
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
The Ultimate
Unauthorized Fan’s Guide to

 


AVATAR

 


James Cameron’s epic
movie

 


by

 


Kevin Patrick
Mahoney

 


Edited by Alex
Carmine

 


Punked Books

An Authortrek
imprint

 


Punked Books

C/O Authortrek

PO Box 54168

London

W5 9EE

(FAQ via
www.authortrek.com/punked-books)

 


Copyright © Kevin
Patrick Mahoney

 


Cover image
©iStockphoto.com/Frank Ramspott

 


SMASHWORDS EDITION

 


PUBLISHED BY:

Kevin Patrick Mahoney
on Smashwords

 


The Ultimate Fan's
Guide to Avatar, James Cameron's Epic Movie
(unauthorized)

Copyright © 2009 by
Kevin Patrick Mahoney

 




This ebook is licensed
for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
person. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it
was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

 


First Edition

 


The author asserts the
moral right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be
identified as the author of this work.

 


All Rights reserved. No
part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the
prior consent of the author, nor be otherwise circulated in any
form of binding or cover other than that which it is published and
without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent
purchaser.

 


 


Contents

 


Introduction

 


Opening Pandora’s Box:
an In-depth Review of Avatar

 


3D or not 3D? That is
the Question

 


Holy Smoke! Introducing
Dr. Grace Augustine

 


In the Na’vi, you can
do anything: Sexual Relations on Pandora, Part I

 


In the Na’vi, you can
do anything: Sexual Relations on Pandora, Part II

 


Disgruntled Grunts:
James Cameron’s depiction of the Marine Corps

 


The Depiction of
Disability within Avatar and other science fiction narratives

 


Neytiri as a feminist
icon, in comparison with Ellen Ripley and Sarah Connor

 


In the Na’vi, you can
do anything: Sexual Relations on Pandora, Part III

 


Little Big Man: Avatar
as an anti-colonial narrative amidst accusations of racism

 


What next for
Avatar?

 


References

 


 




Introduction

 


At the time of writing,
James Cameron’s Avatar is the most successful movie of all
time, surpassing the record held by his previous monster hit,
Titanic. It is also the most expensive movie of all time.
With its adoption of modern 3D techniques, Avatar is
arguably the most spectacular film of all time.

My mission in this book
is to explore how Avatar has reached this pinnacle of
success. The film has not been universally praised; some critics
have pointed to an overly simple plot and dialogue. However, I’ll
be pointing out that there are many complex themes that lie behind
such apparent simplicity. In the process, I’ll present many aspects
of Avatar that are not quite so obvious to the casual
viewer, unlike the 3D gravel that flies in your face when Jake
Sully first takes to his avatarial legs. I start off by providing
an in-depth review of events as they happen on screen, and then
proceed to explore some of the most interesting themes in more
depth. For instance, I’ll be having a look at how James Cameron has
adapted Joseph Campbell’s theory of the hero’s journey in
Avatar (which is more geekily known as the ‘monomyth’ in
academic circles). The Na’vi’s planet, Pandora, is very
paradisiacal, so I will discuss how it’s related to the Biblical
Garden of Eden. I’ll also be examining Avatar’s rather
confused politics (are the Na’vi supposed to represent Afghanis or
native Americans?), the depiction of the US Marine Corps, and the
accusations of racism that have hurled at the film. Along the way,
I’ll be comparing Avatar with the Sixties’ movie Little
Big Man, as these films share similar themes. Since Jake Sully
is introduced to us in a wheelchair, I’ll be taking a look at the
representation of disabled people in Avatar and other
science fiction dramas. In the UK, Avatar was rated 12A due
to some of its more mature themes, and yet some of its depictions
of sexuality seemed to be mainly directed at adolescent boys, so
I’ll also be discussing some of the more ‘blue’ aspects of the
movie.

 


 


Opening Pandora’s
Box: an In-depth Review of Avatar

 


3D or not 3D? That is
the Question

 


Like many cinemagoers,
Avatar was the first 3D film I’d ever seen on the big screen
(I’m far too young to have seen the 3D spectaculars of the
fifties). So, I wasn’t quite sure what to expect. About a month
before I saw Avatar, Channel 4 in the UK had a week of 3D
programming that seemed quite impressive whenever I squinted at the
screen (since I hadn’t got the complimentary 3D glasses that went
with the series). This sentence may seem very silly in the next few
years, when more and more content will be three dimensional, but I
wasn’t quite sure whether I needed 3D glasses or not. And I got
just the dismissive look I deserved when I asked the usher whether
or not I would need them. The issue was even more pressing since I
wear spectacles: could I keep them on, or should I bung in my
contact lenses? Having gone to the loo, I was dismayed to find that
there were no mirrors that could facilitate the fitting of my
lenses without blinding myself. I therefore decided to brave it out
with my spectacles.

I helped myself to a
pair of free 3D glasses that were contained within a bin outside
the screen showing Avatar. Quite a few of the 3D glasses had
greasy fingerprints on them, but fortunately, I found a brand new
pair. I wondered why so many of the glasses were so dirty: what had
people been doing with them? Had people been so astonished by the
spectacle of Avatar that they’d had to keep rubbing their
eyes? However, it’s more likely that most people were like me,
dropping these unfamiliar glasses on the floor (much to the
amusement of some nearby adolescent girls). Perhaps once we’re more
used to seeing 3D movies, we’ll treat these glasses with more
respect. In case we don’t, then I’ll be more than happy to shell
out a few extra pence on my 3D cinema ticket for a nice clean pair.
With TV also getting in on the act nowadays, I expect some people
will soon being getting bespoke 3D glasses from their opticians.
The Italian government were so concerned about dirty 3D glasses
that they removed them after screenings of Avatar, according
to Reuters
(http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE61I1RN20100219. My first
impressions of wearing the glasses were not so positive however,
since the cinema showed an advert of Tim Burton’s 3D version of
Alice in Wonderland, in order no doubt for its patrons to
test out their glasses. I was most alarmed to discover that I
couldn’t see too well through mine: none of the images seemed
particularly three dimensional, and all the words on screen seemed
rather blurry. I came very close to exiting the theatre so see if I
could get a new pair of 3D glasses, and one of the other patrons
actually did. However, having moved to the back of the theatre
(where I had originally asked to be seated – thank you, good old
British service culture!) I decided to give my eyes time to adjust
to their new worldview, and adjust they did. Perhaps cinema chains
should consider creating adverts to advise innocents like me of the
practicalities of wearing 3D glasses? In between the adverts
telling you not to smoke, or to make noise eating the popcorn and
sweeties that they sell in the foyer, they could very easily advise
you how to see in 3D. Although I guess that most patrons would feel
quite patronised by this.

Moving onto the movie
itself, its opening seemed quite similar in tone to me to Ridley
Scott’s Gladiator. If you recall, Scott’s epic opened with
the image of Maximus running his hand through what appeared to be
tall grass or wheat. Avatar opens up with an image of mist
that dissipates to reveal a forest below that is similarly
dreamlike. We are introduced to Jake Sully first via his voice.
Now, voiceovers are quite controversial beasts, especially when one
considers the example from another of Ridley Scott’s movies,
Blade Runner (which also has hints of an avatarial theme –
more of this later). The studio suits thought that the narrative of
Blade Runner was quite unclear, so they asked that Harrison
Ford do a voiceover to explain what was happening on screen. Ford,
regarding this to be the very antithesis of movie storytelling,
deliberately performed the voiceover badly in order to scupper this
scheme. However, despite his best (or rather, worst) efforts his
voiceover was still used, and for many viewers, Ford’s drawling
performance perhaps suited the neo noir theme so well that it
became an integral part of the movie for them.

James Cameron will
doubtlessly have considered this previous example when considering
whether to use a voiceover in his film. However, narrative
necessities dictated that Cameron had to employ a voiceover here.
Since Avatar runs at well over two hours, the first
practical consideration would have been how to compact the movie’s
complex plot. Still, at least there isn’t a preponderance of water
in this movie, as many devoted viewers of Titanic did
struggle to keep in their pee during his previous epic film. James
Cameron has utilised voiceovers before as part of his narrative, as
in, say, Terminator 2: Judgement Day, we get to hear Sarah
Conner’s innermost thoughts. The voiceover is also employed in
Titanic, again most probably used to cut down the movie to a more
palatable length. And, as we know, Jake’s videolog plays a pivotal
part in the film; thus the voiceover is very much an integral part
of James Cameron’s storytelling. So, Jake tells us that he’s been
in a veteran’s hospital after a “big hole” has been blown out of
his life (and presumably him). Sully’s tone of voice here is mature
and reflective. So much so, that it comes as something of a shock
later on in the movie when we hear Jake speak through his Na’vi
avatar for the first time. Indeed, I wasn’t entirely sure that the
same actor had done these performances! It almost sounds as though
the recordings were performed in different studios. It’s unclear at
what stage in his life that Sully begins the narrative. However,
there are certain clues that suggest that he’s narrating in the
manner of the wounded vet that we first see him represented as, as
he refers to “this economy”. He would have talked of
“that economy” if he’d been speaking from the avatarial body
that he acquires (that’s a spoiler by the way: I’m writing this
book for folks who have already seen Avatar, so don’t be
surprised if I discuss important plot points early on without
signposting them).

The reference to “this
economy” is also one of the first signs that the world of
Avatar isn’t quite so alien after all. We’ve recently
suffered from a global recession, and, to make us identify with
Sully more, Cameron also hints that his world is in a similar
predicament. We can also recognise that he’s a war veteran in a
wheelchair, as that’s what he looks like, since he isn’t displaced
from us by having to wear futuristic clothing or by having a
wheelchair that say, hovers. No doubt such devices do exist in
Sully’s world, but as he tells us, he’s poor. He doesn’t have the
money for the operation that would repair his wrecked spinal cord.
So, we also identify with Sully because he’s a war veteran, and
well, veterans from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are
unfortunately an all too familiar sight nowadays. It’s likely that
Cameron always intended to present Sully as a disabled soldier, but
this is also another way in which he makes Avatar relevant
and grounded in the present day.

Perhaps a subtler nod
to Blade Runner is the mention of “garish advertising” in
Cameron’s script, as Ridley Scott’s iconic movie notoriously
depicted floating neon adverts in the sky. Of course, many of the
real businesses displayed in this early version of ‘product
placement’ famously didn’t benefit, as they went bust long before
2019, as businesses are wont to do from time to time. However, this
vision of a decrepit Earth now only appears in illustrations within
An Activist Survival Guide, and all the businesses featured
are fictional. One, called SimuSex would appear to be
offering virtual reality sex, while the similarly named
StimuFast is obviously a dietary product. A refrain that
runs throughout David Lynch’s Dune is that “the dreamer must
awaken”, which I think is echoed by Sully’s statement that “Sooner
or later though, you always have to wake up”. Sully tells us that
he has dreams of flying (so those flashes of the forest below are
supposed to represent his dreams). Like Paul Atreides in
Dune, Sully has visions of the future, as he experiences
this dream of flying before he ever gets to mount a banshee on
Pandora. The fact that he’s flying a banshee (albeit the beast is
absent from his vision) is also a nod to Joseph Campbell’s concept
of the Hero’s Journey, which again resonates with David Lynch’s
Dune (more of this later).

Sully is described in
James Cameron’s script as appearing to be much older and wearier
than his 22 years, which is probably why he cast Sam Worthington,
who has a decade on Jake. It’s very evident from the script that
Earth’s environment has apparently deteriorated to the extent that
most people are wearing filter masks to protect them from the
pollution in the atmosphere. So that’s one piece of kit that the
colonists don’t have to adapt much to on Pandora! Albeit that
Pandora’s atmosphere is naturally toxic, in comparison to Earth’s
presumably manmade pollution. This is the first hint that the
environment will be a big theme in this narrative, although it
didn’t end up in the final film. The following scene in the
screenplay was also excised from the movie, as it featured a
newscaster reporting that the Bengal Tiger has been resurrected
after having been extinct for over a century. Just as today we
fantasise about bringing dinosaurs back life a la Jurassic
Park, so the inhabitants of Jake’s world desire to bring more
recently extinct species back from the dead. This is one of the
first mentions of rebirth, a very important theme within the
movie. The fact that the Bengal Tiger has been brought back via
cloning is also worth noting here, as cloning does, of course, play
a vital role in the movie. So, this mention of cloning displays
Cameron’s skill at bringing home two crucial points of the movie
via one device. The most likely reason why James Cameron excised
these early scenes from the film is because they weren’t really
needed in the narrative, since the real environmental threat is to
Pandora, not Earth. Besides, when Jake attempts to summon Eywa’s
help in defeating the human colonists on Pandora, he tells her to
scan Grace’s mind for evidence of how humanity plundered its own
planet, so these earlier scenes would probably have been overkill
on the environmental front.

Jake’s apartment is
likened to a prison cell in the script, so it’s perhaps inevitable
that he would dream of escape via a flight over a forest in this
environment, even without the need for a mythical hero to have
prophecies of his future. Not only does his environment effectively
imprison Jake, but his disabled body also imprisons him, as Cameron
makes clear in this scene in the script where Sully struggles to
remove his trousers. The fact that Jake is very despondent by his
situation as a war veteran is brutally displayed by the label that
he has applied to himself: in the screenplay, his tattoo reads
‘Born Loser’. It would very much appear that Jake has reached a
crux in his journey, and that he has nowhere else to go. Jake tells
us that he became a marine “for the hardship”. Cameron makes it
clear that Jake doesn’t like the way his body has been battered,
and that ironically, he cannot cope with the real hardship brought
about by his disability, which he incurred in his duties as a
marine.

There’s a moment of
humour in the script when Cameron describes a rough bar on Earth as
“not the kind of place you’d want to bring your mom to”! The only
way that Jake now seems to be able to win the appreciation of his
fellow man (including other disabled veterans) is by pulling off
drunken bar stunts. It’s Jake’s apparent Darwinian worldview that
the “strong prey on the weak”, and it could be that this phrase,
which was excised from the film, was meant to resonate on Pandora,
as the marines take on the less technologically advanced Na’vi, and
as the Great Leonopteryx hunts the smaller (and thus weaker)
banshees. Yet, as we see later on Pandora, Jake Sully is a man who
likes to subvert the natural order of things, as he proves here in
the screenplay when he attacks a man who has been intimidating a
defenceless woman. Although Sully is now only a veteran, he still
seems to be looking for a cause for which he can fight. As a
bouncer throws Jake out of the bar, he repeats what appears to be a
marine training mantra, which seems to reflect some nostalgia for
his earlier life. However, his life is about to change, as he is
now indeed given a cause for which he can fight…

Two government agents
take Sully to his brother’s coffin, and Sully tells us that his
brother has been murdered in a petty mugging incident. This episode
reinforces Sully’s Darwinian view of the world, as he sees it as
further evidence that the strong (the muggers) will always prey on
the weak (his brother). One can only conclude that the Sullys are
one helluva unlucky family! First, one sibling is rendered disabled
in war, and then, soon after, his twin brother is senselessly
murdered by muggers. But all this adds more juice to the plot of
Avatar, as the government agents say that they want Jake to
take his brother’s place, or else they’ll lose all the time and
money that has been invested in Tommy. Despite being twins, Jake
and Tommy were hardly two identical peas in pod, as Sully makes
clear in the script by pointing out that he was the ‘jarhead’ to
Tommy’s ‘egghead’. It’s a great coincidence that the twins’
vocations match those of two of the main players on Pandora: the
scientists and the RDA soldiers. Yet fate is very freaky when it
comes down to these natural clones, as there have been many studies
done that have shown how identical twins separated at birth often
lead quite similar lives, which gives the impression that a child’s
nature is a more important factor in determining its future than
its environment. Although each twin seems opposed in nature to the
other, both seem to have been genetically predetermined to have
Pandora as a factor in their destiny. And it’s crucial to the plot
that Sully begins this journey as an unthinking ‘grunt’, who is
apparently unable to be sympathetic to the Na’vi. He’s a
traditional hero, who must go on a spiritual journey to literally
transform himself. And besides, if such a man comes to love the
Na’vi, well then we must come to love them too.

One of the many aspects
of the Hero’s Journey is that of rebirth, which Cameron very
aptly depicts via Sully’s journey to Pandora. First off, we see
Jake’s brother, Tommy, despatched in his coffin via cremation
(another mark of Jake’s poverty is the fact that the coffin is made
of cardboard). Then we see Jake brought back to life from his
cryogenic cell (which Cameron describes as a ‘coffin’ in his
script). Now, the concept of rebirth by is one that is most
famously depicted in the myth of the phoenix, the mythical bird
that is reborn from fire, and Cameron is quite subtle in his
suggestion here that Jake has been ‘reborn’ following his adoption
of his brother’s role. In appearance, the Great Leonopteryx that
Sully later gets to master is rather like the phoenix. We must also
remember that Sully will be the subject of a more profound and
irreversible rebirth on Pandora. So, this scene of Sully’s arrival
at Pandora via cryogenic preservation is not just a staple here of
science fiction here, for James Cameron is deliberately employing
it as a metaphor of rebirth. For another example of this device in
action in popular fiction, you only have to look at Dan Brown’s
latest novel, The Lost Symbol. As my colleague Alex Carmine
eloquently points out, rebirth is very much a recurrent
theme in The Lost Symbol, reaching its climax when Robert
Langdon is trapped in the isolation tank (1). It’s no coincidence
that the highest grossing film and the fastest selling adult
thriller share the same concept, as both are ultimately based on
Joseph Campbell’s model of the Monomyth. Dan Brown has very much
adopted the Hero’s Journey for The Lost Symbol, probably
because this is the first of his novels that he knew would be
filmed before he wrote it. The main reason why both Dan Brown and
James Cameron have adopted this model is because of its undoubted
commercial success, with George Lucas probably being the first
filmmaker to make great use of the Monomyth when creating the first
Star Wars films. The idea of rebirth is also subtly referred
to in James Cameron’s The Terminator (1984), as Kyle tells
Sarah Connor that travelling in time involves blinding light and
pain, a process which he explicitly likens to birth, so this is
also a factor in his own particular hero’s journey. I will be
discussing the Hero’s Journey in relation to Avatar in
greater detail later on. James Cameron’s script for Avatar
likens all the colonists emerging from their cryogenic capsules as
people coming back from the dead. It’s true that they do look like
spirits, with their pale skin untouched by sunlight for many
months, and their ability to float hither and thither like ghosts
due to the zero gravity. No doubt it’s significant that they’ve
been asleep for five years and nine months, as the latter
is, of course, the norm for human gestation, and thus this time
asleep in their cryogenic ‘coffins’ also represents a return to the
womb for these long distance travellers. Such depictions of rebirth
are often a demonstration of ‘womb envy’: masculine awe at the
miraculous life-giving power provided by the female reproductive
system. In their weakened states, these people almost seem as
helpless as babies. Yet Cameron’s script points out that Jake’s
disability in neutralised in this environment, and thus he is
perversely more powerful. Not that he can stay there, for
this place is purgatory to Pandora’s heaven.

The ship that Sully is
on is called the ISV Venture Star. ‘ISV’ stands for ‘Interstellar
Vehicle’. Venture Star is not a great name for a spaceship: this is
no Enterprise, Liberator, or Millennium Falcon. So, we can be sure
that early on that it won’t play such a great role in the film. Its
vast, elongated profile clearly resembles the ship from Stanley
Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, Discovery One. There’s an
echo of the original Odyssey with regards to the gas giant
to which Pandora serves as a moon, since it’s called after the
Cyclops Polythemus, who imprisoned the classical Greek hero
Odysseus on his epic journey home after plotting the downfall of
the Trojans in The Iliad. Homer’s Odyssey is arguably
the archetype for all space adventures, a fact that Kubrick
reflected in the naming of his seminal movie, despite the fact that
Odysseus’s adventures were more nautical in nature. ‘Cyclops’
itself means ‘circle eye’, so this make Polythemus an even more
appropriate name for the gas giant that bears witness to events on
Pandora (the Activist Survival Guide makes it clear that the
‘eye’ in question is a huge circular dust storm, much akin to
Jupiter’s Red Spot). It’s no accident that the make of shuttle that
takes Jake and the marines to Pandora is a ‘Valkyrie’, as this is
the name of the Norse goddesses who traditionally decided who would
be slain in battle. This Valkyrie shuttle will itself play a major
role in the main battle for Pandora, in which its function of
choosing the slain is usurped, appropriately enough, by an attack
of demonic monsters from the sky. The Valkyrie’s profile and
colouration were obviously chosen to evoke NASA’s space shuttle, so
its appearance is another version of the neat form of shorthand
that James Cameron utilises in Avatar, for we know that the
Valkyrie is a shuttle precisely because it looks like one.

There’s a great deal of
sarcastic irony about the naming of the human colony on Pandora:
Hell’s Gate. It has thus been named by humans as they regard
it to be the gateway to the ‘hell’ that is Pandora. Yet, the forest
vista of Pandora, to the unbiased eye, is more akin to the heavenly
Garden of Eden. So, Hell’s Gate is aptly named, as it’s the humans
who are the bad apples on this planet, who eat away at the core of
the planet with their monstrous mining machines. It’s the human
colony that is the main source of evil on the planet, as we learn
throughout the film. In comparison with the rainforest outside, the
human colony is a dour concrete and metal jungle. The naming of the
colony could also be a reference to Michael Cimino’s infamous 1980
film Heaven’s Gate. No, I’m not suggesting here that James
Cameron is paying homage to a movie that is widely regarded as
being a failure, due to a very chaotic filming, a vast overspend on
its budget, and a notoriously lengthy running time, especially
since James Cameron was allowed to go over budget and to take his
time making Avatar due to his previous overwhelming
successes. No, this is more likely to be a nod back to the plot of
Heaven’s Gate, a Western that focused on the very bloody
dispute between new European immigrants (who very much wanted their
piece of the American Dream) and the established ranchers in the
Johnson County War of 1892.
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