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PREVIEW & EVENTS

Zardoz

+ Q&A with writer-director John Boorman
SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.

The head is a ferocious Greek mask, hacked from stone, its eyes fixed in a
malevolent, dlittering stare. Monstrous and impossible, it sinks out of the
clouds to settle upon a raw and ugly landscape where tiny savage figures
gallop to the welcome. A voice resonant with self-importance booms from the
snarling mouth, instructing the followers of Zardoz to Kill all lesser beings; the
words are reinforced by a gush of weapons from between the gigantic stone
teeth, and sabres, rifles and ammunition rain down over the eager horsemen.
One of them snatches up a pistol, spins triumphantly to face us, and is briefly
recognisable as Sean Connery before the crash of the shot extinguishes our
vision in a black flood. The year is 2293, the time has come (as Eliot promised)
to murder and create, and a magic lantern throws the nerves in patterns on a
screen.

After Deliverance, nobody can expect a fim by John Boorman to be a
comfortable experience; even so, Zardoz has its audience out for the count
before the credits are through. The opening scene, a blasphemous compilation
of the incredible and the familiar, threatens to overbalance at any moment from
its outrageous tightrope and plunge into the ridiculous — but Boorman, acrobat
as well as clown, has prepared the Fall in every detail. Accept the massive
stone scowl at, as it were, face value, and it's as plausible as any other totem;
reject it, and anti-gravity devices are at hand. The whole thing is an ingenious
sham, and it’s no great disaster if we glimpse a few strings. They lead us into a
labyrinth of myths, memories and meanings where a truth can be unravelled
that is as simple or as elusive as we care to make it. In its direct assault upon
our security, the gunshot at the audience is both an insult and a release; kept
at pistol’'s length from the character with whom we would otherwise identify,
we are free to question and to evaluate everything he does. We rely on him to
lead the way but we are disinclined to trust him. Which is, as it turns out, just
as well — for even in the case of this seemingly arbitrary example of homicidal
potency, some very long strings indeed are being pulled.

Unquestioning as Bradbury’s fireman in Fahrenheit 451, Zed the Exterminator
obeys the demands of Zardoz the God until, like Montag and many another
rebel of the future, he turns a page or two and realises that there are
alternatives. Pistol in hand, he stows away in the mouth of the flying sculpture
and is carried to the Vortex, a briliant oasis of indolent inteligence where the
Eternals live in immortal boredom and sterility, their petulant misdemeanours
punished by senility, their occasional suicides by prompt resurrection.
Fascinated by Zed, they argue over his fate; one group, headed by Consuella
(Charlotte Rampling) wants him destroyed, while another, headed by May (Sara
Kestelman), insists that he should be studied for a while. During the contest
that follows, Zed acquires an encyclopaedic knowledge of the Vortex and its
purpose, confronts the forces that enclose it, and restores to its delighted,
centuries-old inhabitants the ability to remain dead when they die. The process
of evolution is released once more, and the natural history of man can resume
its course.

The story is Boorman’s own, but science fiction holds honourable precedents
for it. The ashen wastes of the Outlands, where the Exterminators in their
frowning Zardoz helmets ride in pursuit of the Brutals (shabbily suited like tired
businessmen), have been the familiar setting for many a disaster novel in which
the atomic war has come and gone or the planet’s resources have at last
expired. The Vortex, smugly enclosed within its force shield, is like many a
glowing citadel awaiting a sword-and-sorcery Hero to broach its walls, cutting
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through the ranks of defenders and the pages of swashbuckle until foolishly
tapped on the back of the neck at the moment of victory. Science fiction, too,
has many times sent generations of space pioneers on a journgy so immense
that its purpose is forgotten until, at the last moment, balance is restored by
the response to pre-set stimuli.

As usual, Boorman keeps up a headlong pace to avoid being crushed by the
weight of his argument, and as with Leo the Last one suspects that now and
again it's a close thing. The narrative of Zardoz is carefully dislocated, a
dazzling show of conjury that darts between Zed's current predicament and
the steps which brought him to it (recalled either on a screen through the
Vortex memory banks, or in flashback with the loving assistance of May). Like
Zed, we are gradually made aware, in vivid glimpses, of the intolerable plight of
the Eternals, some of whom, the Apathetics, have degenerated into almost
total immobility, while others, the Renegades, suffer the terrible punishment of
endless old age for having dared to complain. Zed slowly fits the pieces
together, his energy supplemented by the various contributions of the Eternals
themselves, their personalities (like, in a sense, those of the quartet in
Deliverance) merging to form a single sum of knowledge. In a delightful
sequence of lights and colours, Zed is instructed in the range of facts and
experiences held by the women of the Vortex, as they in turn draw life from
him. Finally he is equipped with the gifts that will enable him to converse with
the Tabernacle, which controls the secrets of the Vortex; all evidence
assembled, the audience is prepared for Boorman’s major showpiece — Zed’s
battle inside the ‘storage space for refracted light patterns’, the diamond
containing the Tabernacle itself.

Well, perhaps the audience isn’t quite prepared. As with the jolting inferences
of his opening scene, Boorman’s images (superbly photographed by Geoffrey
Unsworth) are so complex that despite the affable guidance provided for Zed
and ourselves by the aptly named Friend (John Alderton), an Eternal with a
welcome sense of the incongruous and the ironic, the first encounter with
Zardoz leaves one reeling with questions. The first step, of course, must be to
consult Lyman Frank Baum, whose ‘modernised fairy-tale, in which the
wonderment and joy are retained and the heartaches and nightmares are left
out’ provides the immediate source for the giant floating head. One recalls that
the Wizard is indeed a charlatan, like Arthur Frayn and his painted-on
moustachios, and while Zed is an unexpected translation of Dorothy he shares
her single-minded opportunism. The emerald city of Oz itself, however, is the
most significant factor — a place of such glory that its inhabitants have dark
glasses padiocked to their heads. Blindness and perfection locked together, a
paradox to please Frankenstein.

‘How,’ asks the high priestess of the Vortex, ‘did we conjure up a monster in
our midst, and why? This is the question we must answer.” In contemporary
terms, the question can be applied to any monster you care to think of, from
the motorcar to the miners’ strike. In science fiction terms, the answer (we had
to, in order to survive) was given almost as soon as Mary Shelley had defined
the problem, pessimistically reaffirmed by such as Carlyle, Kipling and Wells.
Taking the tone of Leo the Last a step further, however, Boorman now
demonstrates, Cocteau-fashion, that monsters are not only essential, they are
hugely welcome. It’s a bold case to make, but he bases it on the irresistible
combination of Darwin, Tolkien, and the Arthurian legends. And he uses every
cinematic trick he can think of, including the engaging talents of a spectacularly
good cast, to win us over. The hints of caricature from his earlier flms remain,
but rhetoric, like science fiction, thrives on exaggeration. As an end result,
Zardoz is a luminous and compassionate exploration of what, without our
realising it, has for too long been regarded as unexplorable.

Philip Strick, Sight and Sound, Spring 1974
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