
As tronomers last week an nounced o�  cial names for the prin ci pal moun tains and val -
leys of one of the so lar sys tem’s re motest ob jects, the tiny world of Charon. More than
3.6bn miles dis tant from the Sun, the moon – which or bits the dwarf planet, Pluto – was
�rst ob served closely in 2015 when the US probe New Hori zons swept over its freezing, air -
less sur face.

Now the fea tures re vealed by the robot craft have been given ti tles by the In ter na tional
As tro nom i cal Union. And key among the ex plor ers and sci en tists hon oured are the �lm di -
rec tor Stan ley Kubrick and the writer Arthur C Clarke.

As a re sult Kubrick Mons and Clarke Montes are now two of Charon’s ma jor moun tains.
It is a �t ting hon our – and timely. The two men’s great col lab o ra tive work, the �lm 2001:
A Space Odyssey, was re leased 50 years ago this month. By putting its cre ators’ names on
the map of Charon, at the edge of the so lar sys tem, as tronomers are re pay ing a debt to two
vi sion ar ies who re shaped our think ing about the cos mos and cre ated a �lm rated by some
as the great est ever made.

Other cel e bra tions of the �lm’s re lease in clude a recre ation of the set of the �lm’s
strange bed room � nale, which has just opened at Wash ing ton DC’s Air and Space Mu seum.
In ad di tion, the �lm maker and writer Michael Ben son’s book Space Odyssey: Stan ley
Kubrick, Arthur C Clarke, and the Mak ing of a Mas ter piece, is pub lished this week. Ben son

Stan ley Kubrick’s movie mas ter piece, which has in �u enced sci en tists and
artists alike, is 50 years old this month. Sci ence Edi tor Robin McKie ex am -
ines its legacy
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de scribes the movie “as an art �lm made with a Hol ly wood block buster bud get that is
more com pa ra ble to a mu si cal com po si tion than to the usual di a logue-based com mer cial
cin ema”.

At the time, Kubrick had in tended merely to make a sci ence-�c tion �lm that seemed
cred i ble. Clunky scripts, card board sets and crude cine matog ra phy marred most such
�lms. So Kubrick turned to the Bri tish writer Clarke and the two worked on a script that
slowly swelled in scope and am bi tion. Even tu ally they pro duced a story that cov ered the
ori gins and destiny of the hu man species – a jour ney from ape to an gel, as Kubrick put it.

Ac cord ing to their story, sim ple cave men would en counter in tel li gent aliens who would
help them ac quire brain power and so set hu man ity on the path to the plan ets. Once space
travel had been achieved, hu man ity would make fur ther con tact with these aliens, who
would then help us – af ter we had sur vived the mur der ous at ten tions of a su per com puter
– to turn our selves into a species with su per hu man pow ers.

And this is what Kubrick even tu ally pro duced, al though sig ni�  cant scenes were al tered
and di a logue writ ten and rewrit ten through out �lm ing at MGM’s Bri tish stu dios in Bore -
ham wood, Hert ford shire. Mas sive sets were con structed and props built and re jected. (The
gi ant mono liths that ap pear in the �lm were clear Per spex ini tially, but were junked for the
jet-black va ri ety.)

The end re sult is strik ing. No words are spo ken dur ing the �lm’s �rst 25 min utes, and
of its to tal 142 min utes’ run ning time only 40 con tain speech. Its � nale is enig matic to the
point of in scrutabil ity. Au di ences were ba� ed and more than 200 peo ple, about a sixth of
the au di ence, walked out be fore the end of the �lm’s pre miere, says Ben son. MGM was
con vinced it had backed “an epic dis as ter”. Even Clarke was dis ap pointed by the �lm’s lack
of con ces sion to au di ence un der stand ing, he later re called.

Lead ing US �lm crit ics lined up to rub bish the movie: “trash mas querad ing as art,”
claimed Pauline Kael in Harper’s. For tu nately for MGM, Kubrick and Clarke, this crit i cal
mis- �re was short lived. The coun ter cul ture 1960s were then in full swing and young �lm -
go ers were at tracted by word of mouth (and ul ti mately the �lm poster’s tag line) sug gest -
ing that this was the “ul ti mate trip” movie. John Len non even claimed at the time that he
was go ing to see 2001 ev ery week, while David Bowie pro duced his own mu si cal trib ute,
Space Od dity, within a year. “Some thing was hap pen ing and older au di ences did not nec -
es sar ily know what it was,” says Ben son.

Equally in trigued were young sci en tists des per ate to wit ness tech nol ogy that was cred i -
ble and imag i na tive, some thing that had been en tirely ab sent from fea ture �lms un til
then. “The �lm set new stan dards for ‘re al is tic’ por trayal of life in space, over com ing
decades of Flash Gor don space-west erns,” says a for-

mer teenage as tronomer, Pro fes sor Ian Christie of Birk beck, Univer sity of Lon don. “It
also cre ated a new sound track for cos mic spec ta cle – through the use of the open ing of
Strauss’s Also Sprach Zarathus tra and the mu sic of Ligeti.”

Sim i larly, as tronomer Carl Mur ray, of Queen Mary, Univer sity of Lon don, says the �lm
was the �rst one that made him re ally think. He later be came a mem ber of the imag ing
team for the Cassini probe sent to Saturn in 2007. “We didn’t see any mono liths, but we all
knew we owed a lot to Arthur C Clarke and Stan ley Kubrick for in spir ing our imag i na tions.”



In the end, 2001: A Space Odyssey be came the high est-gross ing �lm of 1968 – the only
Kubrick pic ture ever to achieve such a stand ing. It also won Kubrick his only Os car: for best
vis ual e� ects (al though they were ac tu ally the work of Dou glas Trum bull).

The �lm also stim u lated a gen er a tion of young cin ema en thu si asts who have since
dom i nated �lm-mak ing. James Cameron, Ge orge Lu cas, Ri d ley Scott, Steven Spiel berg and
Christo pher Nolan have all ac knowl edged 2001 as a key in �u ence on their out put. “Stan ley
Kubrick made the ul ti mate sci ence�c tion movie. It is go ing to be very hard for some one to
come along and make a bet ter movie, as far as I’m con cerned,” says Lu cas, cre ator of the
Star Wars fran chise.

This view is main tained by the cur rent gen er a tion of younger di rec tors, such as Gareth
Ed wards, di rec tor of Rogue One, one of the more re cent Star Wars �lms. “It is a movie
block buster while also be ing as artis tic and ab stract as you can get. No one would bankroll
a �lm like this again. It is a phe nom e non of its time,” Ed wards told the Ob server.

The �lm is not with out its �aws, of course. In the early “Dawn of Man” se quences,
Moon watcher the ape man is in spired – by an alien mono lith – to pick up a bone to use as a
weapon, thus trig ger ing an in tel lec tual evo lu tion that ends 4 mil lion years later in mod ern
hu mans and their propen sity for war. The idea that vi o lence un der pins the hu man in tel lect
is based on the ideas of an thro pol o gist Ray mond Dart, which were pop u larised in the
1960s by the writer Richard Ar drey, but which have since been dis cred ited.

“They don’t re �ect cur rent think ing,” says palaeon tol o gist Chris Stringer of the Nat u -
ral His tory Mu seum in Lon don. “Bones may have been used as tools, but for dig ging for
roots and in sects – not as clubs. That said, 2001 is still one of my favourite �lms – daz -
zling and mys ti fy ing in equal mea sure.”

There is an other in trigu ing as pect about the tim ing of the �lm’s re lease. In 1968 hu -
man ity then seemed set for the stars. Only a few months af ter the �lm’s re lease, Apollo as -
tro nauts had reached the Moon and with a year had landed on it. The rest of the so lar sys -
tem would soon be con quered, it seemed. Space �ight would be come com mon. The �lm’s
epony mous date line there fore seemed pre scient. How ever, the Viet nam war and other
bud getary con straints ended that dream, though Clarke, who died in 2008, al ways re -
mained op ti mistic about the prospects of fur ther ex plo ration.

In an in ter view at the end of the last cen tury, he was asked what went wrong with his
pre dic tion. “Noth ing very much, “he replied. “Amer ica and Rus sia didn’t bother build ing
more pow er ful, re us able launch ers – they had other things on their minds – and that has
made space too ex pen sive for wide spread use. Some one soon is go ing to get round that
prob lem, how ever, and when that hap pens all the space sta tions and moon bases we en vis -
aged will come about. I am very con � dent of that.”


