How does The Blues Brothers (dir. John Landis, 1980) use audiovisual design to portray existentialist themes?
The Blues Brothers (1980, J. Landis) is a musical action comedy film that follows two brothers on a self-proclaimed ‘mission from God’, using a number of existentialist ideas and principles as the driving forces behind several of its characters. In this essay, I will be analysing the use of various audiovisual techniques, and how they are used to portray the existentialist themes of the film’s story. 
This essay will focus on the use of elements such as costume design, lighting, cinematography, and music, examining how each of these disciplines are used to portray the mentality behind certain characters, and what they believe their ultimate purpose in life is. We follow the titular Blues brothers throughout the film, watching various events and circumstances that challenge their pre-conceived beliefs about their purpose within life. Perhaps most interestingly, we also see how the beliefs and views of other people affect those of the brothers, and ultimately, how the brothers’ beliefs affect those of the people they encounter over the course of the plot. 
[bookmark: _Int_4GJ1BXoR]There are a number of films that deal with the theme of existentialism through religion and philosophy, across a wide range of genres. Comedy films such as Life of Brian (1979, T. Jones) examine the relationship between a religion and its’ followers in a light hearted and gently critical way. In contrast, a number of horror films use religious practices or iconography for effect, such as The Exorcist (1973, W. Friedkin), which features an iconic scene showing an exorcism. The Blues Brothers (1980, J. Landis) sits somewhere in the middle, using music as a theme and vehicle for some of its more existentialist themes.
A seemingly simple scene depicting a sermon at a Baptist church serves as a perfect example. The scene shows the brothers attending a sermon led by the Reverend Cleophus James (played by R&B musician James Brown), which takes the form of a grand musical number. This performance, and the scene surrounding it, is a pivotal part of the story, not only setting the plot in motion, but also introducing the audience to the Blues brothers’ mentality and rationale for their actions over the course of the film. The presentation of this sermon also tells us a great deal about the churchgoers’ attitudes to themselves, and what they consider their role or place in the universe to be. 
[bookmark: _Int_Crt6nqS3]We see right from the opening shot that the service is energetic and lively, with the entire congregation joining Rev. James in singing ‘The Old Landmark’ (W. Herbert Brewster, 1949), a popular Gospel song of the period. Wide establishing shots are used to show us that the entire congregation is on its feet, dancing and singing along happily, showing us that the churchgoers are enthusiastic in their acceptance of Christ, seeing him as a positive guiding force in their lives. These are intercut with closeups of the Reverend at the altar leading the song, and the Blues brothers, who are stood at the back of the church motionless. This serves to create a clear juxtaposition between the bright, happy and emotional churchgoers, and the Blues brothers, who standing motionless at the back of the church, displaying little emotion whatsoever. 
Colours and lighting are used to great effect to enhance this disparity too. Almost everything within the church is extremely bright and colourful, from the stained-glass windows, to the clothes worn by the churchgoers. The choir is dressed in purple robes with pink highlights, purple symbolising royalty and luxury, and pink symbolising love and compassion. This can be linked to Christian beliefs; the King James Bible version of Ephesians 6:4 reads ‘And, ye fathers, provoke not your children to wrath: but bring them up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.’, showing the belief that God will always provide for and nurture his people. These colours combine to create a welcoming feeling, acting as a visual cue of the church’s hospitality and acceptance of newcomers. Rev. James is dressed in similar robes to the choir, albeit with the colours reversed to be primarily pink. This symbolises the fact his role is much more pastoral, providing love and compassion towards his parishioners.
 The bright colours generally give the air of a celebration, which given the context, could be interpreted as a celebration of life serving the Lord. This stands in stark contrast to the Blues brothers, who are stood in the darkest part of the building, dressed in old-fashioned black and white suits. Black is perhaps most symbolic of death and tragedy, but it can also be used to symbolise mystery, which matches well with their vague and mysterious intentions in the church. White, on the other hand, typically symbolises purity and innocence, but also coldness and emptiness, which better aligns with the lack of emotions either brother appears to be experiencing. Perhaps the most obvious symbolism of black and white suits, however, is that of funeral attire. The brothers’ suits, complete with black sunglasses and fedoras, make them look as though they are attending a funeral, rather than a celebration. This could be understood to be a funeral of their old personae, lacking in purpose and drive within the world.  As mentioned earlier, they both remain completely still, lacking any motivation or purpose of any kind and merely watching the spectacle unfold around them. This behaviour matches what would typically be seen at a funeral, which very much stands in stark contrast with that of everyone else around them.
[bookmark: _Int_vSjXighl]The congregation’s performance of The Old Landmark fades out gradually, replaced by a similarly grand orchestral piece. The camera briefly moves outside, showing a cloud moving out of the Sun’s way. The scene takes on an almost heavenly quality at this point, with high pitched angelic singing, and an aptly-named god ray shining through the window onto him. Jake begins to glow blue, apparently coming to the realisation that the brothers must restart their band. The change in music is a big part of what makes this scene effective; it clearly signals to the audience that something is about to change. The angelic voices, combined with the movement of the cloud to create the god ray, imply that this change is divine in nature. This marks a big tonal shift in the scene; we see the very moment of realisation that sets the plot of the film into motion. 
It is worth noting that prior to this scene, Jake Blues was being held in prison, which is depicted during the opening sequence of the film as being incredibly regimented and rhythmical. It could be inferred that Jake is still very much within a prisoner mentality, remaining impassive to avoid attracting attention as though he were still in a cellblock. In his book Movies with Meaning (2017, p.8), Daniel Shaw writes:
“But if we are truly free to set our own priorities, then we are able to define ourselves, by choosing the hierarchy of values that we commit to over our lifetimes.”
Of course, a prisoner is not able to choose their own priorities, and therefore is unable to define themselves under this definition. Jake Blues’ epiphany is the very moment that he realises he has complete agency now, and is able to commit to whatever values or priorities he sees fit to.
Rev. James asks his parishioners if they’ve ‘seen the light’ yet, which Jake has, both literally and metaphorically, serving as a slightly self-referential nod toward the audience. From this point, the Blues brothers are presented as being much more happy and energetic, evidently happy to have found a purpose to work toward within their lives. Jake joins in with the dancing, executing an exuberant handstand roll to join the dancers close to the altar, completely dispelling our previous impression of him being aimless and impassive, as we see him acting like a different person entirely.  Elwood hangs back for a moment, clearly more hesitant, before Jake returns to him, persuading him of his plan. From this, we see the dynamic between the two brothers; Jake is the idealistic dreamer, coming up with grand plans and ideas, whereas Elwood is presented as being more sceptical, requiring a bit of persuasion before joining in with Jake’s plans. Elwood then joins in, enthusiastically shouting ‘God Bless the United States of America’.
The logline of this film describes the Blues brothers as being ‘on a mission from God’; the most obvious connection is the fact this revelation takes place during a church sermon, but there are a host of other clues too. The chorus of  ‘The Old Landmark’ (W. Herbert Brewster, 1949), reads as follows:
“Lord take me back to that Old Landmark
There I’ll make a new committment
And begin a fresh start
Help me find my direction
Place a burden in my heart
O Lord take me back to that Old Landmark”
These lyrics are a perfect allegory for the plot of the film. The Old Landmark that the brothers visit is the church orphanage in which they grew up. They make a commitment to save it from financial ruin, beginning a fresh start after a life of crime. They lacked any kind of direction, but following their visit to the church sermon, they have a sudden heartfelt desire to save the orphanage, doing this by reuniting their old band. The Blues brothers embrace the song and dance completely, implying that they have begun their own fresh start and found a new direction to take their lives in, ultimately fulfilling the prophecy set out by the lyrics over the course of the film. This is perhaps the most prominent embodiment of existentialist ideals present within the film; as Shaw notes (2017, p.13), 
“Happiness comes from the satisfaction of desire, but like the compulsive scratcher, the more we give into our desires, the greater and more insatiable they become.”
We see this fleeting moment of happiness from the brothers as they rejoice in their newfound purpose, but the events of the film stack more and more problems against them as they continue on in their journey. The face of opposition mounts higher and higher against them as their ambitions grow, ultimately culminating in the finale of the film.
There are several other instances of this happening throughout the film, but I will focus on one in particular; a short scene taking place in a branch of Holiday Inn. At this point, the Blues brothers have begun their quest to revive the band, slowly gathering the former members, and convincing them to rejoin. This particular scene is significant, because we see the Blues brothers convince the members of ‘Murph and the Magic Tones’ of the value of their mission, almost acting as the Reverend did for them, and causing them to have their own existential crises.
The scene opens with a closeup shot of Murph, the band’s singer, singing Quando Quando Quando (E. Humperdinck, 1968), a love song. He is clearly miserable, but attempting to hide it from the audience. They are performing to a room that is almost completely empty; the few members of the audience are older people, dressed overly formally in neutrally-coloured suits and ties, and seem completely uninterested in the performance. The room the performance is taking place in is vast, but feels very claustrophobic, with tightly packed furniture almost trapping the band in place, a metaphor for their lack of career progression. The décor is dated, appearing to be from the early 1960s, and features bland and inoffensive colours like brown and cream. This all combines to show us that this is not a popular or trendy place to perform, and is a dead end for the band. 
The band’s costumes and stage layout tell us the most about their situation though; they are all wearing red crushed velvet suits with black bowties. Red is a colour that is associated with love and luxury, but also with hatred, anger and passion, perhaps symbolising that the band are desperate to be performing elsewhere, playing music that better fits their talents and desires. Black is associated with death and mourning, perhaps representing the band mourning what might have been had The Blues Brothers band stayed together. The 5 band members are all performing on a tiny stage that is coloured the same red as their suits, creating a clear visual boundary between them and the audience, sat in the dark brown remainder of the room. They have very little stage presence, barely moving at all whilst performing, in clear contrast to the dance-like movements we saw from the church band in the scene discussed earlier. Above all else, it is clear from body language alone that the band despises performing here. Shaw (2017, p.13) writes “Human life is miserable because our behaviour is driven by our desires, over which we can have little control”. It is clear that the band has very little control over their lives and circumstances, ceding much of their creative control to their bosses at the hotel, which correspondingly makes them all absolutely miserable, desiring some form of an escape.
This escape arrives in the form of the Blues brothers. They look different to the other patrons of the bar, appearing 20 or 30 years younger than most of the clientele, and are sloppily dressed by comparison. Their distinctive fedora hats and sunglasses are what really set them apart though; none of the other guests are wearing them, making them stand out immediately. This contrast in appearance represents change for the band, with the brothers themselves presenting a way out of this situation for them. During the ensuing conversation, we see the band members looking hopeful and happy for the first time, presented with a chance to achieve their desires.
To conclude, audiovisual design is a key tool in portraying the film’s existentialist themes. This is most notable during the numerous musical sequences during the film, with almost every element being carefully considered to create symbolism that advances the film’s existentialist themes. Costumes, music, lighting and cinematography are all used as integral tools, with these disciplines combined to show the audience the mentality and aspirations of the characters within the wider universe. 
This has the effect of portraying each character’s ultimate purpose within their life, combined with their personal realisations and revelations as to why that is the case. We also see each character’s progression through these musical numbers, as they individually come to their own conclusions about their purpose and meaning within the world. Perhaps the most relevant theme for this film is how a character’s personal outlook on their purpose and aspirations can affect how other people within the universe see themselves, and what they aim to do with their own lives.
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