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Preface

The year 2001 rekindles our interest in a legendary work and a cinematic masterpiece in its own right. Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey has been symbolic in several respects since its release in 1968. Not only did it set a new course for science-fiction cinema; it also merged the two streams of big, popular films and experiments in ‘pure’ cinema. In its sparse though essential dialogue, and in the way it foregrounds elements of film form itself – sound, light, movement, editing – 2001 is the father of all ‘event movies’, whose screenings have the aura of a religious rite. It draws on the sonic and visual experimentation of the early sound era as well as the 60s ‘modernity’ (Antonioni, Tati) from which it springs. In aspiring towards non-verbal, universal experience, it embodies the dream of absolute cinema.1 Finally, it is among its director’s most personal and daring films, a work that speaks to us in an extraordinarily strong way about the human condition.

Along with Jacques Tati’s Playtime – another ‘futuristic’ montage released in the same year – 2001 represents one of the rare efforts made during the 60s by a great director to wrench widescreen and stereo sound away from the inevitable territory of the blockbuster-of-the-thousand-extras, and to offer instead a slow, allusive, contemplative work. It produced myths for our time (the bone metamorphosing into a spacecraft over a four-million-year ellipsis; the Strauss waltz accompanying images of outer space; the death of the computer) that have enriched movie history and world culture.

To be sure, 2001: A Space Odyssey did not instantaneously spring forth as a classic. Its complex genesis illustrates the vicissitudes of the creative process, and the roles of chance, hesitation and determination.

2001 is a particularly fascinating film in that Kubrick exceeded the limits of his own perfectionism in making it, perhaps even more than in his other works. Intentional factors, when combined with the imponderables, doubts, technical problems and last-minute decisions and changes of mind, gave it dimensions it might otherwise not have had. Its creator thus could not measure the effects of many of his choices (especially his ‘negative’ choices, when he cut sequences already shot, or eliminated narrative elements), and it was a sign of his genius that he could allow his work to slip from his control, so that, rather than being merely the execution of a blueprint, it could attain the status of an impersonal masterwork.

A book of a thousand pages could not begin to do justice to all the dimensions of 2001, one of the most widely discussed of all movies. I hope merely to open as many doors onto it as possible.

This book is multi-faceted, owing to my own desire to propose to readers a text on multiple levels and in complementary parts. The historical sections bring together and organise for the first time information and perspectives from many sources, including some that may be new to English-speaking readers. The more analytical and theoretical sections complement and extend the overall concerns of my critical writing begun in the book The Voice in Cinema.2

A final chapter is devoted to Eyes Wide Shut, a film that came out after I began writing. In my estimation, Eyes Wide Shut is both a codicil to Kubrick’s oeuvre and an answer to 2001.

My sincere thanks go to Michel Ciment, Bruno Follet and especially Michel Marie for their help in the evolution of this book.

M. C., 17 July 1999

Notes

1We shall see how the notion of a non-verbal cinema can only be conceived dialectically.

2La Voix au cinéma (Paris: Éditions de l’Étoile, 1982). English translation Claudia Gorbman (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999).


Chapter One

The Genesis of 2001

Arthur C. Clarke’s ‘The Sentinel’

Shot in England where Kubrick lived, 2001 had had a long and complex gestation. Kubrick eventually removed an enormous amount of the screenplay’s original narrative scaffolding (a documentary prologue about aliens, a voice-over commentary, Alex North’s epic score), a scaffolding that at the outset was an integral part of the project, and without the support of which he doubtless could not have constructed this singular film.

It was also Kubrick’s intention to bring special effects and models to an unprecedented level of perfection and to depict weightlessness more convincingly than ever – in other words, to create a world governed by new laws.

His previous film, Dr Strangelove, was a great popular success, and Kubrick was hailed by the New York Film Critics Circle as Best Director of 1964. At that time he was interested in the question of the existence of extraterrestrials, and began to think about collaborating with the English science-fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke, author of (among many other works) a 1948 short story entitled ‘The Sentinel’, which would provide a point of departure for 2001.

In this brief piece, whose action is set in 1996, a geologist exploring the moon’s surface discovers an object shaped like a pyramid. It has been there for a very long time and was clearly constructed by ‘someone’. Its purpose is unknown (a building? a shrine?). But the geologist makes another surprising discovery: this object was preserved from meteorite attacks and cosmic dust by a sort of invisible hemispheric wall; stones thrown against it bounce off, proving that it is still being protected by active forces and is not the product of some defunct lunar civilisation. In a word, the object comes from elsewhere.

It takes twenty years of work to break through its invisible shield, whereupon closer examination indicates that a highly evolved technology from another solar system produced it. Whoever put it there, speculates the narrator, must have landed on the moon a very long time ago. They must have determined that the earth had the most suitable environment in the solar system for intelligent life, and then placed this monument on its satellite as an outpost sentinel, so that man would only see it if he attained a sufficiently high degree of evolution to be able to leave the ‘cradle’ of his own planet – and (the other necessary condition) if he has not already destroyed his species with the atomic energy he has unleashed. Now that the sentinel has been discovered and its protective shield forced open, it has stopped emitting its signal. Maybe those who left it there will show themselves, unless they are too old and in decline. The only thing to do from here on, says the narrator, is to wait; but ‘I do not think we will have to wait for long.’1

Even if the screenplay by Kubrick and Clarke would end up being far more complex, bearing only a distant relationship to this short story, it is interesting to see the germ of several elements that remained in the film. There is, of course, the idea of an object left on the moon for centuries; there is also the secret relationship between the object and mankind’s mastery of the nuclear menace. We know that in the film the object did not end up in the form of a four-sided pyramid. In addition, instead of the idea of an invisible shield, the screenplay presents a monolith that has been deliberately buried; this substitution gives the object the equivalent of a protective shield, and similarly poses a challenge to humans, and suggests intention (‘Show that you are strong and smart enough to find me’). In the film, the earsplitting signal heard by the humans who start to photograph the object further suggests that the object is being protected.

The notion of the earth as a cradle that man must eventually leave also finds an echo in the finished film – ending up in the form of a gigantic Star Child, a baby who for the first time seems to be born into space and goes without maternal protection. The impossibility of escaping from the cradle seems to me to be at the heart of Kubrick’s work, and the feeling of fatality that emerges from it. Finally, the main thread running through the short story is the verb to wait, and clearly 2001, with each of its different parts setting the stage for the next, is subtended by the idea of waiting, of Advent (to take an associated word in Christian tradition that prepares for Christmas).

‘The Sentinel’ was a 4000-word short story written in 1948 for a Christmas story contest sponsored by the BBC, which rejected it. Clarke’s text was not published until 1951, as one of thirteen stories by various authors, in a short-lived magazine called 10 Story Fantasy. It was the author who exhumed it for Kubrick.

Evolution of the Screenplay

When Kubrick met Clarke in 1964 in order to develop ideas for a film about extraterrestrials, it was not especially this particular story he had in mind; rather, his interest was in the author, who had a reputation for writing ‘adult’ science fiction. Clarke, informed by Kubrick’s publicist Roger Caras of Kubrick’s desire to work with him, sent Caras a telex: ‘Frightfully interested in working with enfant terrible stop contact my agent stop what makes kubrick think I’m a recluse.’2

It is an interesting coincidence that each of the two artists became an expatriate. Just as Kubrick rarely left his home near London, so Clarke moved to Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) in 1956 in order to write – later boasting that his practice of working out of his home before anyone else was a precursor of electronic mail.

Born in 1917, Clarke served as president of astronautic societies3 and, in addition to his novels, was the author of a large number of popular science books. He is an exemplar, in the very diverse field of classic Anglo-Saxon science fiction, of the tendency to base fictional speculations on actual current science. Other science-fiction authors, such as Van Vogt, Philip Jose Farmer and Theodore Sturgeon, belong in the tradition of Lovecraft or mythic, fantastic or heroic fiction – not to mention the Swiftian or Voltairean strain represented by Robert Sheckley – and bother little with astronomical or technical authenticity. Two themes that recur through Clarke’s novels are contact with other civilisations, as in Rendezvous with Rama, and the question of the survival and regeneration of humanity, especially prominent in Childhood’s End.

‘The Sentinel’ is one of several short stories that Clarke and Kubrick briefly considered combining, before they made the decision to use it by itself as their point of departure. In May 1964, a contract was signed ‘for a film whose preparation was to last eighty-two weeks, until February 1967, the expected date of the Apollo programs’.4

Clarke’s The Lost Worlds of 2001 narrates in detail his version of this collaboration, and retraces the different forms the screenplay took as well as the many ideas that arose and evolved or fell by the wayside. First of all, they did not want to situate the film too far in the future, though they were eager not to have it become outmoded too soon either. They wanted to bring in the theme of machines, with a perfected robot; after a period as an ambulatory robot called Athena (referring to the protector of Odysseus in Homer), this ‘character’ became an invisible computer by the name of Hal.5 In its early stages, the screenplay dealt more with Russian–American relations, depicting the two countries working together. The authors also thought of giving extraterrestrials a role in the birth of humanity (the idea of marking the progress of evolution by the move to carnivorous existence is imputed to Kubrick, which does not surprise me). Finally, there is the idea of a kind of evolutionary process whereby ever more perfect machines take over from mankind.

This last idea, which continued to fascinate Kubrick (one of his last projects, which was well progressed when he died, concerned artificial intelligence), takes an unexpected turn in the film. 2001 allows us to imagine that these hypothetical invisible aliens who have ‘abducted’ Bowman possess technology a thousand times superior to our own. However, as the film in its final state shows nothing specific or recognisable of the aliens’ machines, we are also perfectly free to imagine the extraterrestrials as gods, and to read 2001 as an anti-technology film by drawing on old, mystical notions of power. In early versions of the screenplay, the neoclassical decor of Dave’s ‘bedroom’ has been created by robots. But if Kubrick chose to leave this undetermined in the final script, it is not so that we should reread the film in the light of his original intentions. The earlier ideas interest me as stages in a genesis, and not as the unveiling of a hidden meaning.

We know that Kubrick abhorred the idea of directly writing 2001 in the conventional form of a movie screenplay, ‘the most uncommunicative form of writing ever devised’.6 So he decided to write a novel with Clarke that would serve as the basis for making the film.

During the preparation and writing phase, which took place in New York (Clarke rented suite 1008 at the Chelsea Hotel), Kubrick got together to discuss ideas with a variety of scholars and artists, including Carl Sagan (whose writings inspired Robert Zemeckis’s film Contact).

Kubrick was so immersed in his project that sometimes he worried that real-life events might overtake his film and render it obsolete: for example, what if aliens were really discovered? What could his film possibly offer audiences then?

Late in 1964, a first version of the story (whose ending left the hero on the threshold of the Star Gate) was ready in novel form, permitting Kubrick to secure a contract with MGM and Cinerama. The film would be shot in 70mm Super Panavision (and part in 35mm) but would have the Cinerama label.7 Cinerama was originally a system that used three cameras side by side and, although its technical definition changed in the early 60s, prints continued to be struck in the three-image format and shown in a number of theatres equipped for this gigantic projection. For wider distribution, Cinerama movies made during the 60s – including How the West Was Won (1962), which used the three-image system, and 2001, in single-image format – were, after the first run, distributed in 35mm Cinema Scope copies, with the corresponding loss in definition and the frame format changes that this entailed.

In 1965, a New Yorker article described the shooting of a film with a working title of Journey Beyond the Stars (the movie already made conscious reference to 2001). Athena’s name was now Hal, having undergone a period as Socrates. Work on the screenplay, however, was stalled by numerous second thoughts and changes of mind, and the plan to release the film, already delayed in an announcement by MGM president Robert O’Brien who set it for Christmas 1966 or spring 1967 at the latest, was delayed further still.

In an interview in the New Yorker during pre-production in 1965, Clarke announced that the film ‘is set in the near future, at a time when the moon will have been colonized and space travel, at least around the planetary system, will have become commonplace’. Kubrick and Clarke characterised the film as an encounter with extraterrestrials: ‘the Odyssey unfolds as our descendants attempt to make contact with some extraterrestrial explorers’.8

Clarke continued, ‘There will be no women among those who make the trip, although there will be some on earth, some on the moon, and some working in space.’9 As we know, not much of this remains in the film. The women we see in 2001 are flight attendants, receptionists or hostesses, or they stay on earth, embodying the stability and the permanence of the family (Floyd’s daughter, Poole’s mother). The film does, however, sketchily present Elena, a Russian scientist who works on the moon and tells Floyd about her husband back on earth who studies the depths of the Baltic, so ‘I am afraid we don’t get the chance to see each other these days.’

In the same 1966 interview, Clarke told Jeremy Bernstein, ‘Sciencefiction films have always meant monsters and sex, so we have tried to find another term for our film.’10 Before 2001, popular science fiction was intimately associated with sexuality, strange as that may seem to us today. Young starlets in skimpy clothing (Anne Francis in Forbidden Planet or Yvette Mimieux in The Time Machine), lascivious blondes, nymphets abducted by monsters or giving orders to robots, all figured prominently. Travel to new worlds could not be conceived without a beautiful creature like Raquel Welch in Fantastic Voyage (Richard Fleischer, 1966), a movie in which a miniaturised team explores the cosmos inside a human body (certain shots of the Star Gate trip in 2001 are also obviously conceived to suggest a voyage through the body).11 2001’s stewardess in very decent garb who can walk upside down in zero gravity, adhering to the floor by means of Velcro-soled bootees, was Kubrick’s chaste answer to an image that appeared on movie screens at almost the same time: Jane Fonda’s weightless striptease in Roger Vadim’s Barbarella, inspired by Jean-Claude Forest’s French comic strip.

Kubrick affirmed that he was a great reader of science fiction, but also made clear his intention to make a film that would be true to the
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