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Introduction
Cult movies were once considered to be only those obscure pictures that were admired by a small, sad coterie of film “experts” and other social outcasts. But I choose to define “cult movies” quite broadly. I consider them those special films that elicit a fiery passion in moviegoers long after their initial releases; that have been taken to heart as if they were abandoned orphans in a hostile world, cherished, protected, and enthusiastically championed by segments of the movie audience; that are integral parts of people’s lives. Cultists don’t merely enjoy their favorite films; they worship them, seek them out wherever they are playing, see them repeatedly, and are intent on persuading anyone who will listen that they should be appreciated regardless of what reviewers thought. They will brave blizzards, skip their weddings, ignore their most solemn religious holidays, and even date their least-appealing cousins to see a film for what may be their tenth, twentieth, or one hundredth time.
When you speak of cult movies, you speak in extremes. Hard-core cultists, ranging from polite to lunatic, insist that their favorite films are the most intriguing, unusual, outrageous, mysterious, absurd, daring, entertaining, erotic, exotic, and/or best films of all time. Also they point out that cult films differ radically from standard Hollywood films in that they characteristically feature atypical heroes and heroines; offbeat dialogue; surprising plot resolutions; highly original story lines; brave themes, often of a sexual or political nature; “definitive” performances by stars who have cult status; the novel handling of popular but stale genres. Outstanding special effects, spectacular camerawork, and a willingness by the filmmakers to experiment distinguish many cult films, but adoration for some, like Plan 9 from Outer Space, has absolutely nothing to do with admiration for the filmmakers’ skills—it’s often to the contrary.
The typical Hollywood product has little potential for becoming a cult favorite because it is perceived by everyone in basically the same way. Almost everyone agrees on the quality of these films, on what the directors are trying to say, and on the correct way to interpret the films’ messages. On the other hand, the great majority of cult films are born and live in controversy, in arguments over quality, themes, talent, and other matters. Cultists believe they are among the blessed few who have discovered something in particular films that the average moviegoer and critic have missed—the something that makes the pictures extraordinary. They grasp the elusive points of their favorite films, the filmmakers’ most personal visions, the cult stars’ real selves coming through; and they find glory in the belief that they are among the few on the same wavelength as the people involved in making these films. While word of mouth certainly plays a large part in the growth of cults for individual films, what is fascinating is that in the beginning pockets of people will embrace a film they have heard nothing about while clear across the country others independently will react identically to the same picture. There is nothing more exciting than discovering you are not the only person obsessed with a picture critics hate, the public stays away from en masse, and film texts ignore.
In this book on Science Fiction, I have included prime examples of various types of cult films. You will find pictures that reviewers attacked and, almost as a reflex action, film enthusiasts rallied around; pictures hated by the average moviegoer as much as by the press that have been saved from oblivion by a cult of out-of-the-mainstream critics and film scholars; pictures underrated or neglected by everyone at the time of their releases that recently have been rediscovered and reevaluated; pictures that have gained popularity because they star performers who have become cult stars or were made by filmmakers who likewise have become cult figures; pictures for which we have nostalgic feelings because they had great impact on us when we were kids; pictures that are so out of the ordinary that attending them has become a communal event. You see that what really differentiates cult movies is that they can be discussed not only in terms of their genres but also in terms of their fans.








1968 France-Italy Paramount
Director: Roger Vadim
Producer: Dino De Laurentiis
Screenplay: Terry Southern, Brian Degas, Claude Brule, Jean-Claude Forest, Roger Vadim, Clement Wood, Tudor Gates, Vittorio Bonicelli
Based on the book by Jean-Claude Forest
Adapted from the comic strip by Jean-Claude Forest
Cinematography: Claude Renoir
Music: Bob Crewe and Charles Fox
Editor: Victoria Mercanton
Running time: 98 minutes
Color
Cast: Jane Fonda (Barbarella), John Phillip Law (Pygar), Anita Pallenberg (The Black Queen), Milo O’Shea (the concierge), David Hemmings (Dildano), Marcel Marceau (Professor Ping), Ugo Tognazzi (Mark Hand), Claude Dauphin (President of Earth)
Synopsis: It is 4000 A.D. Beautiful astronaut Barbarella is sent by the President of Earth on a mission to find Durand-Durand, an evil scientist who disappeared years before carrying the secret of the ultimate weapon—the Positronic Ray.
Barbarella’s spacecraft is thrown out of orbit and crashes on the planet Lytheon. She is taken captive by a group of strange children who set their sharp-toothed killer dolls on her. Just in time, Barbarella is rescued by Mark Hand, a bearded catch man responsible for rounding up these wild children. She asks how she can repay him, and he requests that she make love to him. She would like to make use of the exultation transfer machine in their lovemaking, but goes along with his wishes to make love in a bed instead of just touching hands. She has never loved this way before and finds it an exhilarating experience.
Her ship fixed by her lover, Barbarella resumes her flight, only to crash into the ground and end up far below in Labyrinth. Here she meets the handsome, blond Pygar, whose white wings make her believe he is an angel. In reality he is the last of the ornithanthropes. The Black Queen, the great tyrant of Sogo, has destroyed his sight and his will to fly. Barbarella also meets the elderly Professor Ping, who promises to fix her ship. He tells her to seek out Durand-Durand in Sogo. But of all those exiled to Labyrinth by the Black Queen, only Pygar has the ability to take her there—and he refuses to fly.
Pygar rescues Barbarella from the queen’s Black Guard. She rewards him by making love to him in the old-fashioned way. Afterward, she sings and he flies. He takes her to Sogo, a city built upon the mathmos, a living liquid that feeds on all the city’s evil.
The beautiful Black Queen and her vicious concierge arrest Barbarella and Pygar, whose wings are nailed to a cross. Put in a cage with birds that attack her, Barbarella is rescued by Dildano, who is planning a revolt against the queen. They make love. She agrees to help in the revolution if Dildano will help her find Durand-Durand.
The concierge captures Barbarella and tries to kill her on his Excessive Machine, but she short circuits the machine. She realizes the concierge is Durand-Durand. He locks her in the Chamber of Dreams with the Black Queen. The queen helplessly watches Durand-Durand coronate himself—his first step to ruling the universe. There is a revolution. Durand-Durand sends Dildano and Ping into oblivion with his Positronic Ray. The queen unleashes the mathmos, which gobbles up Durand-Durand and all of Sogo. But the mathmos won’t eat the innocent Barbarella and Pygar, and the queen survives by staying in their protective bubble.
Pygar flies the two women toward the ship Ping fixed. Barbarella asks Pygar how he can forgive the Black Queen for all she’s done to him. He smiles: “An angel has no memory.”

A publicity shot of Jane Fonda in one of Barbarella’s outlandish costumes. Such revealing garb is one of the major reasons the picture retains its cult status; such stills—at once silly and sexy—have long been popular among memorabilia collectors.
At almost every press conference promoting a new Jane Fonda film, some spiteful reporter will sneak in a snide question about Barbarella in hopes of seeing her squirm. Obviously, they assume she’d like to burn every print of this picture, made before her politicization, in which she spends all her screen time in various states of undress and plays a character who is rescued time and again by men, whom she then rewards with sex. But while Fonda admits to many mistakes in her past, she insists that Barbarella isn’t one of them. “I like it—it’s fun,” she’ll tell the reporter succinctly, and then turn the tables on him: “Why? Don’t you?” or “Why don’t you?” Not wishing to admit to having been as much offended by Barbarella’s sexual escapades the tenth time he saw the film as the first, and not daring to debate this intimidating actress over whether Vadim exploited her, the reporter invariably backs down sheepishly. That’s too bad, because it would be interesting if Fonda were pressured, just a bit, into elaborating her warm feelings for the picture many consider the flimsiest of her career.
Fonda is the screen’s most compelling star and has been since she stopped making the fluff that twice earned her the Harvard Lampoon’s Worst Actress award and stunned everyone with back-to-back tour-de-force performances in They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? (1969) and Klute (1971). For discriminating moviegoers who believe pictures should be enlightening as well as entertaining, her films, post Roger Vadim, comprise an oasis in Hollywood’s cinematic wasteland.
Jane Fonda’s best, most personal films have bucked the tide and dealt with serious political themes. Her apparent philosophy: if social-issue films can help improve society, then viewers will feel less need for escape. That’s not to say Fonda categorically dismisses comic book films in the Barbarella mold, with their cardboard characters, exaggerated situations, absurd humor, and simplistic good vs. evil, black-white storylines; certainly her later comedies Fun With Dick and Jane (1977), 9 to 5 (1980), and even The Electric Horseman (1979) have had comic book ingredients. But if Jane Fonda continues to like Barbarella, it’s not because it’s escapist fare but because she still admires her character.
In most Roger Vadim films, offscreen sex goddesses (from the young Bardot to Fonda ’69) portray women who are sexually naïve, and thus perfect prey for lustful male characters who wish to coax them out of their clothes and into beds. Their sexual innocence, which is expressed by their matter-of-fact nudity and a willingness to believe that the men who look them up and down are only trying to guess their heights, is meant to turn audiences on. Male audiences. Contrary to what many would think, rather than being annoyed by Barbarella’s naïveté, Fonda is still attracted to this character trait. Consider that her women in Julia (1977), Coming Home (1978), The China Syndrome (1979), and Rollover (1981), as well as in The Electric Horseman and 9 to 5, whatever their intelligences, are distinguished by their initial ignorance of the situations in which they involve themselves. Fonda sees them as being typical of many women who venture alone through a male-controlled universe. What makes them heroic is that they don’t let their ignorance keep them back. They move forward into dangerous waters, usually stepping on people’s feet, always igniting a time bomb of sorts. Although confused, they speak loudly and boldly, moving from jittery to smooth as their confidence builds—unlike Warren Beatty’s mumbling fact-finders—and ask questions even at the risk of revealing their lack of knowledge. Fonda’s putting her foot in her mouth is a constant source of humor. When mocked, these women don’t back down but push aside their embarrassment and move forward until they thoroughly understand their situations. Once educated, they usually triumph. Barbarella is like these women in most respects, but she does not overcome her naïveté—perhaps because the filmmakers didn’t wish to tamper with Jean-Claude Forest’s defined comic strip character. Barbarella is the only one who doesn’t either grow up or grow wiser.

Not the most popular movie couple of their time, Fonda and Vadim survey the futuristic sets.
Few would argue that Barbarella is as witty as Vadim intended, but the fact that Barbarella was given (supposedly) funny lines in the first place, at a time when only Barbra Streisand was trusted with one-liners, must be appreciated by Fonda. Always an underrated comic actress, Fonda deftly handles such intentionally overwritten fare as “A good many dramatic situations begin with screaming,” upon hearing a scream, and “This is really too poetic a way to die,” upon being locked in a cage with starving birds. Unfortunately, Vadim wants to achieve pure camp by having such lines delivered straightforwardly. Parody is wonderful if well done, but settling for camp is lazy. I’d prefer it if Fonda were more subtle: Vadim should have had her deliver such lines under her breath, perhaps like W. C. Fields or Robin Williams’s Popeye.

In a scene influenced by The Wizard of Oz (1939), Barbarella threatens to melt the wicked Black Queen’s face (she has been calling Barbarella “Pretty Pretty”) if she doesn’t free Pygar.
Critics of the film might guess that Fonda would object to her character’s willingness to give her body to all males who give her assistance. But the point is that it is always Barbarella’s choice that she gives these men physical pleasure—and, besides, she ends up using their bodies to give herself sexual satisfaction. Fonda likes Barbarella because she gives sex of her own free will, and, in turn, turned-on audiences like Barbarella because in it Fonda took off her clothes of her own free will. In 1968, when an actress made it to star status, she automatically rejected all roles that called for nudity. But Fonda broke with convention; she was a major actress who sought out roles that required her to disrobe. The result was a Barbarella cult of curious people stimulated by the prospect of seeing a star so uninhibited. The political Fonda is too conscious of her public image to again play such a role. This has made Barbarella a curiosity piece, and pinups of her in the picture, and in the Vadim segment of Spirits of the Dead (1968), in which she plays a temptingly dressed libertine, have become collectors’ favorites.
When Fonda was married to Vadim and lived with him in Paris, we couldn’t really decide if it was indeed Fonda’s choice to play Barbarella, a Barbie doll for adults. Though it’s hard to imagine, back in 1969 we thought she was trapped in a Svengali-Trilby relationship with her husband-director, much like the one we envision between John and Bo Derek. At the time, Pauline Kael wrote that Fonda was “married to a superb example of the Jamesian villain, a sophisticated European (a Frenchman of Russian origin) who is redolent of shallow morals, who is the screen’s foremost celebrant of erotic trash, and who has the scandalous habit of turning each wife into a facsimile of the first and spreading her out for the camera.” We had seen how Vadim had orchestrated the careers of former wives Brigitte Bardot and Annette Stroyberg Vadim. And now Life magazine reported that Vadim had been so inspired seeing Fonda walk around their villa topless that he wanted the whole world to share her physical attributes. But if we look farther back, we see that Fonda herself helped cultivate her sex kitten image. In her first film, Tall Story (1960), a comedy directed by her godfather, Joshua Logan, she wears tight cheerleader sweaters and low-cut dresses. Two scenes are unbelievably torrid, even by 1980s standards: a heavy-breathing Fonda, in a dress that shows much cleavage, and an aroused Anthony Perkins smooch on a couch and discuss genetics; later the turned-on but fully clothed pair stand interlocked in a tiny trailer shower, expanded chests pressing and Fonda licking her lips. Other Hollywood films—from The Chapman Report (1962), cast as a frigid housewife (and using her direct-facing-the-camera-as-if-being-interviewed speaking style for the first time), and Walk on the Wild Side (1962), as her first hooker, to Barefoot in the Park (1967) and Cat Ballou (1965)—promoted her sex image. Besides these, she traveled to Europe to make erotic films, first for René Clément, and then for Roger Vadim, who knew how to exploit her sexuality to the nth degree. Marriage came later.
Barbarella begins with Fonda’s famous strip out of her space suit while floating in the air. But the title letters block the view. And the rest of the film is one big tease, as viewers try to glimpse parts of Fonda’s anatomy and Vadim frustrates them. She’s nude or seminude all right, but only when she is in long shot (as when she crawls through her ship after having made love to Mark Hand) or when her back is turned (as when she speaks to the President on her ship’s monitor), or when she’s under Pygar’s feathers or Durand-Durand’s pleasure machine. True, both the kids’ toothy dolls and the people-eating birds bite away at Barbarella’s clothes, but predictably she’s rescued before much damage is done. All the sex other than the hand-to-hand contact between Barbarella and Dildano is done offscreen, so the most erotic moment in the film turns out to be when Barbarella reaches under Pygar’s loincloth and pulls out the gun hidden there. It’s all tease, and that is the disappointing essence of Vadim. You leave the theater thinking you saw Fonda nude throughout, but after reflecting a bit, you aren’t sure you saw her nude at all. That was also what happened after seeing Vadim’s notorious Bardot films.

The standard Vadim tease: It’s impossible to be certain if Fonda is truly nude behind the glass. Such moments abound in the film.
It was two years after Monica Vitti starred in Modesty Blaise (1966) that Vadim ventured into the pop-art world for his own sex fantasy, adapting Barbarella from Forest’s incomprehensible comic strip. (The strip’s about ten notches below Playboys’s “Little Annie Fanny,” if that’s possible.) Seven writers, including Forest, Vadim, and Terry Southern (who contributed two scenes) churned out an embarrassingly lame, unambitious script. Problems abound. For instance, having Dildano, Ping, and all the revolutionaries killed by Durand-Durand’s Positronic Ray is out of tune with a picture that for the first hour and a half seems not to take itself seriously. Moreover, their deaths make the potentially climactic revolution a dud. Certainly the relationship between Barbarella and the Black Queen should have more substance. Since they’re not at each other’s throats very often, perhaps they should be attracted to each other—that would give the picture needed spice. Vadim isn’t averse to lesbian encounters: Annette Vadim and Elsa Martinelli are drawn to each other in his vampire film Blood and Roses (1960); ex-wife Bardot and Jane Birkin make love in the raw in Don Juan (1973). The one unforgivable problem with the picture is that Barbarella has little to do with what transpires. She may lift Pygar’s spirits so he can fly, but otherwise she is a bystander, while the revolution takes place and while the Black Queen does in Durand-Durand, by releasing the mathmos. Some heroine! How terribly she compares to Val Lewton’s damsels in distress who move the story along and also get themselves out of trouble.
This whole production (the much-publicized futuristic, erotically designed sets; music; dialogue; storyline; direction; special effects) lacks imagination. It’s also full of examples of poor judgment, such as having Marcel Marceau do nothing but deliver dialogue—that’s like hiring Olivier to do mime. Only the scene with the evil children and their spooky dolls—reminding one of the Village of the Damned (1960)—is the least bit exciting. But even here there is a problem. In this and other scenes, Vadim subjects his heroine to ghastly tortures while she is either nude or having her clothes ripped off. If this weren’t such an innocuous film, feminists (like Jane Fonda) might want to complain that the director is trying to stimulate libidos by showing women subjected to physical abuse. At the very least this is irresponsible, and the Jane Fonda of later years makes certain that the content of her films is, above all else, responsible.
If you’re a fan of Barbarella, you might enjoy these cult movies:
The Fifth Element, 1997
Director: Luc Besson
Galaxina, 1980
Director: William Sachs
Tank Girl, 1995
Director: Rachel Talalay
Resident Evil, 2002
Director: Paul W. S. Anderson
The 10th Victim, 1965
Director: Elio Petri








1982 Ladd Company in association with Sir Run Run Shaw
Director: Ridley Scott
Producer: Michael Deeley
Screenplay: Hampton Fancher and David Peoples
From the novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? by Philip K. Dick
Cinematography: Jordan Cronenweth
Special Visual Effects: Douglas Trumbull, with Richard Yuricich and David Dryer
Production Designer: Lawrence G. Paull
Visual Futurist: Syd Mead
Music: Vangelis
Editor: Terry Rawlings
Running Time: 117 minutes
Color
Cast: Harrison Ford (Rick Deckard), Rutger Hauer (Roy Batty), Sean Young (Rachael), Edward James Olmos (Gaff), M. Emmet Walsh (Harry Bryant), Daryl Hannah (Pris), William Sanderson (J. F. Sebastian), Brion James (Leon), Joe Turkel (Tyrell), Joanna Cassidy (Zhora), James Hong (Chew), Morgan Paull (Holden), Hy Pyke (Taffey Lewis).
Synopsis (Theatrical Release): The sun doesn’t shine on the overcrowded, rubble-strewn, neon-lit streets of cold Los Angeles in 2019. It is blocked out by the heavy (acid?) rain and huge, grimy buildings. There are few public works; crime is rampant. Tyrell, head of the city’s replicant-producing Tyrell Corporation, is one of the few rich people who haven’t vacated unhealthy earth for an off-world colony. Through genetic engineering, he produces replicants to serve as slaves in off-world exploration and colonization. He intends his replicants to be ‘‘more human than human.”
Four supersophisticated Nexus 6 replicants have come back to Earth, where they are illegal and hunted by human detectives called blade runners. Roy Batty, Pris, Leon, and Zhora massacred 23 humans and stole a shuttle in outer space. Since such replicants may in time develop human emotions, they are designed to die in four years. Their time is almost up. One replicant, Leon, has infiltrated the Tyrell Corporation as a worker. Blade runner Holden gives him a Voight-Kampff test, with questions designed to indicate his level of empathy. The machine reveals he has none, indicating he is a replicant. Leon shoots Holden. So heavy-drinking, depressed ex-blade runner Rick Deckard is ordered by police captain Bryant to return to work and track down the replicants. He hates this assignment—it’s why he quit in the first place.
Tyrell asks Deckard to use the machine on a young female worker, Rachael. Deckard is very attracted to her and is upset to discover she is a replicant. Because she has been implanted with memories and given fake photos of a nonexistent past, she only now learns she is a replicant. Replicants aren’t supposed to be emotional, but she is heartbroken. Once Deckard felt prejudice toward replicants, but killing them now depresses him. And he finds himself falling in love with Rachael. Deckard tracks down Zhora, who works as a snake dancer. She is strong and almost kills him. She flees. He shoots her in the back. Leon, who demands to know how much longer he’ll live, almost beats Deckard to death. Rachael kills Leon. Deckard and Rachael make love.
Pris flirts her way into the apartment of simple Sebastian, who works for Tyrell as a genetic engineer. Sebastian takes Batty, her lover, to Tyrell’s luxurious apartment. Batty demands Tyrell extend the replicant life span, because he feels he is dying. Tyrell can do nothing. Batty squashes his head. He then kills Sebastian.
Deckard enters Sebastian’s apartment. Pris flies through the air and almost crushes him with her powerful thighs. He shoots her, and she dies in agony. Batty arrives. He is grieved by Pris’s death. He chases the terrified Deckard all over the building. He breaks Deckard’s knuckles. Deckard leaps to another building. He holds on by his fingers. Batty says, “Quite an experience to live in fear, isn’t it? That’s what it’s like to be a slave.” Batty pulls him to safety. Deckard watches Batty die. He thinks Batty saved him because he loved life, anybody’s life.
Policeman Gaff, who wants Deckard’s job, reminds Deckard he must kill Rachael. Yet Deckard discovers that Gaff didn’t kill her when he had the chance; after all she had only a short time to live anyway. Deckard and Rachael flee to the uninhabited country. Tyrell had told Deckard that she has no fixed termination date.

Blade runner Deckard chases a replicant through the mazelike L.A. of 2019, on streets that are overcrowded, unhealthy, and surrounded by huge buildings that are covered with electrical advertising.
Ridley Scott’s ambitious, $15 million adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? flopped with critics and was a box-office bust when first released, but it has since emerged as a cult favorite, midnight movie staple, and perhaps the first “thinking person’s science fiction film” since 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). Too often we hear people claim that a particular film improves on second viewing, but it’s definitely true with Blade Runner. On second viewing, the awesome visuals no longer overwhelm the story and themes, as critics had complained. Now we can understand that the visuals (particularly those that depict the city in the year 2019) help tell the story and advance the themes. While the slow pacing and Deckard’s noir-style narration were initially off-putting, we now realize they are essential for helping create the picture’s somber, melancholy, memories-lost ambience and, because Deckard sounds cheerier than his brooding character in his story (remember this is his flashback), for confirming Deckard has undergone a positive change since the action we witness took place. (His rosier attitude is the result of the action we witness.) And on second viewing we can take delight in the marvelous cast—what faces and bodies!—and their fascinating characters. Harrison Ford’s narration is weakly delivered, but he has strong screen presence; Sean Young will steal your heart; Rutger Hauer, Daryl Hannah, and Joanna Cassidy are the cleverest, best-looking, and deadliest “bad guy” gang in recent memory.

Joanna Cassidy as Zhora, in her exotic snake-dance outfit. I asked Scott if he cast the beautiful Cassidy, Young, and Hannah as his female replicants so that men in his audience would be attracted to their characters and the distinction between human and android would be diminished. His simple reply: “If you’re going to make female replicants [in the future], why make them ugly?”
In Dick’s novel, Deckard is an active android bounty hunter in San Francisco, after a nuclear war. He is (unhappily) married, not divorced, and his wife lays a guilt trip on him for his line of work. Like everyone else, Rick adheres to Mercerism, a quasi-religion that I make out as a celebration of being human; constantly watches TV comedian Buster Friendly; takes artificial brain stimulation to alter moods; and dreams of owning one of the few remaining real animals on earth (fake animals are the next best thing). The androids he tracks down are without the sympathetic qualities of their film counterparts. They have no feelings for each other or other living things. They represent pure evil. The book’s Rachael is more sympathetic than the rogue androids, yet she too is cold—she spitefully kills Deckard’s prize goat (to compensate for his murdering her comrades?). Rachael looks exactly like Pris, as they are the same android model. That’s why Deckard worries that he won’t be able to shoot Pris. There is no subplot having to do with androids trying to convince their maker (Rosen, rather than Tyrell) to increase their life span. Mercerism proves to be a sham; Buster Friendly turns out to be an android; Deckard discovers a parallel police department run by androids and senses that he—and everyone else—may be an android, because there is no longer a clear distinction between man and android.

In the novel, replicants Rachael and Pris are the same model and look exactly alike. In the film, they are played by two upcoming actresses, the brunette Sean Young (left) and the blond Daryl Hannah. It’s interesting that such sensual actresses were cast as androids.
The origin of the novel was Dick’s research of Nazis for his book The Man in the High Castle. In the late forties he had come across prime Nazi documents, including the diary of an S.S. man stationed in Warsaw. In an interview published in Starlog (February 1982), he told James Van Hise:
“I still remember the one line he had in there: ‘We are kept awake at night by the cries of starving children.’ . . . [T]hat influenced me. I thought, there is amongst us something that is a bipedal humanoid, morphologically identical to the human being but which is not human. It is not human to complain that starving children are keeping you awake. And there . . . was born my idea that within our species is a bifurcation, a dichotomy between the truly human and that which mimics the truly human.”
Herb Jaffe optioned the book and Robert Jaffe wrote a screenplay in 1973 that Dick claimed “turned it into a comedy—a spoof, along the lines of Get Smart. Everybody was a clown and it was full of smart ass remarks.” Dick was relieved when Jaffe’s option lapsed. In December 1980, Hampton Fancher wrote the first script for what would turn out to be the Ridley Scott movie and Dick was as dissatisfied with it as he’d been with Jaffe’s. Terming it “Philip Marlowe meets The Stepford Wives,” he wrote an angry essay for SelecTV Guide, criticizing SF films like Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979) for using special effects instead of a story, and insinuating Blade Runner would fall into the same category, a simplistic shoot-’em-up with fantastic Douglas Trumbull special effects. He wasn’t pleased that Scott had told an interviewer that he had found the book too difficult to finish. Dick’s attitude toward the project changed drastically when he read David Peoples’s February 1981 rewrite. Peoples maintained his draft had been inspired by Fancher’s, but Dick insisted it was faithful to the book and—he was correct—“in some ways Peoples improved over the book.. . . Each reinforces the other. If you start out with the book, the screenplay adds material to that, and if you start out with the screenplay, the book adds material to that, so they’re beautifully symmetrical.” Dick believed Peoples’s shooting script contained his two major themes. In Starlog:
“The first is what constitutes the essential human being and how do we distinguish and define the essential human being from that which only masquerades as human.. . . And the second theme is the tragic theme that if you fight evil, you will wind up becoming evil, and that’s the condition of life.. . . Deckard, to kill the replicants . . . is brutalized and dehumanized.. . . You have Deckard becoming more and more dehumanized and the replicants becoming more and more human, and at the end they meet and the distinction is gone. But this fusion of Deckard and the replicants is a tragedy. This is not a victory where the replicants become humanized and there is some victory by humanity over inhumanity. This is horrifying because he is now as they are. So the theme of the novel is completely and essentially retained.”
I only disagree with the last statement because the film replicants turn out to be sympathetic, not pure evil.
Because Dick died suddenly before the release of the film, it’s difficult to guess how he would have approved of the final result. Disastrous screenings in Denver and Dallas—the audiences expected a Harrison Ford film along the lines of Star Wars (1977) and Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981)—caused Scott to make changes and, in some cases, revert back to Fancher’s script. The controversial narration and an upbeat ending were added (only to be disposed of, mistakenly I believe, in subsequent Director’s Cuts). At the very least, Dick would have approved of the look of the film. When I interviewed Ridley Scott for Omni’s ScreenFlights/ScreenFantasies (1984), he said Dick once visited the set and looked at Trumbull’s just-completed special effects work:
“Dick was more than delighted—I think he was stunned by the look of our environment. He said it was exactly how he had envisioned the world with which we were dealing. Blade Runner was a difficult project to conceive because it is set only about thirty-five years from now, in a ‘tangible’ future rather than the obscure future of Alien. . . . I think that the mistake a lot of futuristic films make when they attempt short leaps forward in time is that they devastate whole cities and erect hokey-looking utopias. Things wouldn’t work that way. . . . As we move farther and farther into the future, the probability is that the construction of new buildings will diminish . . . and the constant repairing, shoring up, and modernization of older architecture will begin to take on a rather retrofitted look. Our vision was really of a clogged world, where you get the sense of a city on overload, where things may stop at any time.. . . Everything is old or badly serviced, and the bureaucratic system running the city is totally disorganized. One of the few things in fine order is advertising. I expect by this time that billboards and electric signs will be everywhere.”
Raymond Durgnant wrote in the May 1983 issue of American Film:
Highly painterly is the only way to describe the look of Blade Runner, which sets out to give its fantastic world an intricate texture of Hi-Gloss and Techno-sleaze, of glitter and haze, rain and neon, crumbling stonework and torn body stockings. Director Ridley Scott has described the care taken to push the cityscape beyond mere correctness, and to achieve a kind of visual charge, which reminded me of the astonishing paintings of Richard Estes. Indeed, the film is so dominated by painted mattes and detail animations—by multiple opticals, model miniatures, and invented shapes—of cars, toys, megastructures, and a weirdly bloated sun (painted) that it is very largely just a painted-and-sculpted construction.
No picture since Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927) has presented such a compelling, forbidding vision of the future. Conceptual artist Syd Mead and production designer Lawrence G. Paull created an overly crowded, hazy city, where (acid?) rain falls constantly, electric advertising—for Atari, Coca-Cola, TDK, RCA, Bulova, Schlitz, Budweiser, Kinney shoes, etc.—covers tenement windows and walls, factory chimneys spew flames and fumes into the air, and police spinners and blimps—with aural advertisements for off-world travel—fly about. Mammoth, pyramid-shaped buildings dominate the skyline. Industrial tubing and pipe fixtures are in plain sight. Water covers landings in buildings as well as the streets. Bright strobe lights repeatedly shine through open windows. A mass of humanity—Asians comprise a large percentage of the population—marches impersonally through the always-dark streets; there is much activity in the Red Light district and the animoid black market. Faceless bike riders whiz by; bands of scavengers emerge from the shadows. Rich people live far above in the high rises, with security systems fit for fortresses. There are violent magazines (KILL) on newsstands, pay videophones, extravagantly priced parking meters. Everything is impersonal, old, and unhealthy. As Mead told critic/screenwriter Ed Naha, present-day New York served as the model, just as it had inspired Lang in the 1920s: “We drew a profile of a city taking the two World Trade Towers as the norm. We figured that, as you went up higher, the street level as we know it today would become some sort of massive service alley sequestered beneath these enormous megastructures that would, in turn, give the streets a sort of subterranean sewer look.” (So those people who walk on the foul streets are literally of the “low-life” variety.)
In an article Mead wrote for Omni’s ScreenFlights/ScreenFantasies, he explained the thinking that went behind his design work for the film:
The city of 2019 was getting progressively dense. Buildings were over three thousand feet high, with older buildings of ten or twenty stories being used as bases for the entire superstructure. Cables and tubes, delivering air and removing waste, would climb along the outsides of old buildings. The street level would be a service alley to these towering megastructures. Street level fixtures such as fire hydrants, parking meters, and the noodle bar where Deckard eats, were, again, all conceived using the social theory of retrofitted utilization. Ridley Scott, Ivor Powell (the associate producer), Lawrence G. Paull, and I developed the concept. Because in 2019 there was so much energy being devoted to off-world activity, for which the replicants were made, the consumer base wasn’t getting much attention. This meant that the population was very actively collecting bits and pieces of add-on layers to make their original articles work. Today in many Third World countries you’ll find . . . retrofitted machine constructions that bear superficial resemblances to the original articles, but they’ve been overlaid by so many add-ons that they’ve taken on a style of their own. We labeled that style, which influenced the look of the film, “retro-deco.”
Indeed, what’s so frightening about what we see in the picture—the environment, the technology, the clothes and makeup, genetically produced human and animal duplicates—is that it seems to be a logical future for us. (Only the off-colony exodus seems rushed.) In this cautionary tale, we are presented with much from our own present and past to remind us that what we see is the end result of our unfortunate progression. The colossal, sloping high-rise buildings are patterned after Egyptian pyramids or, suggests SF writer Robert Silverberg, “Aztec temples or Babylonian ziggurats”; the columns at the Tyrell Corporation are more suitable for a Greek or Roman palace; Trumbull designed Tyrell’s bedroom as if it were the pope’s in the Vatican. The setting used for Deckard’s cluttered, claustrophobic, low-ceilinged apartment is a Frank Lloyd Wright house built in the 1920s in the Los Feliz hills; the police department is located in what is L.A.’s 45 +-year-old Union Station—a set Scott liked because of “the art deco and neo-Fascist architecture.” Deckard’s favorite noodle bar was designed by Paull, who wanted it to be an outdoor version of the White Castle hamburger joints he loved as a kid in the forties. Characters dress in outfits that mix future, present, and past. Policemen wear uniforms that combine the style of the forties with projections of the future. Pedestrians look like they come from countless eras, from every possible country. There are even Hare Krishnas, as well as young men with New Wave hairstyles and dark glasses. Deckard and Sebastian dress in what appear to be, in the year 2019, functional clothes that are long out of style—those clothes that are in fashion are either too expensive or, judging from the department store mannequins, kinky. Zhora looks ready for an S&M party. Pris looks like a cross between a New Wave punk and a hooker on New York’s 8th Avenue. Rachael’s stunning black suit, with each stripe consisting of a separate piece of silk, and with the wide shoulders and trim waist, is appropriate for heroines of forties film noir. With her hair tied back, dark brows and eyeshadow, watery eyes, red lips, perfect skin, and swirling cigarette smoke serving as a veil, beautiful Sean Young’s Rachael is supposed to be like those mysterious movie heroines who, the heroes had to decide, were either completely honest and loyal or “inhuman,” with blood that ran ice cold. As much as the wet, dark, neon-lit streets and claustrophobic imagery (hypnotically filmed by Jordan Cronenweth), Rachael is a visual reminder that we are watching classic film noir transported to the future. Deckard may have a futuristic job—blade runner—but he is the classic disillusioned, morally ambivalent detective hero, complete with hard-boiled narration. Scott told me:
“When we first meet Deckard, he is already thinking of [permanently] giving up his job as professional exterminator. The job was in fact getting to him, as it did to, say, Philip Marlowe. His attitude toward his profession had already discolored his vision of the world and affected his attitude toward himself. As in classic detective stories, his background is suggested by innuendo rather than fact; but what I wanted to do at the beginning was show a man who wanted to change his whole way of life and was in a way trying to find some kind of absolution or, maybe, a conscience.”
The reviews of Blade Runner that most annoyed me when it was released were those that claimed the film had no theme and had such poorly drawn characters that it appeared the replicants were more human than Deckard. Somehow there were many critics who failed to comprehend that it was by intention that the replicants came across as more human than Deckard and that, in fact, this was the missing theme they were looking for. Remember how critics who reviewed 2001 thought they were making a clever observation when they asserted the HAL 9000 computer seemed more human than the human characters? Of course, this was Stanley Kubrick’s intention. Keir Dullea’s Bowman doesn’t regain his humanity and display human emotions until he battles and defeats the machine, reestablishing man’s supremacy over machine (thereby qualifying to meet his gods). At the beginning of Blade Runner, Deckard has withdrawn into the wave of impersonal humanity on the L.A. streets. He is, as his ex-wife complained, a “cold fish.” He suppresses his (human) feelings with alcohol and a heavy dose of guilt for having killed replicants. It’s through his interaction with the supersophisticated, lifelike replicants during the course of the film that he regains his emotions—if a replicant can have emotions, then so can a blade runner—and establishes himself as the earth’s one male human being: His ability to love is rekindled by Rachael—Ford and Young didn’t get along but their seduction scene is incredibly erotic—and he learns to appreciate life because of Batty’s generous decision to let him live. (Having been taught to love by Deckard, and having learned from him that she has a finite but indeterminate life span, Rachael, though a replicant, evolves into the one female human being.) It is fortunate for Deckard that the replicants he engages have been endowed with human qualities that humans no longer have in these inhuman times—it is only through interaction with them that he becomes as human as they are. In Dick’s book the replicants are evil, so when Deckard becomes like them, he becomes evil—but in the film, through sincere, sensitive Rachael and Batty’s gracious final act, we realize that if Deckard becomes like these replicants it is a positive step. Indeed, Deckard may be a replicant, as Scott believes, but he at least qualifies to carry humanity’s torch.

Roy Batty (left) and Pris act friendly toward Sebastian so that he’ll take Batty to see Tyrell.
Blade Runner deals with the arrogance of the rich, who would literally trash their home world, turn it into a barely habitable ghetto, and simply fly away to the off-colony suburbs and leave their mess for the poor. And like those who settled earth’s New World in the seventeenth century, they expect slave labor. That gap is filled by replicants, subjugated workers of the future who are considered less valuable than animals, have no legal rights, and, like the light bulb to which insensitive Tyrell equates Batty, are not built to last so that new ones can be sold. Man is so arrogant that he would create these genetically human androids, give them more intelligence and athletic proficiency than humans and the ability to develop the exact emotions of man, yet still consider himself superior to them. He is so arrogant that he assumes such creations would be satisfied being slaves to man. And he is so insensitive that he doesn’t bother to provide the replicants with a life span that compares to that of human beings, much less the reasonable life span man has been denied by God. Smug Tyrell actually thinks Batty should be grateful for his four years of existence. (Of course, we wouldn’t be happy being born into our prime of life knowing we had only four years left.) He is like a slave owner who, because he hasn’t killed his slave as the law permits, doesn’t understand why the slave wants to kill him; he is like a Frankenstein who doesn’t understand why his monster has returned to kill his maker, the person who provided him with a hellish life. On the other hand, Deckard is like a man hired to track down runaway slaves in pre-Civil War America who becomes enlightened. He comes to realize that replicants are not only equal to humans, but are everything humans should be. So are they human? When Rachael flees his apartment, he tells her, “I’ve had people walk out on me before”; when he kills Zhora he refers to her as a woman. Disposing of Batty, Zhora, Leon, and Pris becomes for Deckard like killing four human murderers—if they hadn’t committed heinous crimes, he surely couldn’t do it and live with himself. (He could never harm Rachael.) Their crimes aren’t forgivable but are understandable considering their fears and impossible situation. So trying to kill them is more traumatic—surely it helps to know they would die soon anyway—and painful than Bowman’s dismantling of the human-like HAL in 2001.

Deckard’s human life is in the hands of angry replicant Roy Batty.
Scott intended his film to be “a heavy metal comic strip.” But the best scenes in Blade Runner are real and strike emotional chords. My favorite moments are slow and overwhelmingly sad: In Deckard’s apartment, teary-eyed Rachael, having learned her own photos are counterfeit, looks at Deckard’s collection and wonders if they’re real (Scott doubts they are); she sees if she can really play the piano (“You play beautifully,” Deckard assures her) or if she previously played only in false memories. These scenes create instant nostalgia, like walking into an elderly person’s parlor and seeing an entire life on display around you. How important are memories (even fake ones) and how vacant are lives without them. Even bad memories are essential; as Batty eloquently laments, “I’ve seen things you people wouldn’t believe.. . . All those moments will be lost in time, like tears and rain.” Like Deckard, we learn to respect life, and we are sad when the lives of the replicants are snuffed out . . . along with their (fake and real) memories. Scott properly treats their deaths with respect and gives them dignity. It is thrilling watching Deckard battle Joanna Cassidy’s lovely yet lethal, funny but fierce Zhora (in this case, sex and violence do mix), Pris (Daryl Hannah almost steals the film with her gymnastic fighting), and terrifying Batty—he doesn’t seem competent against such foes—but again, one can better appreciate the sorrowful moments after battle, when we contemplate the unfair lives to which Tyrell sentenced the replicants. No humans on this earth would do it for their own, but Batty kisses the dead Pris on the lips and uses his tongue to push hers back into her mouth so her beauty is restored. Then he almost kills Deckard, but rescues him instead. It’s a wonderful, touching moment, complete with a flying white dove of peace and powerful, haunting music by Vangelis (who composed a brilliant score). This is the ultimate peaceful gesture in the science fiction cinema between man and machine. Along with Rachael’s decision to go away with Deckard, it gives us hope that we can live in harmony.
If you’re a fan of Blade Runner, you might enjoy these cult movies:
Alphaville, 1965
Director: Jean-Luc Godard
Dark City, 1998
Director: Alex Proyas
A Scanner Darkly, 2006
Director: Richard Linklater
Soylent Green, 1973
Director: Richard Fleischer
Strange Days, 1995
Director: Kathryn Bigelow








1975 An LQJaf presentation
Director: L. Q. Jones
Producer: Alvy Moore
Screenplay: L. Q. Jones
From a novella by Harlan Ellison
Cinematography: John Arthur Morrill
Music: Tim McIntire
“Topeka” music by Jaime Mendoza-Nava; “When the World Was New” by Richard Gillis
Editor: Scott Conrad
Running time: 91 minutes
Color
Cast: Don Johnson (Vic), Susanne Benton (Quilla June Holmes), Tiger (Blood), Tim McIntire (Blood’s voice), Alvy Moore (Dr. Moore), Jason Robards (Lew Craddock), Helene Winston (Mez), Charles McGraw (the preacher), Hal Baylor (Michael), Ron Feinberg (Fellini), Mike Rupert (Gary), Don Carter (Ken), Michael Hershman (Richard)
Synopsis: It is 2024 A.D., several years after World War III. Phoenix, Arizona, is a wasteland. Bands of marauders, rovers, battle for food found in the tops of buildings that were bombed out and almost entirely covered by desert sands. What “civilization” there is is below in one of the downunders. Neither Vic, a solo in his early twenties, nor his partner Blood, a dog who communicates with him telepathically, wants to go below. Blood finds women for Vic to rape. Vic provides Blood with food.
Blood sniffs out a woman, but rovers have reached her first and have killed her after raping her. Vic argues with Blood about his inability to find women. Blood wants to go “over the hill,” to paradise. Vic promises that they’ll go once Blood finds a woman for him.
Fellini, a brutal king, leads his group of scavengers through the desert. On impulse, Vic steals some of their food. He is observed by unseen people. They agree that Vic will be right for their purposes.
Vic and Blood watch the nightly films in a makeshift theater. Blood sniffs out a woman dressed as a solo. At first, Vic doesn’t believe him, but he follows her to an abandoned YMCA. When she strips, he knows Blood was right. He starts to rape her, but her friendly conversation confuses him and he stops. She says her name is Quilla June Holmes. Marauders know about her, too. Vic and Blood put up a fight to save her. Blood is injured. Quilla June seduces Vic. Much to Blood’s chagrin, they make love. She tells Vic he should come live with her in Topeka, a downunder. Vic is afraid to go below. She conks him on the head and flees. Vic decides to go after her. Blood says he will wait for him a little while.

After fighting off marauders, Vic, Blood, and Quilla June find shelter in an abandoned building. Much to Blood’s disapproval, Vic and Quilla June (played by once hot stars Don Johnson and pretty Susanne Benton, who’d been a WAC secretary in the 1970 film Catch-22) will spend the night having sex.
Topeka is an agrarian community run by a ruthless, impersonal Committee: Lew, Dr. Moore, and Mez. It had sent Quilla June above to lure Vic to them. They want him to impregnante thirty-five virgins because the men in Topeka have trouble breeding. But he is surprised when they hook him up to an artificial insemination machine. They plan to kill him afterward. Quilla June is angry that she has been denied entry to the Committee after performing her task. She frees Vic so he can help her, her boyfriend Gary, and others to overthrow the Committee and take over the dictatorship. However, the other rebels are killed by Michael, a robot in farmer’s garb. Vic shoots Michael and he and Quilla June escape. She tells him how much she loves him. Vic is her one hope for survival.
They find Blood. He hasn’t eaten in days and will soon die unless Vic provides him with food. Quilla June says it’s too late to save Blood, and Vic should go with her if he loves her. He looks at Blood. He looks at Quilla June.
Vic and Blood go off into the sunrise. Having eaten, Blood feels much better. Vic was touched that Quilla June picked him to be with. Blood remarks, “She had marvelous judgment—if not particularly good taste.” They laugh at the pun, and the boy and his dog walk toward paradise.
This picture has nothing to do with the 1946 Academy Award-winning short A Boy and His Dog, about a barefoot country boy who rescues a mistreated hound from its cruel owner. Nor does it in any fashion resemble the famous pre-World War II dog stories of Albert Payson Terhune (e.g., Lad: A Dog; Buff: A Collie; His Dog; A Dog Named Chips)—although Blood’s calling Vic Albert in both Harlan Ellison’s novella and L. Q. Jones’s film adaptation is meant to be an ironic comment on Terhune’s wholesome tales. Despite its heartwarming title, which conjures up nostalgic images of grassy fields, mysterious woods, and rippling brooks—as well as of Roddy McDowall, Tommy Rettig, and Jon Provost with Lassie, Lee Aaker with Rin Tin Tin, David Ladd with the dog of Flanders, and Tommy Kirk with Old Yeller—the Ellison-Jones A Boy and His Dog is a violent, sexy, sometimes vulgar black comedy far removed from kiddie fare (although teenagers with phony I.D.’s are perhaps its biggest fans).
A Boy and His Dog was first published in 1969, in Great Britain rather than Ellison’s native America. (He expanded it slightly for its first American printing in 1974.) By this time Ellison was already a cult figure, known for being an opinionated, obsessive, fussy intellectual; an undeniable talent who had shaken up the polite science fiction establishment with stories overflowing with sex, four-letter words, violent imagery, antisocial heroes, and left-wing politics. He epitomized the modern science fiction writer—he was also the type who’d walk out on interviewers who introduced him as a “science fiction writer.” Many of Ellison’s stories won SF prizes, and true to form, A Boy and His Dog copped the prestigious Nebula. Several studios took notice. Ellison subsequently turned down big money from Warners and Universal to adapt his story. Warners wanted him to make the downunder sequences less anti-Middle America; worse, both studios wanted Blood to literally talk to Vic, moving his lips the way Francis the Talking Mule used to. Ellison insisted that Blood communicate with Vic telepathically, which was logical in context of the story and their unique relationship (“because Blood and I think alike,” Vic explains to Quilla June, “and have a feeling for one another”). Ellison had given up on the story becoming a movie when he was contacted by L. Q. Jones, the character actor who had gained limited fame as one of Sam Peckinpah’s redneck villains (the one who always groveled in the dirt with Strother Martin). Jones and fellow character actor Alvy Moore, best known for his stint on television’s Green Acres, had formed a production company specializing in low-budget horror movies and wanted to purchase the rights to A Boy and His Dog, which would be their fourth production. For some reason, Ellison was impressed by their latest film, Brotherhood of Satan (1971), an improvement upon their The Devil’s Bedroom (1964) and The Witchmaker (1969) but muddled and amateurish. And when they told Ellison that he would be screenwriter and that Blood would communicate telepathically, a deal was made. As it turned out, Jones made his debut as director when the one he hired had to be replaced. Similarly, he became screenwriter when Ellison, who promised to whip off a script, had writer’s block for the better part of a year. In an interview conducted by Don Shay for Cinefantastique (Vol. 5, No. 1), Jones talked about adapting Ellison:
To begin with, it’s a fascinating story, and gorgeously written—not a wasted word in it. And I find that each time I read it again, there’s one word which I’ve missed in context and it’ll shed light on what he tried to say about the other things. The picture is a picture of sensation. What’s it like to be really dirty? What’s it like to be really lonely? You’ve got to learn to hate, and you’ve got to learn to fight—all this is built into it. It’s the way he wrote it. Harlan writes more visually than he does with words. So what I was trying to do was find out what he meant, or what he saw, and then translate it into something. That’s why it took me a year to write it.
The best part of A Boy and His Dog is the wicked, rat-a-tat-tat dialogue between Vic and Blood, which Jones took almost word for word from Ellison’s novella. It is made up of quick arguments (Blood refuses to track women for Vic’s sexual lust until Vic finds food to satisfy Blood’s constant hunger), threats to walk out on each other (Vic also threatens to give Blood swift kicks to the rump), insults, apologies, naïve statements from Vic, martyristic remarks from Blood—all delivered with an undercurrent of tremendous affection (let’s call it “love”) and need for one another. Vic and Blood are almost like a comedy team cast in an absurdist play, with the ignorant, musclebound macho boy playing the foil for the conceited, wise, cynical mutt. Blood comes across as a vicious variation on Cleo, Jackie Cooper’s memorable dachshund from the fifties TV comedy series The People’s Choice, whose every snide thought about his master’s foibles could be heard by viewers. But whereas Cleo, with floppy ears and droopy eyes, was always cute, friendly, and sympathetic, Blood is merely cute; his attitude, as Ellison writes, is “insolently humble.” It’s amazing what a good actor Tiger, of The Brady Bunch fame, is, particularly in those scenes when Blood is ignoring Vic after being hurt by one of his insults. Tim McIntire, who was a dynamic Alan Freed in Floyd Mutrux’s American Hot Wax (1978), properly provides Blood with a biting “adult” delivery, which one might think ideal for a Mr. Belvedere portrayal or The Man Who Came to Dinner but few would be smart enough to give to a shaggy pooch. It works because it keeps viewers from being too sympathetic toward Blood, who is, after all (despite his vicious streak, blatant misogyny, and various irritating peculiarities), a victim. Basically Blood is an old-timer, who has much to offer (wisdom, experience, companionship, historical knowledge) but fishes for reassurance from Vic that he’s not obsolete in a world of stupid scavengers, where only the fittest survive.
The post-apocalyptic world (Phoenix, Arizona, 2024 A.D.) that Jones presents is pretty much how Ellison describes it (although there wasn’t enough money to build a deserted city through which Vic could follow Quilla June). An enormous blue sky is in marked contrast to the bleak, battle-scarred, garbage-strewn landscape. It is a world of constant danger, of living in dirt and dust (which, of course, Jones got used to when he was working with Peckinpah), of searching for food to eat, women to rape (which critics find most unpleasant about the film), and a place for the night in the bombed-out buildings that barely jut out of the sand. I suspect that when director George Miller made Mad Max (1979), he was influenced by this post-World War III vision because he, too, created a world in which bands of brigands roam the countryside in search of women to rape and other sustenance. This was confirmed in Miller’s sequel, The Road Warrior (1981), in which we see a brigand leader much like A Boy and His Dog’s Fellini. Each is treated like a king by his followers; each keeps one on a leash. The vision of post-World War III Arizona is indeed intriguing, especially when action takes place in a makeshift movie house—where men and their dogs watch action movies double-billed with cowboy stag films—or in one of the dangerous buildings below the surface. (When we see Vic spying on Quilla June as she undresses in the bombed-out YMCA, it is as if we are the ones watching a stag film.) Unfortunately, the story shifts to Topeka, a downunder. Not that the downunder sequence is bad—it isn’t—it’s just that more scenes are needed above ground to satisfy our curiosity (perhaps another action sequence would be sufficient). Besides, Blood doesn’t tag along.

This still of Vic forcing stranger Quilla June to strip has often been used by feminists to illustrate what they believe is the sexist nature of the film.
Jones greatly changed the downunder sequence of Ellison’s novella. For one thing, the small town becomes more of an agrarian community. It also becomes more repressive in nature, as the Committee automatically executes (“Send them to the farm”) all who display a “lack of respect, wrong attitude, and failure to obey authority.” (This is surprising, since Jones is far more politically conservative than Ellison.) Other changes: Ellison’s impersonal, mobile green box-like guard becomes Michael, a robot henchman with a smile on his metallic face (when Vic destroys him, Lew shrugs, “Let’s get another Michael out of the warehouse—no smile this time”); Jones has Vic strapped to an insemination machine whereas Ellison had the townspeople arrange for him to actually have intercourse with Topeka’s maidens; and Jones’s nightmarish vision of a community without sun, where loudspeakers blare and everyone wears hideous clownish makeup, replaces Ellison’s dull, peaceful hometown.

Mez and Lew are two of the clownish yet coldhearted members of Kansas’s Committee.
The biggest change Jones made has to do with Quilla June, and is, I suspect, the reason for much of the feminist antagonism toward the film. In the novella, the first time Vic and Quilla June have intercourse it is because Vic rapes her. She was a virgin. Although she becomes sexual putty for Vic at this point and willingly has sex with him, over and over and over again, we do not forget that she did not initiate the sex. In the film, Quilla June manipulates would-be rapist Vic until she is no longer in danger of his taking her against her will. Then she seduces him. This wouldn’t be so bad in itself, but once she turns out to have been bait for Vic to be taken prisoner by the Committee, we think back to the seduction: In our eyes, Vic, committer of a dastardly act in the novella, is now a victim of a conniving, treacherous Mata Hari. All that comes after—Quilla June tries to get on the Committee so she can become part of the dictatorial command; she tries to use Vic again, to help in the revolution; we learn that she is not a virgin (she has a boyfriend named Gary) and is willing to use her body to move herself upward; she tries to get Vic to leave Blood behind and go off with her—is meant to justify Vic’s killing her so Blood can have food. In the novella, she doesn’t deserve her sad fate: she is neither mean nor self-serving. It’s just that Vic and Blood love each other and she—being female—is odd man out. The novella’s treatment of Quilla June is much more acceptable—there is no need to whitewash Vic and Blood’s murder, to, in fact, make it a joke (I laugh, but I feel guilty about it)—by making Quilla June into such a bitch, no pun intended.
Jones was most interested in the “love story” of Vic and Quilla June. But I’d rather look at the film as another entry in the “buddy”-picture genre. Quilla June, the soft woman with an apple, embodies civilization (“When Blood visits he can have his own room”) and the sex and sin therein. The natural order is: a man, his rifle, and his hunting dog. Love is pure only when it is not soiled by sex (contact with women)—it is pure between a boy and his dog. This noble partnership between man and animal reminds me of “That Mark Horse,” a wonderful short story by Jack Schaefer, author of Shane, about a rodeo cowboy who bemoans the lost respect of his horse. I love the concept of respect between man and animal (not love, not affection, not need), and A Boy and His Dog is one of the few examples of a film or story that deals with it. That is why I like this picture that many critics have attacked with good reason. (I also like its fine, nonelectrical score; the splendid performance by the once-promising Don Johnson, who had a strong gay following, exuding boyish country charm, like a regular on Hee! Haw! only with a shotgun by his side; and the great dog character.)
Jones didn’t know how to promote the film (at one time he wanted to call it Rover Dog) and it didn’t catch on with the mass audience. However, it did attain a loyal following, about half of them being Harlan Ellison cultists, and won a Hugo award. Tiger won a Patsy as best animal actor in a film. This gave Jones hope that he could eventually find an audience. Although an attempt by both Jones and Ellison to turn A Boy and His Dog into a pilot movie for a possible network series failed, in 1982 Jones went ahead with plans for a second release with a new ad campaign.

The moviehouses of the future will have armed guards instead of ticket takers. Here Vic barters with canned goods so that Blood can watch the movies too. According to director L. Q. Jones, a sequel called A Girl and Her Dog was planned but called off when Tiger died.
If you’re a fan of A Boy and His Dog, you might enjoy these cult movies:
Night of the Comet, 1984
Director: Thom Eberhardt
No Blade of Grass, 1970
Director: Cornel Wilde
28 Days Later, 2002
Director: Danny Boyle








1974 Jack H. Harris release
Director: John Carpenter
Producer: John Carpenter
Screenplay: John Carpenter and Dan O’Bannon
Cinematography: Douglas Knapp
Special Effects: Dan O’Bannon and Bill Taylor (uncredited)
Set Design: Dan O’Bannon
Music: John Carpenter
Editor: Dan O’Bannon
Running time: 83 minutes
Color
Cast: Brian Narelle (Doolittle), Andreijah Pahich (Talby), Carl Kuniholm (Boiler), Dan O’Bannon (Pinback), Joe Sanders (Powell)
Synopsis: It is the twenty-first century. For twenty years the scoutship Dark Star has journeyed in space, bombing unstable planets to make colonization possible. A television communiqué from earth arrives ten years after it was sent. The military officer apologizes for the crew’s bad luck. Captain Powell is dead. Because of budget cutbacks, nothing can be done to prevent radiation leakage.
There are four crew members aboard. Doolittle, Pinback, and Boiler spend most of their days in the cramped control room. Doolittle has become a bit “spacy” from the years in isolation. He just wants to find planets to blow up. The ship sets course for a new star that needs blasting. Doolittle visits the fourth man on the crew, Talby, who sits in a bubble on top of the ship dreaming about the Phoenix asteroid which circles the universe every 1.23 trillion years. Doolittle tells Talby how he misses surfing back in Malibu.
There is little to do aboard the Dark Star, especially since Doolittle, Pinback, and Boiler have long ago lost interest in speaking to one another. The astronauts are constantly treated to music played by their computer, who speaks in a sexy, yet motherly, voice. The computer also talks to the bomb, when she wants it to return to its bay rather than explode.
The ship passes through an electrical force field and there is a malfunction with the laser in the emergency airlock. The astronauts don’t realize this.
Pinback has taken an alien aboard to be the ship’s mascot; the alien refuses the food Pinback offers and escapes from its chamber. It traps Pinback on a small ledge in an elevator shaft. When the elevator starts to move, Pinback grabs onto it and wriggles into a door at the bottom. The elevator explodes. Angry and disheveled, Pinback marches after the alien and shoots it with an anesthetic gun. It deflates.
The ship arrives at the planet that must be exploded. The bomb is set to go off. Meanwhile Talby locates the malfunctioning laser. But he is temporarily blinded by the beam and steps in front of it. There is a fire and damage is done to the computer, which tells the men to abort the bombing or the ship will explode. But the bomb won’t be talked out of it. Doolittle gets advice from Captain Powell who, it turns out, is frozen below in suspended animation. Outside the ship, Doolittle gets the bomb to go back into the bay.
When Doolittle attempts to enter the ship, Talby flies out. He gives chase. The bomb decides that it is god. It detonates. The ship explodes. Doolittle cannot save Talby, but Talby is happy because he has become part of the Phoenix asteroid which is passing by. Doolittle climbs on top of a piece of the ship’s debris and “surfs” toward the planet in the distance.

The Dark Star destroyed, Doolittle uses a piece of debris to “surf” through space.
Even before the release of Halloween (1978), John Carpenter’s Dark Star and Assault on Precinct 13 (1976) had strong underground reputations, particularly among aficionados of low-budget films. Interestingly, the cults for the two films had nothing to do with Carpenter, as yet unknown, and were quite separate from each other: Assault’s was fervent and had spread to Europe (particularly England), where the picture had done well in festival competition; Dark Star’s was affectionate—it centered around an appreciation for someone who could make an ambitious film on a shoestring budget—and was mostly confined to SF film fans and independent filmmakers in America. When Halloween took off and almost immediately became the most profitable independent film in history, critics and moviegoers were finally inspired to seek out the quickly heralded director’s two earlier works. Assault, a violent film about a group of cops and prisoners who spend a night barricaded in an isolated jailhouse that is surrounded by a murderous-suicidal youth gang, has enough action, suspense, and technical skills to make it superior low-budget fare. Yet, if you’ve heard the hard sell on the film, you’ll likely be disappointed. It has rightly been called an homage to Carpenter-idol Howard Hawks’s Rio Bravo (1959), but it’s also just one more variation on George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead (1968), as is quite apparent in those scenes where faceless gang members crash into the building. On the other hand, the quality of the soft-peddled Dark Star may surprise you. It is hip, irreverent, lively, provocative, funny, and daring. And despite being influenced by Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), Dr. Strangelove (1964), Silent Running (1972), and fifties science fiction films about space exploration, Carpenter made a film that is like no other.
Carpenter was a cinema student at the University of Southern California when he began Dark Star. In fact, it was to be his thesis film, made in 16 mm and lasting about forty-five minutes. Already known in some circles for having edited, written the music for, coscripted, and helped Jim Rokos direct the student short The Resurrection of Broncho Billy, which won an Academy Award in 1970, Carpenter hoped that a film of his own would further convince some studio to invest in a feature he’d direct. Or perhaps they’d let him make an expanded version of Dark Star, what Warners had let George Lucas do with THX-1138 (1971), originally a short he’d made at USC. But Carpenter dropped out of school and took the film with him, scrounging for money to complete it. When he had shot footage for the short, he was given money by a Canadian investor to add on another forty minutes so it could be distributed commercially as a full-length feature. The new footage was shot in 35 mm. The completion money, which allowed the original 16 mm footage, comprising the beginning and end of the final film, to be blown up to 35 mm, and for special effects to be added, was provided by Jack Harris, an exploitation distributor. By giving Carpenter and partner Dan O’Bannon, who cowrote, edited, did special effects and set design, a set amount of money, Harris gained ownership of the film. But when Harris became financially strapped, he sold the rights to Bryanston, which had gained some notoriety as the distributor of such films as Deep Throat (1972) and The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974). Bryanston managed to get Dark Star bookings, but due to a poor ad campaign misdirected toward the “counterculture audience” and the fact that there hadn’t as yet been an SF boom, the picture did little business. Bryanston went bankrupt, partly as a result of Deep Throat court cases, and the picture became very hard to see until several years later, when it was picked up by Atlantic Releasing.* (Today it turns up frequently at revival houses and is a popular videocassette.) In an article written by James Stevenson for The New Yorker (January 28, 1980), Carpenter reflected back on his strange luck with the film:
In 1970 I started to make a feature film. It was the kid in the log cabin going out with his friends to make a movie again. I had a thousand dollars from U.S.C.. . . It began on the sound stage at U.S.C. and ended on the sound stage in Hollywood four years later. It cost sixty thousand dollars. I raised the money from my parents, friends, investors. We’d make ten minutes and show that, try to get some money, then make ten more. Five years after we started, the film . . . was released in multiple run in L.A. Dark Star was one of the most difficult, brutalizing, devastating, and satisfying experiences of my life. It was not successful. It was a weird little science fiction movie, with a lot of imagination and energy but a cardboard spaceship. I wanted it to be slick and professional, with suspense and a sense of humor; it was youthful, naïve, and innocent. It was exactly what I was. . . . I thought, I have created this work—don’t I have any credibility? I had no credibility. I never got a job.. . . Dark Star was the end of youth for me. It didn’t work.
But for viewers looking for something unusual, it does work. In 1970–1974, Carpenter was obviously much like the innovative astronaut Doolittle, who fills up two rows of hanging bottles with varing amounts of water to create a makeshift vibraphone, and uses a floating piece of the exploded ship’s debris as a surfboard to glide through space. When making Dark Star, Carpenter used everything at his disposal to complete a “legitimate” film (as much “art” as Doolittle’s music), despite having little money for production values. Smartly, Carpenter wasn’t afraid to call attention to his limited financial resources, to let viewers know that he was “just making do.” He takes O’Bannon’s shoebox sets and creates a sense of claustrophobia; fills the soundtrack with a wide range of music, from classical to rock to country to intentionally boring string music to his own trademarked pulsating Moog synthesizer sound (a less tense version than played throughout Halloween); uses interesting opticals and animation effects; builds an eighty-foot shaft and flips his camera on its side to make Pinback’s elevator-hanging scene seem believable and exciting; allows for a monster that is no more than a beachball with claws because he can use it for humor as well as suspense; varies the visuals by including several sequences in which characters appear on television monitors and seem to be addressing the viewer; and gives voices to the ship’s computer (a sexy but motherly female) and the bomb about to be detonated (a fussy male), thereby adding two characters to the film. Carpenter’s work, so impressive in Halloween, TV movies Someone’s Watching Me! (1978) and Elvis (1979), and much of The Fog (1980), has sadly and surprisingly gone downhill as his goal has apparently shifted to impressing viewers with gratuitous violence and visual virtuosity, at the expense of subtlety, atmosphere, characterization, and good taste. So it’s a pleasure to rediscover the young unknown Carpenter who was interested in completing personal projects rather than catering to an undiscriminating mass audience hooked on violence and elaborate, indulgent special effects. The intelligence so evident in Dark Star is nowhere to be found in such later shallow efforts as Halloween II (1981), which he coproduced and cowrote with Debra Hill, Escape From New York (1981), and The Thing (1982), pictures he obviously made to build fortunes and fame.

Distorted wide-angle view of the Dark Star cockpit where Pinback (foreground), Doolittle, and Boiler have been sitting for many years beyond their breaking points.
Carpenter’s version of The Thing is about an alien creature that systematically takes over the bodies and minds of men who work at an arctic research station. The problem is that from the start these men who have been living together in what amounts to a Siberian prison camp are presented as dehumanized by their ordeal. Who cares if dehumanized characters are further dehumanized? For The Thing to have been effective and have had an emotional impact as well as shock value, the characters needed to be more sympathetic, more human. However, in Dark Star—as long as the story does not become one about an alien takeover—it is appropriate that we are introduced to characters who have already become dehumanized through years of isolation, claustrophobia, and flying through infinite space. The gist of the film is the “pre-story,” or how the men got into their “weirded-out” states. Just as in Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979), when Martin Sheen happens upon a wacked out, leaderless battalion in a trench the Armed Forces have no doubt forgotten about, what is important is how these men got this way (dehumanized), rather than what will become of them. (In The Thing, it would have been wise to have given a pre-story before bringing on the alien.) Until the very end of Dark Star, almost every visual, clip of dialogue, and bit of action (other than the journey itself and the appearance of the electrical force field that causes the laser to malfunction) relates to the past. As the film begins, Captain Powell is already dead, the ship has already become radioactive, the toilet paper has run out, Talby has retreated to the bubble on top of the ship, Doolittle has gone gun crazy, there is an alien on board. Constant references to Powell, a series of tapes of Pinback showing his mental deterioration over the past few years, scenes in which the astronauts show they have long been sick of each other and have lost the ability to communicate with each other, the computer’s monotonal instructions and questionable selection of music for the men’s “listening pleasure,” and regular panic situations, all tell us why these men are in their sorry states. This is all presented humorously, but not merely for laughs. There are elements from the theater of the absurd; there is much satire: no doubt in the twenty-first century our government will be just as callous toward our astronauts on missions as it was to our modern-day foot soldiers in Vietnam.

Hoping to stop the bomb from blowing up the ship, Doolittle asks Captain Powell, in a suspended state, for advice.
There is much in Dark Star that strikes the funnybone: the quick shot of the three astronauts sitting in their cramped control room shaking furiously and “grooving” to the rock music they listen to; Pinback kibitzing Doolittle while the latter tapes a telemessage for home base, making sure it’s known he’s unhappy sitting next to the unfixed seat where Captain Powell was electrocuted; the computer trying not to lose her temper while requesting, once again, that the obstinate bomb return to its bay; the irony in the timing (everything in space takes years to occur, yet when the ship is in danger, the computer informs the men that they have only seconds to save themselves); Doolittle’s phenomenological discussion with the bomb; and Doolittle’s surfboard ride through space as “Benson, Arizona” is sung in the background. The highlight of the film is Pinback’s sequence with the alien he brought aboard to be the ship’s mascot (“I thought you were cute,” he gripes at feeding time). The way the alien slithers about, hides in every nook and cranny, jumps out of the darkness or drops from the ceiling, makes noises upon attack, and reveals it has intelligence, leaves little doubt that O’Bannon was the one who provided the concept for Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979), although Walter Hill and David Giler got full script credit.
Before Wayne Wang’s Chan Is Missing (1982) became the darling of critics because of its success on a minuscule $20,000 budget, Dark Star was the low-budget film most often pointed to as an inspiration to aspiring independent filmmakers. It should still be looked at, especially by science fiction fans and filmmakers. It is an impressive film, surprisingly nonindulgent for a new director, and worthy to be called “the poor, poor, poor man’s 2001.”
If you’re a fan of Dark Star, you might enjoy these cult movies:
The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across the 8th Dimension, 1984
Director: W. D. Richter
Serenity, 2005
Director: Joss Whedon
Starship Troopers, 1997
Director: Paul Verhoeven
Sunshine, 2007
Director: Danny Boyle








also known as Quatermass and the Pit
1967 U.K. Hammer-Seven Arts, released in the United States by 20th Century-Fox
Director: Roy Ward Baker
Producer: Anthony Nelson Keys
Screenplay: Nigel Kneale
Cinematography: Arthur Grant
Music: Tristram Cary
Supervising Editor: James Needs
Running Time: 98 minutes
Color
Cast: James Donald (Dr. Roney), Andrew Keir (Bernard Quatermass), Barbara Shelley (Barbara Judd), Julian Glover (Colonel Breen), Maurice Good (Sergeant Cleghorn), Duncan Lamont (Sladden), Peter Copley (Howell), Edwin Richfield (minister), Bryan Marshall (Captain Fuller), Grant Taylor (Sergeant Ellis), Robert Morris (Watson), James Culliford (Corporal Gibson).
Synopsis: Men doing expansion work at the underground station in the Hobb’s End section of London uncover skeletons of ancient apes. Anthropologist Dr. Roney and his assistant Barbara Judd rush to the scene. Roney wonders why these ancient apes have such large skulls.
An assistant thinks she has found a pipe beneath the clay. Digging stops before it is unearthed because it may be an unexploded German bomb from World War II. Strangely, it has no magnetic hold, so it is not made of steel. Missile expert Colonel Breen is called in. He happens to be arguing with Professor Bernard Quatermass at the time, so Quatermass accompanies him. Now an intact ape skull is discovered. Quatermass realizes that since they were found next to the strange “missile” they should have been destroyed when it hit the earth—unless they arrived with the object. But they are five million years old!
Quatermass and Barbara learn that during the war there were strange occurrences in Hobb’s End. There were bumps in the night, noises, ghost sightings . . . residents moved. The street used to be called Hob’s Lane—Hob is a lay term for the devil. They investigate further and discover that there have been spooky happenings in the area dating back to Roman times—each time there was digging.
The object is uncovered. It is a large blue “missile.” Although Quatermass objects, Breen orders electrician Sladden to drill into a sealed compartment. The special drill doesn’t work. However, the wall disintegrates. Roney and Quatermass pull out a dead, locustlike creature that has horns and three legs. It looks like the demons in drawings all over the world. Quatermass theorizes they were Martians whose civilization was dying. Choosing to conquer earth by proxy, they abducted our ancient apes, altered their brains, and returned them to earth to breed with unaltered apes. These apes evolved, becoming men who retained the evil that the Martians had instilled into their simian ancestors. Quatermass worries that the “missile” has the power to reactivate the dormant evil and cause men to complete the Martian colonization. This is confirmed when Sladden is possessed and runs through the city. Until he finds safety in a church, there is much psychic activity and destruction. But Quatermass can’t convince the government of the danger even when he shows, courtesy of Roney’s unconscious-vision device, a televised vision of Barbara’s/an apeman’s thoughts: Five million years ago, locust-like creatures marched across Mars, killing and being killed.
Breen thinks it’s all a German propaganda trick and invites the media to see the “missile.” The “missile” glows. Breen burns up beside it. Buildings collapse, there is fire. Everyone rushes into the streets. Quatermass is possessed. Roney brings him to his senses before Quatermass kills him. Roney is one of the few who has no ancient evil in him. Others like him are killed by the evil, possessed mob. Quatermass knocks out the possessed Barbara. A great mass of energy appears in the sky—this glowing locust looks like the devil. Roney recalls that iron is the devil’s enemy. He swings a huge metal crane into the energy form, grounding it. There is an enormous flash and fire. The “demon” is gone and earth is saved. But Roney is dead.

Quatermass (right), Barbara, and Dr. Roney discuss the mysterious, newly discovered five-million-year-old ape skull.
America’s most rabid science fiction fans recognize Five Million Years to Earth as one of the genre’s most intelligent, provocative entries of the last two decades and one of the best SF films ever produced in England. Yet its small budget, modest special effects, lack of name stars, and complicated, adult themes have prevented it from reaching SF dabblers or a large movie audience. It remains a sleeper in America and you’re more likely to catch it on television, where it plays without fanfare, than in revival houses or on college campuses. But in Britain the picture is well known and much appreciated. In fact, Quatermass and the Pit, as it was originally titled, The Quatermass Xperiment (1955), Quatermass II (1957), The Quatermass Conclusion (1979), the similarly titled BBC-TV serials from which the first three films were adapted (the fourth film was made specifically for British television), and the title character, the indomitable Professor Bernard Quatermass, are as much a part of the pop culture as Dr. Who.
All three serials, as well as the three film adaptations, were scripted by Nigel Kneale, the first Britisher working in science fiction to deliberately incorporate horror elements (at a time horror films were coded “X”—for adults only—in Britain). What’s most impressive about Kneale is that while he takes us out of the rational, scientific realm and off into fantastic directions (there are alien invasions and monsters; we learn—talk about culture shock—that we are descended from evil Martians), his work is consistently intelligent and never seems totally implausible, perhaps because it all makes sense to brainy scientist Quatermass. Kneale also has, writes British critic John Brosnan in his book Future Tense (1978), “an uncanny knack for combining contemporary SF themes with both mythology and traditional elements of the supernatural to produce stories that tend to bypass the forebrain and work directly on unconscious fears. ‘It’s the art of creating a state of unease,’ says Kneale.”
The popular Quatermass serials, each running six weeks, were broadcast in the fifties. In The Quatermass Experiment, which kept the nation in a state of unease in 1953, Reginald Tate’s Quatermass realizes that the sole surviving astronaut of Britain’s first manned space flight is transforming into an octopus-like alien creature. Quatermass II appeared two years later, with John Robinson assuming the title role following Tate’s death. In this story, Quatermass discovers that aliens have infiltrated the British government and set up a mysterious base in preparation for a full-scale invasion.
Kneale quickly adapted his first two Quatermass serials into films for Hammer Studios. They were modest efforts directed by Val Guest, who’d later make the superb The Day the Earth Caught Fire (1961). American actor Brian Donlevy was brought to England to star in both films. That Hammer would then, for U.S. release, replace the titles, which were well known in England, with The Creeping Unknown and Enemy from Space, respectively, is indicative that the studio believed the name Quatermass was far less a selling point to Americans, who hadn’t seen the serials, than was an exploitation title coupled with a well-known, though past his prime, Hollywood actor in the lead role. Both pictures had fair success in America, as well as at home, and this led to an increased number of science fiction and horror films being made in England. Meanwhile, Kneale was busy writing a third Quatermass serial about a spaceship found in London amidst Roman ruins. John Brosnan quotes Kneale:
“In the Quatermass serials, I always used what was going on at the time as a basis for the stories . . . in the late 1950s London was being rebuilt after the war and so a number of huge cavities were being dug . . . unexploded bombs were always being found and sometimes old Roman ruins would be exposed. And I thought—what if they found something else beyond that? What if they uncovered a spaceship? And this led to Quatermass and the Pit.”
The Quatermass and the Pit serial, with Andre Morrel as Quatermass, played on the BBC in 1958, after the movie versions of the first two serials had already made the rounds. Oddly, Hammer didn’t ask Kneale to adapt it into a screenplay immediately, while interest in Quatermass was high; instead Hammer began its classic horror series with Peter Cushing and Christopher Lee and held off on Quatermass and the Pit for almost 10 years. By that time Hammer decided that casting a name actor in a lead role wasn’t a prerequisite to having a financially successful SF or horror film, and that Quatermass shouldn’t be played by an American (John Mills would take the role in The Quatermass Conclusion). So little-known Scottish character actor Andrew Keir was offered the plum part (and his joy must have lasted until he learned he was billed behind James Donald). Nevertheless, 20th Century-Fox changed the title to Five Million Years to Earth for American release because Americans still didn’t relate the name “Quatermass” to science fiction.
Ironically, Five Million Years to Earth, far more intense and intellectually stimulating than its predecessors, was released in America in the same year as 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), the other major science fiction film to deal with the intriguing theme of “race memory.” The blasphemous notion in 2001 is: Because our ape ancestors had contact with extraterrestrials who altered our evolution, we humans retain in our subconscious mind a concept of “God”—although we don’t associate it with alien beings. The blasphemous notion in Five Million Years to Earth is: Because our ape ancestors had contact with evil extraterrestrials who altered our evolution, we humans retain in our subconscious mind a concept of “Devil”—although we don’t associate it with alien beings. (Again, in 1972’s Spanish-made cult film Horror Express, our “Devil” is an ancient astronaut.) Since Five Million Years to Earth was released prior to 2001 and had come from a 1958 television serial, it’s tempting to say it beat Kubrick’s more famous film to the punch with the “race memory” theme. But it’s likely that among Kneale’s sources for his serial and film were the original sources for 2001; as John Brosnan notes, “The idea of the devil becoming implanted in the human racial memory as a result of contact with a horned alien species figured prominently in [2001 scriptwriter Arthur C.] Clarke’s 1953 novel Childhood’s End, and the idea of an alien artifact being discovered underground was the subject of Clarke’s 1950 short story The Sentinel.”
Brosnan points out that Kneale’s decision to give his Martian insects three legs is a “nod” to H. G. Wells’s Martians in his book War of the Worlds. I also believe Kneale was cognizant of George Pal’s 1953 film production—or perversion—of Wells’s classic. Kneale rejects that film’s contention that men of science would work hand in hand with the government and military in dealing with alien beings. Independent thinker Quatermass is always at odds with know-it-all military men and government officials on how to approach a problem—he’s usually the only one to realize there is a problem. In the film of Wells’s work, God is responsible for halting the invaders (they die from germ contamination immediately after they destroy a church). In Kneale’s story, a man who is possessed by evil (aliens) can find some comfort in a church (as does electrician Sladden), but it is man who halts the invasion and casts out the “devil.” In Pal’s War of the Worlds, scientist Gene Barry is impotent against the Martians. But in Five Million Years to Earth, James Donald’s Dr. Roney ends the alien invasion by drawing on fundamental scientific law (“Mass into energy!”): By projecting a metal mass that is the iron crane into a “mass” of energy that is the incandescent horned demon in the sky, he grounds it and dissipates its energy.

Quatermass and Dr. Roney find an ancient locust-like Martian inside the missile. It will immediately disintegrate.
Roney thrusts iron into the demon because he recalls iron is the devil’s enemy. So before he applies science to the cause, he draws on his vast knowledge—anthropologist Roney is able to use his scientific knowledge only because he has knowledge of nonscientific subjects; in fact, he is learned in the supernatural, the area farthest from science. In film history, men and women of great intelligence, knowledge, and scientific expertise have rarely been shown in sympathetic light; this is particularly true in SF and horror films, where such characters are typically antisocial megalomaniacs who evolve into crazed murderers or worse. So Kneale should be commended for writing a story in which we side with three scientists—Quatermass, Roney, and Barbara Judd (played by popular fantasy film vet Barbara Shelley)—and knowledge, intelligence, and independent thought are shown to be positive attributes.
The film has a political subtext, where knowledge and independent thought really come into play. The simple reason the script calls for Julian Glover’s Colonel Breen to initially state the space vehicle might be an unexploded German bomb from World War II, and to later insist the ship and its unusual apemen and insect passengers were part of a German ploy to cause panic in London during World War II, is that Kneale wants to make us think of imperialistic Nazi Germany. When we see, on the unconscious-vision device, Barbara’s visions of the locust-like Martians of five million years ago, they are marching en masse, recalling faceless, machine-like German soldiers on the move. We see, Quatermass points out, the ancient Martians “kill and being killed”; he could be describing the Nazis in Germany when he explains what took place on Mars: “Ritual slaughter to preserve a fixed society, to rid it of mutations.” As the Nazis did in countries they conquered, the Martians wanted to rule earth by proxy. Most frightening and sickening to Kneale is that during World War II many people in occupied countries, including France, acted as if they were possessed by their evil “landlords,” allowed the evil within themselves to surface, and, now essentially Nazis themselves, turned on their friends and neighbors—just as the Londoners in the film become evil under the Martian demon’s influence and gang up on the few good people who remain defiant. Kneale raises the possibility that most of us have evil within us—even Quatermass!—ready to be unleashed if something as drastic as an occupation occurs. He worries that if England had been occupied by the Nazis, many people might not have acted differently from the French collaborators. He hopes that in such dire circumstances they wouldn’t act like sheep, stop thinking for themselves, and fall into line. Quatermass is skeptical that the Martians can be defeated by applying a “too simple” scientific law, but Roney realizes that even the simplest act of defiance or independent thought may have tremendous results because those in control expect no resistance. He explains: “It’s what they’d never allow for . . . that scrap of knowledge in minds that were free, that could use it.” Roney is speaking of Martians, Kneale of fascists.
I do believe that, in this film, science, knowledge, and free thought are shown to be a more powerful weapon than religion. Yet it can be argued that Kneale intended his film to have religious significance. After all, the final confrontation is literally between good and evil. Dr. Roney, the rare man who did not evolve from the genetically altered apes, the rare man who was not influenced by the evil Martians, battles the “Devil” with the fate of mankind at stake. The pure man sacrifices his life on behalf of the tainted human beings on earth. This is, of course, the story of Christ.

Colonel Breen and his men examine the “missile” found at the underground station excavation site.
If we failed to make the Roney/Christ analogy until the end, it’s because Kneale failed to sufficiently develop the character earlier. We were never made aware of Roney’s goodness and purity (though I assume this is hinted when he’s the only person who attempts to use the unconscious-vision device whose brain rejects thoughts of tainted ancient apes). In fact, it’s easy to take Roney for granted, since he’s so mild-mannered that the blustery, imposing Quatermass dwarfs him, and because the bearded Keir has more screen presence than Donald. But if you pay strict attention, you’ll realize that Roney is much more important than Quatermass all along. Quatermass does some sleuthing, philosophizes, makes fascinating hypotheses, and argues with establishment figures, but he never gets anything he wants accomplished. Actually, the Quatermass character is superfluous. He could be eliminated because even his more significant lines and actions could easily be given to Roney and Barbara, whom, unfortunately, we know nothing about. Two strong characters are preferable to three skimpy characters, especially when it’s so important to know what motivates these people. Of course, getting rid of Quatermass isn’t the solution to improving a Quatermass picture . . . obviously Kneale should have provided more substance for him (including more telling lines like “I never had a career—only work”), the pivotal Roney, and Barbara, a character so underwritten that it could have been played by a 60-year-old actress without modification. The weak characters—covered up at times by fine acting—are Kneale’s one failing and the only major problem with the film.
Five Million Years to Earth was directed by Roy Ward Baker, who is best known for directing episodes of The Avengers (including one in which Julian Glover played a colonel). He did an excellent job of overcoming a small budget that confined him to only a few sets (he compensated by cutting back and forth between characters in different locations) and limited him to only a few special effects. Baker’s hardest test was to keep his audience interested and excited although nothing scary or catastrophic happens for most of the picture—remember, there are no live aliens for us to worry about. He manages to build suspense by using creepy music even when what’s onscreen doesn’t call for it (i.e., the opening shot of a policeman walking by Hobb’s End Station); keeping background and secondary characters active, either working in the pit, where they might discover something at any moment, or gathering outside for information about what is happening in the pit; having Quatermass appear anxious at all times; and emphasizing the mystery elements of the story. There are few shocks, but the atmosphere is intense, as in a Jacques Tourneur horror film. In fact, the night scene in which the possessed Sladden runs through the empty streets and deserted cemetery while much psychic activity takes place recalls haunting nocturnal sequences in Tourneur’s British horror film, Night of the Demon/Curse of the Demon (1957). Like Tourneur, Baker keeps us on edge, always thinking something is about to happen! As in Tourneur’s film, nothing much really happens until the end, but the fascinating, terrifying clues the characters uncover keep us satisfied until the “monster” appears in the sky. The dramatic conclusion featuring the flaming horned demon (a Martian image that resembles our “Devil”) and other impressive special effects rewards our patience: It is visually exciting and thought provoking. The climax leaves you stunned and worn out, just as Barbara and Quatermass are in the film’s great last shot.

As mobs run wild, and there is much destruction caused by psychic activity, Barbara becomes possessed, an evil agent of the glowing, locust-like mass of energy in the sky. While Roney battles the demon form, Quatermass runs toward Barbara to try to bring her to her senses.
If you’re a fan of Five Millions Years to Earth, you might enjoy these cult movies:
Brainstorm, 1983
Director: Douglas Trumbull
The Day of the Triffids, 1963
Director: Steve Sekely
The Day the Earth Stood Still, 1951
Director: Robert Wise
The World’s End, 2013
Director: Edgar Wright








1956 MGM
Director: Fred McLeod Wilcox
Producer: Nicholas Nayfack
Screenplay: Cyril Hume
Based on a story by Irving Block and Allen Adler
Cinematography: George Folsey
Special Effects: A. Arnold Gillespie, Warren Newcombe, Irving G. Reis, and Joshua Meador
Art Decoration: Cedric Gibbons and Arthur Lonergan
Electronic Tonalities: Louis and Bebe Barron
Editor: Ferris Webster
Running Time: 98 minutes
Color
Cast: Walter Pidgeon (Dr. Morbius), Anne Francis (Alta Morbius), Leslie Nielsen (Commander Adams), Warren Stevens (Lieutenant “Doc” Ostrow), Jack Kelly (Lieutenant Farman), Richard Anderson (Chief Quinn), Earl Holliman (cook), George Wallace (Bosun), Bob Dix (Grey), Jimmy Thompson (Youngerford), James Drury (Strong), Harry Harvey, Jr., Roger McGee, Peter Miller, Morgan Jones, Richard Grant, Robby the Robot
Synopsis: In 2200 A.D., United Planets Cruiser C-57D, under Commander Adams, approaches Altair-4, a planet with pink sand, a green sky, and two moons. The mission of the fourteen-man crew is to find out what became of the earth colony that came there twenty years before. Before landing, the ship receives a radio message from Dr. Morbius, a member of that party. He warns the crew that he can’t be responsible for their welfare if they land.
Once the men get out of their spaceship they are greeted by Robby, an amazing robot who knows one hundred and eighty-eight languages and can—among innumerable things—cook, sew, arrange flowers, drive a jeep, and make bourbon. The only thing that the enormous robot cannot do is harm human beings, as his creator Dr. Morbius has provided him with a built-in safety factor. Robby drives Adams, “Doc” and Lieutenant Farman to Morbius’s house.
Morbius tells Adams and the others that he and his eighteen-year-old daughter Alta are the only human beings left on the planet. The others from the expedition, including his wife, had died years ago, one at a time, mysteriously and brutally, at the hands of some invisible force which hasn’t been around since. He and his daughter have lived alone ever since with Robby and some wild earth animals that Alta treats as pets. Alta has never seen a man other than her father and becomes very curious about them. Farman teaches her how to kiss, but she is not stimulated by the experience. However, when she coaxes Adams into kissing her, she and he have a strong mutual attraction.

Adams watches Farman teach Alta how to kiss. Interestingly, screenwriter Cyril Hume had Dorothy Lamour receive kissing instructions from Ray Milland in 1936’s The Jungle Princess, and Debra Paget got the same from Robert Wagner in his script for the 1955 western White Feather.
At night, something damages the ship’s equipment, preventing the ship from taking off until repairs are made. Morbius tells Adams and Doc that the planet was once inhabited by the Krell, a great two-thousand-year-old civilization that inexplicably disappeared in one night. He tells them that he has long been experimenting in an old Krell laboratory with a brain-booster machine they left behind and that it has increased his IQ to super genius level.
At night, the invisible being kills Chief Quinn. Morbius tells Alta: “It’s happening again!” The next night the creature returns to the ship site. The crew is prepared and traps it in a force field. In the laser beams they are able to make out an enormous monster. They stop it but are unable to kill it, and it lashes out at several men, dealing a death blow to Farman. It disappears. Doc puts on the Krell brain-booster machine in hopes of getting the knowledge to understand the invisible being. The strength of the machine kills him, but before he dies he tells Adams that the Krell were destroyed by monsters of the Id which they created in their search for ultimate knowledge. Morbius now understands that the monster that killed the members of the colony long ago and has killed Adams’s men comes from his own subconscious. He has willed it into being.
The Id monster comes toward Morbius’s house. “That thing out there. It’s you!” Adams tells Morbius. The Id monster enters the lab where the three scared people have holed up. Morbius yells, “I deny you! I give you up!” The monster destroys Morbius and in doing so ceases to exist. Adams pulls a lever in the lab that starts a chain reaction of Krell furnaces. Alta, Adams, and Robby rush to the spaceship as it flees the exploding planet.

Cheers from the audience usually accompany this shot of a miniature of United Plants Cruiser C-57D landing on Altair-4.
I have long been baffled as to why there is such a strong, loyal cult following for Forbidden Planet, just as I have been unable to figure out why film historians and critics almost uniformly regard it as being not only the best of the many science fiction interstellar films of the fifties but also one of the few “great” films the SF genre has ever produced. While there are marvelous things in Forbidden Planet—the electronic music, special effects (including the Id monster and Robby the Robot), and scenic design—they are all of a cosmetic nature, when what the picture needs is a total overhaul.
In my opinion there are numerous science fiction films that are more intelligent, clever, suspenseful, economical, original, witty . . . you name it. But while I consider Forbidden Planet grossly overrated, I do not underestimate the film’s importance to its genre. A seminal work, the only SF movie of the fifties to succeed in giving the SF genre a long-denied tag of respectability within the industry, it represents several firsts: the first time a major studio (MGM) released an SF film that was meant to be a top-line production; the first time a large budget (over $1 million) was invested on an original SF story that had been conceived expressly as a film project; and the first SF film to be made in both glorious color and CinemaScope—which I guess had as much to do as the special effects and bizarre music with permanently awing the film’s cultists when they were impressionable kids in 1956.
As chronicled in the monumental “Forbidden Planet” issue of Cinefantastique (Spring 1979), Forbidden Planet was first concocted in 1954 by Irving Block, who had helped create special effects for a number of science fiction films, including the very fine Rocketship X-M (1950), and his partner, writer Allen Adler. Together they set out to devise an SF film more sophisticated than other examples of the genre. On a surface level they realized their ambition simply by basing the film on Shakespeare’s The Tempest, Block’s favorite play, which gave it instant “class.” Dr. Morbius is the counterpart of The Tempest’s magician, Prospero; Morbius’s daughter Alta of Prospero’s daughter Miranda; the officers of the C-57D, the first men Alta lays eyes on, of the visiting Italian noblemen, who are the first men seen by Miranda; Robby the Robot of the Spirit Ariel; and the Id monster, whose actions are orchestrated by Morbius’s subconscious, of the witch-child Caliban, a virtual slave to Prospero’s will. (Altair-4, of course, is the counterpart of Prospero’s enchanted island.) Frederick S. Clarke and Steve Rubin write in Cinefantastique:
For the Id monster, Block also dipped into Freudian psychology, then in vogue with the general public. “The idea of a bug-eyed monster is a pretty childish illusion,” says Block, explaining the choice. “But there are real monsters and demons that exist within us that we know nothing about. We’re capable of doing the most horrendous things and we’re often shocked at the truism.”
Rather than bring their project—then titled Fatal Planet—to Allied Artists, which was churning out low-budget SF films, Block and Adler took it to MGM. It so happened that studio chief Dore Schary was searching for the right property to turn into MGM’s first SF venture; as he told Cinefantastique in 1979, he “liked the idea of the Id force and its effects on Morbius. It was an imaginative concept and I felt it could transcend the average space adventure story—the type of picture that was then being produced by everyone else.” So Forbidden Planet, as the film was retitled, was added to MGM’s production schedule.
Because MGM would later publicize Forbidden Planet’s million-plus budget, it is often overlooked that originally MGM planned to spend only around $500,000 on the project. While Schary intended Forbidden Planet to be a cut above the average SF film, he didn’t have enough faith in it to give it great financing. This is very significant, because when Schary eventually became excited about the project and substantially increased its budget, he granted extra money only to the special-effects unit and scenic and art departments while all the other facets of production remained geared for the making of a relatively cheap film. Schary would have done the picture more justice if he had spread the money out a bit.
To keep finances down, MGM hired a cast that, with the exception of the worn-out, long-winded Walter Pidgeon, consisted of stiff-backed, frozen-faced nonstars—newcomer Anne Francis is fine even if her part isn’t, but Leslie Nielsen as the romantic lead?—and a director, Fred McLeod Wilcox, who (and I’m not being facetious) was more capable of directing animals, as he had done in several fairly good “Lassie” movies, than human beings (especially unskilled actors). Workmanlike veteran Cyril Hume was hired to write the script. He was told by producer Nicholas Nyack to follow Block and Adler’s story outline; and not to insert expensive visuals, but to add dialogue, flesh out the characters, and punch it with humor—and we must question if he did anything but add dialogue, ad nauseum. It is a very juvenile, trite script. The combined efforts of the cast, director, and writer may be adequate for a low-budget science fiction thriller (which indeed is what they were hired to be part of), but in this million-dollar production their work is overwhelmed by the special visual elements provided by the better-financed MGM units. The only bargain Schary managed was spending just $25,000 for a 25-minute score composed in New York by experimentalists Louis and Bebe Barron, which Schary decided to use throughout the film. According to Frederick S. Clarke and Steve Rubin,
The score for Forbidden Planet represents a great many circuits designed by the Barrons. These interesting compositions ranged from the hesitating “beta beat” of the Id monster, to the bubbly sounds associated wtih Robby the Robot. . . .Some of these themes involved as many as seven different component sounds, each representing a separate circuit. “From the beginning, we discovered that people compared them with the sounds they heard in their dreams,” says Louis Barron. “When our circuits reached the end of their existence (an overload point), they would climax in an orgasm of power and die.”
For the film’s eventual upgrading, credit MGM’s independent-minded art director Arthur Lonergan, and the studio’s special-effects supervisor A. Arnold “Buddy” Gillespie. Lonergan recalled (in Cinefantastique), “MGM wanted to make a cheap film. . . . Buddy and I got together, and . . . we decided we’d . . . design the picture the way it should be done regardless of the damn budget.” Gillespie added, “This gave us a chance to create a new world outside our own solar system. Nobody could prove us wrong. We could do almost anything.”

The emphasis is on (L-R) Morbius chatting with “Doc,” Farman, and Adams, but all eyes are on the film’s most interesting character, Robby the Robot.
The work Lonergan and Gillespie did on Forbidden Planet is very impressive, to say the least. Among their units’ greatest achievements, working together or independently, are the construction of six-foot-eleven, walking-talking-driving-cooking Robby the Robot; several large sets, including the interiors of the Krell laboratory and the spaceship; several precise miniatures of the spacecraft; and an astounding, beautifully painted 10,000-square-foot cyclorama, similar to the perspective backdrops in MGM’s The Wizard of Oz (1939)—more than anything, this cyclorama gives Forbidden Planet its fairy tale look. The most stunning set is the Krell ventilation shaft, across which Morbius leads Adams, Doc, and Farman on their tour.
Dore Schary hired the Disney Studio’s special-effects animation department, headed by Joshua Meador, to work on what turned out to be the most spectacular sequence in the picture. This is the night attack of the Id monster on the spaceship, during which it is caught in a force field and becomes visible for the only time in the film. (The Id monster turns out to look like a cross between the MGM lion and the Tazmanian Devil, Warners’ cartoon character.)
While Schary was willing to more than double the projected budget during the course of production to finance the efforts of Lonergan and Gillespie, funds to the two men were not unlimited. Too bad. If still more money could have been spent on additional visual elements, serious, damaging voids in the film could have been filled. Lonergan’s sets may be wonderful, but he only had the go-ahead to build a few. Consequently, the only exteriors of Altair-4 are set around the spacecraft and Morbius’s house. It would be wonderful to explore this planet. I am reminded of Shalako (1968), a western that takes place in the great outdoors but is composed almost entirely of close-ups of the actors. Because we see so little of Altair-4 there is no real reason the film takes place on this far-away planet—even considering the existence of the Krell centuries before, the picture could just as easily be set in a secluded area on earth (even in the present). Even the animals on Altair-4 are transplanted earth creatures.

While Adams and Alta stand by helplessly, Morbius confronts his Id monster, which has broken into his lab.
The film’s climax also suffers because of budgetary limitations. The whole sequence builds to where Morbius confronts his Id monster. Where the script notes that the Id monster should be visible in this sequence, which might not make total sense but is essential for audience excitement, we don’t get the chance to see that it’s visible—which would have required costly special effects—because while Morbius and the Id monster are on one side of the laboratory, the camera is on Alta and Adams, on the other side of the room! I would be satisfied if we could see the shadows of Morbius and the Id on some wall, but showing us nothing, though it saved money, is a copout, and totally unfair. Also it is confusing: Why is Morbius unmarked after the Id has disappeared, and why isn’t he dead yet, but only dying? What happened?
Other than the lack of exterior sets and a visible monster in the climactic sequence, the most serious omission is one that was not the result of monetary limitations. Filming was done on a scene in which Alta tells Adams that she loves him, and Morbius gives her an ultimatum to choose between him and Adams. Unfortunately, editor Ferris Webster decided to cut out the scene to help speed up the picture. This scene is essential, for it is the only one in which the emotionless Morbius hints at the extent of his love for his daughter and, more important, his need to possess her. Alta was something more than just a daughter to Morbius, and it is not just fatherly concern but downright jealousy and a need to punish an “unfaithful” woman which triggers the return of his Id monster after a twenty-year hiatus. Without this deleted scene, none of Block’s Freudian concepts are clear; also, the film is minus the sense of conflict that it so desperately needs. (This conflict would be represented by the struggle between Adams and Morbius for Alta; as well as the struggle in Alta’s mind over the painful decision she must make.)

In a shot not in the finished picture, Morbius and Alta hold each other closely, giving insight into the not-so-innocent feelings Morbius has for his daughter.
There are other problems. It seems a shame to set the film in the twenty-third century, and have the men of the C-57D be the norm for the Eisenhower era—white, WASPish, and, even after a year in space, even-tempered, unquestionably loyal and obedient to their captain. Their humor is all feeble, and none of these men can actually laugh—I have never heard so much snickering in one film. Why do all the men have the same haircuts? And why does everyone in the film wear dull costumes?
How can Adams be considered a near-genius and not know what the world id means? Doesn’t he ever play Scrabble? How can Morbius be so scholarly, and have a daughter who is so ignorant (and lazy to boot)? Why do the mature officers of the C-57D become dumb clucks as soon as they meet Alta? Why doesn’t Morbius punch out Doc for his supposedly flattering remarks about his daughter? Why is there a long scene where we are led to believe that Alta is swimming nude, only to have us disappointed by a one-second insert of her climbing out of the water wearing a garment?
Why does the Id monster sabotage the C-57D when what Morbius wants most is for the ship and its crew to leave Altair-4? Why does the Id monster unselectively kill one person at a time instead of wiping out everyone in one night? Does the Id monster come to Morbius’s house to kill Morbius, Adams, or Alta, or all three?
And then there is the problem with Robby. Because Adams is so businesslike and Morbius so cold, without even a demonic glimmer in his eye, and whose sole emotional outlet is the Id monster, Robby emerges as the most likable, “alive” character in the film. Robby is the star of Forbidden Planet, “symbolizing,” as Clarke and Rubin write, “the harmonious synthesis of scientific advance and social good as at last the powerful tool which man is unable to turn upon himself.” Robby illustrates Asimov’s Robotic Laws, which essentially state that a robot can’t cause harm to living organisms. Because Robby is denied this dramatic element the filmmakers don’t know what to do with him—so they make him into the picture’s major comic character (especially in his scenes with the ship’s cook). This is a mistake, because when the film becomes serious toward the end with the escalating activities of the Id monster, humorous Robby is moved into the background. The Robotic Laws may preclude him from destroying the Id monster when it comes into Morbius’s lab, but it would be truly fascinating to see Robby impede the Id’s progress through a series of defensive measures I’m sure only he is capable of. As it is, Robby joins Adams and Alta as observers when they should all be at the center of the action.
Forbidden Planet was not a financial success in 1956. This was unfortunate because it would take another twenty-one years, until Star Wars, before it became common for SF films to be produced on a high budget. Nevertheless, today when SF films are made by the score, if you strike up a conversation about the genre, chances are someone will mention their favorite SF film and it won’t be one made recently but Forbidden Planet.

Artist’s rendering of Adams and his men fighting the Id monster at the only time it becomes visible.
If you’re a fan of Forbidden Planet, you might enjoy these cult movies:
Galaxy Quest, 1999
Director: Dean Parisot
Queen of Outer Space, 1958
Director: Edward Bernds
Rocketship X-M, 1950
Director: Kurt Neumann








1982 CineVista release of a Z-Films production
Director: Slava Tsukerman
Producer: Slava Tsukerman
Screenplay: Slava Tsukerman, Anne Carlisle, and Nina V. Kerova
Cinematography: Yuri Neyman
Special Effects: Yuri Neyman
Music: Slava Tsukerman, Brenda I. Hutchinson, and Clive Smith
Editor: Sharyn Leslie Ross
Running Time: 112 minutes
Color
Cast: Carlisle (Margaret and Jimmy), Paula E. Sheppard (Adrian), Susan Doukas (Sylvia), Otto von Wernherr (Johann), Bob Brady (Owen), Elaine C. Grove (Katherine), Stanley Knap (Paul), Jack Adalist (Vincent), Lloyd Ziff (Lester), Sara Carlisle (Nellie), Kerova (designer).
Synopsis: A plate-sized alien saucer lands on the roof of a building on New York’s Lower East Side, above the terrace and neon-lit penthouse of Margaret, a “hot” New Wave model. It’s night so Margaret’s at a downtown dance club, her blonde hair brushed straight up and her face painted in Kabuki style. Her weird, androgynous look makes her fit in with the New Wave-punk crowd. Gay male model Jimmy wants to buy heroin from Adrian, Margaret’s mean lesbian lover, but he’s broke and she doesn’t give credit on drug deals. He resents Margaret having so much success, when he looks like her. He plans to be present at the photo shoot the next night at Margaret’s apartment.
Promising her cocaine, a soap actor accompanies the perpetually dazed Margaret to her apartment. He shoves pills down her throat and beats and rapes her. This is witnessed by the alien in the saucer.
Johann, a German scientist, lands in New York. He uses a telescope on the Empire State Building and a homing device to track down the location of the alien ship on Margaret’s roof.
Paul, a rich junkie, buys heroin from Adrian. He is attracted to Margaret. She is repulsed by him. She is annoyed when he asks her sexual preference. She says she doesn’t think there is sexual differentiation. Both men and women treat her badly.
Johann tells Owen, an acting teacher, that aliens have been discovered in places where there are large amounts of heroin. They kill people who are having sexual orgasms because at that point the brain secretes a heroin-like substance. Owen isn’t interested.
Johann doesn’t know that Owen was Margaret’s former teacher and lover. Owen visits Margaret. She resents that he wants her to dress and behave like a sweet housewife. She doesn’t want to be anyone’s pet or victim. “My cunt has teeth,” she says.
Sylvia, a TV producer, is attracted to stranger Johann. She invites him into her apartment for a Chinese shrimp dinner. She lives across the street from Margaret, so he can keep watch on her apartment through his telescope.
Owen seduces Margaret. When he orgasms, the alien saps the heroin-like substance from his brain and kills him. Margaret doesn’t know what happened. Sylvia and Johann watch Margaret and Adrian hide the body in a box. Sylvia doesn’t believe that an alien was responsible.
Later Paul forces sex on Margaret. He is killed, too. Margaret is sure she has the power to kill anyone she has sex with. The pretentious camera crew arrives for the photo session and interview. Jimmy keeps insulting Margaret. While cameras flash she brings him to orgasm through fellatio. He disintegrates. Adrian makes love to Margaret to prove she wasn’t responsible for Jimmy’s disappearance. She also disintegrates. Margaret brings the soap star who raped her back to her apartment. She makes love to him. He disintegrates. Crazed, she steps onto the terrace, asking her imaginary “lover” to take her away. Johann enters and tells her about the aliens. She stabs him in the back. She climbs onto the roof to get close to the ship as it takes off. Sylvia and Kathy, Paul’s wife, enter. They see Margaret above, in a stream of light from the ship. She vanishes.

© 1983 YURI NEYMAN
 Margaret, a successful model in the punk scene, and the jealous Jimmy confront each other. Both are played by Anne Carlisle.
Liquid Sky premiered in April 1983, exactly 10 years after Slava Tsukerman and his wife and collaborator Nina Kerova left Russia. The Moscow-born Tsukerman began directing films there in 1958. Having studied quantum mechanics, mathematics, and physics, he chose to make science-related documentaries and shorts (some animated) because they came under less government scrutiny than features. His best-known work, the fictional Night of Decision (1972), with themes he’d repeat in Liquid Sky, won an award at the Montreal Film Festival but, being about free will and determinism, was banned in the Soviet Union. In 1973, Tsukerman and Kerova, who’d married in 1968, were allowed to emigrate to Jerusalem. Tsukerman made documentaries for Israeli television, including the prize-winning The Russians of Jerusalem. But he wanted to make feature films and wrote a script about an American girl and Russian boy who fall in love in Israel. In 1976, he came to New York to secure financing. He found none, but he and Kerova decided to stay. He supported himself by writing for Russian-language newspapers; in his spare time he wrote scripts. For his screenplay Sweet 16, a science fiction feature for which he was promised financial backing, Tsukerman immersed himself in New York’s decadent youth culture. Among those who auditioned for the film was Anne Carlisle, a student of painting at the School of Visual Arts, an aspiring model (I believe), actress, and filmmaker (she’d made a 50-minute Super-8 film called Fish), and a member of the avant-garde club scene. Tsukerman told Carrie Rickey of the Village Voice:
“When [Anne Carlisle] read the screenplay, she told me, ‘It’s the original new wave movie.’ So I asked her, ‘What is this new wave?’ And the first time I went to a club and saw dancing like [robots], I thought, this would look great to an alien.
“[Nina and I discovered that] new wave is a good mirror of American civilization; it’s a performance, a compendium of culture. Instead of suppressing anything, new wavers exaggerate the conflicts of society, exposing the contradictions.”
While Tsukerman waited for the money to begin shooting Sweet 16, Kerova and Carlisle worked on a separate script “about,” Tsukerman told Rickey, “the crisis in relationships between the sexes.” When Sweet 16 fell through, Tsukerman didn’t want to lose all the New Wave actors hanging around, so he took his ideas from his aborted film and teamed with the two women to write Liquid Sky, “incorporat[ing] their ideas about women’s position and spen[ding] a lot of time arguing and educating each other.” According to an interview in Variety (August 30, 1983):
Tsukerman said that he was the one who came up with the idea that a UFO “would find this [avant-garde] scene attractive.” This undoubtedly stems from his own status in New York as an alien. “I had files on the decadence of New York, the drugs, everything. . . . I was interested in that all the time.”
At the same time, however, the director wanted to make “an unrealistic film, not a documentary.” “I wanted to show these people as educated, not just a bunch of weirdos. I wanted to show people living their lives as theatre about civilization.”
[This] approach coincided with aspects of Carlisle’s own life, which involved role-playing experimentation and artistic activities on the cutting edge of the cultural scene. Filming took on an aspect of living theatre for her, in that much of the pic was lensed in her apartment, which she felt the need to move out of after production was completed.
The picture’s $500,000 budget was provided by Robert Field, a Pennsylvania real estate developer. After playing at the Montreal Film Festival and L.A.’s Filmex, it was picked up for distribution by CineVista, a small New York company. A bizarre blend of science fiction, social satire, and the underground-experimental film, Liquid Sky had all the elements to make it an ideal midnight movie: weird costumes, hair, and makeup; pulsating music (played on the Fairlight Computer Musical Instrument at New York’s Public Access Synthesizer Studio); off-the-wall scenic design (Margaret’s garish penthouse is lit by neon signs on the walls); special effects; a story involving sex and drugs; and a nonconformist lead character in the throes of an identity crisis. However, CineVista wisely chose to distribute it as a regular feature, and let it become a midnight movie later. It did poorly in its initial run in L.A. because its advertising was aimed at the youth music audience, but later advertising was directed toward older, more serious filmgoers and it became a modern commercial success in New York, Boston, and L.A., in a second run. It became the rare non-midnight movie to become an instant cult favorite. (Word-of-mouth was buoyed by the unusually quick release of the Liquid Sky video.) It immediately attracted a repeat audience, particularly at the Waverly in New York’s Greenwich Village—ironically, its most devoted fans were from the specific New Wave-punk subculture that is mercilessly ridiculed in the picture.
Although the New Wave-punk scene is observed in the film by both alien astrophysicist Johann, a German, and the alien from outer space, and the film was directed by a Russian émigré who researched this scene, Tsukerman told Rickey that “I never thought for a second that it’s a film seen through foreigners’ eyes.” While I doubt Tsukerman understood his film more than his befuddled viewers—the two films he likened it to were Barry Lyndon (1975) and Raging Bull (1980)!—what he told Rickey makes sense if what he wanted to do in his film was present a real subculture that is as alien to other Americans (even those who live in or near New York’s Lower East Side) as it would be to foreigners. The point Tsukerman (rather than Carlisle and Kerova) wanted to make is that New Wavers who use hard drugs and have sex without worrying about transmittable diseases are on a death trip. Characters court death: Adrian makes love to Owen’s corpse; asked by his mother if he wants a ride uptown, Jimmy says ominously, “I’m going down.” These hedonists so want to achieve sensual euphoria (the film’s title is junkie slang for heroin ecstasy) that they overlook the risks involved (“I don’t want to think about tomorrow,” states Adrian); they’re smart people who have stopped thinking. It’s as Owen tells Johann: “I don’t think your punks need help from the outside to kill themselves.” The alien only hastens their inevitable early deaths, killing both punks and those who prey on punks (whom they don’t respect) for drugs and/or sex. That this alien absorbs a heroin-like substance that is created in the brain at the moment of orgasm is indication that Tsukerman believes (1) that sex is as destructive as shooting heroin (“Kill me, baby,” Adrian tells Margaret as she forces her to have sex) and (2) that so much dangerous sex taking place proves supposedly smart people are thinking with their sexual organs rather than their brains.

Margaret and her lover-roommate Adrian stand on their patio. Behind them is the syringe-like Empire State Building.
The alien serves as avenging angel for Margaret, killing all those who sexually use and physically abuse her, and finally becomes her deus ex machina, rescuing and liberating her from her trapped, hopeless existence. We can deduce what happened to Margaret in her past. Years ago Margaret rebelled against her traditional upbringing and, asserting her independence, came to New York to make it as an actress and model. She mingled with those on the fringes of respectability, including artists and sixties’ protesters (like Owen), and was disappointed to discover that even among these “enlightened” people, she was still expected to act in a certain way. She tells ex-lover and teacher Owen: “The way you want me to dress and behave is as sweet housewife, the slave of her husband’s will.” She left Owen and, still desperate for freedom, ventured into the more extreme New Wave—punk life-style. Then, without realizing it, she again was molded (or “taught,” as she says contemptuously) to fit the norm. Not only did she become like everyone else in the scene—she took drugs, took a lesbian lover, featured an androgynous look, became a “mean bitch”—she actually became the symbol of the life-style, the model Midnight Magazine wanted on its cover. She became an Edie Sedgwick figure, bored and drugged out of her mind, surrounded by an uncaring, pretentious art crowd (including Kerova’s insufferable designer), which she knows will drop her as soon as her star fades. What distinguishes Margaret from the vile people she associates with—Paula Sheppard’s Adrian is as cruel and disgusting as the characters she played for John Waters; jealous Jimmy tries to bring Margaret down to his low level—is that she realizes that it has all gone wrong. New Wavers may have fled the roles that society set up for them, but they have fallen into equally confining, impersonal roles; although they believe their every act is an expression of free will, they have fallen into traps as deep as those in the outside world. (Similarly, in Night of Decision, a scientist is told by his lookalike alter ego that it doesn’t matter that he has freedom of choice because the results are predetermined.)
Margaret figures out that being fashionable is just as restrictive as being traditional, that being androgynous eradicates one’s identity, that men at all levels of society want to demean and control women, and that women who hate women, as does Adrian, can be just as destructive to her as men who hate women. (I assume the last two themes were introduced by Carlisle and Kerova.) Even in her perpetual daze, she remembers her once-upon-a-time search for freedom and, becoming a worthy heroine, makes feeble attempts to finally achieve individuality (the reason annoyed Adrian calls her “an uptight WASP cunt from Connecticut”): She rejects heroin, she rejects men, she stops being a passive victim to men or women. The sadistic subculture almost destroyed her, so finally, with the help of the alien, she attempts to destroy it. Many viewers believe that Margaret is killed when she disappears in a wave of saucer light in the intentionally ambiguous finale (Rickey writes that “Margaret is the mirror of consumer culture whose only way out is to be consumed”), but, since the alien only kills those who have orgasms and Margaret hasn’t had one the entire film, I hope she has simply been whisked away to an alternate universe where she can be herself yet automatically be different from all those around her—this is the ultimate freedom. But it’s doubtful that Tsukerman would give Margaret an ending as optimistic as Steven Spielberg gave Richard Dreyfuss’s dreamer in Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977); Rickey writes:
Of the film’s denouement, which invokes a kind of amazing UFO grace, Tsukerman confides, “Oh, this cult of outer space. People love so much films about aliens because they believe the world is so terrible that they must have the illusion it’s better out there. It’s the same way with the American left, they have illusions that there are better countries. Me? I have no illusions. I have no disillusions.” In Liquid Sky, too much freedom has a lot in common with no freedom at all.
Besides the interesting themes, there is much appealing in the film. Carlisle is superb. Yuri Neyman’s cinematography and special effects are quite impressive. I particularly like the other-worldly shots of the New York skyline, with the Empire State Building spire looking like a giant syringe. Tsukerman’s direction is imaginative and the Tsukerman-Carlisle-Kerova script is witty and, in the case of Margaret’s final speech, poignant. The amusing scenes with Johann will delight all fans of sci-fi and horror movies. (What if Johann rather than Donald Pleasence’s Dr. Loomis had tracked down Michael in 1978’s Halloween?) He’s a completely incompetent hero. Instead of going to authorities with his tale of heroin-seeking alien murderers, he provides vital information only to Owen, who turns out to be a college acting teacher. He allows several deaths to occur in Margaret’s penthouse because he’s spending time with seductive “Do-you-have-a-laser-gun-in-your-pocket?” Sylvia (one of the film’s funniest characters). He can’t convince anyone he’s telling the truth about the aliens: Owen brushes him off, thinking the tiny saucer is a child’s toy; Sylvia wants Johann to stop his snooping, have shrimp with him, and make love; Adrian tells him to “Fuck off!”; Margaret stabs him in the back (as Jamie Lee Curtis’s imperiled Laurie would have done if he’d run into the house at the end of Halloween). Both times this lunkhead warns someone about danger, he suddenly acts panicky, giving the impression he’s crazy and doesn’t know what he’s talking about: Johann provides many laughs.
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 Margaret is treated with hostility at her photo session and interview.
Although I think the film wears out long before the alien departs, I do enjoy Liquid Sky. But it’s not that easy to recommend. For one thing, everyone who has sex in it is destroyed, a conservative story point for a film geared for the counterculture. Also, despite the abundance of humor, it’s a mean film, with ugly characters, ugly language, and ugly images. In fact, one could argue that the filmmakers wouldn’t have allowed Margaret a happy ending because they so brutalize her during the course of the picture. It becomes disturbing watching Margaret repeatedly slapped in the face by various men, even if Carlisle’s also playing one of them, Jimmy.
I don’t fully understand why Margaret and Jimmy are played by the same person (does alter ego Jimmy represent Margaret’s sorry future if she doesn’t leave the scene?), but Carlisle—the main reason to see Liquid Sky—is fascinating as both characters. They are each so believable, and so convincingly made up and attired, that it takes a while before new viewers realize that Carlisle is playing both parts. Carlisle obviously knows these characters well. Surely she identified with Margaret; probably she identified with aspects of Jimmy as well. I like the way she slowly reveals the inner strength of Margaret beneath the passive-female exterior and the vulnerability (his one redeeming feature) beneath Jimmy’s tough-male exterior. This makes me think that if you put Margaret and Jimmy together, you get Anne Carlisle.
If you’re a fan of Liquid Sky, you might enjoy these cult movies:
Attack the Block, 2011
Director: Joe Cornish
Chronicle, 2012
Director: Josh Trank
Slither, 2006
Director: James Gunn








1976 U.K. British Lion (released by Cinema 5 in the U.S.)
Director: Nicolas Roeg
Producers: Michael Deeley and Barry Spikings
Screenplay: Paul Mayersburg
From the novel by Walter Tevis
Cinematography: Anthony Richmond
Music: John Phillips
Editor: Graeme Clifford
Running Time: 140 minutes (Cinema 5 cut the picture when it was first distributed in America. Prints ran at 117,120, or 125 minutes, according to different sources. In 1980 a new regime at Cinema 5 restored the picture to its original length.)
Color
Cast: David Bowie (Thomas Jerome Newton), Rip Torn (Nathan Bryce), Candy Clark (Mary-Lou), Buck Henry (Oliver Farnsworth), Bernie Casey (Peters), Jackson D. Kane (Professor Canutti), Rick Riccardo (Trevor), Tony Mascia (Arthur), Captain James Lovell (himself)
Synopsis: A space traveler plummets to earth, landing in a lake in New Mexico. He drinks water and thinks of his barren planet, where his wife and two children are dying of thirst.
Using the name Thomas Jerome Newton, he goes to New York to speak to lawyer Oliver Farnsworth. Farnsworth is amazed that Newton has nine basic patents. He will be able to earn $300 million in three years. “I need more,” says Newton, not explaining why. He enlists Farnsworth’s aid to build a great corporation, World Enterprises. Even by playing fairly, World Enterprises should soon make some other corporations obsolete.
Nathan Bryce, a divorced Chicago chemistry professor, spends his time making love to his female students. He becomes fascinated with World Color’s self-developing film, which can be bought very inexpensively (free cameras are thrown in). He wonders who the reclusive Newton is and starts making inquiries.
Using the alias Mr. Sussex, Newton travels to New Mexico. At his hotel he meets Mary-Lou, a maid who helps him when he becomes sick from a fast elevator ride. She becomes his constant companion and lover. She brings him a television set, and influences him to drink gin. Eventually, he watches many television sets at once and drinks incessantly. Still missing his family, he initiates a space program with all the money he has made.
Farnsworth hires Bryce to come to New Mexico and work on the secret project. Bryce lives in a cabin on the other side of the lake from Newton and Mary-Lou. He secretly takes x-rays of Newton and discovers that Newton’s form is totally alien. Newton, who can see x-rays, readily admits he is an alien. He says he has no intention of causing harm to earthlings.
The project is taking too long. All Newton does is drink and watch television. He had watched American TV for years on his planet but never guessed that it revealed nothing about the human condition. As he becomes more human, he feels life is futile.
His relationship with Mary-Lou deteriorates when she demands more attention. He strips off his earthling guise, and she is terrified by his alien form. She can’t make love to him, although she does love him. Farnsworth pays Mary-Lou off to get her away from Newton. She doesn’t want the money—she wants Tommy.
Capitalist companies pressure Farnsworth to sell World Enterprises. He refuses. Farnsworth and his gay lover Trevor are hurled out the window of their New York apartment and killed. Newton is taken prisoner. For years he is held in a deserted suite in a hotel and subjected to painful tests. World Enterprises goes bankrupt. Bryce begins to work for Peters, who initiated Newton’s kidnapping. Bryce and Mary-Lou marry.
Newton escapes his prison once no one cares about him anymore. He holds no animosity toward anyone. He records an album called The Visitor, which he hopes his wife, who may already have died from thirst, will hear. Knowing he can never go back home, he can never save his dying family, that he has failed, Newton is full of self-pity. He will spend the rest of his life on earth, as a drunkard.

This Japanese poster of the film that has become an international cult favorite shows Newton strapped to a chair while undergoing tortuous experiments from doctors.
There is some validity to the seemingly wild notion that The Wizard of Oz (1939), with its journey into a mysterious world, fantasy elements, and homesickness theme, has influenced the majority of pictures made since. In fact, Steven Spielberg’s E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial (1982) is The Wizard of Oz in reverse: instead of having one of us (Dorothy) travel to an alien environment where three friendly inhabitants (the Scarecrow, the Tin Woodman, the Cowardly Lion) facilitate a desired return home, a peaceful alien (E.T.) visits our world and three of us (the three children) help it find a way back home. Likewise, in the flawed yet fascinating The Man Who Fell to Earth, peaceful alien Thomas Jerome Newton becomes stranded on our planet and three earthlings (Farnsworth, Mary-Lou, and Bryce) try to help him accomplish his plan, which, although they don’t fully realize it, is to build a spaceship capable of traveling to his planet. But The Wizard of Oz (the film, not L. Frank Baum’s somewhat gloomy book) and E.T. are modern fairy tales in the sense that they provide children with the happy, consoling endings they have become accustomed to. Like Terry Gilliam’s Oz-influenced Time Bandits (1981), The Man Who Fell to Earth is an old-fashioned fairy tale for those adults who read Jonathan Swift and believe that our world, and those who run it, can be cold, cruel, and unfair. And it’s a fairy tale for those kids who still read those surprisingly morbid Grimm stories about characters who fall from grace (Newton’s “fall” to earth signifies his descent into purgatory) and are punished (how Newton suffers). Unlike in the Grimm stories, he does not repent and receive salvation—Newton chooses to wallow in self-pity rather than come to terms with his own fallibility and with the other reasons his mission fails, so he dooms himself to eternal damnation. Tragically, Newton can never go home: his three friends aren’t as comforting or resourceful as Dorothy’s and E.T.’s, and his own homeward drive is far too weak for him to accomplish the near impossible.
Director Nicolas Roeg never spells out what Newton’s mission on earth is. Always one who attempts to turn his viewers into puzzle solvers (which explains his fragmentary editing style), Roeg intentionally did away with Walter Tevis’s explanation. In Tevis’s novel Newton was sent from distant Anthea to build a ship that will ferry Antheans from their dying planet back to earth. Once on earth, the Antheans intend to become dominant in business (setting up many World Enterprises divisions), politics, and the military, on an international scale. Just as viewers of Raoul Walsh’s bizarre satire The Horn Blows at Midnight (1945) somehow root for angel Jack Benny to destroy our evil earth, readers of Tevis’s book desire an Anthean takeover because only then can we avoid a nuclear war: it’s an interesting concept. In the film, there is no mention of a specific planet called Anthea, nor must we consider a choice between colonization and nuclear destruction. We can’t even understand the purpose of Newton’s space vehicle: does he want to travel back to his planet with water, transport water via an elaborate shuttle system, or return to get his family? Adding to the confusion rather than clearing it up, Roeg has told interviewers that there is a possibility that the Newton of the film is no spaceman at all, but a reclusive Howard Hughes type who hallucinates what it would be like if he came from a waterless planet to earth. (The building of the spaceship is certainly the next step for the man who built The Spruce Goose, the world’s largest plane. That project also failed.) True, many shots in the film, including those of Newton’s thirsty family on his barren planet and that of the American pioneers who spot Newton’s limo through what seems to be a time warp, could be visions of an hallucinating genius. But we can’t so easily dismiss the scene in which Newton reverts to his alien form to jolt Mary-Lou into seeking a more suitable lover. (Just as civilized white teen-ager Jenny Agutter rejects aborigine David Gumpilil, who is alien to her, in Roeg’s 1971 masterpiece Walkabout, Mary-Lou finds she can’t make love to Newton when he is in his alien form.) This sequence proves to my satisfaction that Newton is not from our planet. Unfortunately, Roeg neglects its other purpose: in the book, when Newton looked at his Anthean form in the mirror, “his own body stared back at him but he could not recognize it as his own.” This moment is pivotal because it is when Newton should realize, and be terrified as a result, that in his mind he has indeed become an imitation human being. (He is like those Indian tribesmen of the New World who forgot their own languages after explorers took them for lengthy visits to Europe.)

Newton assures Nathan that his secret plans will not harm anyone.
As in other Roeg films—Walkabout, Performance (1970), Don’t Look Now (1973), Bad Timing (1980), Eureka (1983)—we have a character who finds himself in a completely strange environment/situation. (By casting singers like Mick Jagger, Art Garfunkel, and David Bowie, Roeg figured their discomfort from moving from the stage to the screen would transfer to their characters.) The cultural collision causes the character to grope for parts of himself that have been latent, so that he might survive. As a result, he is able to formulate a more accurate self-definition. Invariably, the character learns truths about himself that cause disillusionment and disappointment. For instance, the civilized girl in Walkabout becomes scared when her primitive sexual instincts are revealed; and the macho gangster Chas (James Fox) in Performance is unhappy to learn that he has homosexual tendencies. Like Swift’s Gulliver in the land of the tiny Lilliputians, Newton, though kindly, thinks the intellectually inferior earthlings to be no more than a race of chimpanzees, or (as he states in the book) insects. He is sure that after studying them for fifteen years on television he knows all about them. But, he discovers, “the strange thing about television is that it doesn’t tell you anything.” As time passes he finds himself being vacuumed into this human race instead of remaining above it, and becoming one of the “frightened, self-pitying hedonists.” As Tevis notes, Newton realizes that television perpetuates the “fantastic lie that America [is] a nation of God-fearing small towns, efficient cities, healthy farmers, kindly doctors, bemused housewives, philanthropic millionaires,” and he discovers “an aspect of strong and comfortable and hedonistic and unthinking humanity that his fifteen years of television watching had left him unaware of.” Even living in near seclusion, Newton becomes infected by the earthlings he feels superior to. Of course, one who suffers from an open wound called loneliness is not immune.
Farnsworth, who is a homosexual in the film, Bryce, who is divorced (he is a widower in the book), and Mary-Lou, who is an insignificant, unattached New Mexican hotel maid, are naturally attracted to Newton, another outsider. He gives meaning to their dreary lives. Lawyer Farnsworth (“I got a brand new life”) can enjoy taking on the big boys: Polaroid, Du Pont, IBM. Teacher Bryce, who had frittered his life away making it with coeds, can now satisfy his scientific curiosity by doing applied research in exciting, unexplored areas. A one-time nurse and the type who brings home birds with broken wings, Mary-Lou, who’s thrilled “to be part of a story,” has found the perfect lover to mother: someone who faints, has a bloody nose, and vomits within the first minute of their acquaintance. Unfortunately, none of Newton’s three friends can provide him with stimulation. While waiting for his ship to be constructed, he begins to see life as they once did, as being without meaning, without purpose. (Unlike Mary-Lou, he doesn’t believe in God.) Human pressures he doesn’t comprehend build up within him, and as Tevis writes, “he, the Anthean, a superior being from a superior race, was losing control, becoming a degenerate, a drunkard, a lost and foolish creature, a renegade, and, possibly, a traitor to his own.” A man in exile, a man without an island, he loses himself in sex with Mary-Lou (their relationship is platonic in the novel), booze, and television (he goes from one set to six to sixteen). His addiction to gin and television (“Stay out of my mind!” he screams at his blaring sets) is obviously symptomatic of his unhappiness and self-destructive nature. In his life with Mary-Lou, which starts out as romantic as Gary Cooper’s with Audrey Hepburn in Love in the Afternoon (1957), which they watch on TV, he becomes like the typical overburdened business executive. I believe that his domestication, as much as anything, leads to his drinking and guilty withdrawal—after all, he has a real wife and family elsewhere. In the Roeg-photographed Petulia (1968), Shirley Knight bakes cookies in an attempt to win back ex-husband George C. Scott and Scott hurls them through the air, signifying he doesn’t want to return to a dull, stifling marriage. Similarly, when Mary-Lou makes cookies for Newton, he knocks them in the air, signifying he can’t stand being the stereotypical American husband caught in a deteriorating marriage.

Mary-Lou is always available for sex, but Newton is more intrigued by images of humans than by flesh: He constantly gazes into mirrors at his own human form and at television monitors.
Another reason Newton is depressed is because he was unprepared for the ruthlessness he finds on earth. A nice guy, with no weapons, who doesn’t dislike anyone—just like Billy Budd, whom he sees hanged on his TV screen—he cannot combat those powerful forces (capitalist leaders, CIA, FBI) who fear he will put the world’s greatest monopolies out of business. A sense of melancholy pervades: Mary-Lou (well played by quirky Candy Clark) laments the disappearance of America’s trains; we hear nostalgic songs like “Try to Remember” and “Blue Bayou” on the soundtrack; we see those enterprising American pioneers embarking on building America. The impression we get is that Newton had come to earth too late, when the desensitized people of the nuclear age have forgotten their ancestors’ pioneering spirit and have settled for creature comforts like television, and have become, as a result of living in a capitalistic world, “Liars! Chauvinists! And Fools!” It is a world that the Newton of the novel fears bringing Antheans to because he worries they will be corrupted, as he has been; fittingly the American landscape Roeg shows us is at once beautiful and uninviting.

Destroyed by his experiences on earth, Newton becomes an alcoholic.
Peter O’Toole was set to be Newton at one time, but rock music idol David Bowie makes a better choice. Bowie, who would be the male lead in Tony Scott’s The Hunger (1983), is fine playing pained, passive characters. As Newton he gives an appropriately subdued, sympathetic performance. With his orange hair, great height, and anemic look, Bowie does indeed seem like an alien. His birdlike features actually contribute to our empathy for Newton, who, unlike the muscular Atlas, must bear the weight of his world on shoulders that are brittle. We know what Newton must be feeling when on the soundtrack Eddy Arnold sings “Make the World Go Away (and Take It Off My Shoulders)”: Newton feels enormous guilt that he can’t carry out his mission, but his burden is too great; he doesn’t have a chance because on earth it is the strong, unfortunately, who survive.
If you’re a fan of The Man Who Fell to Earth, you might enjoy these cult movies:
The Brother from Another Planet, 1984
Director: John Sayles
District 9, 2009
Director: Neill Blomkamp
Starman, 1984
Director: John Carpenter
Under the Skin, 2013
Director: Jonathan Glazer








1968 U.K.-U.S. MGM
Director: Stanley Kubrick
Producer: Stanley Kubrick
Screenplay: Stanley Kubrick and Arthur C. Clarke
From the short story “The Sentinel” by Arthur C. Clarke
Cinematography: Geoffrey Unsworth
Additional photography: John Alcott
Special effects designed and directed by Stanley Kubrick
Special effects supervisors: Wally Veevers, Douglas Trumbull, Con Pederson, and Tom Howard
Music: “Thus Spoke Zarathustra” by Richard Strauss; “The Blue Danube” by Johann Strauss; “Requiem for Soprano, Mezzo-Soprano, Two Mixed Choirs and Orchestra,” “Lux Aeterna,” and “Atmospheres” by Gyorgy Ligeti; “Gayane Ballet Suite” by Aram Khachaturian
Editor: Ray Lovejoy
Running Time: 141 minutes (although it premiered in a 160-minute version)
Color
Cast: Keir Dullea (David Bowman), Gary Lockwood (Frank Poole), William Sylvester (Dr. Heywood Floyd), Daniel Richter (Moonwatcher), Leonard Rossiter (Smyslov), Margaret Tyzack (Elena), Douglas Rain (voice of Hal)
Synopsis: Four million years ago. A black monolithic slab appears to a family of apes. They were once peaceful and vegetarians, but after touching the slab they become meat-eaters and intelligent enough to use bones as weapons to kill other animals for food and to chase other apes away from their territory.
In the year 2001, Dr. Heywood Floyd, an American scientist, travels on the Orion to a lunar space station. Russian scientists ask him why they have been kept out of Clavius despite an agreement that allows them access to American sectors on the moon. Floyd denies knowing anything about it.
Floyd lectures Americans at the space station. He knows what is going on at Clavius, but he doesn’t want the Russians to know. A great discovery has been made, but America doesn’t want the news to leak out and cause “culture shock.”
Floyd and some other scientists travel by moon buggy to Clavius. They arrive at the site of the great discovery. American astronauts have unearthed a shiny, black monolith which had been buried on the moon four million years before. As they gather around, the slab emits a piercing noise in the direction of Jupiter.

The American astronauts gather around the site on the moon where the monolith has been unearthed.
Eighteen months later. The Discovery is on a half-billion-mile journey to Jupiter. On board are astronauts David Bowman and Frank Poole and three scientists who are in deep freeze for the duration of the trip. Neither Bowman nor Poole knows the real reason for the mission. Only Hal, an H.A.L. 9000 computer, knows what the mission is all about. It is Hal who virtually runs the ship.
Hal has been programmed not to make mistakes or lie to astronauts. So when Hal tells Dave and Frank that it predicts the failure of a component in one of the ship’s antennae, they decide to check it out. But when Mission Control in the U.S. reports another 9000 computer saying that such a component malfunction is impossible, the two men worry that Hal may be trying to sabotage the mission. Frank goes outside the ship to do repairs. Hal severs his lifeline. Bowman goes out in a capsule to rescue him. Meanwhile Hal cuts off the life support systems of the three frozen astronauts. When Dave tries to get back in the ship, Hal refuses to open the door. Dave lets Frank, who is probably dead, drift away. He uses manual control to enter an emergency hatch and miraculously survives entry. Dave disconnects Hal. A television transmission comes on telling Dave about the discovery of the slab on the moon.
Dave is in Jupiter space in his capsule. A black slab drifts by. The ship enters a star gate and Dave is hurtled through space, where the sights he sees—multicolored landscapes and oceans, swirling lights, exploding galaxies—are beyond man’s imagination. Suddenly he stands in a bedchamber from out of the sixteenth century. He sees an older man dining. The man turns around and it is Dave many years older. The capsule and the young Dave disappear. The older Dave eats. He turns and sees himself lying in the bed. This time Dave is very old, and is dying. A black monolith appears at the end of the bed. There are noises—alien conversation? The old man sits up and points toward the slab, and the monolith seems to move closer to the bed and invite him to enter.
A star child that looks much like Dave floats toward earth.

The very old and dying Dave, living in a chamber similar to one that might have been lived in by Louis XV, points toward a monolith that seems to be drawing him inside.
The Stanley Kubrick-Arthur C. Clarke script for what is still—despite moving from wondrous Cinerama to fifteen-inch TV screens—the most awesome, beautiful (the visuals and the music), mentally stimulating, and controversial science fiction film ever made was based on Clarke’s “The Sentinel.” This 1951 short story was about an American astronaut who while exploring the moon is amazed to discover a shiny, black monolith left by some super intelligence millions of years before. Throughout the ages this artifact has served as a beacon, transmitting a signal to those who had left it. When the earthlings dismantle it, the transmission stops, and the astronaut realizes that the stopping of the signal is in itself a signal to the aliens that earthlings have evolved enough to travel to the moon. “Now its signals have ceased, and those whose duty it is will be turning their minds upon Earth. Perhaps they wish to help our infant civilization. But they must be very, very old, and the old are often insanely jealous of the young.” In the short story, worried earthlings wait for the aliens to return to earth; in the Kubrick-directed film, it is the aliens who wait for us to come to them.
Much of 2001’s continuing popularity is due to so many having different interpretations of the film. I offer mine below.
The cave-dwelling apes of the “Dawn of Man” sequence are characterized by their relatively peaceful nature and the fact that they are vegetarians who are unable to equate the tapirs that share the environment with food. Like the tapirs they are helpless when attacked by predatory animals. The leader of one group of apes is more curious—and probably more intelligent—than the others, as is evident when he gazes at the moon as if he were realizing for the first time that there is more to life than eating berries, sleeping, and making baby apes. As a reward for, or in recognition of, the Moonwatcher’s curiosity, an unknown super race of intelligence places a black monolith near the cave where this ape’s extended family lives. This monolith has the effect of speeding up the evolutionary process: although we don’t see a physical change in the apes when they become apemen, there is definitely an increase in their brain power and their ability to reason. This artifact is also a teaching device: the apemen use the bones of dead tapirs as tools to kill other tapirs in order to eat their meat. (It would have been ironic if the tapirs, not the apes, came upon the monolith and evolved into tapir-men that ate apes.) The apemen, who have a lust for blood and have become predators in the hunt, also learn to use the tapir bones as weapons to fight off and kill other, less enlightened apes who want to drink from a waterhole they once shared. Kubrick establishes that progress and brutality have gone hand in hand from day one. The apes treat the monolith reverently and it is possible that a notion of God is instilled in their brains at this time. Perhaps this notion of God would find its way into the subconscious of the apemen’s human descendants. It is for the viewer to decide if the superior intelligence which left the monolith and caused man to evolve from the apes is God as we define God. I believe Kubrick thinks the concept of God is unfathomable to us, that if there were a vastly superior alien being that has the power over us we have always associated with God then we might as well call it God. We are so insignificant in terms of the universe we no doubt would relate to a super intelligence we can’t comprehend with as much reverence as that proverbial tiny ant feels toward a giant boot that might snuff out its life at any time.
The Moonwatcher throws a bone into the air. The image that replaces it is the Orion, a nuclear-powered spacecraft in flight in the year 2001. The inference is clear: one tool/weapon replaces another, as man evolves. Progress. And the Moontraveler replaces the Moonwatcher. Dr. Heywood Floyd, an American scientist, travels from earth to a lunar space station. If Floyd is an indication of how far mankind has evolved from the ape—and Kubrick means him to be—then we can’t be impressed. Maybe the apemen were only capable of grunting, but Floyd’s conversations delivered in a dry-voiced monotone are only a little more articulate. The apemen were only capable of expressing inner feelings by baring their teeth and snarling, but I much prefer that to Floyd’s deceptive, reserved manner and his fake congeniality. (William Sylvester, a naturally bland actor, is perfectly cast.) Luckily for Floyd, the people he associates with are exactly the same as he. After giving the Americans at the station an explanation for the secrecy over the discovery made at Clavius without really explaining anything at all to them, a fellow scientist congratulates him for “beefing up” everyone’s morale with his talk (which began with “Hi, everybody” and went downhill from there). Communication is central to 2001. Kubrick repeatedly shows that while man makes great technical advances in this area—there is direct telephone service between the space station and earth; there is delayed television transmission from earth to the far recesses of the solar system—men are incapable of meaningful, intelligent conversation and thus are unworthy of their own technical achievements. The communication between human beings is meant to parallel feebly the incredible, far-advanced communication system of the super race that uses monoliths to transmit signals across the universe. The call home by Floyd establishes that in the year 2001 men will still have family ties although they are less strong because of the great distance involved. (Likewise Russian scientist Elena is in space while her husband is back on earth—doing research at the bottom of the ocean.) The call also lets us know that it is Floyd’s daughter’s birthday (that he isn’t there also points out the growing rift in the family structure). This is the second birthday of the film—the first was the dawn of man—and gives us indication that there is a birth motif that will be prevalent throughout the film.

In a moon station, Dr. Floyd coolly greets inquisitive Russian scientists.
On the space station we see that American big business has expanded. Pan Am, Bell Telephone, the Hilton chain, and the Howard Johnson’s chain all have benefited by the space effort and are represented prominently in the station. Progress. Floyd runs into Russian scientists and we can tell by their conversation that Russia and America are still distrustful of one another. (Lack of communication, once more.) When we learn that Floyd and other Americans have invented a cover story of an epidemic on Clavius to keep the Russians from visiting the American sector, we realize that the territorial imperative that began when the apemen chased the other apes from the water hole is still operative. That the Americans want the credit for the discovery of the monolith on Clavius indicates Kubrick thought we will still be a country of nationalists and glory-seekers in 2001. Floyd and other scientists travel in a dune buggy toward Clavius. They snack on synthetic sandwiches. We had been disgusted when the apeman ate raw meat, but the food we associate with Floyd is what he drinks from a straw in the Orion, Howard Johnson’s-style food, and these sandwiches. Progress.
Floyd and the other scientists arrive at the excavation site where, some four million years before, the higher intelligence had buried a black monolith. They jockey for position while pictures are snapped. It is ironic how prideful they seem standing in front of their discovery when the discovery itself is of an artifact made by an intelligence that makes these men insignificant. Before the apes were “given” the black monolith, there was a magical alignment of the earth, moon, and sun while “Thus Spoke Zarathustra” boomed on the soundtrack. This is repeated now, and we expect another significant event to occur. Suddenly, the monolith starts emitting a piercing noise—we recall Clarke’s short story: only this time the signal begins once the monolith is discovered instead of coming to a halt. In any case, the aliens, out there somewhere, know that earthlings have made the first step in tracing their origins. The aliens/super race know that the earthlings will now attempt to go where the signals are being sent (Jupiter) to seek cosmic/religious truths. It is man’s insatiable curiosity to make discoveries, even if they will result in “culture shock,” that for Kubrick is man’s most commendable trait.

One of the film’s many images suggesting non-human birth: the minicapsule leaves the (womb of the) “mother” ship, the Discovery.
Eighteen months later, the Discovery heads for Jupiter, although the only one who knows the reason for the expedition is an H.A.L. 9000 computer which literally controls the ship—H.A.L., each letter one higher in the alphabet than I.B.M., still in 2001-2002 a leading force in the communications field. Three scientists on board are frozen in suspended animation (recalling the apes sleeping in their cave and Floyd sleeping in a nongravity passenger cabin in the Orion). Only astronauts David Bowman (evolved from Apeman?) and Frank Poole have the run of the ship, but because of Hal’s all-encompassing abilities, they seem to perform only as maintenance men. It’s almost as if they were on board to keep Hal company, playing chess with Hal (and losing) and conversing with it. As was Floyd, Dave and Frank are inarticulate and emotionless. They look enough like Floyd to be his sons—just as the other scientists looked enough like Floyd to have been his brothers. The only thing that distinguishes them from each other is that they part their hair on opposite sides. For viewers the trip through space is amazing, but on Dave and Frank the journey has no effect. They will watch television broadcasts from home rather than look out the window at the stars. It is on one such broadcast that Frank’s parents sing “Happy Birthday” (the third birthday of the film) to him. Both men eat while watching television: their food looks as if it is dry paint, or colored butter.

While look-alikes Frank (L) and Dave discuss what to do about Hal, they don’t realize that the computer (seen in the distance) is reading their lips.
Hal is the star of this sequence. That’s because Kubrick’s men are mechanized—space suits are sorry replacements for the apemen’s natural hair covering—while Hal is a fascinating neurotic. It is Kubrick’s contention that as a computer becomes more intelligent it will have an equivalent range of emotional reactions. Thus a humanlike mental breakdown is possible. Hal’s breakdown seems to be caused by a number of things, although the exact reasons are never made clear. In any case, contributing to Hal’s breakdown is its egomania, which will not allow it to cope with its own fallibility.
Hal represents both a Frankenstein monster turning on its human creators and a Big Brother which, unlike in Orwell’s 1984, common men intentionally set up to spy on them. In this sense, Hal is symbolic of the fact that earthlings have always been observed by aliens in a manner much like how earthlings spy on each other. There is no scarier scene than when Dave and Frank find the one place on the ship where Hal can’t hear them discuss Hal’s possible malfunction, and the camera moves back and forth between the two men telling us that this computer is so advanced that it can read lips! Progress. After Hal has killed all the other astronauts, Dave must defeat it in order to take off the self-imposed shackles that man has burdened himself with. As he dismantles Hal—it reverts to childhood, to its birthday (January 12, 1992), the fourth birthday of the film—Dave is so overcome by Hal’s pathetic pleading for him to stop and its singing of “Daisy, Daisy” that he almost cries. The battle between man and computer, resulting in Hal’s death, has released emotions in Dave that he had previously held in check: fear and sorrow. The destruction of the computer is a signal to the aliens—who may very well have set up the combat if we are to believe the dualist concept of God’s omnipotence and man having free will within God’s guidelines—that Dave is worthy of being the human being who comes to them.

Driving the minicapsule, Dave tries to rescue Frank, whom Hal has set adrift in space.
Again, there is an alignment of heavenly bodies. We see a black monolith drifting through Jupiter space, as if it were a step carrying Dave up through the stars to meet his maker. Or perhaps the monolith is a door—a star gate—which Dave travels through, a shortcut across time and space. Douglas Trumbull’s visuals for the star gate sequence have often been copied, but no one has duplicated the amazing effects in this sequence, which lasts about fifteen minutes. It is, as the publicity ads said to attract the acid generation, “the ultimate trip.”
Dave, with gray hair, finds his space capsule in a chamber that seems to be built and furnished in the style of Louis XV, although it doesn’t quite fit into any age. Perhaps its look comes from Dave’s subconscious memory bank. It is like a terrarium, and Dave, we can conclude, is under observation by the alien creatures. We cannot see them—they have no form, having evolved into a more-efficient energy life-force, but we can almost make out laughter on the soundtrack. The greenish-white walls give us the feeling that Dave, though in the aliens’ zoo, is also in a state of grace. Time passes swiftly in this environment, and Dave can even see himself age. With each new form, his previous body disappears. Most revealing is the incarnation of an approximately seventy-year-old Dave dining alone. He is the first character we have seen eat at a table and the first to eat what looks like tasty food—from a plate, too. This is civilized man and gives credence to Kubrick’s contention that “the missing link between the apes and the civilized man is the human being.” As he eats, Dave knocks over a glass. It shatters, signifying that man is still imperfect. He turns and sees himself lying in bed, looking as old as “Little Big Man.” As he dies, he sits up and points at the black monolith appearing at the foot of his bed. Has an old man gotten religion on his death bed? Or has Dave seen his next incarnation inside the monolith? Has this super alien race rewarded Dave for his finding them? The camera moves inside the monolith and suddenly we are in space. A star child, who looks much like Dave, a child not born of woman and not part of a family, is floating through space toward earth. The film’s fifth birthday. The evolution of man from ape to angel is complete. Man has seen his origins and has come back—his odyssey over—in a higher form to begin the second millennium. (Only this Christ is named Dave, not Jesus.)* Whatever it is that is out there that is interested in us—be it God or a super intelligence—it has once again changed our destiny.

Dave has evolved into a superchild who in its embryonic state drifts toward earth.
If you’re a fan of 2001: A Space Odyssey, you might enjoy these cult movies:
Europa Report, 2013
Director: Sebastián Cordero
Moon, 2009
Director: Duncan Jones
The Signal, 2014
Director: William Eubank
Solaris, 1972
Director: Andrei Tarkovsky








1974 20th Century-Fox
Director: John Boorman
Producer: John Boorman
Screenplay: John Boorman
Cinematography: Geoffrey Unsworth
Special effects: Jerry Johnston
Music: David Munrow
Editor: John Merritt
Running time: 105 minutes
Color
Cast: Sean Connery (Zed), Charlotte Rampling (Consuella), Sara Kestleman (May), John Alderton (Friend), Sally Anne Newton (Avalow), Niall Buggy (Arthur Frayn), Bosco Hogan (George Saden), Christopher Casson (old scientist), Reginald Jarman (Death), Barbara Dowling (Star), Jessica Swift (an apathetic)
Synopsis: It is the year 2293. A giant, fearful stone head flies over the barren wasteland. Below, the Brutals bow to their god. The Exterminators, the top breed of Brutals, pick up the guns that spew from their god’s mouth. Zardoz speaks to the chosen: “The gun is good. The penis is evil.”
Time has passed. Zed, an Exterminator, has sneaked into the mouth of Zardoz. He sees a man in a robe walk past. Arthur Frayn is the aviator, and it is he who has pretended to be a god. The flustered Zed shoots him and he falls from the head.
The Zardoz head flies above the invisible shield that separates the Outlands, where the Brutals live, from the Vortex, which Zardoz always told them was heaven. Zed discovers that it is not heaven but is inhabited by people called Eternals. Three hundred years earlier, a scientist had created a Tabernacle, a supercomputer, and as a result, the Eternals would live for eternity within the confines of their protective shield. Every external wears a crystal in the forehead and wears a crystal ring. The crystals give them the power of common thought and contact with the Tabernacle, which supplies them with all the knowledge of the world. In locking the Brutals out of their paradise years before, they had had to harden their hearts to human suffering on the outside.
Zed is taken prisoner by the Externals. May, who found him, wants him to breed with the women of the Vortex to give new, needed blood to the race. (The men of the Vortex are impotent.) But Consuella wants the “monster” killed, although she feels primitive sexual urges when she looks at him. He is excited by her as well. The Eternals look into Zed’s past. He used to kill the unchosen Brutals to please Zardoz. Then he became slavemaster, making the Brutals’ harvest wheat which Zardoz carried back to the Vortex. When some Eternals became Apathetics and others became Renegades and were turned old and senile, the Eternals could no longer harvest enough food to feed everyone. They turned to the Brutals for food. Zed learns from Friend, a disenchanted Eternal, that the Apathetics and Renegades crave death rather than living for eternity. Friend is turned into a Renegade.
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 Consuella and May question Zed about his past, and his memories appear on a giant screen.
Zed confesses to May that he decided to come to the Vortex to seek the truth after he learned that Zardoz was a fake. In a library he found The Wizard of Oz, about a man like Arthur Frayn who frightened people by hiding behind a mask. But May believes it is for revenge. Consuella discovers Zed and May making love. She psychically blinds him. But the pure Avalow cures him. Consuella and other Eternals search for Zed to kill him before he destroys them all by learning the secret of the Tabernacle. Friend and other Renegades disguise him as a bride. May and the others teach him everything they know through osmosis. They have an orgy. Consuella suddenly falls in love with Zed.
Zed enters the Tabernacle after finding a flaw in the crystal. He destroys it. Time goes back slightly. The invisible shield disappears. The Exterminators come into the Vortex and kill everyone they see. Most Eternals come forward happily to meet their deaths. Zed says farewell to May and other women he impregnated. They ride off to begin a new life elsewhere. Zed and Consuella take up residence in a cave. Zed permanently hangs up his gun. They have a son. They grow old and die.
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 The enormous stone head of Zardoz that the Exterminators worship.
In some of our more exciting terrifying dreams we may find ourselves thrust into an alien, hostile environment where we are at the mercy of strangers from another culture who want to kill us for reasons we can’t comprehend. No film has better captured the essence of this particular nightmare than John Boorman’s Deliverance (1972). Boorman—who explored a surreal, hallucinatory world in The Exorcist II: The Heretic (1977) and a mythical-fantasy world in Excalibur (1981)—simulated a dream world for a second time when he made Zardoz. Unfortunately, not all our dreams are worth remembering. Some are like Zardoz: the premises are exciting but the dreams don’t carry through; they don’t make sense, not so bad in itself, but they don’t seem worth unscrambling until they do.
For starters, a good dream-film, like a good dream, must have a character with whom you can identify. In Deliverance Jon Voight, Burt Reynolds, Ned Beatty, and Ronny Cox are immediately recognizable. Importantly, we know what they are like before their scary journey downriver so we can (1) predict how they will react to certain events, and (2) be able to discern how the events effect or change them. But in Zardoz, Boorman makes the mistake of not immediately defining Zed. We never know what to expect of him. We must stand back, uninvolved, while he explores the Vortex. We may be confused by the same things that confuse him, but he confuses us more. Who is this fellow who, with a gunbelt crisscrossing his bare chest and a racy loincloth, looks like Pancho Villa in a red diaper? Are we to identify with this primitive Brutal or the superrace of Eternals he encounters, people whom Boorman fears man will evolve into? Because we are trying to learn about an alien environment and its people (the Eternals) through a character who is also alien to us (a Brutal), it’s like doing a science experiment using two variables. It takes forever to draw conclusions, and even then they are suspect. Clearly Boorman should have shown Zed living his daily life in the Outlands, as an Exterminator of the Brutals and then a slavemaster, and as a worshiper of the god Zardoz, before having him enter the Vortex. I think it even would have been a good idea to have had the scene in which Zed discovers Zardoz is a fake god, where he comes upon the book The Wizard of Oz, come prior to the Vortex scenes.
The obvious reason Boorman didn’t structure his film more linearly—other than because he hoped viewers would mistake incoherence for profundity—is that he wanted to save the Wizard of Oz punchline for late in the film. It’s a monumental moment in Zed’s life—it’s like discovering that the Bible was written by Clifford Irving—but coming where it does in the film, it hasn’t much impact on us other than causing us to snicker. By this time the increasingly bewildering storyline is getting out of control, and Boorman has introduced so many new themes that it has almost become irrelevant why Zed chose to enter the Vortex in the first place. We have become too involved in plot elements: Zed’s exploration of the Vortex; the Eternals’ treatment of their “inferior” (an animal to be caged, a “monster”) prisoner, Zed (similar to the treatment of Charlton Heston by his simian captors in 1968’s Planet of the Apes); and the dispute over his fate between Consuella, who wants to kill him, and May, who wants him to breed with Eternal women. Likewise, we’re too busy mulling over ideas Boorman sets forth in the Vortex sequences: too much technology will cause our senses to dissipate; the obsolescence of sex and childbirth will emancipate women (they will become our leaders) and make men ineffectual; turbulent change is preferable to stagnation; death is preferable to immortality (the film’s major theme); and the fear of death is what stimulates accomplishment. Unfortunately, this is so much to take in and sort out that when Outlands sequences (including the book-discovery scene) are inserted, they only disrupt our concentration and add to our infuriating confusion. (It’s not that Boorman’s themes are revolutionary or difficult, it’s just that they’re hard to recognize because he is not a gifted storyteller.)
It’s too bad, because the Outlands sequences are important to Boorman. In fact, he believes the reason for the Eternals’ downfall is not so much that they forced a false god on the Brutals and got Zed mad as that they turned the Brutals into a work force. “Once people become dependent on a slave labor force, they are doomed,” Boorman said in an interview with Philip Strick for Sight and Sound (Spring 1974), “because decadence inevitably sets in.” Because the Eternals don’t have to worry about an afterlife, as they will never die, there is no need for them to believe in God or heaven. But they realize that the best way to subjugate a primitive people is to instill the fear of a god (Zardoz) in them. For Boorman, religion is an opiate for an enslaved people. It scares people into obedience by promising an afterlife in heaven (the Vortex) only to those who are obedient. It pacifies a beleaguered people. It also “justifies” the heinous actions taken by one human being, who is told he is doing God’s bidding, upon another. Telling one group of natives in a colonized land that they are preferred by God over another group of natives is one way the Exterminators (the “chosen”) can keep the masses under control. This prevents all the Brutals from turning on their real enemy, the Eternals.
May wants to know if Zed has come into the Vortex to seek the truth (she too is a truth seeker) or to avenge himself on those who exploited him in the Outlands by using a false god. But again, his reasons for coming into the Vortex are less important than his being there. The Apathetics regard him as a life force, someone who can shake them from their melancholy and their lethargy and inspire them to start sampling physical pleasures. The old, senile Renegades see him as a liberator, someone who will bring about the deaths they crave. He represents freedom for the rest of the Eternals: only he can break the Tabernacle, bring them death if they want it, or provide safe passage out of the Vortex. Once a murderer, an avenging angel, and a truth seeker (perhaps), Zed now puts down his pistol and becomes a liberator (“a slave who could free his masters”), a Spartacus, a Christ figure (is he the true God’s messenger?), a Frankenstein monster that turns on the human creators who messed with the natural order, an Adam to Consuella’s Eve, and even a god, once he takes a “crash course” in knowledge and replaces the Tabernacle, which had godlike traits.
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 Publicity still of Zed and Consuella, who wears a see-through top.
Throughout British director John Boorman’s checkered career, he has been accused of being a self-indulgent, pretentious director, whose films are not so much “personal” (a critic’s compliment) as they are “ego trips.” Yet despite pointing out his gratuitous excesses, critics have always admired Boorman because he has never taken on easy, un-challenging projects. We always look forward to his next film. When he flops we feel badly for him because we know how much effort he puts into each project; we don’t reject him as we would a Ken Russell. Even if we don’t like Zardoz (and most critics found it incomprehensible and ludicrous), we must at least commend him for venturing into Kubrick territory and trying to wrest away the dope-smoking intellectuals, science fiction buffs, and futurist fanatics from 2001 (1968). And it must be noted that his film has been a cult favorite—playing at revival houses, on college campuses, and on the Midnight Movie circuit for several years. What does it matter if to the rest of us Zardoz (which William Gallo termed “an artistic success but a cosmic failure”) makes one think of the musical remake of Lost Horizon (1973) rather than 2001.
It’s really too bad that Boorman took his film so seriously. Watching Sean Connery do double takes to some of the weird goings-on makes one think—hope—that he realized he was stuck in an embarrassment. I wish Boorman could have pretended before the film’s release that the picture was a spoof of all big-budget, overblown epics. (In fact, a worried 20th had him add a prologue with Arthur Frayn which sort of manipulates viewers into not expecting it to be all that serious.) Made for under $2 million, this picture had everything that those awful Lost Horizon-type epics had with astronomical budgets. Some accomplishment! There are horrible costumes (especially those worn by the Brutals, the men in the Vortex, and Connery), hairstyles (the men in the Vortex), makeup (the Renegades, the Brutals). The props look cheap, the futuristic sets are surprisingly uninteresting, and even the diffusive photography of Geoffrey Unsworth (of 2001 fame) is unimpressive after the early shots of the giant Zardoz head flying through the sky. As in most bad spectacles, the direction of extras and minor characters is abysmal. I automatically hate any scene in which a group of characters move forward with arms extended and hands grasping, mouths slobbering and mewing, and acting like Dracula’s brides. I particularly hate it when it is old people doing this and the director uses their aged features to frighten us. Zardoz is one of those pictures that has crowd scenes in which everyone does exactly what the next person is doing. Worse, Boorman often has a phrase of dialogue on the soundtrack that is supposed to be coming from one of the extras—only there’s no one on the screen with moving lips. Perhaps no one wanted to be accused of saying some of the dialogue in this film. Why is it that in bad epics characters aren’t capable of saying a normal line? Even the dumbest person around will speak as if reading from a poetry book or a pamphlet of aphorisms. Consuella (all too quickly for me) falls in love with Zed because “In hunting you I have become you”; for Zed there is no such word as shore or beach, it is “where the sea meets the land.” When Boorman starts tossing in quotes from T. S. Eliot and Nietzsche, it really becomes nauseating. A definite problem is that everyone in the film is unlikable. (Consuella reminds me of a prudish PTA member. Another bad role for Charlotte Rampling, a sexy and good actress.) I particularly dislike the Renegades and Apathetics, always seen in those awful group scenes. It’s not so important to me whether they live or die as it is just getting them off the screen. Of course, some people might want to question Boorman’s unpleasant massacre scene, which is like Hell’s Angels getting mad at flower children. Wouldn’t many of the Eternals choose to finish their lives out rather than be shot, because in a sense they would be “living” for the first time? Other questions: Why do the Exterminators wear their Zardoz masks even after realizing he’s no longer their god? Why do some of the Eternals chasing Zed spend time smashing priceless statues? Why did Arthur Frayn take nude bodies with him when he flew in the Zardoz head? Etc., etc., etc.
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 The direction of extras is so abysmal that this scene, in which the Exterminators receive guns from Zardoz, looks as if it were from a Monty Python film.
In his interview in Sight and Sound, Boorman said that he “wanted to make a film about the problem for us hurtling at such a rate into the future that our emotions are lagging behind, the growing gap between our technological development and where we are emotionally.” While doing research, he spent time at several American communes, which he thought quite sterile. “I became increasingly intrigued about where the commune idea might lead, supposing our society collapsed and the communes were all that survived.” At this point he decided to shift the story from five years in the future to the year 2293. “The film is about today, about contemporary society, and all the characters are aspects of the human condition—they’re all tendencies that are in each of us, taken to extreme forms.”
Of course, we all agree with Boorman’s theme that death is preferable to immortality. But he is playing with a stacked deck. Why shove us into a commune situation? Why not Disneyland? Immortality is a big bore if one has to spend one’s entire life in this Vortex. These people are virtually prisoners. Boorman is their strict father, who has taken away all their privileges. All they do is sit around a circle eating fruit, baking green bread and—what a terrible scene—entering second-level meditation. Boorman’s commune of the future is like a monastery without even religion to keep anyone busy. There is no lovemaking, no reading, no dancing, no playing pool, no singing camp songs, no baseball, no partying, no nothing for entertainment or intellectual stimulation. Can you blame them for wanting to die if they can’t even see a movie, for heaven’s sake? Even Zardoz would be a treat.
If you’re a fan of Zardoz, you might enjoy these cult movies:
Children of Men, 2006
Director: Alfonso Cuarón
Escape from New York, 1981
Director: John Carpenter
Fahrenheit 451, 1966
Director: François Truffaut
Logan’s Run, 1976
Director: Michael Anderson
THX 1138, 1971
Director: George Lucas
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