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INTRODUCTION: A
FILM THAT
SHOCKED THE
WORLD

I n  t h e  a n n a l s  o f
independent  cinema,
few films have sparked
as  much  controversy,
debate,  and  lasting
intrigue  as  Vincent
Gal lo 's  2003  road
movie  The  Brown
Bunny.  At  the  center
of  this  firestorm  was
C h l o e  S e v i g n y ,  a
critically  acclaimed
actress  known for  her
daring roles in projects
l ike  Kids  and  Boys
Don't Cry.  Yet nothing

h a d  p r e p a r e d
audiences—or  Sevigny
herself—for  the  storm
that would erupt over a
single,  explicit  scene.
Over  two  decades
later,  the  film  remains
a  cultural  touchstone,
largely because of one
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
performance  and  the
r a w ,  v u l n e r a b l e
moment  that  defined
it. This article explores
the  making  of  The
Brown  Bunny,  Chloe
Sevigny's controversial
role,  the  fallout  from
t h e  C a n n e s  F i l m
Festival  premiere,  and
the  legacy  of  a  film
that  refuses  to  fade
away.
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THE BROWN
BUNNY: A
DIRECTOR'S

OBSESSION

The  Brown  Bunny
was  written,  directed,
produced, and starring
Vincent Gallo, who also
served  as  the  film's
cinematographer  and
editor. It tells the story
o f  B u d  C l a y ,  a
motorcyc le  racer
traveling  across  the
United States, haunted
by memories of a lost
love named Daisy. The
narrative  is  sparse,
deliberately  slow,  and
heavily  atmospheric,
relying  on  long  takes
and  minimal  dialogue.
Gallo  intended the  film
to be a deeply personal
meditation  on  grief,
loneliness,  and  the
destructive  nature  of
unresolved  trauma.
The  film's  title  itself  is
a  c r y p t i c
r e f e r e n c e — s o m e

interpret it as a symbol
of  innocence or  a  pet
name, while others see
it as a dark metaphor.
Whatever the meaning,
the  film  was  destined
to  be  controversial
from  its  inception.
Gallo  financed  the
project  himself  and
shot it on a minuscule
budget, often using his
o w n  v i n t a g e  c a r
collection for props. He
i n s i s t e d  o n  t o t a l
creative  control,  a
decision  that  would
later  prove  both  a
strength and a liability.

Chloe
Sevigny's
Casting in
The



The Brown Bunny Chloe Sevigny 3

3

Brown
Bunny
Chloe  Sevigny  was
already an indie darling
when she signed on for
The Brown Bunny. She
had worked with Gallo
before  on  the  film
Palookaville,  and  the
two  shared  a  mutual
respect.  Sevigny  was
drawn  to  the  script's
emotional intensity and
t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f
p l a y i n g  D a i s y ,  a
character  who  exists
mostly in memory and
flashback.  In
interviews,  she  has
stated that she saw the
role as an opportunity
to explore vulnerability
in a way she never had
before.
What  Sevigny  did  not
fully anticipate was the
extent  to  which  her
p e r f o r m a n c e — a n d
specifically  one

s c e n e — w o u l d
overshadow the entire
film.  The  role  required
her  to  appear  in  a
graphic,  unsimulated
fel latio  scene  with
Gallo's  character.  The
decision  to  shoot  the
scene without any form
of  simulation  was  a
del iberate  art ist ic
choice  by  Gallo,  who
argued  that  i t  was
e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e
emotional  truth of  the
narrative.  Sevigny
agreed,  believing  it
would be shot in a way
that  was  tasteful  and
integral to the story.

THE INFAMOUS
SCENE: ART,
PORNOGRAPHY,
OR SOMETHING
ELSE?

The  moment  t ha t
would  define  The
Brown  Bunny  arrives
late  in  the  film.  Bud
Clay  finally  confronts
Daisy, and in a single,
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unbroken  shot,  she
performs  oral  sex  on
him. The camera does
not cut away; it lingers,
capturing  the  act  in
explicit  detail.  The
scene  is  silent  except
for ambient sound, and
Sevigny's expression is
unreadable—a mixture
of  submission,  sorrow,
a n d  e m o t i o n a l
distance.
When  the  film
premie red  a t  t he
Cannes Film Festival
in  May  2003,  it  was
met  with  boos  and
walkouts.  Critics  were
brutal.  Roger  Ebert
called it "the worst film
i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f
Cannes,"  a  remark he
later  retracted  after
seeing a recut version,
but  the  damage  was
done.  The  graphic
nature  of  the  scene
dominated  headlines,
and Sevigny and Gallo
became the subjects of
intense scrutiny. Many

a c c u s e d  G a l l o  o f
e x p l o i t a t i o n  a n d
misogyny, while others
questioned  Sevigny's
j u d g m e n t  f o r
participating.

Chloe
Sevigny's
Defense
of the
Scene
In  the  years  following
the  film's  release,
Chloe  Sevigny  has
spoken candidly about
her decision to perform
the  scene.  She  has
repeatedly  stated that
it  was  a  consensual,
professional  choice
made in service of the
film's  artistic  vision.
S h e  d i d  n o t  f e e l
exploited  on  set,  and
she  has  consistently
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defended  Gallo  as  a
filmmaker  who  is
m i s u n d e r s t o o d .
However, she has also
admit ted  that  the
backlash  was  painful
and that it affected her
career.  Roles dried up
for a time, and she felt
typecast  as  the  "girl
who  did  that  thing  in
that movie."
Sevigny's  reflections
highlight  the  double
standard  that  often
exists  in  Hollywood:
male  directors  are
praised  for  pushing
boundar ies,  whi le
female  actors  are
j u d g e d  f o r  t h e i r
participation.  She  has
noted that many actors
have simulated sex on
screen  without  the
s a m e  l e v e l  o f
con t roversy .  The
difference,  she  argues,
was  the  unsimulated
nature  o f  the  act ,
wh ich  c rossed  an
invis ib le  l ine  that

audiences  and  critics
were  not  ready  to
accept.

THE CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
RE-EDITED
VERSION

After  the  disastrous
Cannes premiere, Gallo
retreated and re-edited
the  film.  The  version
t h a t  e v e n t u a l l y
received  a  l imited
theatrical  release  in
2004  was  26  minutes
s h o r t e r  t h a n  t h e
C a n n e s  c u t .  T h e
i n f a m o u s  s c e n e
remained,  but  it  was
t r i m m e d  a n d
c o n t e x t u a l i z e d
differently.  Gallo  also
r e m o v e d  a
controversial  insert
shot  that  had  been
heavily  criticized.  The
revised version earned
slightly better reviews,
w i th  some  c r i t i c s
acknowledging  the
film's  melancholic
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beauty  and  haunting
score.
Despite  this,  the  film
never  fully  recovered
f r o m  i t s  i n i t i a l
reputation.  It  grossed
less than half a million
dollars  worldwide  and
remains  Gallo's  last
m a j o r  t h e a t r i c a l
r e l e a s e .  Y e t  t h e
controversy  ensured
that The Brown Bunny
would not be forgotten.
It became a case study
in the limits of artistic
freedom,  the  role  of
expl icit  content  in
cinema,  and the price
actors  pay  for  their
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
challenging  roles.

CHLOE SEVIGNY'S
CAREER AFTER
THE BROWN
BUNNY

W h i l e  T h e  B r o w n
Bunny  cou ld  have
ended Chloe Sevigny's
career, it ultimately did

not.  She  continued  to
w o r k  s t e a d i l y  i n
independent  film  and
la ter  found  a  new
audience on television.
Her  role  as  Nicolette
Grant in the HBO series
Big Love earned her a
G o l d e n  G l o b e
nomination.  She  also
appeared  in  Zodiac,
American Horror Story,
and  B lood l i ne .  I n
recent  years,  she  has
directed an episode of
Feud:  Capote  vs.  The
Swans  and  received
acclaim for her work in
T h e  G i r l f r i e n d
Experience .
Sevigny  has  said  that
she does not regret her
involvement  in  The
Brown Bunny,  but she
understands  why  it
remains  a  defining
moment in her career.
She  has  become  a
symbol  of  fearless
acting,  willing  to  take
risks that others would
avoid.  Her  willingness
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to  engage  with  the
controversy and speak
honestly  about  her
experience  has  only
e n h a n c e d  h e r
reputation as an artist
w h o  p r i o r i t i z e s
authent ic i ty  over
comfort.

The
Legacy of
The
Brown
Bunny in
Modern
Cinema
Today,  The  Brown
B u n n y  i s  v i e w e d
t h r o u g h  a  m o r e
nuanced  lens.  Critics
have  re-evaluated  the
film  as  a  flawed  but

s i n c e r e  w o r k  o f
auteurism. The explicit
scene is no longer the
sole  talking  point;
instead,  scholars  and
cinephiles  discuss  the
film's  visual  style,  its
use of  landscape,  and
its exploration of male
vulnerability.  The  film
h a d  a  s u r p r i s i n g
influence  on  the  "slow
cinema"  movement,
and  its  soundtrack,
featuring  songs  by
Jandek  and  Gordon
Lightfoot,  has  been
praised as exceptional.
The  controversy  also
paved  the  way  for
greater  discussions
about  consent  and
power  dynamics  in
filmmaking.  In  the
wake  of  the  #MeToo
movement,  Sevigny's
experience  is  often
cited as an example of
the  comp lex i t i e s
involved  in  explicit
c o n t e n t .  S h e  h a s
stated that  she would
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not  necessarily  make
the same choice today,
b u t  s h e  d o e s  n o t
condemn the decision.
I n s t e a d ,  s h e
encourages new actors
to  ask  questions  and
establish  boundaries
before  agreeing  to
vulnerable  scenes.

WHAT THE BROWN
BUNNY TEACHES
US ABOUT FILM
AND
EXPLOITATION

The story of The Brown
B u n n y  a n d  C h l o e
Sevigny is more than a
ta le  of  scandal .  I t
r a i ses  impo r tan t
questions  about  the
nature  o f  a r t ,  the
responsibi l i t ies  of
directors,  and  the
agency of actors. Was
the  scene  necessary?
Could  it  have  been
simulated  without
los ing  i ts  impact?
These  questions  have
no easy answers. What

is  clear  is  that  both
Gal lo  and  Sevigny
believed  they  were
creating  something
genuine, and the result
was  a  film  that  forces
viewers  to  confront
their  own  discomfort.
For  audiences,  The
Brown  Bunny  remains
a challenging watch. It
demands  patience,
offers  little  narrative
payoff,  and  includes  a
scene  that  many  find
unwatchable.  Yet  it
also contains moments
of  profound  sadness
and  beauty.  Chloe
Sevigny's performance,
once overshadowed by
the  scandal,  is  now
recognized  as  brave
and  melancholic.  Her
portrayal  of  Daisy  is
haunting  precisely
because  she  gives  so
much of herself to the
role.

CONCLUSION: A
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FILM THAT WON'T
BE FORGOTTEN

Over  twenty  years
after  its  release,  The
Brown  Bunny  Chloe
Sevigny  still  evokes
strong  reactions.  The
film  is  not  a
masterpiece, nor is it a
failure. It is a singular,
uncompromising  work
that exists on its  own
terms. Chloe Sevigny's
contribution  to  that
film  marks  a  pivotal
moment in  her  career
and  in  the  history  of

independent  cinema.
S h e  t o o k  a  r i s k ,
endured  public  scorn,
and emerged with her
integrity  intact.  The
Brown  Bunny  remains
a  cautionary  tale,  a
conversation  starter,
and a testament to the
power  o f  fear less
performance.  Whether
you admire it or abhor
it,  it  is  impossible  to
ignore—and  that ,
p e r h a p s ,  i s  t h e
greatest  legacy  a  film
can  have.


