
      
         	
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         
      

      
         
         
         
            	
            The Culture and Philosophy 
of Ridley Scott
            

            	

            
         

         
      

      
         
         
            	
            The Culture and Philosophy 
of Ridley Scott
            

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            Edited by Adam Barkman, Ashley Barkman, and Nancy Kang

            

            

            

            

            

            
         

         
         
         

         
         
         
            	
            LEXINGTON BOOKS

            	
            Lanham • Boulder • New York • Toronto • Plymouth, UK

            
         

         
         
      

      
         
         
         
            	
            Published by Lexington Books

            	
            A wholly owned subsidiary of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

            	
            4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

            	
            www.rowman.com

            	

            	
            10 Thornbury Road, Plymouth PL6 7PP, United Kingdom

            	

            	
            Copyright © 2013 by Lexington Books

            	

            	
            
               		All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical
               means, including information storage
               		and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by
               a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.
               	
            

            	

            	
            British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

            	

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Available

            	
         

         
         
         
            	
            
               		
               		The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National
               Standard for Information Sciences Permanence of Paper for 
               		Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.
               	
            

            	

            	
            Printed in the United States of America

            
         

         
         
      

      
         
         
            
            To Our Parents

            

            
         

         
      

   
      Acknowledgments

      
         
         
         
      

      
      Adam Barkman: I would like to thank Ashley and Nancy for their work on this project—Ashley
         for coming up with the idea and bringing us all together, and Nancy for her competence
         and skill at all levels throughout this project; it’s no exaggeration to say that
         I could not have done this without you both. I would also like to acknowledge the
         generous grant I received from Redeemer University College to help fund the typesetting
         and indexing of this book.
      

       

      Ashley Barkman: I am thankful to have had the opportunity to collaborate with two
         brilliant individuals whom I also have the privilege of calling friends: Adam and
         Nancy, thank you for your hard work and dedication to this project. This volume would
         not have been possible without either of you!
      

       

      Nancy Kang: I am grateful to Adam and Ashley Barkman for their invaluable friendship,
         scholarly enthusiasm, and consummate professionalism; what a gift it was to work with
         you. I wish to thank my family and my cherished mentors Linda Hutcheon and Silvio
         Torres-Saillant (among many others) for their unfailing support and true generosity.
      

       

      The editors would like to thank the contributors for their dedicated work and the
         editorial team at Lexington Books for their guidance and advice: Lindsey Porambo,
         Lenore Lautigar, and Johnnie Simpson. Special gratitude is also owed to Caroline Bonarde
         Ucci for her spectacular image of Ridley Scott for the cover; it is a tribute to an
         artist by an artist.
      

      
      
   
      Introduction

      
         
         
         Nancy Kang, Ashley Barkman, and Adam Barkman

         
      

      
      In a room that combines the concrete pallor of a prison with the stifling uniformity
         of a factory floor, hundreds gaze at a massive screen. The surface vibrates with the
         words and bespectacled face of a nameless ideologue. The Macintosh computer advertisement
         of January 1984 offered an evocative play of contrasts between received knowledge
         and the individual imagination, the power of one versus the power of many. Directed
         by British-born filmmaker Ridley Scott, the spot aired during the Super Bowl telecast
         in the United States, its audience a diverse pool of sports fans and soon-to-be global
         computer enthusiasts. Aside from the voiceover’s allusion to George Orwell’s iconic
         novel of industrial-age dystopia, 1984, the commercial seemed to bring to life the worst fears of the Cold War era; it was
         a propaganda poster for obedience (or oppression) brought to life. Yet as a commercial
         for Macintosh, its striking visual rhetoric implied that increasingly powerful forms
         of technology need not lead to intellectual enslavement but rather new avenues of
         liberation and enlightenment. This enlightened liberation would be led by a new commercial
         machine, one that consumers would control, not one that would render them powerless—like
         the TV ad’s captive audience—in front of a screen.
      

      
      Using increasingly rapid cuts between the robotic minions marching, sitting, and gaping
         at their leader, the director’s eye focuses on riot police in hot pursuit of a strikingly
         muscular female athlete wielding a hammer. While the male masses are seated, she is
         in motion; while they connote stagnation and subservience, she symbolizes vitality
         and verve. Wielding a large hammer—but definitely no sickle—she launches her tool
         into the face of this Big Brother figure, a face uniquely reminiscent of Eldon Tyrell’s,
         the creator figure from Scott’s Blade Runner (released just two years earlier). A kind of female Prometheus, her act of rebellion
         unleashes a blinding spray of light onto the crowd; it is creative destruction, a
         moment of mass media history written not with lightning but with lighting. The revolution, Scott’s commercial implies, is not just being televised, it is being
         computerized, transforming the world through lights, cameras, and more action than
         the public has ever encountered before. Birthed on screen, the personal computer was
         touted as a portal to a new world order. Through Scott’s stylised lens, the advertisement
         promised a deliverance from prophecy: the year 1984 would undo the Orwellian legacy
         of 1984, allowing consumers to go forth as technological explorers and undertake their own
         “conquest of [digital] paradise.”
      

      
       All of these themes—the risks of personal initiative versus the pressures of group
         conformity; oppressive dogmas versus inventive dreams; historical legacy versus the
         quest for the new—resonate thematically with Scott’s larger oeuvre. He is part of a cinematic family; his daughter, son, romantic partner as of 2012,
         and late brother—the respected director Tony Scott—are all affiliated with the entertainment
         industry. Scott himself has also served in various capacities as producer, executive
         producer, and production designer, among other roles behind the scenes. Consummately
         versatile, he straddles the domains of television and film simultaneously. His directorial
         resume of over thirty feature films (and counting) comprises an ongoing project of
         grand-scale historical exploration, futuristic experimentation, and artistic mythmaking.
         All of these achievements offer fertile ground for critical analysis and philosophical
         discussion, the aim of the eighteen critical essays in this volume. From paradoxical villains in American Gangster to the possibility of heavenly marriage in Gladiator, these chapters initiate diverse and provocative discussions of Scott’s major feature
         films. While not exhaustive in scope (omitted are sustained discussions of his production
         projects, short films, and his 2010 adaptation of Robin Hood), this collection aims to deliver the broadest—and yet the most in-depth—consideration
         to date of his cinematic output.
      

      
      The Culture and Philosophy of Ridley Scott illuminates a nearly comprehensive selection of his films from cutting-edge interdisciplinary
         perspectives. What makes this collection unique is not merely the diversity of approaches
         but its timeliness, given the resurgence of interest in his work by ever younger viewers.
         These include the so-called Millennials, or youth born between the years 1982-2002,
         who are consuming popular culture with increasingly multidimensional, multimedia-based
         approaches. The release of Scott’s space epic Prometheus (2012), although no longer touted by the director to be a prequel to the Alien saga that he launched in 1979, sought to come full circle thematically, cementing
         a reputation for generic experimentation and stunning visual rhetoric forged over
         the course of four decades of directorial work.  
      

      
      The philosophical questions, arguments, and abstractions posed by these films have
         produced essays by scholars specializing in such diverse fields as philosophy, media
         and film studies, popular culture, postcolonial studies, literature, comparative race
         studies, history, women’s and gender studies, and religion. In conceiving of this
         volume, we were particularly concerned with resonating with interests of undergraduate
         students as well as seasoned scholars. The audience includes a curious public as well
         as lifelong fans of Scott’s films. The contributors seek to intensify the light shed
         on such signature works as The Duellists (1977), Blade Runner (1982), Alien (1979), Thelma & Louise (1991), Gladiator (2000), Hannibal (2001), Black Hawk Down (2001), and American Gangster (2007). There are also explorations of less profitable—but still conceptually rich—films
         like Legend (1985), Someone to Watch Over Me (1987), Black Rain (1989), 1492: Conquest of Paradise (1992), G. I. Jane (1997), Matchstick Men (2003), Kingdom of Heaven (2005), A Good Year (2006), and Body of Lies (2008). There is also an essay devoted to the television series produced by Scott,
         Numb3rs, which reminds us of the multifaceted nature of his talent. 
      

      
      While these latter works do not always feature prominently in critical discussions
         of Scott, many of them are highly recognizable. What’s more, despite lukewarm profits,
         critical disdain, or a combination of these, many of the films have asserted themselves
         as culturally significant in ongoing conversations with contemporary popular culture.
         For instance, in the wake of 2011’s federal repeal of the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell (DADT)
         legislation barring gays and lesbians from the US military, the relevance of G. I. Jane reasserts itself with keen irony. Not only did the film reflect upon the “culture
         wars” of the 1980s and early 1990s, it also demonstrated the complex workings of intersectionality
         (that is, how race, sex, class, and sexuality combine to varying degrees in the volatile
         matrix of identity politics). Charges of lesbianism were used as a tool to sustain
         the tradition of straight white male domination of the highest ranks of military power.
         Given that issues relating to democratization and gender inclusiveness in institutional
         spaces are ongoing, Scott’s film—however dated—remains a memorable contribution to
         that highly provocative public discourse.
      

      
      This volume addresses a gap in analytical conversations about Scott’s craft from a
         multi-disciplinary perspective. Book-length publications devoted to examining his
         career in the media arts include Laurence Knapp and Andrea Kulas’s Ridley Scott: Interviews, a chronology and compendium of conversations about his major works[1]; Laurence Raw’s ambitious Ridley Scott  Encyclopedia, which often notes in its summary articles the paucity of critical studies (beyond
         reviews) of many of the films[2]; and Paul M. Sammon’s Ridley Scott: The Making of His Movies, which defines itself as “the first book-length study” of the director’s work, an
         intervention into “a period when the most aesthetically threadbare exploitation directors
         [sic] already have had multiple volumes devoted to their ‘oeuvres.’”[3]     The bulk of information, the author states, was derived from two decades of taped
         interviews with the filmmaker.[4]     Given this uniquely personal angle, however, the question arises as to how much
         beyond informed appreciation this kind of celebratory text can offer. In contrast,
         The Films of Ridley Scott by Richard Alan Schwartz[5]     is a scholarly monograph that offers plot summaries and brief explications of
         twelve films; these range from The Duellists through Hannibal. Our volume interpolates more recent films into the survey, and instead of compartmentalizing
         each film as a discrete chapter, aims also to connect them within and across chapters, depending on the film and the thematic or theoretical frameworks at hand.
         Above all, these essays do not aim to convey general truths but rather to incite conversations
         about the films as hermeneutically challenging visual texts; they are platforms for
         the examination of Scott’s artistry and his audience’s ongoing negotiation of personal
         and collective values.
      

      
      The Promethean Imagination

      
      Born on November 30, 1937, in South Shields, Tyne and Wear, England, Scott created
         an early profile in the arts and public media, primarily through commercials and television
         shows, before turning to direct and produce films. His interest in the visual arts
         started with a childhood aptitude for drawing. Despite the possibility of following
         in his father’s military footsteps, Scott’s considerable talents gained him admission
         to West Hartlepool College of Art and the Royal College of Art in London. His first
         major motion picture was released the year he turned 40, but this was by no means
         a deviation from his previous career trajectory or achievements. After working as
         a set designer for companies like the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and producing
         thousands of advertisements broadcast across Europe, he branched out to large-screen
         ventures.
      

      
      Scott’s debut The Duellists (1977) won the Jury Prize for best first feature at the Cannes Film Festival. It
         was a Napoleonic-era study of two soldiers in a decades-long duel over the concept
         of honor. After that initial critical success, Scott embarked on a career-boosting
         run of science fiction and fantasy films. These were foundational efforts that set
         the stage for his continuing fame among genre-film enthusiasts. The first was Alien (1979), a sci-fi horror film which immersed audiences in palpable terror generated
         by the implied rather than actual presence of the hissing, gunmetal grey nemesis.
         Its ensemble cast dwindles down to one, and its gory peripetia, or turning points in the plot, remind viewers that human bodies caught in the crushing
         joints of large-scale ideological machinery can be mindlessly expendable. The capacity
         of the film to create spin-offs and sequels testified to its longevity and conceptual
         depth. 
      

      
      Similarly, twenty-first century observers are able to trace the long cultural imprint
         of Blade Runner (1982; re-cut 1992), adapted from Philip K. Dick’s novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968). The film’s ending, which featured the air-borne escape of protagonist Deckard
         with Rachel, his replicant lover, into the sunny unknown, caused considerable tension
         between Scott, the studio, and fans, but the capacity of the work to elicit ongoing
         discussions about human privilege (even after two decades) is notable. This is in
         addition to the contribution that the film made to the growing celebrity profile of
         Harrison Ford as a strong male lead in the adventure and romance genres. Legend (1985), starring a young Tom Cruise, did not elicit the same cultish fervor among
         audiences as the former two films during its initial release. In retrospect, however,
         the mythic allegory has generated a loyal following for its campy exuberance and the
         familiarity of its (sometimes hyperbolic) archetypes. Scott derived his vision from
         the European fairy tale tradition, combining these images and characters with other
         staples of the fantasy genre: unicorns, goblins, the satanic Dark Lord, a quest motif,
         royal family members in love with poor commoners, dwarves, fairies, and enchanted
         forests. Perhaps foreshadowing the cross-generational popularity of texts like J.
         K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series, this film performed the chiasmatic task of making
         the childish mature and the mature childish, an entertaining if not always intellectually
         bracing experiment in form and content.
      

      
      The next two productions, Someone to Watch Over Me (1987) and Black Rain (1989), were certainly departures from the hallucinogenic realm of princesses and
         unicorns, but they were standard fare as far as police dramas go. The first depicted
         a love triangle composed of a refined Manhattan socialite being protected by a newly-promoted
         detective from the borough of Queens, New York. Her foil is his wife, an unpretentious
         woman with a loud voice, unadorned demeanor, and vocabulary more urban than urbane.
         The film doubles as thriller and social class commentary, gesturing to the moral improvisation
         that surviving as a metropolitan police detective, father, and husband often requires.
         The plot conformed to the familiar template of upper-class woman meets working-class
         man; as with James Cameron’s 1997 blockbuster Titanic, the erotic tensions that ensue are largely a dopamine-fuelled realization of transgressive
         fantasies more than any realistic premise for long-term romantic compatibility. 
      

      
      In contrast, Black Rain (1989) offered a transnational take on the “buddy film” genre, although the “buddy”
         element is slow to develop. Both ventures—Someone to Watch Over Me and this later film—failed to make any major critical waves; neither work was a blockbuster
         domestically either. The latter film starred Michael Douglas and Andy Garcia as scrappy
         Manhattan cops sent to Japan in the wake of a yakuza gang killing and counterfeiting scandal. Ironically, it was released the same year
         as another film entitled Black Rain, a Japanese production based on the nuclear annihilation of Hiroshima in 1945 by
         the US military. Scott’s work mentions the historical origins of its title, updating
         it as a metaphor for American imperialism in the age of fierce technological competition.
         The work meditates upon the relatively facile East-meets-West paradigm in a way that
         reiterates and yet subtly subverts the prevailing stereotypes of the Japanese at that
         time: as sneaky, opportunistic, emotionally anaesthetized robots bound by feudal traditions.
         Ironically, these same people were hurtling like a bullet train into the technological
         age, and many critics of the film highlight the nuances of Yellow Perilism in the
         depiction of the villains. For comparative observers, the Los Angeles of Blade Runner, with its nouveau Orientalist imagery (mysteriously cheeky geishas, flashing ideograms, ubiquitous
         noodle bars, exotic herb shops, and heavily-accented Asian actors) finds an echo in
         Black Rain, only this time back in the motherland, a neon-saturated, smoke-belching Osaka ruled
         by sword-wielding gangsters. Yipping like hyenas on motorcycles as they circle the
         American detectives, they demonstrate an admirable (if risible) capacity to transact
         their business at all hours of the day in dark sunglasses. 
      

      
       Scott claimed his place in popular feminist iconography by directing Thelma & Louise in 1991. Although the indeterminate ending was a cause for disagreement among viewers
         who preferred stark resolutions over cliffhangers (literal or otherwise), the strong
         performances by the lead and supporting actors, coupled with its original narrative
         premise, earned Scott his first Oscar nomination for best director. 1992 was less
         auspicious with the costly endeavor known as 1492: Conquest of Paradise, a film starring French actor Gerald Depardieu as the Italian-born explorer Cristobál
         Colón in Spain. This project celebrated Christopher Columbus’s voyage to the New World
         and narrated the difficulties encountered with contact and transculturation in the
         West Indies (Hispaniola). The film attempted to recreate Columbus as a family man
         and visionary (with Alien’s Sigourney Weaver playing the role of Queen Isabella, a rather surprising source
         of romantic tension). After the (ad)venture sunk both critically and commercially,
         Scott busied himself with miscellaneous production projects, returning in 1996 to
         the oceanic setting with a film of robust male bonding, White Squall.
      

      
      A Lord of the Flies meets Robinson Crusoe–type high seas thriller, the film combined the disaster genre with an epic “forces
         of nature” motif. The teenagers learn the imperative of cooperation for mutual survival,
         and their hardships eventually translate into ennoblement and a sense of accomplishment
         and solidarity. A similar venture featuring the vicissitudes of group accountability
         and theme of human limits was G. I. Jane (1997). The catchy/kitschy title has become a popular epithet for women in the military
         and an extension of Thelma & Louise’s meditation on the social, political, and ethical apparatuses meant to regulate
         women’s capacity to enter traditionally male-only spaces and occupations.
      

      
      The low profits and lack of critical approval stemming from these mid-nineties films
         propelled Scott again to pursue alternative, smaller-scale projects. The losing streak
         ended with Gladiator (2000), his tribute to the grand scale heroic epic. With its muscular male hero,
         adrenalized fight sequences, and altogether massive scope, the film was reminiscent
         of period pieces like Joseph Mankiewicz’s Cleopatra (1963) or Stanley Kubrick’s Spartacus (1960). Although he failed to win the Best Director Oscar, Scott’s film garnered Best
         Actor, Best Picture, and three other Academy Awards. Lead actor Russell Crowe would
         establish a strong rapport with Scott (not unlike Denzel Washington’s with Tony Scott),
         a connection that catalyzed the A-list actor’s reappearance in later films. 
      

      
      After that banner year, the director ventured into the serial killer franchise based
         on novelist Thomas Harris’s epicurean cannibal, Dr. Hannibal Lecter. Hannibal (2001), a work that connected Italy and the United States through the doctor’s elegant
         penchant for mayhem, was reconfigured through the replacement of Jodie Foster (of
         The Silence of the Lambs) with Julianne Moore. The project managed to be a commercial success, co-existing
         that year with the more critically well-received Black Hawk Down (2001), Scott’s gritty drama about the US military pursuit of a Somali warlord in
         Mogadishu. Four Oscar nominations resulted, with a third nod for best director. In
         some ways, the sense of a shared mission, and the realization by the United States
         that a new age of geopolitical strife had emerged after the terrorist attacks of 9/11,
         rendered the film a poignant rallying point for American solidarity.[6]     That a foreign-born director could stand at the helm of such a nationalistically
         robust project testifies to the adaptability of Scott’s craft.
      

      
      His attention then turned away from the wide historical sweep of the previous films
         and telescoped back to the United States with the quirky character drama Matchstick Men (2003). An obsessive-compulsive, tic-plagued, and fundamentally lonely con man takes
         the lead in this adult (be)coming-of-age drama. It is a triangulation of “plays” (being
         played, playing, and extricating oneself as a player from a larger “game”) that brings
         the criminal Roy, his partner Frank, and Amanda (Roy’s estranged teenage daughter)
         together. That appearances prove surprising is among the didactic impressions left
         by the retro-styled, brightly lit film. Following this effort was Kingdom of Heaven (2005), a Crusades-era film as ambitious as its grandiose title implies. Bringing
         together celebrity actors like Liam Neeson (Schindler’s List) and Orlando Bloom (Lord of the Rings), the quest revisited the complex father-son relationships of Gladiator and Blade Runner. Despite massive battle scenes, anxiety-inducing portrayals of political brokerage,
         religious strife, and a landmark depiction of sympathetic Muslim leadership (a notable
         departure from Islamophobic imagery in the popular media at the time), the film fell
         flat in terms of profits and garnered only muted critical praise in the mainstream.
      

      
      The dramatic comedy A Good Year (2006) repositioned Crowe as a romantic lead in the lush landscape of Provence, France.
         The savvy London businessman makes free-wheeling choices about the winery estate of
         his uncle, finds a vivacious love interest in Marion Cotillard’s café owner Fanny,
         and encounters the trifecta of alternative employment, enjoyment, and escape away
         from his regular milieu. The film was lightweight as far as most critics were concerned,
         offering little in comparison to the combined commercial and critical success of the
         next venture, the biopic of Harlem drug lord Frank Lucas. American Gangster (2007) starred Denzel Washington as a gangster, hustler, and family man fuelled by
         racial hurt and a creative business sense. This version of the self-made man revisited
         the well-known American myth of entrepreneurial ascent; placing the rags-to-riches
         businessman in an iconic African American neighborhood and making drugs the currency
         appropriately complicates the meaning of success. The relationship forged between
         Lucas and Crowe’s New Jersey detective Richie Roberts also exposes wide levels of
         police corruption, adding considerable ambiguity to the idea of what it means for
         government agencies—or individuals in their stead—to protect and serve a community.
         As Robin Hood (2010) would later reiterate, the equation of justice and the law is one that cannot
         be lamely accepted as right.
      

      
       The following year, Crowe reappeared as a doughy CIA agent directing Leonardo
         DiCaprio’s undercover operative in the Middle East. This film, Body of Lies
         (2008), hearkens back to Scott’s treatment of Arab and Muslim characters in Kingdom
            of Heaven, painting them with a more colorful brush than the prevailing
         Hollywood stereotypes of terrorist/jihadist/militant Is-
lamist.
         Two years later, Crowe morphed into a rather muddy Robin Hood, opposite feisty if
         ever-pallid Cate Blanchett, a return by Scott to the world of European folklore that
         Legend first broached. The medieval adventure was no blockbuster in the
         tradition of Gladiator, but it did underscore the director’s breadth of interests
         and his ongoing capacity to create a prismatic understanding of human experience through
         past, present, and future-focused narratives. 
      

      
      Motivated Representations

      
      The advantage of any readily accessible public medium like film is its capacity to
         offer a broad range of materials for the development of a critical viewership. In
         Outlaw Culture: Resisting Representations (1994), public intellectual bell hooks (born Gloria Watkins) posits that popular
         culture is a consummate site for radical pedagogy, or the philosophy and practice
         of teaching and learning. Aside from their frequent use as a tool of psychological
         escape, celebrity worship, consumerist fascination, or ideological manipulation, popular
         films stand at the forefront of a democratizing “classroom-outside-of-a-classroom”
         model that hooks defines as potentially revolutionary. Critical thinking prompts spectators
         to realize that what they see on screen is not “natural” so much as a series of motivated representations.[7]     In her documentary discussion Cultural Criticism and Transformation for FORA TV, she deconstructs one pervasive misconception about filmmaking: that
         movies offer a kind of unadulterated rendition of reality and that their combination
         of “magic,” “pure imagination,” and “sheer creativity” instantly legitimizes the medium.
         Disagreeing with this paradigm, hooks asks the public to consider what kinds of “conscious
         manipulation[s] of representation” occur on-screen (and by extension, off-screen).
         With heightened political, social, philosophical, scientific, and artistic sensibilities,
         viewers will then be equipped to discern the careful choices that make up, like a
         delicate network of nerves, the body of the film. They will know “what kinds of images
         will produce a certain kind of impact” on the part of the director, the writers, the
         actors, the cinematographers, and the rest of the production team.[8]    
      

      
      This theorist’s observations gesture to the kind of vigorous intellectual inquiry
         that Scott’s work both elicits and demands. The fact that many of the films have acquired
         and continue to invite wide viewerships (including some cult followings) does not
         detract from their presence as texts with untapped, under-examined hermeneutic potential.
         According to auteur theory, a branch of aesthetics and film criticism, it is precisely the director’s uniqueness
         of vision that provides the ballast for hooks’s aforementioned theory of motivated
         representations. With its genesis in the late 1940s, this approach to film evolved
         through the next decade via publications in André Bazin’s periodical Cahiers du Cinéma (Notebooks on Film), and was popularized internationally by critics like François Truffault (editor and
         publisher of Cahiers) and Columbia University academic Andrew Sarris. What emerged through these manifold
         discussions over integrity of vision was a sense of the filmmaker’s range of accountabilities
         (to him- or herself, to the studio, to the actors, to the public) as well as his or
         her prerogative to exercise artistic agency. The director, more so than the screenwriter,
         the sets, the actors, the editors, the studio, or the rest of the team, charts the
         course of the film; it is precisely this belief—that Scott is not merely a sort of
         ambulant machine ushering forth a product through technical expertise alone—justifies
         the desire to explicate his films from philosophical and cultural studies perspectives.[9]     
      

      
      Alien, Self, Other: Major Themes

      
      Many and diverse are the issues informing Scott’s directorial work. Among them are
         the abstract values enunciated by Maximus, the protagonist of Gladiator, whose motto “Strength and honor” emerges in both his personal and martial philosophy.
         These concepts, alongside others, undergo significant reformulation based on a situational
         ethics inflected by setting and audience. As G. I. Jane demonstrates, what may be defined as strength for a man might not apply to a woman
         in Navy SEALs training. In White Squall, the sheer competition for survival during the storm sweeps away the social codes
         that usually structure life on land. What is honorable in one environment may thus
         be impugned or even abandoned in another, especially in conditions of physical or
         psychological duress. In Black Rain, alternatively, detective Nick Conklin finds himself under investigation by the Internal
         Affairs Bureau for pocketing drug money; hardly unique behavior, this is an act of
         corruption he justifies with his monetary obligations as ex-husband, absentee father,
         and working stiff. 
      

      
      Conklin’s ethical failings find their match in the impeccable honesty of another civil
         servant, New Jersey detective Richie Roberts of American Gangster, who refuses to filch drug money. Taking this stand leads to scathing ostracism;
         his precinct colleagues denigrate him as a “fucking boy scout” and abandon their own
         professional teamwork-based ethics by refusing to help him even when the life of his
         partner is imperiled. Roberts realizes the paradoxical nature of “honorable” work
         in this milieu, one which usually lists honor and service to the community among its
         raisons d’être. He learns that loyalty to the system may lead to one’s very abandonment by the system,
         since the latter is not comprised of mere rules and regulations but of morally fallible
         human beings. As Thelma sardonically reflects in Thelma & Louise, “The law is some tricky shit, isn’t it?”
      

      
      Also prominent are the symbolic and moral dialectics of purity and corruption. In
         Legend, we learn that as long as the unicorns (signifiers of virtue) reign, evil will not
         prevail against those “pure of heart.” While the film shows no qualms in exploiting
         the dualistic aesthetics of good (light) and evil (darkness), it does extend a vision
         of utopia, something to strive toward in an unstable contemporary world. This kind
         of stark configuration usually stimulates the moral imagination. Likewise in Alien, the android scientist Ash praises the aggressive creature for its superlative purity
         even though it is unequivocally a killer. Like the alien, Ash is a non-human outsider
         insinuating himself among humans on the spacecraft. Viewers wonder how the monster’s
         hostility to the human crew, its absent conscience, and naked drive to destroy can
         be remotely admirable qualities even if ostensibly “pure.”
      

      
      In 1492: Conquest of Paradise, alternatively, the New World (a terra incognita to Columbus but a well-traversed homeland for the indigenous tribes living there)
         represents a form of ecological and social purity. Notions of noble savagery dwindle
         into plain savagery through such acts as colonial encroachment, ethnocentrism, linguistic
         miscommunication, racial stratification, and rebellion against enslavement and dispossession.
         In Hannibal, too, the cannibal aesthete Dr. Lecter punishes those whom he finds guilty of vulgarity
         and disrespect, since they are affronts to his perversely “pure” codes of social etiquette.
         Even in the espionage thriller Body of Lies, some viewers may discern an unexpected purity in the opening scene’s depiction of
         self-sacrifice through religious martyrdom. Yet, as the film reprises the horror through
         the Amsterdam marketplace bombing (one which shatters the lives of anonymous camera-toting
         tourists and bystanders buying flowers), a purity of ideological commitment does not
         always correspond to constructive, positive, and humane actions.
      

      
      The effects of symbolic or actual violence, especially sexual violence, reappear in
         many of Scott’s feature films, among them Alien (Ash’s attempted oral violation of Ripley with a pornographic magazine), Gladiator (the implied rape and murder of Maximus’s wife), Blade Runner (Deckard’s alarmingly rough seduction of Rachel), and G. I. Jane (Jordan O’Neill’s near-public violation during a training exercise). Thelma & Louise showcases attempted rape most explicitly, arguing that sometimes an illegal action
         like murder may be defensible, although emotional and other forms of fallout will
         result. With the murderer Louise so adamant about avoiding Texas and her memories
         of the place, we assume she must have experienced some unforgettable, possibly sexual
         trauma there. This unspoken history is the open secret, the thin connecting threads
         between actual knowledge and conjecture which snap with accelerating speed and intensity
         as the women hurtle toward their final act of rebellion. Louise’s lukewarm relationship
         with her supportive yet violent boyfriend incites further suspicion and distrust,
         not merely of romantic (heterosexual) partnerships but of the state of human relationships
         generally: why is respect so difficult? Given that it is a road trip movie that traverses
         state lines, perhaps a larger social commentary is implied, namely the conflicted
         state of American gender relations. More broadly, with the sheer number of incompatible
         relationships in this film (more or less all of them, save the liminal friendship/romance
         of the title characters), Scott offers a scathing critique of human alienation. This
         is an existential crisis in self-awareness combined with a glaring deficit of empathy,
         compassion, and ethical responsibility toward others.
      

      
      This nexus of ignorance and miscommunication gestures to the epistemological depths
         mined by Scott’s films. Just as Thelma and Louise both repudiate former versions of
         themselves through repeated, violent acts of estrangement from civil (that is, law-abiding)
         society, Frank Lucas from American Gangster struggles with the burden of a racialized past. Unable to forget the brutal Klan murder
         that first defined his dark skin as a signifier of social inferiority, he pursues
         a life of crime because it is the only stability that he knows. Bumpy Johnson, his
         gangster-mentor and father figure, virtually controls him from the grave through the
         powers of legacy and mutual respect. An ontologically bound man, Lucas is the superlative
         criminal, impeccably accomplished and ingeniously inventive; he does little, however,
         to dispel the prevailing stereotypes of black male criminality, a product of the same
         racial history that prompts him to want more. The problem of negotiating such legacies
         is that often villains emerge as heroes and vice versa. Lucas is not alone: other
         walking contradictions include the surgically self-sacrificing cannibal Lecter, the
         lovingly apologetic cheater Mike Keegan in Someone to Watch Over Me, the rakish people’s thief Robin Hood, the conscientious con man Roy Waller in Matchstick Men, and the humanitarian killers doubling as soldiers in Black Hawk Down.
      

      
         Scott’s films tend not to be explicitly political or activist in tone. Much of
         their appeal lies in their capacity to convey truths through suggestion and nuance
         (that is, figurative devices like metaphor, antithesis, symbolism, and caricature)
         rather than pushing forward as heavy-handed morality plays. Some of this careful balancing
         between ideologically freighted content and aesthetic form may derive from his work
         as a director and producer of commercials, where the onus is to deliver a concentrated
         message creatively, emphatically, and yet very quickly. In many of his films, this
         sense of pressure emerges in relation to a real or imagined cultural menace. The sense of being under surveillance (a part of something and yet apart from it,
         like the crew of Alien’s Nostromo) correlates strongly with the irony that constraints may come from the very apparatuses
         meant to ensure freedom. One of the most crushing instances of this emerges in Blade Runner, where the replicants face their “retirement” (a euphemism for extermination) and
         come to terms with their status as both wanted (in the criminal sense) and unwanted
         (in the social sense, except perhaps as slave labor on a different planet). Just as
         the two fighters in The Duellists are in a relationship they do not care for—at least to the same degree—they still
         require one another’s participation for ontological consistency. There would be no
         sense of honor otherwise, making both men character foils with foils, engaged in a
         compulsive danse macabre that reminds them of their obligations to fight for ego gratification and social
         acceptance concurrently, even though the cost may be their very lives. 
      

      
      Lights, Camera, Reaction

      
      Each chapter in this volume recognizes the importance of a film (or set of films)
         as grounds for critical analysis, but the overarching objective is not to be uniformly
         celebratory. Its aim is neither hagiography nor premature Fest-
schrift that casts Scott as an unparalleled visionary who can do no wrong.
         Unlike such high-profile Hollywood contemporaries as George Lucas and Steven Spielberg,
         the mention of Scott’s name does not always bring sparks of recognition, although
         titles
         of particular works certainly elicit reactions, often in conjunction with the names
         of
         celebrities like Russell Crowe and Sigourney Weaver. The Culture and Philosophy of
            Ridley Scott is comprised of essays that, to some degree, examine the
         philosophical quest for authentic personhood, here mediated by the ideological
         orientations of the director and production team, their deliberate framing of historical
         moments, and the resulting performances by actors to create (for the most part)
         mimetically real characters. The majority of the chapters perform their interpretive
         work through a meta-critical and meta-historiographical lens: in other words, they
         understand that each film’s constructed cinematic world emerges from a scripted plot
         and
         deliberate embeddedness in a narrativized version of history.[10] The audience realizes that the films offer re-created time, not
         phenomenologically real time; furthermore, the realism is, in fact, artificial and
         the
         artifice must then successfully convey a semblance of actuality and coherence (in
         literary terms, verisimilitude). 
      

      
      Thematic groupings lend internal coherence to the wide spectrum of films amassed here.
         Chapters in the first section concentrate upon paradoxes of representation, the concept
         of responsibility, the choices involved in remembering (not always positively) the
         past, and the necessity of revision as a way of destabilizing the “official” or most
         accepted versions of events. 
      

      
      To start, “‘Good Badmen’: Reading Race in Black Rain, American Gangster, and Body of Lies” by Nancy Kang deploys the African American folk archetype of the morally fluid “badman”
         to assess levels of representational efficacy vis-à-vis white/Euro-American and non-white
         characters (here, African American, Asian, Arab and Muslim). Kang contends that the
         films offer an overarching perspective that is largely anti-racist and inclusive in
         spirit, although with points of friction and contradiction in practice. This is particularly
         in regard to delineating racialized heroics from stereotypical versions of villainy.
      

      
      James Edwin Mahon’s “A Double-Edged Sword: Honor in The Duellists” grapples with the problem of honor as an obsession in this earliest of Scott’s feature
         films. By using military life as one platform and personal relationships as another,
         the author debates the virtue (or virtue deficit) of valuing one’s honor over the
         emotional and physical well-being of one’s associates. Using extensive comparative
         analysis with Joseph Conrad’s original novella, Mahon considers whether narcissistic
         “satisfaction” can ever be meant for more than one person. 
      

      
      Michael Garcia’s “The Trans-Religious Ethics of Kingdom of
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