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What People Are Saying About


Against the Vortex


Like a pastry chef who can MacGyver a five-star dessert out of a Twinkie or a Jell-O packet, Anthony Galluzzo confects something special from the unlikeliest of industrial products: the 1974 Connery-Rampling vehicle Zardoz. His secret ingredient is “critical aquarianism,” a counter-modernist blend of radical tech critique and ebullient degrowth, and it carries the flavor of radical, careful thinking. Readers who rail among and against the machines of the world will savor this book, even in the waste and ruin.


Matt Tierney, author of Dismantlings: Words Against Machines in the American Long Seventies


Few people have seen the 1974 film Zardoz. And even those who have will likely remember little more than Sean Connery running around the desert with a space gun, wearing only a red diaper and thigh-high leather boots. Anthony Galluzzo, however, has watched this camp cult classic very closely and has drawn many fascinating lessons from the psychedelic wreckage. Indeed, Galluzzo has a genius for using neglected and misunderstood cultural texts as a prism for fiercely independent ideological critique, as well as opportunities for sketching promising political paths not taken. In this case, the author offers the intriguing prospect of a “critical aquarianism”: a concept and orientation that recovers the less compromised utopian energies of the past in order to fight the more Promethean techno-utopias of the present (and ominous near-future). Quite a feat! Indeed, who knew that Sean Connery was carrying quite so much inside that lurid red diaper?


Dominic Pettman, Professor of Media and New Humanities at The New School, cultural theorist, and author of Creaturely Love: How Desire Makes Us More and Less Than Human




Against the Vortex is a delightful and surprisingly hopeful read. In the guise of film criticism, Anthony Galluzzo has laid out the foundation of a biocentric utopianism that re-directs our political imaginations away from technological delusion and towards what is truly possible. It turns out I’m a critical Aquarian, and you’ll probably discover that you are, too.


Rhyd Wildermuth, author of Here Be Monsters: How to Fight Capitalism Instead of Each Other
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Once,


I was afraid of dying


In a field of dry weeds.


But now,


All day long I have been walking among damp fields,


Trying to keep still, listening


To insects that move patiently.


Perhaps they are sampling the fresh dew that gathers slowly


In empty snail shells


And in the secret shelters of sparrow feathers fallen on the earth.


— James Wright, “I Was Afraid of Dying”


As we know that blood is birth, agony breaks open doors, as we can bend, graciously, beneath burdens, undermine like rain, or earthworms, as our cries yield to the cries of the newborn, as we hear the plea in the voices around us, not words of passion or cunning, discount anger or pride, grow strong in our own strength, women’s alchemy, quick arms to pull down walls, we liberate out of our knowledge, labor, sucking babes, we liberate, and nourish, as the earth


— Diane di Prima, Revolutionary Letter #44


In all those houses the backward-head people lived. They had electrical wires in their ears, and were deaf. They smoked tobacco day and night, and were continually making war. He tried to get away from the war by going on, but it was everywhere they lived, and they lived everywhere. He saw them hiding and killing each other. Sometimes the houses burned for miles and miles. But there were so many of those people that there was no end to them.


— Ursula Le Guin, from Always Coming Home











In Memory of S.B. (June 10, 1973-April 21, 1997).


With Gratitude to D.P.


For A.T.













I


INTRODUCING ZARDOZ
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John Boorman’s 1974 cult film oddity, Zardoz, is now mostly remembered for star Sean Connery’s high-camp red-leather outfit (Fig 2) and the eponymous flying stone head (Fig 1) who inaugurates the movie’s narrative action in declaring, “The gun is good. The penis is evil. The penis shoots seeds and makes new life to poison the Earth with a plague of men, as once it was. But the gun shoots death and purifies the Earth of the filth of the Brutals. Go forth and kill. Zardoz has spoken.”1 Although the film was a commercial and critical disaster, no less a figure than a young Fredric Jameson thought the work significant enough to write on it at length soon after its release, and in a way that looks forward to his later ruminations on ideology and utopia, while Boorman himself considered the story important enough to put into “novel form”—after the film’s release and box office failure—in response to those “ghosts that stalked the Celtic twilight” and “pressed this strange vision of the future upon me.”2
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Zardoz’s baroque plot, which Boorman and co-writer, Bill Stair, clarify and elaborate in their curious 1974 novelization, takes place in 2293 on an Earth devastated by nuclear war or ecological catastrophe or both. The Brutal human majority—mostly mutated due to radiation—are kept in check by the Exterminators, led by Zed (Connery). These Exterminators alternately kill and enslave the Brutals—forcing them to grow corn, for instance—at the behest of Zardoz, the flying stone head who dispenses weapons alongside imperatives to his Exterminator acolytes. Zed, suspecting Zardoz is not all that he appears to be, slips into the flying stone head hidden among the Exterminators’ regular agricultural tribute to discover that his god is in fact an airship piloted by an elaborately dressed human figure. (Boorman’s false sky god was inspired by William Blake’s depiction of Nebuchadnezzar and his poem “To Nobodaddy”; Blake is one significant link between the visionary romanticism of the 1790s and the countercultures of the Sixties and Seventies.)3 Zed shoots this figure, and the head goes down as a result, crash-landing in a lush, high-tech oasis known as the Vortex.
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This event inaugurates Zed’s journey as he learns that the world—or the Outlands outside the Vortex—is run by the Eternals. This technologically advanced human elite, working in tandem with a supercomputer called the Tabernacle, possess seemingly godlike powers that include ersatz immortality as the Tabernacle repeatedly downloads each Eternal’s consciousness into new bodies grown from the genetic codes it stores and controls. The Eternals have for this reason dispensed with sexual intercourse, which they consider an unnecessary atavism, in line with Enlightenment-era perfectibilist William Godwin’s prediction that the triumph of reason would bring sexless immortality to humankind. The Eternals manage the Brutal majority by way of the stone head and their Exterminator devotees. The Exterminators therefore unwittingly enforce the Eternals’ murderous population and resource management imperatives against their fellow Brutals. We also learn that the Eternals once sought to leave the planet to join other Eternal space colonies. The Tabernacle developed the technology behind the Vortex’s flying phony sky god for the purposes of interplanetary travel while maintaining the Brutal population as seed material for a space colonization project, until that project collapsed.
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Zed brings discord to the Vortex, as informal leader Consuella (Charlotte Rampling) puts the “animalistic” Outlander on display for the ostensible purpose of scientific experiment. She, for instance, scans Zed’s consciousness, forcing him to relive his past, as his mostly violent memories are projected onto a screen for an audience of Eternals: a clever variation on the flashback that implicitly identifies Zardoz’s largely Anglo-American audiences with the film’s Immortal overlords. Consuella “tests” Zed’s sexual function, which in turn discomfits and awakens the dormant sexual desires of her Eternal audience (and ultimately Consuella herself, at least by the film’s end). Perhaps this is why Consuella wants to kill Zed immediately, setting her against May (Sarah Kestelman). May, supported by the majority, prefers that Zed live, at least temporarily, for the purpose of further study.


Zed is made to play servant to Friend (John Alderton) during this stay of execution. It is Friend who first exposes Zed to the rot at the heart of Eternal life—the ennui and imbecility that come from post-Singularity techno-immortalism—dramatically depicted in a growing subpopulation of Apathetics. Friend also introduces his Exterminator “slave” to the Renegades. The Renegades are Eternals who, in violating the Tabernacle-enforced Eternal consensus around norms of enlightened behavior and belief, are punished through expedited aging. Which is one reason these geriatric Immortal renegades want nothing so much as to die.


[image: Image]


Friend himself is ultimately punished as a Renegade, after he vocally attacks the Vortex and its system, even as Zed learns that he was specifically engineered by a group of dissident Eternals to undo the Tabernacle and bring the “gift of death” to the Immortals, whose power and immortality stem from the immiseration of the Outlands. These dissident Eternals include Friend and Arthur Frayn (Niall Buggy), the figure piloting the Zardoz head who Zed only apparently dispatches at the start of the film (and it is Frayn’s odd quasi-Shakespearian prologue that opens the film). Frayn, whose remit includes the management of the Outlands, designed the flying stone head as a form of social control after the wizard-trickster in L. Frank Baum’s Wizard of Oz; hence Zard-oz. (In one significant flashback, we learn that it was Zed’s apparently accidental discovery of the children’s novel during a raid on a Brutal encampment that awakens his skepticism regarding the head, all according to Frayn’s plan.)
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Zed is a catalyst, designed by one segment of the Eternals’ intent on dissolving the Vortex. The final act of the film is consequently occupied by a civil war among the Eternals, as Consuella and her loyalists seek to capture and kill Zed and his new dissident Eternal allies, who include May, Friend, a reconstituted Frayn, and Avelow, the Eternal seeress who sees that the outsider will put an end to the Vortex. Even Consuella eventually embraces Zed’s mission. The Eternal matriarchs “impregnate” Zed with the collective knowledge of the Vortex, even as he literally impregnates them: “They would guide him and bathe him in their knowledge, so that their minds would mix through the touching of their skins. And as he mated so would they pass back to him their own seeds of information that would grow in him, as the life he transmitted would grow in them.”4


Boorman’s novelistic description falls far short of his film’s exuberant exercise in cinematic psychedelia—achieved by cinematographer Geoffrey Unsworth “in camera,” using old-fashioned techniques, such as projecting images onto invisible glass—which bears comparison to other visionary films of the time, such as Alexander Jodorowski’s El Topo, Sergei Parajanov’s The Color of Pomegranates, and Unsworth’s own work in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001. In the case of the “impregnation” scene, for example, Unsworth projected various images of Western art and thought onto “the faces and half-naked bodies of May and her followers, while Zed, who is at first passive and finally overwhelmed, absorbs the information. The complex look of the scene was deceptively simple (but time-consuming) to achieve and required ‘two 16mm film projectors and a stills projector’ to beam the various images onto the actors.”5 The seeming discrepancy between the film’s visual surfeit and its narrative led some critics of the time to confess their own cognitive dissonance: “My response to Zardoz is paradoxical. I admire the visual artistry but reject the fascist vision.”6 For critic Kinder, this “fascist vision” consists of what she took to be Boorman’s retrograde gender politics—which I will address in the concluding section of the book. More than his novelization, Boorman’s response to these criticisms better conveys the visual texture of the “impregnation” scene: “Somebody said to me that what it comes down to in the end is that Zed has to bang some sense into these women, which is the exact opposite to what happens because actually they bang sense into him, don’t they? In the scene where they give him their knowledge, they are the sexual aggressors and he’s totally passive.”7
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In the film’s denouement, Zed destroys the techno-magical crystal that contains the Tabernacle’s intelligence and power—and with it the Eternals’ prosthetic superhumanity—in a hallucinatory shootout sequence that invokes the well-known hall-of-mirrors conclusion to Orson Welles’s Lady From Shanghai (1947), albeit in a characteristically surreal register. Up until this point, this master crystal functioned as server (and more) for the individual crystal transmitters that, as we see over the course of the film, telepathically bound the Eternals to each other by way of the Tabernacle, allowing them to “ascend” through various levels of collective consciousness in a hippie modernist adumbration of a still-nascent “world wide web.” Zed ultimately learns that the (now Renegade) scientists who first devised Tabernacle and Vortex ostensibly did so to preserve civilization and the sum total of human knowledge, but more than that. The film’s technocrat wizards also sought to achieve human perfection. What perfection and whose?


Boorman’s fable exemplifies that strand of early Seventies countercultural thinking that challenged the hypermodernist vision that drove both US capitalism and Soviet state socialism. This vision, which I will further explore over the course of my argument, encompasses familiar elements of Western, and typically industrial capitalist, ideology. A non-exhaustive list of these elements would include: a belief in historical progress, defined in entirely Western and industrial terms and largely identified with scientific-technological development no matter the cost; a Promethean embrace of endless material growth and a corresponding refusal of biophysical limits and human self-limitation; a reified and hierarchical split between mind and body, human beings and a natural world reconceived as standing reserve or “ecosystem services” for human use and manipulation. Here is anthropologist James C. Scott’s “high modernist ideology” with its drive toward the abstraction, quantification, and total control of a messy and recalcitrant world. While we should not deny the benefits of modernity, up to a point, we can now see the consequences of this ideology and the socioeconomic system it underwrites in the form of planetary ecological collapse. “Hypermodernism” is my shorthand for those extreme and explicitly transcendental manifestations of an ostensibly secular modernist mindset that usually come to the fore in moments of crisis, exemplified by the various “futurisms” that mark the intellectual (and political) history of the modern era from Russian cosmism to Silicon Valley transhumanism.


The deliberately ridiculous elements of Zardoz—which include Connery in a thong, playing a murderous barbarian-enforcer killing other barbarians on behalf of a godlike techno-scientific elite, in a defamiliarizing echo of the James Bond plots for which Connery was famous at the time—are very much to the point here. Or so I will argue in counterpoint to the new, yet decidedly nostalgic futurism that dominates recent left-inflected cultural commentary and political analysis, often in a manner indistinguishable from libertarian and alt-right Singularitarianism or Long Termism. Under labels such as “left accelerationism” and “fully automated luxury communism,” we can detect an ironically backward-looking desire for those high-modernist “lost futures” of the twentieth century, to invoke cultural critic Mark Fisher,8 that supposedly offer us the lineaments of a better world.


In Four Futures: Life after Capitalism, Jacobin magazine editor Peter Frase outlines four speculative futures ranging from a glorious high-tech, post-work cornucopia to a post-collapse eco-dystopia. Each of these “futures” is refracted through a science fiction text—film, TV show, or novel—as Frase combines social analysis and interpretive reverie, or what he calls “social science fiction.” Frase’s preferred techno-utopia is Gene Roddenberry’s Star Trek—a fetish for yet another generation of fans who see in this pop-modernist artifact of the Space Age a blueprint for a “Star Trek socialism”—which he counterposes to the dark premonitions depicted in Kim Stanley Robinson’s California Trilogy or Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game.9
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