. The corollary to Fincher’s motto that “the other way is wrong” is that he’s always willing to argue his position; in several of the interviews that follow in this book, one recurring scenario is the director ceding on set or in the editing room to somebody with a better idea and the temerity to fight for it. While Fincher is undoubtedly fixated on power, he is equally driven by responsibility, both towards the movies themselves and the very auteurist fallacy he rails against with clockwork regularity. “My name’s going to be on [a movie]” he told Esquire in 2007. “It’s a different thing when your name is on it, when you have to wear it for the rest of your life, when it’s on a DVD and it’s hung around your neck. . . . It’s your albatross.”

8. THE RULES OF THE GAME

This book organizes David Fincher’s feature films together into five major sections, punctuated by interviews with a number of important technical collaborators and bookended by a consideration of his music videos and commercials and an extended postscript about Mank, which was nominated for ten Academy Awards and won two. Although it’s meant as a detailed critical overview of Fincher’s work to date, this book also has a number of omissions, foremost among them House of Cards. The series deserves a place in Fincher’s oeuvre as his first foray into streaming—and also the larger history of “Prestige TV” as one of the original “Netflix Originals”—but the extent of his work didn’t ultimately provide enough inspiration (or enough material) to warrant its own chapter. The show’s evocation of Clinton-era Washington rot—exemplified by Kevin Spacey’s sneeringly Shakespearean White House fixer Frank Underwood, a complicitous manipulator dishing sotto voice asides to the camera—feels closer to the work of Fincher’s Social Network writer Araon Sorkin than any of Fincher’s own features; his direction of the first two episodes is slick and effective without evincing the same interest or commitment as the pilot for Mindhunter, for which he helmed another nine episodes and served as a runner during its superlative second season.

As mentioned above, Mindhunter exists as a complement-slash-extension of Se7en and Zodiac, both in its law-enforcement milieu (more realistically sketched than in Se7en’s) and dramatic focus on the moments where professional curiosity mutates inscrutably into personal obsession (the transformation that gives Zodiac its heart of darkness). The multifaceted relationship between Fincher’s procedurals for film and TV is the subject of Chapter One, “Crime Scenes.” Chapter Two, “Maximum Security,” examines images and themes of incarceration and surveillance in Alien 3 and Panic Room, leveraging their shared status as genre films—a sci-fi sequel and a home invasion thriller—against the backstories of their similarly troubled productions. In both films, there is a feeling of a director trying to find his way into—and out of—the material, with varying degrees of success and freedom.

Chapter Three, “Reality Bites,” contrasts two consecutive movies from Fincher’s ’90s period awash in sensations of paranoia and helplessness, whether as the result of an externally orchestrated conspiracy or an extended schizophrenic episode. Each film can be also seen as an allegory of Fincher’s filmmaking process, and way cinema creates and sustain alternate realities; the “experiential book of the month club” peddled by Consumer Recreation Services in The Game and the X-rated “reel changes” spliced into family matinees by Tyler Durden in Fight Club kid and critique ideas of creativity and consumption.
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Chapter Four, “Uncanny Valleys,” covers the first two Fincher films deliberately positioned by their distributors (and their director) as awards-season competitors: The Curious Case of Benjamin Button and The Social Network. These prestige pictures also intersect in their use of sophisticated digital special effects and underlying literary textures, one a Fitzgeraldian tale of the Jazz Age finessed into a meditation on time and mortality, the other a twenty-first st century status update about the mores and manners of a similarly aristocratic class clicking anxiously into the void.

Inevitably, Chapter Five, “His and Hers,” pairs The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo and Gone Girl, dual bad romances and paperback adaptations that also serve as commentaries on cultures of omnipresent misogyny in America and abroad. Eyes down, guard up and fingers perpetually poised at her keyboard, the pierced and battered Lisbeth Salander holds her own in a world of Men Who Hate Women; her late excursion into glamorous, blondes-have-more-fun cosplay anticipates the reverse masquerade of “Amazing” Amy Dunne, an urban(e) overachiever who tries to slum it on the run as a country girl and gets taken by a pair of locals with nothing to hide before reasserting her mastery of image management for the unblinking (and uncomprehending) gaze of the TV Eye.

The question of what to do with Mank is trickier. It’s impossible to take the long view on what is at the time of writing a brand new movie whose discourse is still forming (and which, on the eve of our going to press, won two Academy Awards for Best Production Design and Best Cinematography). It’s also clear that for all its ambivalence about “the magic of the movies”—explicated as late-capitalist sleight-of-hand in which “what [the moviegoer] bought belongs to the man who sold it”—it’s a film imbued as much by sentiment as cynicism (as thickly interlaced as art and commerce), and while by no means an endpoint in Fincher’s story (his next project, the assassination-themed drama The Killer, has already been announced), it does serve as a reasonable late-career prompt to begin considering his legacy.

With its focus on life and art—and the crisscrossing ways they imitate each other—Mank is very much a movie about legacies: Those of Mankiewicz and Welles, certainly, but also Jack Fincher, who prophesied the ratio of craftsmanship and genius that has come to define his son’s directorial legend, and instilled the (frankly Wellesian) fascination for games that plays out in so many of his films. “At one point in his life, [Jack] wanted to create a board game,” Fincher told Little Whites Lies in 2020. “He disappeared down a well for about a month trying to make this card game work. And then, at one point, someone showed him a magic trick that he became obsessed with, and he worked his way all around it, trying to figure out how this thing was done.”

For those of us consistently fascinated by his films, figuring out how David Fincher does the things he does—which is to say the hard way, or the way where the other way is always wrong—is actually the easy part: The evidence is out there, on the record and ready to be put in neat little piles and trotted out on the occasion of each new movie. What’s more difficult—and maddening, and addictive, and exhilarating—is trying to make the case for what it all means, if anything; in trying to reconcile how a director so drawn to disruption exudes such smoothness; whether it’s possible to truly rage against the machine while working inside it; how an adman transitions into an artist (or if he ever really transforms at all); and how movies that feel so airtight can also be so spacious, whether plunging us into hidden depths like Michael Douglas toppling towards his destiny at the end of The Game, or else unwinding as labyrinths where the monster in the middle of the maze waits patiently to meet our gaze.

Fincher has called Zodiac “a movie about a cartoonist and a murderer who never got caught.” At its climax, Robert Graysmith locks eyes with a man who may or not be the most dangerous animal of all, and the way Fincher directs the scene, he can’t be sure of what he sees, and neither can we. It’s there, in the space between focus and understanding—between metaphysical mystery and high-definition clarity, between control and its limits—that David Fincher invites us to play mind games.
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HARD-SELL: MUSIC VIDEOS AND COMMERCIALS

“It’s a celebration of cop-out,” wrote Pauline Kael of 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). Where the final shot of Stanley Kubrick’s film seemed intelligently designed by its maker as a Rorschach Test—equally legible as an emblem of alien intervention, thermonuclear detente or a secularized Christ—Kael saw its floating Starchild as the mascot for a nihilistic sales pitch. “There’s an intelligence out there in space controlling your destiny from ape to angel, so just follow the slab. Drop up.”

This diss comes near the end of Kael’s 1969 essay “Trash, Art and the Movies,” which limns the pernicious influence of hard-sell advertising techniques on cinema in a transformational decade. “Movies,” Kael said, “are now often made in terms of what television viewers have learned to settle for [. . .] the ‘visuals’ of TV commercials are a disguise for static material, expressive of nothing so much as the need to keep you from getting bored and leaving.”

For Kael, patient zero in this contagion was the British director Richard Lester, a formalist with a faster, zippier style than Kubrick (as showcased in the same year’s kaleidoscopic Petulia, shot by Nicolas Roeg) and who proved easier to imitate as well. A few years earlier, Lester had been handpicked by the Beatles to direct A Hard Day’s Night (1964); the group was attracted to the spontaneous, black-out sketch irreverence of Lester’s television commercials and short films. The genius of a Hard Day’s Night lay in the way it revealed its seams as a promotional showcase—a nifty trick that Kael felt was fated to backfire. “The Beatles,” she wrote, “were thought to be anti-Establishment, but with astonishing speed, the advertising establishment has incorporated rebellion [. . .] anarchism becomes just another teenage fad, another pitch.”

In time, A Hard Day’s Night and the movies made in its wake—the Dave Clark Five’s Catch Us If You Can (1965); Gerry and the Pacemakers’s Ferry Cross the Mersey (1965); the Monkees’ Head (1968)—would come to be acknowledged as direct progenitors of MTV. (Lester once reputedly received a vellum scroll citing him as the “father” of music videos; he responded with Lennonesque drollery by asking for a paternity test.) On August 1, 1981, MTV launched its network in the US with a video by by a band basing their name on the Beatles and their glam aesthetic on “Starman”-era David Bowie: the Buggles’ “Video Killed the Radio Star,” is staged by director Russell Mulcahy as an oblique, playful exploration of the song’s paradigm-shifting subtext. A young girl listening to the radio is transported suddenly into a silvery, jump-suited future, a one-way ticket to ride: “We can’t rewind, we’ve gone too far.”

MTV cofounder Bob Pittman described Mulcahy’s video as an “aspirational statement,” although what it aspired to—and augured for both the format and realms of commerce and culture beyond it—was more complicated. The new channel’s motto, “I Want My MTV,” spoke a dialect of radical subjectivity and also conspicuous, addictive consumption requiring a steadily digestible stream of product. What was at stake now for pop musicians (and their managers, publicists and record labels) was adaptation and innovation in a medium that would swiftly weed out weaklings while helping others to thrive. If the correlation between image-making and album sales was not absolute, the chart dominance of music-video adepts like Prince, Cyndi Lauper and Michael Jackson—whose “Billie Jean” offered a sinister update of A Hard Day’s Night—hinted that whichever radio stars video didn’t kill, it could only make stronger.

One secondary byproduct of MTV’s launch was its role in propagating “the second British invasion,” with English New Wave acts like the Buggles, Def Leppard, Adam Ant, and Eurythmics using witty and ingenious videos to shore up their American popularity. “A revolution in sound and style—lying somewhere between artful ingenuity and pure pop fun—has taken root in this country over the past year and a half,” wrote Park Puterbargh in Rolling Stone in 1984. “Much like the first great explosion of pop culture upon mass consciousness, which commenced with the Beatles’ arrival in America in February 1964, the primary impetus for all this has been emanating from the far side of the Atlantic.”

But there was also a third, parallel British invasion, as movies by UK filmmakers like Adrian Lyne, Alan Parker, Hugh Hudson and Ridley and Tony Scott—all, like Lester, ad-world adepts with their sharp eyes trained on Hollywood—channelled some of the same anxieties once flagged by Kael. Not only was Lyne’s Flashdance (1983) edited to the same swift rhythms as the pop promos airing around the clock on MTV, its musical numbers were actually staged as self-contained vignettes that could be excerpted by the network for heavy rotation. In Body Double (1984), Brian De Palma mocked this development by having his hapless hero stumble into the shoot for a Frankie Goes to Hollywood video; one reason that the director could absorb that film’s commercial flop was the cash he pocketed the same year shooting Bruce Springsteen’s “Dancing in the Dark.” Such moonlight was a sign that the MTV-Hollywood relationship was a two-way street—not just a training ground for newcomers like live drama and advertising had been in the 1950s and ’60s, but a means for veterans to support themselves in a turbulent industry (a condition replicated in the present tense by the auteur exodus towards Netflix).
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1. “Smoking Fetus” (1984)
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2. Rick Springfield, “Dance This World Away” (1985)
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3. Paula Abdul, “It’s Just the Way That You Love Me” (1988)
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4. Sting, “An Englishman in New York” (1989)
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5. Rolling Stones, “Love is Strong” (1994)
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6. Steve Winwood, “Roll With It” (1988)
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7. Paula Abdul, “Straight Up” (1988)
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8. Madonna, “Vogue” (1990)
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9. Paula Abdul, “Cold Hearted” (1988)
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10. George Michael, “Freedom! ’90” (1990)
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11. Aerosmith, “Janie’s Got a Gun” (1989)
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12. Madonna “Oh Father” (1990)




 


[image: Images]
13. Levi’s, “Rivet” (1982)
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14. Justin Timberlake, “Suit and Tie” (2013)
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15. Gap, “Dress Normal” (2014)
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16. Rick Springfield, “Bop ’Til You Drop” (1984)




In the early 1980s, movies—be they trash, art, or whatever else—were becoming invaded by music-video aesthetics (a trend allegorized by Paul Thomas Anderson in Boogie Nights [1997] which uses shot-on-celluloid porn as a corollary to a fading New Hollywood). As prophesied by Kael, cinema was being increasingly instrumentalized as a tool for ancillary promotion, with prevalent production placement and a proliferation of non-human characters who could be easily reproduced for merchandising purposes.

It was into this fraught ecosystem that the twenty-three-year-old David Fincher broke with Industrial Light and Magic to make his first commercial: A thirty second PSA commissioned for $7000 by the American Cancer Society called “Smoking Fetus.”1 It remains the primal scene of his work: Creepy, funny, visionary, and above all subversive; in the space of just thirty seconds, the spot weaponizes special effects, product placement and even postmodernism itself, settling on the eerie, perversely hilarious image of a baby smoking a cigarette in utero. It’s a tableaux modelled visually on the last shot of 2001, here connoting the dangers for women of smoking while pregnant. In his 1979 ad for Chanel No. 5, Ridley Scott, the most successful of the British invaders, had invited viewers to “share the fantasy”; working with a fraction of the budget, Fincher proved determined to shock his audience into awareness. In the parlance of the high-concept, hard-sell mid-80s, the message of “Smoking Fetus” amounted, basically, to “Just Don’t Do It.”

“I didn’t want to be the guy who’s loading the magazines for the guy who was shooting the scene for the guy who had the whole thing in his head,” said Fincher of his exodus from ILM. “I wanted to be the guy who had the whole thing in his head.” The bad-seed imagery of “Smoking Fetus,” which was whipped up by the director and a group of fellow technicians on off-hours from their studio gigs, served nicely as a calling-card for Fincher’s own prodigal-punk posture. By being deemed “too graphic for broadcast” on several networks, it marked its director as an enfant terrible: a new style Starchild. (In this analogy, the similarly up-and-coming Michael Bay, waiting his turn in line after Tony Scott to man the Jerry Bruckheimer-Don Simpson action movie assembly line, was the Antichrist.)

After moving to Los Angeles, Fincher was contacted by a number of music video producers and performers seeking edgy treatments, including the Australian rocker Rick Springfield, who liked the director’s idea to make a Star Wars–style video for his single “Bop ’Til You Drop.”16 The clip, which premiered on MTV in 1984, casts Springfield as a lanky savior figure in a post-apocalyptic landscape presided over by a monster whose skeletal, tech-noir physiognomy evokes H.R. Geiger. The storyline of an enslaved population rising up and out of chains, meanwhile, was straight out of Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927), albeit with production design closer to Mad Max (1979) and The Road Warrior (1981).

The debt that “Bop ’Til You Drop” owes to Alien (1979) is obvious enough, and “Smoking Fetus,” with its merciless uterine anxiety, owes one too. It’s through comparison to Scott’s contemporaneous “1984” Super Bowl commercial for Apple, however, that Fincher’s mix of invention and irreverence comes into focus. Commissioned in the wake of Blade Runner (1982)—Scott’s third consecutive foray into Kubrickian cosplay after The Duellists (1977) and Alien—the Orwellian allusions of “1984” were hyped as a landmark in the intersection of “cinematic” aesthetics and commercial short-form, but the ad’s core (and unexamined) irony lay in its attempt to portray a nascent tech giant as a populist underdog, with the Macintosh reconfigured as a slingshot in the unblinking eye of IBM’s Goliath. “Bop ’Til You Drop” also peddles a science-fictional image of rebellion, albeit one closer to a genuinely Lucasian B-movie, with Springfield liberating a colony of pale-faced worker drones through the sheer, insurrectionist power of slick, synthesized dance pop. (It’s a good song, though it’s no “Jessie’s Girl” as Boogie Nights can attest). The difference lies in Fincher’s recognition of his sci-fi mash-up’s inherent ridiculousness, which kids processes of pop-cultural mythification without stripping them of their potency (a quality linking him to Roger Corman’s stable of trash-artisans-turned-easy riders.)
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17. Madonna, “Express Yourself” (1989)




What’s immediately apparent in “Bop ’Til You Drop” and “Dance This World Away”2—another Springfield clip incorporating a surreal “Mr. Rogers” motif—is Fincher’s instinct to metamorphize pop stars into larger-than-life icons—an idea literalized ten years later in his clip for the Rolling Stones’ “Love is Strong”5 (1994). That video would give Mick, Keith et al. their due as ninety-foot-tall Godzillas stomping through the downtown core while also insinuating that the former sixties bad boys had matured into dinosaurs: Mythification and mockery in one flashy package.

The progression from Rick Springfield to the Rolling Stones—from Top 40 to the rock-star pantheon—structures the first phase of Fincher’s career as a music video specialist, a run culminating in the making, release and aftermath of Alien 3 (certain sequences of which clearly had their roots in “Bop ’Til You Drop”) and punctuated in the middle with the formation of Propaganda Films in 1986. For those worried that commercials were going to destroy the movies, Propaganda identified itself as an incursions home base; Adweek’s Richard Linnett described the company and its “provocative, socialist-constructivist logo” as new-style disruptors, “giving the bird to the Cold War mindset.” He might have added that middle finger was attached to an outstretched hand. Most of the directors hired on at Propaganda ended up moving into features; in Fincher, who was one of the group’s first recruits (and credited along with Greg Gold, Steve Golin and Joni Sighvatsson in 1987 as a co-founder) the group had hit upon a viable prototype. Fincher had put in time in the studio trenches and possessed an uncommon technical fluency to go with his behind-the-scenes experience; more importantly, he was uninterested in working outside the system like the Spikes-Mikes-Slackers-and-Dykes chronicled in John Pierson’s indie-cinema bildungsroman. His impetus was different, and in the spirit of “Smoking Fetus” body-horror imagery, perhaps more Cronenbergian: He came from within.

In a 2010 interview for the Believer with fellow director Mark Romanek—who got his start at Propaganda’s subsidiary division Satellite in the early 1990s—Fincher described what he saw as the similarities between the start-up operation depicted in The Social Network and the early days of Propaganda, particularly in terms of wanting to succeed on the industry’s terms while also resetting them:

“You can understand how these people, these creative, hardworking dreamers, all come under one roof and try to change the way people think. I certainly saw your work as emblematic of a generation of filmmakers that was trying to say, hey, music videos don’t have to be the redheaded stepchild of television commercials or films. They can be their own thing. If there had been a mission statement for Propaganda at that time, not to equate those two things, but it was the notion of all these kids in jeans with their laptops and their backpacks and their scooters, all coming to work at this place to tear a new asshole in this paradigm.”

In The Sundance Kids: How the Mavericks Took Back Hollywood, James Mottram describes Propaganda’s upstart vibe as “part Bauhaus, part frat house,” and quotes Fincher’s crack about the company functioning as a factory for potential clients: “You don’t know what the fuck goes on there, but you put your money in one end and your cassette goes out the other.” If anything, Fincher’s description of this highly transactional exchange evokes a jukebox, and in his first few years at Propaganda the director shuffled indiscriminately through acts in different musical genres: UK and Canadian imports like the Outfield, Johnny Hates Jazz and Loverboy; American pop stars like Eddie Money, Patty Smyth, and Jody Watley. The recurring images, techniques and ideas in these early clips—high-contrast black and white photography (sometimes streaked or interspersed with hard, primary colors); sculptural lighting; forced perspectives; gliding camerawork; industrial backdrops; a self-reflexive focus on construction and assembly—evince a mix of control, adaptability and expressiveness, but not necessarily a distinctive artistic personality: In all cases, the musicians are front-and-center.

In 1988, Fincher worked with his first true superstars: Sting—filmed walking thoughtfully through a high-contrast Manhattan in the rather literal clip for “An Englishman in New York”;4 Steve Winwood—featured in a beer-soaked, sepia-tinged barroom performance for “Roll With It”6—and Paula Abdul, whose “It’s Just the Way You Love Me”3 plays smartly with the idea of commodification. The song is built around Abdul’s claim to her lover that she’s “not impressed with [his] material things,” a shameless paraphrase of Madonna’s earlier hit “Material Girl”; the video opens with a close-up of a CD slipping into a stereo and headphones being plugged into a jack, flashes of high-end, electronic product, echoing Fincher’s Propaganda-as-pipeline analogy and also eroticizing the exchange between performer and consumer.

What Abdul’s lively, athletic persona brought out in Fincher was admiration for her physical precision; to watch “It’s Just The Way You Love Me” is to see a star and a director moving in sync. “I have no idea whether David Fincher thinks Paul Abdul can sing,” wrote the Ringer’s Chris Ryan in 2020, “but I guarantee you he thinks she’s an incredible choreographer and dancer . . . in this period of time he’s fascinated with the human body and how it moves, and I think so is she.”

Choreography dominates Fincher’s videos for Abdul’s 1988 album Forever Your Girl, which exalt the singer’s physicality in different ways: the up-tempo calistenthics of “Straight Up”7, which bisects the screen into black and white zones with Abdul moving freely between them, as if balancing the mise-en-scène with her body; the gentle mentorship narrative of “Forever Your Girl,” which shows her modelling dance moves for a set of wholesome pre-teen apprentices (and anticipates her later maternal persona on American Idol); and, most enjoyably of all, the uninhibited vamping of “Cold Hearted,”9 which expands from a jokey Flashdance parody (an audition at a prestigious dance academy) into a lubricious ensemble number with Abdul surrounded by writhing, gyrating hard-bodied male dancers—a configuration that Fincher repeated to more spectacular effect in the 1989 Madonna video “Express Yourself.”17

In Mary Lambert’s 1984 video for “Material Girl,” Madonna flawlessly evoked the Marilyn Monroe of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1954) while flipping the Beatles’ insistence that “money can’t buy me love” into an anthem of Me Decade acquisitiveness. Actually, she chirped, yes it can, and thank you for offering. The key to Madonna’s MTV success circa “Material Girl” was a mutability that didn’t cancel out her personality but came to stand in for it; like David Bowie, Madonna was a shape-shifter, always different yet always herself. And, like Bowie—and the Beatles, Elvis, Prince, and even Rick Springfield in the forgotten Hard to Hold (1984)—she’d tried to transfer these chameleonic qualities to cinema, first in offbeat independent films like Desperately Seeking Susan (1984) and later as a full-fledged movie star in Dick Tracy (1990), which gave her a chance to play a femme fatale opposite a straight-arrow (and boring) Warren Beatty.

In 2020, the Toronto-based critic Sydney Urbanek’s resurrected a 1993 interview Madonna did for the French television program Le Journal du Cinéma in which the singer expressed her affinity for the Austrian director Josef von Sternberg, and implied that Fincher had been the von Sternberg to her Dietrich on a quartet of videos that—more than any of his previous clips—made their director seriously famous and prompted speculation about the pair’s personal relationship. (A Vanity Fair article published in 1991 seemed to confirm that they had been an item during some of their working relationship.) “We work on everything together, and we probably will do a movie someday,” Madonna told Isabelle Giordano. “But I feel like the relationship I have with him is the one that she had with him, that Marlene had with von Sternberg . . . it’s just almost like a silent language. It’s with eyes, you know, when you know someone so well. And it also has to do with love. I think the director kind of has to be in love with the actress, and only want the best for her.”

The Dietrich connection is made explicit in “Express Yourself,” which at one point finds Madonna styled like the actress in von Sternberg’s 1932 film Blonde Venus,
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