
The Chemical Brothers: Elektrobank (Spike Jonze 1997) and 
Star Guitar (Michel Gondry 2001) 

Once you feel you’ve got the trust in the director, then it’s their thing and they 

make the video. (The Chemical Brothers – Tom Rowlands and Ed Simons) 

For some types of music, particularly electronic dance, there is almost a sub-genre of 

videos in which the artist either does not appear at all or merely makes a token cameo 

appearance. Specialists in this are the directors Spike Jonze and Michel Gondry who 

have both taken music promos in new directions, effectively finding a mass audience 

for experimental filmmaking. Though both directors have made plenty of videos 

featuring the artist as central performer, their willingness to push the boundaries of the 

conventions of music video has led to some interesting work. 

In Electrobank, Jonze used the idea of the Svengali coach training a young gymnast, based on 

his reading about Soviet coaches of young girls preparing for the Olympic Games. His (then) 

girlfriend, Sofia Coppola, appeared as the main character – a high school competitor – and had 

to learn gymnastics, dance and ribbonwork for the part. Jonze created a back-story for her and 

the other characters, where she chooses this music for her routine (counterpointed by the 

classical music which plays as she arrives in the hall). This short film represents a melodrama in 

which the young gymnast battles against a leg injury with the encouragement of both her coach 

and her family to narrowly win at the end. It is a simple story, told visually, mainly through 

exchanges of looks between characters and through the routine she performs, but what makes 

it memorable is the context – this is a music video.  

At the start, she is preparing in the changing room; as she arrives in the hall, handheld 

camerawork suggests her point of view. We see the coach advising her, but she appears more 

intent on looking at her opponent, whose routine is just over. The camera set-ups and 

movements simulate the style of TV gymnastics coverage, although there are several cutaways 

to reaction shots of her opponent and of the judges.  

The video uses devices such as slow motion and a moving camera to track the girl’s movement. 

Camerawork emphasises the physicality of the movement which echoes the music. The arrival 

of the girl’s mother halfway through is accompanied by a return to POV shots and slow motion 

and also adds to the melodrama of the story. Her triumph follows largely in slow motion, with the 

final shot a freeze frame of her in her coach’s arms. The camera pulls out to reveal it as a black-

and-white framed photograph in a trophy cabinet.  

Just below this photograph is another framed photograph – of the band as basketball 

champions, their heads superimposed on to the bodies of the players. This cameo appearance 
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(which they described as a ‘barmy idea’) reflects the Chemical Brothers’ determination that their 

image should not appear in their videos. However, in a sense, their very absence creates just as 

much of an image, by adding an air of mystery, artistic credibility and even ‘cool’ (as it does for 

Fat Boy Slim or Daft Punk – two other artists for whom Jonze has made videos).  

Jonze’s idea for Electrobank was inspired by the music itself. It appealed to the band because 

the visual imagery was so different from what they had imagined. It is largely based upon the 

camera’s treatment of character and narrative, using the music as the motivator for the 

character’s routine. In contrast, in Star Guitar the key element is the editing and post-production, 

which creates a different kind of film, more akin to abstract work. In it, we experience a journey 

as seen from a train window, where every passing element in the landscape is positioned 

exactly in synchronisation with the music.  

Every sound from the track will be illustrated by an element of the landscape that 

appears each time that sound is heard. As the song becomes more elaborate, we will 

create a more and more complex landscape 

wrote Gondry in the original treatment. 

The video is based on DV footage Gondry shot while on vacation in France. The journey was 

undertaken at ten different times during the day to get different light gradients. The video has to 

be seen many times because there is so much careful detail in, for example, the changing track, 

the sky, buildings and smoke trails. Taking over three months in post-production, it follows a 

precise almost mathematical method of video making for which Gondry has become renowned. 

The film has a mesmerising quality and the viewer is likely to find it a very different experience 

from performance-based videos (though there are observable connections with Kylie Minogue’s 

Come into My World (2001) or the White Stripes’ The Hardest Button to Button (2003), also by 

Gondry). As in Hype Williams’ work, this material could only be produced in a computer; the 

original landscape is digitised to become a reflection of the musical soundscape. 


