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Chunk 1

The Girl Chewing Gum

In the first 30 seconds of the 1976 avantgarde

movie The Girl Chewing Gum by British artist

John Smith we see and hear different things:

The image depicts the trailer of a lorry that, after

some seconds, begins to move out of the frame

to the left. Meanwhile, pigeons fly by and a girl in

a coat walks from left to right.

Chunk 2

Before the lorry vanishes, more people cross the

screen from and to different directions. On the

audio layer we hear the constant ringing of an

alarm bell drowning out the general ambience of

a city. The voice of a director is audible who ap-

pears to give stage directions: “Slowly move the

trailer to the left … and I want the little girl to run

across, now. Hold that trailer there … Now move

the trailer off”.  There is obviously something off

with the voice directing the image: Why does the

director give orders to the lorry and the girl but

doesn’t direct the other people in the scene? In

a highly controlled situation like the film set this

feels somehow odd.

Chunk 3

The movie continues in the same way, but the

voice that gives directions and the things that

act and react to it become more and more sepa-

rated. In the emblematic shot of a clocktower,

where the camera pans up to frame the clock in

a somewhat steady shot, the director seems to

give stage directions to the pointer of the clock,

which seems both absurd and technologically

impossible. Later on, a shot with very similar

camera movement comes up, and the voice

talks in detail about the plate glass manufactur-

er located in the building of the clock. This in-

cludes a lengthy comment on the manufactur-

er’s signage which the narrator apparently mis-

reads as Greek, but actually the signage is seen

1: John Smith. (2015). Original script for the voiceover to the
girl chewing gum, tate research publication.
<https://www.tate.org.uk/research/in-focus/the-girl-chewing-gum-
john-smith/original-voiceover-script>
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from behind and thus “upside-down and back to

front English”.  This time, the same scene as

shown before does not need stage directions to

the camera or the depicted things in front of it at

all.

Chunk 4

It becomes obvious that the voice we can hear is

a voice-over and not the directing voice. As the

film proceeds, Smith drops all pretense of direct-

ing the film: While still showing the same street

scene, the voice-over describes a rural scene in-

cluding a golf course. The voice speculates

about one of the golfers: “I think he’s got a heli-

copter in his pocket.”  As the voice returns to the

street scene in front of the camera, it accuses a

random passer-by of having robbed a post of-

fice. Just as we hear the voice saying, “the bur-

glar alarm is still ringing,” we notice the alarm

cannot be heard anymore, only to return later.

Chunk 5

At the end of the film, the camera reveals that

the director is at a completely different location,

standing on a meadow with trees, fields, cows

and electricity pylons (we can still hear the

alarm, though).

The interplay of image and sound is an illusion

that demystifies the scenes we just saw. Smith’s

work uses the technique of voice-over from doc-

umentary and film noir to question authenticity,

authority and authorship in mainstream narra-

tive cinema.  By doing so, the director becomes

the narrator. On a larger scale, Smith’s film is a

critical commentary on filmmaking in general,

problematizing the relationship between narra-

tive and the moving image, the tension between

what is said and seen, and the fact that words

never describe or prescribe images in full. In

2015, Tate Modern published the script written

by Smith and beside the already mentioned in-

terplay of sound and image, the script reveals

yet another layer of inconsistency: that between

written and spoken word.

Chunk 6

In the beginning of the movie, script and spoken

word correspond to each other, whereas later-

on both increasingly disconnect.

Chunk 7

After about eight minutes, the narrator tells us: “I

am shouting into a microphone on the edge of a

field near Ledgemoor Heath, around 15 miles

from the building you are looking at.” The corre-

sponding passage in the written script reads: “I

am speaking into a megaphone, which I am

pointing at a microphone, on the outskirts of

Epping Forest — about ten miles from the build-

ing you are looking at.”  Between both spoken

and written places lie about 160 miles of British

landscape. This inconsistency let us wonder

where the artist really stood and where the

street scene was actually filmed.

Chunk 8

The AI Chewing Gum

In the project The AI Chewing Gum, we reenact-

ed Smith’s classic using generative artificial in-

telligence (AI). Using a text-to-video system,  we

generate moving images according to the

prompts from Smith’s script.

Chunk 9

The system was state-of-the-art when we used

it, but at the time of writing it is already outdated.

Line by line the script was fed into the system

while we used still images from the movie to ini-

tialize individual scenes visually. In addition, we

recreated the camera movement of the original

film using the camera control features of the

system. John Smith’s voice was re-synthesized

using AI technology as well. 

Paradoxically, while trying to follow the script’s

directions, the generative systems did both: they

stayed truer to the prompts than Smith’s film it-

self while simultaneously diverging farther from

it. Within the limits of their generative potential,

2: John Smith. (2015). Original script for the voiceover to the
girl chewing gum, tate research publication.
<https://www.tate.org.uk/research/in-focus/the-girl-chewing-gum-
john-smith/original-voiceover-script>

3: John Smith. (2015). Original script for the voiceover to the
girl chewing gum, tate research publication.
<https://www.tate.org.uk/research/in-focus/the-girl-chewing-gum-
john-smith/original-voiceover-script>

4: Quigley, P. (2012). The man giving orders: The girl chewing
gum. Short Film Studies, 2(2), 151–154.
<https://doi.org/10.1386/sfs.2.2.151_1>

5: John Smith. (2015). Original script for the voiceover to the
girl chewing gum, tate research publication.
<https://www.tate.org.uk/research/in-focus/the-girl-chewing-gum-
john-smith/original-voiceover-script>

6: Runway Research. (2023). Gen-2: The next step forward for
generative AI: A multimodal AI system that can generate novel
videos with text, images or video clips.
<https://research.runwayml.com/gen2>
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they failed to follow the prompted instructions:

The result is that people morph through the

frames of the video instead of exhibiting

anatomically or physically correct motion. The

content of the prompts sometimes appears on

the images, sometimes it does not — as if the

English prompts quite literally were processed

upside down and back to front. More generally,

while each scene starts with the look of the orig-

inal film and follows the prompted script from

there, the scenes end up with different aesthet-

ics and visual language altogether — moving

from black-and-white to color images, and from

specific street scenes to very generic. Starting

each scene with one frame of the original movie

hence was necessary, because the generative

process constantly pushed the resulting images

towards a contemporary cinematic aesthetic.

The simulated voice of the resulting generated

film likewise follows the script accurately, but by

doing so erases the difference between written

and spoken text that was essential to the origi-

nal movie. Of course, the burglar alarm is erased

as well. To the system, it appeared to be a noise

distortion in need of correction. Instead of ques-

tioning authenticity, authority and authorship in

mainstream narrative cinema, the generative

systems employed in the project raised ques-

tions about their own status as tools for filmmak-

ing and as “world simulators.”  They revealed

that video generation systems do not possess

an understanding of the physical world or, for

that matter, film. They showed how prompting is

not about controlling generative processes but

about loosely guiding a process of stepwise opti-

mization according to statistical plausibility, re-

vealing more about the training data than about

any creative intention.

Chunk 10

This process ultimately yields standardized im-

ages from a “flat world,”  that has been flattened

towards an ahistorical accumulation of styles.

II. p. 42, Chunk 19: The Cognitive Style of ChatGPT
II. p. 106, Chunk 11: Infinite Boredom
I. p. 186, Chunk 8: Algorithmic Culture…

Chunk 11

This article is separately published as 
10.25358/openscience-13024.

Chunk 12

7: OpenAI. (2024). Video generation models as world simulators.
<https://openai.com/index/video-generation-models-as-world-
simulators/>

8: Meyer, R. (2024). It‘s a flat world. The synthetic realities
of sora. Rrrreflect. Journal of Integrated Design Research,
Special Issue 1: Hidden Layers. <https://doi.org/10.57684/COS-
1267>
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Screenshot of the Tate Research Publication of the original script of “The Girl Chewing Gum“ by John Smith.
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Screenshot of the Tate Research Publication of the original script of “The Girl Chewing Gum“ by John Smith.
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Slowly move the trailer to the left …

Chunk 13

… and I want the two girls to come in from the right talking to
each otherꓸ

Now I want everything to sink slowly down as the five boys come by …

… and I want the clock to move jerkily towards me …

… and everything comes up again until the girl chewing gum walks
across …

… I want everything to move a bit further awayꓸ

Chunk 14

… two pigeons fly past from right to left and two boys run past from
left to rightꓸ

… while everything else moves to the left and goes away a bit at the
same timeꓸ
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… and now the van marked ‘University of London, Senate House,
London WC1’ꓸ

Chunk 15

They will be talking to each other and looking around themꓸ

… the French woman, …

Chunk 16

The man with the walking stick is going homeꓸ

Each vacancy has its own slat in the board …

Chunk 17

Along each wall of the building, there are eight large doors …

I think he’s got a helicopter in his pocketꓸ

I can see a large blackbird with a wingspan of about nine feetꓸ
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