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Kindness doesn’t cut it from Scissorhands’ Worldview

As a child growing up in Burbank, California, director Tim Burton never quite fit in. Sensitive, quirky and shy, he retreated from the reality of west coast perfection into a world of imaginative drawings and daydreams. Years later, Burton produced the film Edward Scissorhands, an autobiographical tale detailing a world view reflective of that of his childhood, based on the assumption that the world is fake, flat and monochromatic.  

The nameless suburban cul-de-sac setting is the primary tool used to communicate the values and culture in this world. Identical pastel houses with perfectly manicured lawns line the street, screaming of a conformist society. Within each house is a bored housewife whose daily routine revolves around an overactive neighborhood phone tree while her husband works. Everyone has the same routine: husbands back out of their driveways in identical cars at the same time every morning and pull back in at the same time every evening. 

High above the cul-de-sac is a dark, ominous mountaintop mansion where an eccentric, reclusive inventor (Vincent Price) has created a real, live boy named Edward (Johnny Depp). Pale, clad in black leather with disheveled hair, he has scissors for hands because the inventor died before replacing them with real hands.

Meanwhile, in the neighborhood below, after a morning of unsuccessful sales, the neighborhood Avon lady, Peg Bogg (Diane Wiest), decides to broaden her customer base and venture up the mountain to make a sales call. As she makes her way up the driveway, the world seems to fall into the shadows and a thick, dark creepiness sets in. 

At first, the mansion is the picture of disrepair, adding to its ominousness. As Peg rounds the corner and steps onto the walkway, however, her breath catches in delighted surprise as she finds that the grounds are colorful, whimsical and meticulously kept. Bright and beautiful, carpets of flowers surround exotic topiary creatures, offering a startling contrast to the dreary structure in the background. This simple scene offers Burton’s first underlying message: things aren’t always what they seem. 

Encouraged, Peg ventures inside. Innocent and clueless in her pastel suit, Peg’s very presence in such dark surroundings seems ridiculous. The shadows of the castle are broken with her sing-song announcement, “Avon calling!” The scene is both funny and absurd as she huffs and puffs up the rickety, web-covered staircase, noting that the stairmaster workout is taken care of for the day. Another study in contrasts, the invasion from the outside world is uncomfortable to watch. Clearly, Avon and stairmasters aren’t a priority (nor are they appropriate) in this place.

When she meets Edward, Peg seems to have almost figured out that she’s ventured to a place that she doesn’t belong. When she starts to retreat, however, her fear is dissolved when Edwards softly pleas, “Don’t go.” Upon closer examination, Peg discovers that Edward’s face is riddled with scars from nipping himself with his scissors. Then she’s back on Avon auto-pilot and says, “At the very least, let me give you a good astringent. This will prevent infection.” Again, the intersection of the values of the real world and Edwards’ world is uncomfortable and ludicrous. (Of all of things Edward has to worry about in the grand scheme of things, a good astringent isn’t one of them.) But after a few dabs with the cotton balls, Peg decides to adopt Edward and bring him home to live with her family. 

Back on the cul-de-sac, the phone tree is in full force before Peg even pulls into the driveway. The gossipy wives initially don’t know quite what to make of Edward and his very presence disrupts the uniformity of their monochromatic ways.   
Unfortunately from the beginning, Edward’s every effort to fit into this new world fails. Everything he touches – quite literally – is cut or sliced. His first and most obvious attempt to conform is when he tries to change his appearance. Just getting dressed is a disaster. He can’t get his shirt over his scissors without help and, when he is completely dressed, he manages to snip his suspenders. Dinner utensils are out of the question and a waterbed is punctured almost immediately. Burton has developed this character in such a way that fitting in will be, literally, physically impossible.

At first, Edward’s scissor hands afford him some unique skill sets and he is received in positive ways. He transforms the entire neighborhood into a fantastical garden with his beautiful topiaries. Soon after, he’s using his scissors and imaginative skills to cut hair, groom dogs and fashion ice sculptures. 

Because he’s so different, he also serves the role of "mysterious" stranger for the housewives who initially vie for his attention. His is a break from convention, a novelty. While Edward relishes the attention, he would rather just fit in and be “normal.”
In a scene where Edward appears on a local talk show, an audience member observes, “If you are surgically altered, you won’t be special any more. You’ll be just like everyone else.” With a sweet smile, Edward says, “I know.” To which the host says, “I think he’d be alright with that.”

It doesn’t take long to realize, however, that normalcy is an unattainable goal and the novelty quickly wears off. When Edward doesn’t respond to the seduction tactics of an oversexed housewife (Kathy Baker) and the neighborhood bully (Anthony Michael Hall) sets him up to take the fall for a crime, the townspeople's fascination with Edward turns to hostility and ostricization. Ultimately, Edward experiences a brutal fall from grace as the world decides that it is not ready to accept someone so different.

Edward Scissorhands is a heartbreaking tale that relies heavily on affective response. It evokes a wide range of emotions, but really hones in on the innate desire that everyone has to fit in and the enormous hurt that comes with exclusion. The film also presents the deeper statement, however, that, in a cookie-cutter world, not everyone is made to fit in. And not everyone should. Sometimes the greatest sources of kindness and creativity can be found in those individuals who are on the outside looking in.
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