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In August of 2005, imdb.com (the “Internet Movie Database”) ran a poll asking users for their opinion as to what (of 20 available choices) was the most overrated film of all time.  I cast my vote for 2001: A Space Odyssey.  One month later, and in the aftermath of a second viewing, my opinion has been altered.  Somewhat.  I will openly admit that, two years ago when I first witnessed Kubrick’s most seminal work, I went into the viewing with unrealistic, impossibly high expectations.  2001 was supposed to be one of the most beautiful pieces of art ever set to film, a highly psychological masterpiece with a fantastic score and mind-blowing special effects.  The score did not disappoint, nor did the haunting cinematography, but I originally had little to no appreciation for the plot’s deeper thematic concerns.  To be perfectly frank, I was baffled.  What was the monolith?  Why did HAL malfunction?  What in the world was the Star Child supposed to represent?  Some outside research opened my eyes to 2001’s storyline, and this most recent viewing was hugely beneficial in my understanding of the message Kubrick and Clark were attempting to convey.  I have become convinced that the film-buffs of our age are correct in proclaiming 2001: A Space Odyssey to be a work of genius.  However, I still find the film to be too much at fault in other areas for me to think of it as the “flawless masterpiece” many insist upon.  Breathtaking cinematography or not, 30 minutes of film could easily have been left on the cutting room floor without detracting much, if at all, from the overall experience.  Dave Bowman’s psychedelic joyride “beyond the infinite” is a prime example; though no doubt a favorite of the late 60’s acid dropping crowd, the sequence screams roller rink laser-light show to my generation, and seems to drag on forever and a day as a result.


Complaints aside, 2001 has more than earned its reputation as the most influential film in the history of Science Fiction.  IMDB lists 250 films which have in some way referenced ASO, and well over 50 have attempted to parody Kubrick’s immortal work.  Legend has it that to win Clark over to the project, Kubrick explained that he wanted to create “the proverbial good science fiction film.”  Proverbial, of course, because up to that point, intelligent SF was something that had not been seen in the American cinema, with few exceptions (The Day the Earth Stood Still, most notably).  Certainly, today’s Hollywood continues to churn out generic, pulpy SF by the barrelful (Battlefield Earth, Waterworld...), but the fact that since 1968, any more intellectually satisfying options have been produced within the genre shows the kind of impact ASO has had.  Without the $50 million that 2001 grossed domestically in the late 1960’s, would FOX have been willing to pull the trigger on the $10 million space opera a young George Lucas presented to them a decade later?  And without the SF boom which took place in the aftermath of A New Hope’s earth-shattering box office run, would Ridley Scott have able to present his own distopian vision of the future, in 1982’s Blade Runner?  In a very real sense, one could argue that for decades now, Kubrick’s film has held an entire genre in its debt.

