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Introduction

 


Most of us have seen the
Original Trilogy so many times, it’s taken on a life of its own in
our memories. Beyond the fact that we can all quote Yoda from
memory, there’s also the weird distortion that happens when every
single cute moment has become a T-shirt or a meme. You’ve probably
attended a Star Wars wedding. The Force Awakens is as
much a sequel to our collective memory of those films as it is to
the films themselves.

In that context, a lot
of The Force Awakens is about revisiting the big ideas of
the Original Trilogy through the eyes of a new, younger set of
characters, and rediscovering them. There’s no way to strip away
the cultural baggage that’s accrued to the first three Star
Wars films, and get at the essence of what they actually
were—so instead, this film aims to connect to that collective
miasma of shared ideas, while making it all new again
(Anders)

 


While there were countless callbacks
to the first film, Star Wars: The Force Awakens stunned many
fans with its central trio – a Black Stormtrooper, a Guatemalan
fighter pilot, and a woman as the Chosen One. Certainly, the
industry has been heading this way, with the final Hunger
Games film and Mad Max: Fury Road arriving the
same year. Captain Marvel and Wonder Woman films have been
scheduled, after Black Widow and Scarlet Witch took charge in
Avengers 2. It’s a world of women warriors, even on the big
screen now.

The film succeeded too, making one
billion dollars by day twelve – the fastest in history. It’s one
more step affirming that women can kick butts onscreen, that
cross-racial romances are okay, that anyone can be a Jedi, or at
least, use a lightsaber.

This book uses a close viewing of the
film along with its prequel books, tie-in comics, guides, and so
forth to discover what Star Wars has created in all its
nuances. How does Rey bring us a new kind of storytelling, and how
close is her arc to the traditional heroine’s mythic journey? Is
Finn on the hero’s journey or something else? Why is Rey being
called a Mary Sue? With deep insight, it reads deeper symbolism
into jungles and flaming swords, and above all, the seeing and
masks so vital to the film.

Another issue to explore is diversity
as women and people of color invade the galaxy smoothly -- as if
they’ve always been standing there reading displays or taking on
the Death Stars in tiny fighters. Certainly, Star Wars is trying to
include modern fans of all races and genders, welcoming them to
become Rebels, aliens, or even Stormtroopers. Yet in their rewrite
of history and often unusual gender roles, there’s a great deal of
subversion taking place.






 


Symbolism


Fandom


Subtly, there’s a heavy current of fandom in
the new film. Kylo Ren is devoted to Darth Vader – beyond
collecting his helmet and lightsaber, he dresses like him down to
the helmet and devotes his life to Vader’s goals. He vows to
Vader’s skull:




Forgive me. I feel it
again... the call from light. Supreme Leader senses it. Show me
again the power of the darkness, and I’ll let nothing stand in our
way. Show me, grandfather, and I will finish what you
started.



His actor Adam Driver adds that Kylo Ren is
truly obsessed:




[Kylo Ren] feels that he
was actually onto something, even though in Vader’s final moments
where he kind of relents. That even could be interpreted as just a
moment. Not to taint an entire life, or career, of doing good work.
For [Kylo Ren] it’s just a moment. (Woerner, “Adam
Driver”).

 


Ren mostly values “The commitment.
Also, the ambition, and the loyalty. The self-sacrifice in him.
They’re all huge, epic things to live up to” (Woerner, “Adam
Driver”).

Rey, Finn, and Poe are likewise all
fans of the first trilogy heroes. Poe, the child of Rebel parents,
knows all the stories. “Poe Dameron grew up hearing tales of heroic
pilots and their trusty astromechs, and as such, has always
fostered a deep respect for his droid companions” (Hidalgo 11). In
Before the Awakening, a stunned Poe meets General Leia
Organa and she sends him on a mission. She smirks, “You should see
your expression” (176). When she compares him to Luke, he’s
“surprised and flattered at once” (178). Poe also thinks to himself
in Before the Awakening, that he is

 


…one of the hundreds of
millions – if not billions—of sentients who had been conceived in
response to the Empire’s fall. Poe wondered sometimes how many
beings had chosen not to have children while Palpatine lived, how
many had thought bringing a child into the Emperor’s galaxy would
be not a blessing, but a curse. (154)

 


Thus he owes his life to the Rebels’
better world, while Rey may be the child of Luke or Leia. She too
is a fangirl, struck with devotion to Han and Chewie.

 


Rey: This is the
Millennium Falcon? You’re Han Solo? (grinning)

Han: I used to
be.

Finn: Han Solo the
rebellion general? (surprised and impressed)

Rey: No, the
smuggler

Finn: Wasn't he a war
hero?

Rey: This is the ship
that made the Kessel Run in fourteen parsecs?

Han Solo: TWELVE!
(mumbles in irritation) Fourteen...

 


To her wonder, he later tells her,
“It’s true. All of it. The Dark Side, the Jedi. They’re real.” Back
home, she has a dead pilot’s helmet and has made herself a Rebel
X-wing pilot doll, crafting and collecting the way many fans do
themselves. She also dresses like her idols Luke and Han, finally
devoting her entire arc in the film to finding Luke
Skywalker.

Even the elderly Lor San Tekka
worships the Force and Jedi ideals. He’s a collector of much
obscure information about the Jedi – certainly something the
watching fans can understand (Hidalgo 14). The Star Wars
Database says: 

 


A legendary traveler and
explorer, Lor San Tekka is a longtime ally of the New Republic and
the Resistance. After the Battle of Endor, San Tekka helped Luke
Skywalker recover secret Jedi lore that the Empire had tried to
erase, and Leia Organa hopes the old scout can now help find her
brother. Following decades of adventure, San Tekka retired to live
simply on Jakku, where he follows the dictates of the
once-forbidden Church of the Force.

 


These many Star Wars fans
filling the universe emphasize how the film’s stars reflect the
audience, all sharing in the joy of the franchise.

 


Tuanul
Village

“Lor San Tekka lives in a
sacred village near the Kelvin Ravine. The villagers choose to live
in the wilderness so they can focus on their religion” (Ultimate
Sticker Collection 5). This is a place of rural life and
peaceful contemplation. At the Sacred Villages, “The people who
live there want as little as possible from outsiders – not even
goods from the outside world” (Fry, Rey’s Survival Guide).
They live simply, content with what they possess.

The Tuanul villagers worship the
Force, though they cannot wield it. They enjoy a pacifist freedom
to practice their faith under the New Republic: “In the time of the
Empire, with the Sith secretly in command of the galaxy, any
displays of worship or belief in the supernatural were against
Imperial law” (Hidalgo 15). In this new world, they are unfettered
at last. However, Stormtroopers invade, savagely burning the town
and killing the pure innocents there.

 


Bloody
Handprint

While Stormtroopers have been seen as
a featureless unit, not much different form the lifeless, brainless
battle droids of the first trilogy, The Force Awakens tries
something different. Finn, the Stormtrooper from the earliest
scene, is differentiated by his brethren because he stops to help a
fallen comrade, FN-2003. That man marks Finn with his bloody
handprint, one that remains on Finn’s helmet through the scene.
Obviously, this mark aids in distinguishing the character and
showing him as more than featureless Stormtrooper. But more, it
emphasizes how Finn is stained with blood on his first, violent
mission. On the ship, he removes his helmet, trying to separate
himself from the mark.

The Stormtroopers wear featureless,
masking white as they did in the previous film – a subversion of
the white – good/black – bad color scheme of myth. This also sets
them apart from their masters Darth Vader and Kylo Ren. There’s
another nuance as it paints them as cannon fodder, a helpless
sacrifice in every scene: “It is the color most associated with
sacredness: sacrificial animals are often white” (Bruce-Mitford
106). Finn, of course, breaks this pattern and chooses a new path
for himself.

 


Jakku

The desert is a place of withdrawal
from society, a quiet wildness where one can hear God or
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