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Chapter 1

Introduction

Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey is one of the most, if not the most, controversial and thought-provoking movies ever filmed. Released in 1968, it has inspired the writing of six previous books, not counting Arthur Clarke’s novel, which is based on the movie.1 It has been panned by some critics, praised by others, and puzzled over by just about everyone. The naysayers have reacted to its ponderously slow, boring plot development; its lack of character development; its confusing exposition; its substitution of special effects for story; and its enigmatic, frustratingly symbolic, surrealistic conclusion. 2001’s admirers have countered by hailing its plot sophistication (no Buck Rogers stuff here); its substitution of concepts for characters as dramatic substance; its imaginative use of symbols; its stimulating ambiguities; and its breathtaking visual images, superbly enhanced by classical music.

The admirers seem to be winning. Roger Ebert, probably America’s best-known film critic and surely among the most respected (Pulitzer prize), places 2001 on his all-time list of “My Ten Great Films.”2 2001, he says, evokes a “sense of wonder”3 and is one of “only a few films [that] are transcendent.”4 Other critics have tended to agree. Sight and Sound, the highly respected journal of the British Film Institute, conducts an International Critics Poll every ten years. Critics are asked to list the ten greatest films of all time. In the most recent poll, conducted in 1992, 2001 ranked tenth.5 The American Film Institute conducted a similar but less critic-centered poll in 1998. The Institute’s archivists and film historians compiled a list of 400 great American movies. AFI then asked more than 1,500 critics, producers, directors, actors, film photographers, film executives, and exhibitors to pick the 100 best. The resulting list of the “100 greatest American movies” had 2001 ranked twenty-second.6

The public has also given 2001 a resounding endorsement. A movie guide published by the editors of Consumer Reports Books lists movies that have been rated excellent or very good (the two highest of five categories) on the basis of opinion-votes submitted by the generally highly educated readers of Consumer Reports. 2001 is among the movies listed and is described by the editors as a “classic science fiction essay.”7 Piers Bizony points out that 2001 “turned out to be one of MGM’s five most famous and successful creations, along with Gone with the Wind, Lawrence of Arabia, The Wizard of Oz, and Doctor Zhivago.”8

But even the admirers have been unable to fathom the film’s mysteries. Bizony is one of 2001’s strongest champions. He calls 2001 “the epitome of science fiction film-making” (21). Yet writing in 1994, a quarter century after 2001 was released, and having the benefit of three years of research, including the reading of numerous reviews, articles, and books, he was forced to admit that the plot is “confusing” (15) and “unapologetically ambiguous” (16). Bizony is unable to clarify the plot. He maintains that the film’s greatness lies in its being “an extraordinary exercise in totally visual cinema” (21) and that the plot hardly matters: “You’re just meant to watch it” (9). Needless to say, the earlier reviews, articles, and books Bizony read—including those written by admirers of 2001—also failed to come up with very many answers.

Some people doubt that 2001’s mysteries can be explained. Bizony’s quoted remarks suggest as much. And Pauline Kael, writing from the opposite end of the critical spectrum (she loathes 2001), accuses Kubrick of being too focused on special effects and of lacking enough imagination to create a story to go with his special effects.9 She says Kubrick failed to make a movie; she seems to imply that Kubrick himself doesn’t know the answers. Geduld, who is critically neutral, likewise implies that Kubrick doesn’t know the answers: “For Kubrick, the story is just another cinematic tool. It is used to create a receptive mood for a vision that is basically beyond narrative.”10 Time says about the same thing: “The ambiguous ending . . . leaves doubt that the film makers themselves knew precisely what they were flying at.”11 Glenn Man believes that “the film’s essential characteristic [is] its ambiguity” and that 2001’s “open-endedness” permits “different and equally valid” interpretations.12 He clearly rejects the idea that Kubrick has or intends that there be definitive answers.

WHERE THE ANSWERS LIE

Rest assured, Kubrick does have the answers. But to find them you must look beneath the visible plot—confusing, ambiguous, clouded by surrealism—and discover the deeper, and very different, stories that lie hidden. You must refuse to take everything you see on the screen literally. You must instead search for the symbolic meanings of a multitude of plot elements. For 2001 is only superficially a futuristic story about space travel. Beneath the surface story is a wondrously complex allegorical structure that both hides and reveals the answers. More than an allegory, 2001 is a triple allegory—three allegories in one. Each allegory uses the space voyage narrative to represent an entirely different narrative that is hidden in symbols. This book explains the three allegories—and the movie.

The three allegories are based on stories and ideas from (1) the Greek poet Homer, (2) the science-fiction writer Arthur Clarke, and (3) the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. Kubrick’s first allegory is a symbolic retelling, in far more detail than has been imagined, of Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey. The Odyssey relates the adventures of a Greek king, Odysseus, during his ten-year voyage home from Troy after the Trojan War. The second allegory takes Clarke’s theory of a future man-machine symbiosis, caricatures it, and inflates it into a spoofy three-evolutionary-leaps scenario. Leap number two—the leap from man to a species of humanoid machines—is abortive: the bad guy, symbolizing the new species, gets spiked in the forehead. The third allegory uses the surface story to symbolize the main themes of Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra. This allegory, the main one, again deals with evolution, so it shares considerable symbolism with the second allegory. But now there are just two evolutionary leaps—ape to man, man to overman. Between man and overman is a major subplot in which God stands in man’s way. Man finally kills God, clearing the way for the evolution of a new supreme being—overman (a race)—and allowing Zarathustra to deliver the message for which Nietzsche is famous: “God is Dead!”13

The above capsule summaries provide general orientation to the three allegories. But to really understand what Kubrick has done, we need to examine each allegorized narrative in more detail.

The Odysseus Allegory

The Odysseus allegory is partially out in the open: it is revealed in 2001’s subtitle, A Space Odyssey. People generally understand that Kubrick is using one voyage to symbolize another: Dave Bowman’s space voyage from earth to a distant corner of the universe and back symbolizes Odysseus’s ocean voyage (complete with plenty of land action) from Troy back to Ithaca after the Trojan War. Many people also recognize another connection, which has been openly mentioned by Arthur Clarke, co-author (with Kubrick) of 2001’s screenplay. The reason all of Bowman’s crewmen must die is that all of Odysseus’s crewmen died.14 Geduld has figured out that Hal’s red eye identifies him as the cyclops monster that Odysseus disabled by plunging a stake into the eye in its forehead.15 What is not public knowledge is the presence of many other symbolic connections between Bowman’s odyssey and Odysseus’s. People haven’t caught onto the two connections involving Bowman’s first and last names, for example, and they haven’t seen the multitude of parallels between things and incidents in the space voyage and their Homerian antecedents.

A large part of the problem is that most of the people who have seen Kubrick’s movie are either unfamiliar with or only superficially familiar with The Odyssey. A quick review of its plot is therefore in order. The summary that follows is necessarily general. Particular incidents will be described in more detail at appropriate points in chapter 3, which deals with the Odysseus allegory.

Before Odysseus’s voyage home begins, the Trojan War occurs. The Trojans are the residents of the city of Troy, located a few miles from the Dardanelles in what is now Turkey.16 Kubrick’s allegory covers not only (a) the events of The Odyssey—the voyage—but (b) the events leading up to the war and (c) the climactic event of the war. In the pre-Odyssey events (1) Odysseus receives the gift of the Great Bow, (2) a golden apple is offered as a prize for being the fairest, (3) Zeus arranges for Paris, a prince of Troy, to judge a beauty contest among three goddesses, (4) one of them, Aphrodite, bribes Paris to choose her by promising him the loveliest woman in the world, (5) Paris meets that woman, Helen, wife of Menelaus, king of Sparta, (6) Paris seduces Helen and takes her to Troy while Menelaus is off on a trip to the Mediterranean, (7) Menelaus returns to Sparta, (8) he is briefed on what has happened, (9) he raises an army and launches a thousand ships to take the army to Troy, (10) the Greeks lay siege to Troy for ten years, and (11) the Greeks finally conquer Troy through a ruse that involves the Trojan Horse, a huge wooden horse with Greek soldiers hidden inside. The Trojan Horse is Odysseus’s idea. Odysseus is another Greek king. His kingdom is the island of Ithaca, on the west side of Greece, and he is bound by an oath to help Menelaus.

After Troy falls, Odysseus spends another ten years getting back home. The Odyssey is the story of his return voyage, which involves a long string of episodes or adventures. Homer’s story actually starts near the end and relates most of these adventures as flashbacks. But for our purposes it is better to list them in the order in which they occur. Odysseus (1) sacks the city of Ismarus, (2) visits the country of the Lotus-eaters, where three of his crewmen become incapacitated by lotus, (3) goes to the island of the giant cyclopes, where he battles the one-eyed, man-eating cyclops monster, (4) visits the island of Aeolia, where his host, Aeolus, king of the winds, gives him a leather bag of winds as a present, (5) gets within sight of Ithaca but then is blown far across the sea when his rascally crew, thinking the bag holds gold, unties it and lets the winds out, (6) loses all ships except his own in a rock attack by the Laestrygonians, (7) outwits and then befriends the sorceress Circe, (8) visits Hades, the kingdom of the dead, (9) manages to escape the Sirens, whose sultry voices lure sailors to their doom, (10) also escapes some raging surf, (11) avoids the whirlpool Charybdis, (12) loses six men to the six-headed monster Scylla, (13) has a run-in with the sun god Hyperion, (14) loses his ship in an attack by Zeus, who is helping Hyperion, (15) almost loses his life to Charybdis in a second encounter, (16) floats on a timber to the island of the goddess Calypso, who keeps him a virtual prisoner for seven years, (17) builds and departs in a small boat after Athene and Zeus intervene with Calypso, (18) loses the boat in an attack by Poseidon, (19) swims ashore to the country of the Phaeacians, where he enjoys Phaeacian hospitality and—here are the flashbacks—relates his adventures, (20) sails home to Ithaca under Phaeacian escort, (21) perceives the distress of his wife, Penelope, (22) gets help from Athene, (23) regains his Great Bow, which he left behind when he sailed for Troy, (24) slays the obnoxious suitors, who have been harassing Penelope, and (25) enjoys a reunion with Penelope.

Kubrick doesn’t have time to symbolize all of these adventures, but he does treat most of them. For three of the adventures—the Lotus-eaters, the cyclops, and the rock attack—the symbolism is remarkably obvious. Also symbolized is the pre-Odyssey material involving the Great Bow, the three-goddess beauty contest, Paris, Helen, Menelaus, the thousand ships (launched by Helen’s face), the Trojan Horse, and the downfall of Troy. (See if you can find hints of three of these in the symbolic name Heywood R. Floyd.)

The Man-Machine Symbiosis Allegory

In the second allegory, Kubrick does not use a previously written narrative. Rather, he takes an idea and constructs his own narrative around it. The idea comes from none other than Arthur Clarke, who is not only co-author of 2001’s screenplay but author of both the short story on which 2001 is loosely based (“The Sentinel”) and the novel that is based on the movie. Clarke has theorized that, in the future, man and machine will become a symbiotic (interdependent) whole. He sneaks this idea into the novel, where he writes, “Bowman [the hero] had established a virtual symbiosis with the ship.”17 Later, Bowman ponders the idea that all organic body parts could be replaced by “metal and plastic” ones and that “even the brain might go.” Electronic intelligence, he muses, suggests that “the conflict between mind and machine might be resolved at last in the eternal truce of complete symbiosis”—a machine replica of a man.18

Kubrick caricatures man-machine symbiosis by creating the symbiotic creature Hal-Discovery. Hal, symbolizing man, is a very human-sounding and human-acting computer; Discovery, symbolizing machine, is Dave Bowman’s spaceship—and happens to have a lot of cleverly disguised human features. Together, Hal and Discovery constitute an essentially living organism that symbolizes a hypothetical new humanoid species, humanoid machines. In other words, although Hal-Discovery is a single entity—an individual—in the surface story, he symbolizes an entire race of machines in the man-machine symbiosis allegory.

In this allegory, Kubrick takes a partly serious but mostly playful jab at
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