
11/8/2017 Ferretbrain - Rethinking Prometheus

file:///C:/Alasdair%20-%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/Alasdair%27s%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/ferretbrain.com/articles/article-960.html 1/9

Rethinking Prometheus
by Alasdair Czyrnyj

playpen articles themes random comments podcasts people
Monday, 12 August 2013

Some thoughts and interpretations about a derided classic.
~

I love Prometheus. I love it
to death. If I had to pick a
personal “best film of
2012”, I would be hard
pressed to choose between
Prometheus and The
Master, but given how this
essay is not about Joaquin
Phoenix’s interpersonal
skills, there’s no question
which film has provoked
the greater fascination with
me. I’ve watched the film
again and again, discussed
it with other people, read
countless interpretations,
and I’ve agonized for
months about if I should
write this piece and how I
should go about it. Hell,
I’ve even abandoned the
Internet to dig through old
interview collections and
scholarly works on the
original Alien to understand
more about the movie.
That’s how much I love
Prometheus.

  
Which makes the popular
reaction to the movie all
the more inexplicable to
me.

  
To say that the reaction to
Prometheus was “divisive”
is to put it mildly. In the
circles I traveled in, the
movie was pilloried. The more charitable reviewers described it as “visually stunning,
but thematically inconsistent.” The less charitable simply wrote the film off as “dumb”,
as being filled with plot holes and characters who did stupid things solely to advance
the plot, of not explaining anything that happened, of being about “answers” but just
raising more questions. Fingers were pointed, mostly at writer and beloved punching-
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bag Damon Lindeof. Indeed, it has become commonplace to discuss the film as if it
were a failure at everything it set out to do.

  
Suffice to say, I don’t believe this.

  
There are no plot holes in Prometheus. Every character acts reasonably, in ways that
make sense to their personalities and to the themes of the movie. Much of the movie
operates through image and metaphor rather than exposition; a choice of a word, a
gesture, and set decoration speak with more efficiency than a page of dialogue. Certain
questions are answered, but not the ones either the characters or audience expect.
While the film does argue that some questions cannot be answered, it also takes the far
more interesting tack of arguing that simply getting a question answered is not enough.

  
Now, this is an interpretive essay rather than a review, so I’m not going to provide a
plot synopsis or character breakdown. I would recommend watching Prometheus before
reading this in order to have a decent understanding of what I’m talking about. I’d also
recommend seeing Alien, since that movie is wound deep into the core of Prometheus.
While we’re at it, a viewing of both 2001: A Space Odyssey and Lawrence of Arabia
would be advisable, since not only are they both stylistic and philosophical sources for
Prometheus, they’re excellent movies to boot. (Seriously, though, if you’re stuck just
find a synopsis on Wikipedia. It’s not good, but it’ll get you through.)

  
Less than Godly - Alien and the Aliens Franchise

  
Before I saw Prometheus back in June of 2012, I spent the week beforehand
rewatching Alien and Aliens, the only two movies of the franchise I owned at the time.
It had been a long while since I had seen either of the movies, so the experience was
rather surprising. For Alien there was no problem. It’s a stone-cold classic of science
fiction horror, and everything in it still holds up today.

  
But Aliens…

  
But Aliens.

  
It’s not that it is a bad movie. In some ways it would be much easier if it was. Aliens is
probably one of the best action movies of the 1980s. The set-pieces are technically and
visually impressive. Sigourney Weaver’s Ellen Ripley has a clear character arc that
drives the movie. The other characters are shallow, but they fit in well with the milieu
of the film. There’s even quite a bit of allegory for the Vietnam War, with the uniforms
and behavior of the colonial marines directly invoking the images of American
servicemen from that conflict, and the different ways the marines and the xenomorphs
interpret and use the environment of Hadley’s Hope are a reflection of the problems the
Americans had adapting to asymmetric warfare. Aliens has everything you could want.

  
But despite all of this, Aliens feels like a lesser film to me. There’s a lot of stuff going
on in the film, but it’s all presented very matter-of-fact. What you see is what you get.
Everything has a reason. A character can be dropped into the story and by taking note
of his surroundings can easily find his way to safety.

  
Alien is not like that. It is a film that operates more intuitively, within the realm of
thought and dream, of awe and fear. It’s something that is established from the
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beginning of the film, with the camera floating like a Kubrickian specter through the
corridors of the Nostromo. There are characters, of course, and great work was done in
realizing them, but there is always a contrast between them and the events of the film.
The universe of Alien is a mysterious place that operates far outside the confines of the
human experience. The characters in the film do the best they can, but they are always
out of their depth. From the first scene where they find the Engineer fossilized to his
pilot’s chair, to the fumbling attempts by Dallas and Ash to remove an alien creature
they know nothing about from Kane’s face, to finally come up with a plan to destroy the
fully-grown alien, they are running to stay where they are, and it is only with luck that
the creature is defeated in the end.

  
The creature itself is a good illustration of the difference in approach between Alien and
Aliens. In Alien, the alien was a nightmare, an insectile-mechanical horror that
interacted with the crew of the Nostromo primarily through sexual assault. It was
canny; it could lure people into traps, patiently hunt, and work its way out of tight
spots. It was biological, but its biology didn’t make any sense. It was even beautiful,
which made it even more horrible. But in Aliens, the alien had given way to the
“xenomorph,” a being which was…well, just a bug. A very interesting one to be sure; a
species that not only mimics the Viet Cong by living in hives and by exploiting gaps in
structures their American human opponents cannot see, but whose armored heads and
carapaces visually identify them as the dark mirror to the marines themselves. But a
bug all the same, a bug that flies out of the wall and dies with a three-second burst of
machine-gun fire. By contrast, the alien stymied all attempts made on its life in the first
movie, and Ripley was only able to drive it into space rather than end its life.

  
By themselves, this change in attitude between Ridley Scott and James Cameron would
not have been a problem. They’re two different directors, after all, and every man is
free to tell the story he wants to tell. However, after its release the film Aliens began to
overshadow its predecessor. These days, if you were to ask someone to describe some
features they could consider to be integral to the Alien “universe,” most of them would
draw features from Aliens. The queen, the colonial marines, the kickass woman
protagonist, Weyland-Yutani and its bioweapons research, all of that is from Aliens.
Given the wealth of detail provided by the film, it was expected that a franchise and an
“expanded universe” would grow up around the movie. However, the nature of Aliens
made it rather unsuitable for expansion; a man can hold many different jobs in Star
Trek and Star Wars; in Aliens there’s not much to do but shoot xenomorphs. Predators
had to be imported to keep the universe vital. The next two films do little to shift this
opinion. Alien3 had a troubled production history, but that does not excuse the problem
that the film is little more than a rehash of Alien. Alien: Resurrection is a right hot
mess, bouncing between comedy and melodrama, with a script that represents all of
Joss Whedon’s worst impulses brought to the fore. Aliens Vs. Predator should never
have been made, although its followup Aliens Vs. Predator: Requiem is actually a much
better film than people have accredited it. Still, in the end one cannot help but look at
all that has come from Aliens and feel that a wrong turn was taken somewhere all
those years ago.

  
What Is This Movie About?

  
Prometheus has terrible creatures and horrible events, but it is not solely a horror film.
It has scientists exploring a distant world, and it discusses science, but it is not a hard
science-fiction film. It discusses creation, but that is not the sole topic of the film. It
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talks about questions being answered, but it is not about the answers.
  

To understand Prometheus, it is necessary to understand that the movie is a fable.
Nothing about it will make sense otherwise. Despite all the imagery of Golden Age
science fiction, the world of Prometheus is not a materialistic realm of cause and effect.
It is a dreamtime that operates according to the whims of irony and metaphor. Save
two, the characters in the movie are not three-dimensional constructs with complex
psychological backgrounds; they are archetypes, marionettes consigned to their fate by
the dictates of theme. This juxtaposition of “rational” science-fiction and “irrational”
myth is appropriate, for Prometheus is a fable about man’s quest for knowledge.
Specifically, it is a fable about what motivates this search for answers, and what
happens when the answers reveal something unpleasant.

  
To use a geekish analogy, Prometheus is to Alien what Arkham Asylum: A Serious
House On Serious Earth is to Batman.

  
At the same time Prometheus is also an homage to and reconsideration of the original
Alien. It’s certainly not an attack on its predecessor; if anything Prometheus breathes
new life into the images of the first film. However, it has concerns of its own, and
gleefully references and reimagines the first movie in ways to disorient the viewer. The
entire film is built out of a sequence from Alien that was never filmed: the landing
party's exploration of a alien tomb that would have occurred between the discovery of
the Engineer's ship and Kane's infestation. Prometheus has an android and a pushy
bureaucratic woman, but David and Vickers are not like Ash and Ripley. Prometheus is
set on moon LV-426, whose name and identity as a habitable moon of a jovian planet
evokes Alien’s LV-223. Alien’s bestiary of the egg, the facehugger, the chestburster,
and the alien are all in Prometheus, translated respectively into the urn, the trilobite,
the hammerpede, and the Deacon, creatures which fulfill similar functions but have a
far different thematic purpose.

  
The intent of this essay is to explore some of the ways Prometheus operates as a fable
and reinterprets the original Alien. Most of the focus will be on the characters, though
there will be some discussion of certain visual and thematic elements of the film. I can’t
claim complete originality on all of this essay; many of the interpretations below are a
result of long hours of forum trawling sprinkled in with my own interpretations.

  
The Scientists - A Study in Hubris

  
The one complaint about Prometheus I have never been able to understand is that the
scientists are “dumb”, that they act foolishly for no reason other than to serve the plot.
This is in my opinion a profound misreading of the story. If five people each make a
mistake that allows the hero to succeed, that’s contrivance. If five people make the
same sort of mistake, then that’s theme, and that’s a far different animal.

  
On one level, the problems the scientists encounter are due to the fact that their whole
expedition is a sham, a cover story designed to placate the media while Peter Weyland
goes off looking for immortality. This isn’t something the movie tries to hide; there are
plenty of clues that something is off with the mission. At the beginning of the movie, a
line of text gives the crew complement of the Prometheus as seventeen, only a half-
dozen of whom appear to be scientists. The ship has comfortable two-person cabins, a
sizable athletic facility, and a spacious hangar deck, but the only laboratory space seen
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in the film hardly seems bigger than the medical bay of the Nostromo. The technology
in Star Trek may be far more advanced, but even the Enterprise had a few dozen
people to do lab work.

  
However, there is another reason why the scientists, indeed all the characters, act the
way they do, and it can be summarized in one word: entitlement. Everyone has their
own reasons for voyaging to LV-426. Holloway wants the Engineers to tell him the
secrets of human existence. The biologist Milburn wants to make friends with them.
Peter Weyland wants them to grant him personal immortality. David wants them to get
rid of Weyland and take him with them. Vickers wants to run her father’s company.
(The geologist Fifield is a special case; his dialogue suggests that all he desires is
money and solitude, but his body modification and the robotic drones he carries
suggests that he has a latent desire to transcend the merely human.) While there is
perhaps nothing much wrong with these desires per se, the problem is that the
characters of Prometheus not only wish for these gifts, they expect them to be given
them for simply having arrived. The poster child for this attitude is Holloway, who
rushes off to explore the tomb the instant the Prometheus touches down, dismissing
Capt. Janek’s concerns by declaring “It’s Christmas; I wanna open my presents.” After
finding the chamber with the massive stone head, he mopes, surrounded by artistic
wonders, disappointed that his Engineers could not give him his reward.

  
Holloway eventually receives his reward, of course. But the reward he and the crew of
the Prometheus receive is not the gold star they expected; it is instead the terrible
irony only the divine can mete out. Poisoned by David, Holloway’s body disintegrates,
bringing him closer to the lone Engineer from the prologue. Milburn tries to tame and
befriend the hammerpede only to get a mouthful of alien cock monster for his trouble.
Fifield gains his transcendence and returns to the Prometheus as a hulking monster
with both the ability and desire to kill everyone on the ship. Weyland and David
presume to talk to the Engineer as equals; they are beaten like dogs. They assumed
they were the lords of creation, fit to walk with the gods. Naturally, it fell to the gods to
remind them that this was not so.

  
Rather interestingly, science in Prometheus is depicted as another example of man’s
hubris. At the beginning of the mission, Milburn condescendingly asks Shaw if she is
willing to throw out “three hundred years of Darwinism” for the sake of her theory,
refusing to entertain the possibility that, in the world of the film, the theory of evolution
is indeed based on a flawed premise. The characters operate in a thoroughly scientific
milieu and have rather little interest in anything outside that bubble. The expedition is
filled with scientists, but there are precious few liberal arts majors. When they enter
the head chamber, no one bothers to record the murals before they are destroyed, but
everyone fusses over the decapitated Engineer head and the urn of black oil. However,
once they get back to the lab, the limits of science are made depressingly clear. While
operating on the head, they manage to desecrate the Engineer’s remains by detonating
his head with an electrical probe. The climax of their research comes when they
process the dead cells and discover a genetic match to humanity, a fact that, in the
context of the film, means precisely nothing. Meanwhile, the Engineers make a
mockery of science, with their species surviving for billions of years and their black oil,
a substance that cannot be explained by human science, yet exists all the same. In
Prometheus, science is but a small squidge on the sum total of the universe’s
knowledge, and those who worship it blindly are lead down a dark path.
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Shaw and David – Good Bad Pilgrims
  

However, there are two characters that survive the fate that befalls the crew of the
Prometheus: the archaeologist Elizabeth Shaw, and the android David. They are the
two best-developed characters in the film, and they certainly have a very complicated
relationship. They are also interesting, for the path the two of them take leads them
away from the narratives of hubris and punishment experienced by the other
characters.

  
Initially, Shaw does not seem like a remarkable character. She follows the rest of the
scientists in their ill-conceived attempts to dissect meaning out of the Engineers, and
her declaration of “that’s what I choose to believe” makes her appear foolish and
credulous. However, even in the first act there are some key differences. She is the
only person on the ship that treats David like a person, and her attitude towards the
Engineers is subtly different from Holloway’s. While he wants direct communion with
them, Shaw is simply content to study their ruins and learn from them in her own
backwards way.

  
David, by contrast, starts the film from a very different place. He is an android, but
unlike Ash he is comfortable in his skin, and unlike Bishop he has a distinct personality
of his own. His affection for Lawrence of Arabia is key to understanding him. Like
Lawrence, David considers himself a man destined for bigger things, a superman who
can move outside of the confines of society and accomplish great acts that will remake
the world. Unfortunately, he is trapped under the thumb of a “father” who considers
him a tinkertoy, a “sister” who loathes him as her male replacement, and is surrounded
by men like Holloway who falsely believe themselves to be his better. However, armed
with Lawrence’s mantra of “not minding that it hurts,” David is able to keep himself
going, playing the English gentleman, ignoring the insults. However, while he plays the
servant, he is not an obedient servant; he feels no particular loyalty or affection to the
crew of the Prometheus. He follows Weyland’s orders, but he ignores the wishes of
everyone else. In time, acting under another creative interpretation of Weyland’s
orders, he experiments on them.

  
It is here that Shaw and David’s stories intersect. Her faith puzzles David; it is not
something he is designed to grasp. As a result, her motivations don’t make much sense
to him, leading to him studying her dreams in order to understand her world view. Her
unexpected pregnancy provides an excellent opportunity for him. Poisoning Holloway
was merely an ironic bit of revenge, giving a man who sought God but denied the
humanity of others a little taste of godhood himself. However, Shaw provides David
with a unique opportunity to test her faith.

  
For Shaw, the test is nigh-unendurable. She extracts the Trilobite from her womb
(assuming, of course, the creature is not her womb itself, transformed and given
unholy life), coming to the realization that the Engineers, the creators of humanity, also
begat demons. She encounters Weyland, learning that her entire quest was organized
solely to sate an old man’s vanity, and of the role David played in her suffering. Finally,
brought to the pilot’s room, to the feet of a revived Engineer, she asks the Engineer,
not in the sense of addressing an equal or out of any entitlement, but as a scared
pilgrim who just wants some explanation for their suffering, “why do you hate us?”

  
And the Engineer…says nothing.
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The silence of the Engineers is crucial. Throughout the entire run of Prometheus, not a
single Engineer ever speaks. Not a single line of text is ever translated. The only one
who can understand them is David, and he never stops to translate. Scenes shot of
Engineers speaking were left out of the final film, making it fairly clear that this was an
intentional stylistic choice. If the Engineers do not speak, it means that they are not
bound to explain themselves to anyone. To them, their mysteries are for themselves
alone.

  
Now, you could say this is the sort of deep terror that guys like H. P. Lovecraft have
been trafficking in for decades, but Ridley Scott takes another tack. In Prometheus,
there is actually nothing wrong with searching for answers. Problems only arise when
you act as if you are the center of creation. While nothing is ever stated, this seems to
be the realization Shaw makes at the end of the film. She still wants to know the
answers, but she does not expect them to come on a plate. It could be called a
mutation of her faith; the universe may be a dark, terrible place, but there is no need
to hide in your burrow until your dying day. You may venture forth and learn, provided
you step carefully. Even David, built and grown in an environment of cynicism, can be
brought along, perhaps growing to understand in time. As endings go, it’s remarkably
hopeful, and much different from Ripley’s returns to Earth.

  
Now, the interpretation I have outlined is a good starting point for understanding
Prometheus. There is honestly so much going on in this movie that any aspect could be
expanded and commented upon. For myself, I have a nice line of argument about how
the class politics of Prometheus are an evolution of the class structure depicted in the
earlier Alien films, one that depicts the class structure of the actual 2012 in a rather
unflattering light while also speculating on their mortality. However, to keep in line with
the interpretation I have offered for this film, I would like to close with a discussion of a
certain phallic-headed creature.

  
There Is No God And The Trilobite Is Its Prophet

  
At the end of Prometheus, the final Engineer is attacked and impregnated by the
Trilobite. In the film’s final moments, a great head digs its way out of the Engineer’s
lifeless body, revealing the final creature: the Deacon. The Deacon resembles the
classic Giger alien stripped of its biomechanical design, becoming an odd, ungainly,
gawky little beast. The design elements are there, but they are cruder, almost like a
first draft of the classic creature. Its appearance initially puzzled me; it seemed like a
sop to longtime Alien fans, but why did it get the reveal at the end of the movie? After
some thought and a consultation of the classics, a much darker interpretation
presented itself.

  
The birth of the Deacon takes places at the end of the movie because it is not intended
for the characters. It’s is a private tête-à-tête between Ridley Scott and the audience,
in which he answers one of the questions that the audience “wanted” to know.

  
To understand the Deacon, we need to know its story. The events surrounding the birth
of the Deacon take up the last half of the film. I have summarized them below,
abstracting each major point in its life to the utmost:

  
- A husband and wife travel to a distant place.



11/8/2017 Ferretbrain - Rethinking Prometheus

file:///C:/Alasdair%20-%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/Alasdair%27s%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/ferretbrain.com/articles/article-960.html 8/9

 
- The wife finds herself with child, despite this event being impossible.

  
- The wife is then visited by an inhuman being that resembles a perfect human figure,
who explains the miraculous nature of her child.

  
- The wife soon comes to term; however, as there are no adequate facilities for her,
she must make do with whatever place she can find.

  
- Having delivered her child, the wife then flees the wrath of a vengeful monarch who
(incorrectly) presumes himself to be the messiah. The husband departs from the
narrative from this point.

  
- Finally, the child chooses to sacrifice his life so that he may ascend and unify with his
true father, resulting in the creation of a trinity of the Engineer, the human, and the
black oil...or the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.

  
So, among other things, Prometheus is a blasphemous retelling of the life of Jesus
Christ, with Shaw in the role of Mary, Holloway in the role of Joseph, David in the role
of the Archangel Gabriel, Weyland in the robes of King Herod, and a land octopus with
vagina dentata in the role of Jesus Christ. Taken on its own, the imagery is plenty
horrific, but there is still something missing. To truly understand the Deacon, it is
necessary to move to another tradition.

  
When considering the movie in the context of Greek mythology, two things become
apparent. First of all, unlike the traditional alien, the Deacon is born fully grown from
the body of the Engineer, a clear allusion to Athena's birth. However, rather than
emerging from the Zeus' head, the center of the intellect, the Deacon is born from out
of the Engineer's stomach, the source of appetite. Secondly, the Deacon is seen being
born, not by punching through the breastbone mouth-first, but by digging its way out
of the Engineer's body with its head, a great, crude structure that resembles a dull
blade...or a beak. Looking at the Deacon itself, we see a body with a great beak-
shaped head and spindly little limbs, like a baby bird. In the context of the Prometheus
legend, the Deacon is identified with the eagle that tormented the titan, this time
consuming his liver from within instead of without.

  
Seeing this ending, with the birth of an ersatz alien attended by so much religious
allusion, it seems that the statement Prometheus is making about its universe is quite
clear. In the world of Alien, at the end of the day, the only purpose of life is to eat and
to fuck. Because they can perform both of these sacred tasks flawlessly, the alien is,
quite literally, God. Since all life must perform both these tasks in order to sustain
itself, all life is part “alien” to some degree or another. At the very least, its success can
be judged by how closely it approaches the alien ideal. Intellect may exist, but there is
nothing special about it. The aliens themselves have no revelation, no commandments,
no language, and no eyes. Intellect is meaningless to them. And if anyone feels that
this state of affairs is unjust, that they should challenge this...their punishment will be
unending.

  
Now, this may be a rather extreme interpretation, but not one unsupported by the film.
Truth be told, the question of the precise meaning of the Deacon may have to wait for
a follow-up to Prometheus. Indeed, by the interpretation above it could be argued that
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both Shaw and David are aware of the implications of the Deacon, if not the creature
itself, and have chosen to build something constructive from that knowledge rather
than dwell on its implications.

  
I have to say, though, if I had to choose between nightmare figures, I would pick a
blind primordial hate-god of life over a hutch of angry space termites any day.

  
Final Thoughts

  
There is some bitter irony in the fact that, in a world where the summer season is full
of sequels and formula, a prequel that drastically reinterpreted its origin and took it in
wildly different directions, that tried to break new ground, was greeted so poorly by the
established fanbase. Still, in the grand scheme of things the initial response counts for
very little. Blade Runner was hit with many of the same complaints Prometheus was
(albeit Blade Runner was hampered by a poor studio cut), but time was kind to its
reputation. It would not be unreasonable to expect the same for Prometheus.

  
I will say this, though; even after the first Alien, I didn’t really feel any desire to revisit
that universe. As far as I was concerned, it began and ended with that movie.

  
With Prometheus…I can’t wait to see what happens next.
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