
BLADERUNNER AND THE SYMBOLS OF REDEMPTION

The film Bladerunner, a Ridley Scott production based on Philip K. Dick's novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, rarely garners more than two stars from the people who write film guide books.  This, though it was popular with the public when it was released, and has maintained a devoted following ever since.  It is frequently referred to as a “cult film”—a movie that though by no means a blockbuster, has somehow managed to command a consistent and fervent admiration among certain groups of people.  As one of those enthusiasts, I would like to discuss what it is that makes Bladerunner so appealing to those who admire it as a work of art.  

It should be noted that there are two Bladerunners: the original, released in 1982, and the “director's cut,” which came out ten years later.  The original included a voice over by the main character, named Deckard (played by Harrison Ford), and is therefore easier to follow though less artistically subtle.  The director's cut is undoubtedly the favorite among connoisseurs and those who appreciate art films.  In this essay, I take the story as a whole, not relying solely on either version.

 All viewers, whether they rave about the film or give it only two stars for their books, admire Bladerunner's visual impact, though special effects seem to have little to do with this.  The film's power lies rather in the intensity of its setting and characters, an intensity which is itself magnified by the rich symbolic content of the film, and in these symbols is found the underlying theme of Bladerunner and the reason for its appeal.

At its heart, Bladerunner is a story of spiritual redemption.  By redemption is meant a kind of rescue, a waking up, as it were, from life that is “dead” and estranged and ignorant, to life that grows in awareness, love and the capacity for self-sacrifice.  As the Gospels contain the most powerful allegory of redemption for the Western consciousness, it is natural that a work with redemption as its message would shadow in some way the Gospel story.  The film does this in abundance.  And as any redemption in the Christian sense implies two actors, a redeemer and one redeemed, so Bladerunner parallels the development of two characters: Roy Batty (played by Rutger Hauer) and Deckard.

The story unfolds in the Los Angeles of 2019, though the date is hardly important.  Simply, it is the future, and a bleak one indeed.  The opening shot might have been Dante's inspiration for “The Inferno.”  The city itself is caught in a semi-permanent, rain-drenched womb of night where everybody's desire is to get “off world”—a place the advertisements speak of as “a golden land of opportunity and adventure.... where a new life awaits you.”  For the most part, only the sick, infirm, and financially incapable remain earthbound.

The one thing that seems to be improving is technology, and that, as is frequently the case, is being used in morally questionable ways.  One such way is by the creation of engineered human beings called “replicants.”  That they are organic life forms and not computers or machines is made clear at several points in the film, but that they are not “really” human in the eyes of their makers is also clear.  They would appear to be artificially engineered and grown such that the time from conception to full adult specimen is only a matter of months.  And they are created with specific purposes in mind: there are “combat models,” “pleasure models,” and others suited for still more specialized professions.  The trouble with these beings is that they are physically fully human, though without a past.  Because of the emotional instabilities accompanying extreme immaturity, the most recent models—such as the Nexus 6—have been implanted with memories as an emotional buffer and given four-year life spans.  These precautions, however, were too late to prevent several bloody mutinies and the outlawing of all replicants on Earth.  Any replacing caught trespassing on the home world would be hunted by “bladerunner units,” hit men cum police officers whose job it is to “retire” the replicants, and so keep the creations from turning on the creators.

The hero, Deckard, a self-described “ex-cop, ex-bladerunner, ex-killer,” is forcibly pressed back into service by his old employer, Bryant, to hunt down four escaped Nexus 6 replicants.  Led by Roy Batty, they have stolen an off-world shuttle, massacred twenty-six real people, returned to Earth, and now seem intent on infiltrating the Tyrell Corporation where they were made.  Deckard is accompanied on his investigative rounds by Bryant's watchdog, Gaff, a close-mouthed Oriental man whose pastime is constructing origami figures at opportune moments.

Wretched man that I am, who will deliver me from this body of death.  

–Romans 7:24

If Deckard is the representative of Fallen Man (=man needing redemption), what then is his condition and the condition of the other people who remain, like him, on Earth?  Most obviously, they live in physical darkness; the light of clear day is never seen until the end of the movie.  And that obfuscation of their senses mirrors their spiritual state, if Deckard is anything to go by.  They are also alone—Deckard tells us he is divorced in the original—and there is not a single picture of intimacy or kindness between any except the replicants themselves.  Each person we meet—Chew at the Eyeworks, Sebastian in the crumbling heap of Bradbury Towers, even Tyrell in his golden temple-pyramid—is shut off from his fellow people, a cog in the sociotechnological machine.  Chew's innocent statement, “I just do eyes,” succinctly depicts their alienation.

 
But the root of their suffering is not bad weather or a breakdown in family values.  Rather, it is Ignorance, with a capital “I.”  Surprisingly, Deckard himself sees this, though he initially fails to understand that he is the one in need of enlightenment.  Early on, when his investigation takes him to see Tyrell himself, he meets a woman named Rachel who, he discovers, is a replicant unaware of the fact.  This he did by standard procedure use of an emotional response test called “Voight-Kampff,” which allows replicants and ordinary human beings to be distinguished.  Deckard's query to Tyrell stands as an apposite formulation of what the film believes to be the source of man's ills:  “How can it not know what it is?”

  
This question is thrown back at him later when he is alone with Rachel: “You know that Voight-Kampff test of yours?” she asks,  “Did you ever take that test yourself?”  And when we see that Deckard is possessed by the same peculiarly intense attachment to photographs as the replicants, we are left to wonder whether or not Deckard knows what he is.  It is a question that, for obvious reasons, is never answered in the movie.( 

As Leon, one of the replicants, later informs Deckard: “Nothing is worse than having an itch you can never scratch,” and Fallen Man's itch is his self-ignorance; not a dearth of facts, of course, but a profound insensitivity to life, one's fellow people, and to oneself.  The result is that Fallen Man lives in fear—fear of relationships, fear of love—a fact noted in two poignant instances by both Leon and Batty.  Bladerunner then is the story of Deckard's redemption from the cold, fearful sleep of unlife, and the reawakening of his ability to feel and relate as a human being.

How, then, is he to be redeemed?  Roy Batty is the chief instrument of Deckard's salvation, but he does have helpers.  They are three in number, all replicants.  First is Rachel, who, Tyrell tells Deckard,  “is beginning to suspect” she is a replicant.  This statement prompts Deckard's insightful question.  Later Rachel shows up at Deckard's apartment because Tyrell refused to confirm for her, yea or nay, what she really is.  Deckard, insensitive to how his words might affect her, bluntly confirms her fears.  He even goes so far as to tell her things about herself she had never revealed to anyone—memories implanted into her from Tyrell's niece.  Her tears mark the first time Deckard ever confronts a replicant as an emotional being, and is also the first occasion we catch him actually feeling compassion for another.  His job as a bladerunner, after all, has been to kill replicants, not to pity them.

The first replicant Deckard actually does kill in the story is Zhora, an exotic dancer, and Leon's soul mate.  Her death, one of the most perfectly shot moments of the entire film, is beautiful in a lurid sort of way, a picture of a pale, plastic butterfly crashing through glass and swirling snow to finally lie bloodied at Deckard's feet.  It is here, for the first time, that he actually seems shaken by what he is doing, though it is not so apparent in the director's cut.  In the original, the voice over tells us how he feels: pity for the woman who lies there dead, wonder at these new and unwelcome feelings he has, and it is all because of Rachel.

Fast on the heels of that scene is another, even more brutal—the confrontation with Leon.  Leon's character gives the impression of totally unrefined and instinctive lust for life.  He is unable to comprehend the fact that life always implies death and that acceptance of this truth is a boon to life itself.  His questions to Deckard, spat out while he pounds the bladerunner to near unconsciousness, are blunt and fearful: “How old am I?”  “How long do I live?”  When Deckard tells him “Four years!” he retorts: “More than you!”

In the first of several such parallelisms in the film, Leon says, “Painful to live in fear, isn't it?”—a question referring not to his own life, but to Deckard's.  The same question is repeated almost verbatim by Batty later.  Then, just before he tries killing Deckard, Leon announces: “Wake up!  Time to die”—words also repeated later by Batty, but how different the context!  This is no mere warning shot across the bow, and only Rachel's intervention saves Deckard from having his eyes gouged out.  Leon was certainly Deckard's most straightforward and hands-on teacher, and by this time it is obvious that the lesson is beginning to get home to him.

It is only after this scene that the full effect of Deckard's relationship with Rachel upon his inner self can be seen.  She says candidly: “I am not in the [bladerunner] business—I am the business.”  The camera shot is square on Deckard's eyes and they cannot meet hers.  He turns away.  Ashamed?  Only now, after having killed and almost having been killed—all in the space of ten minutes—does he fully confront the life he has been living.

There was a man who had two sons; and the younger of them said to his father, “Father, give me my share of the property that falls to me.”  And he divided his living between them.  Not many days later, the younger son gathered all he had and took his journey into a far country, and there he squandered his property in loose living.











                  -Luke 15:11-13

It must be admitted that while Harrison Ford is the star of Bladerunner and Deckard its central character, Rutger Hauer's performance as Roy Batty is by far the most memorable.  His presence is overwhelming—at times he is demonic, a fusion of poetry and madness, but finally he is revealed as a visionary, a prophet and a savior.  Though a murderer twenty-eight times over, he is yet the most alive and sensitive figure in the film.  And while the others teach Deckard, showing him reflections of himself and life raw and awake, only Batty has the depth, awareness, and purpose to consummate Deckard's instruction and show him a way out.

The first image we see of him is of his hand closing into a fist, and we hear his words: “Time...enough.”  Time enough for what?  To seize, in his bare hands if need be, whatever it is he seeks.  Which is what?  We learn soon enough, when he visits Chew in the Eyeworks.  “Questions,” he says.  “Morphology.  Longevity.  Incept dates.”  Being an eye specialist, Chew knows nothing about such things, but it is now plain that Batty's chief concern is his own mortality.

Even this early on Batty's demonic qualities and unusual intellect shine with a dark splendor.  His every move is slow and purposeful, and his noble features are framed by a high, black leather collar.  One thinks of a magician or a high priest of the black arts.  His words are never conversation, but questions and poetry and challenges.  He says to Chew:  “Fiery the angels fell/Deep thunder rolled around their shores/Burning with the fires of Orc.”

For a long time, I wondered about the source and meaning of these three lines, but it wasn't until some five years after I first saw the film that I found the answer.  In my senior year in university I discovered the poetry of William Blake and read most of his works.  Never will I forget the moment when, half-way through the poem “America: A Prophecy,” I happened upon these lines:

  

Fiery the angels rose, & as they rose deep thunder roll'd

Around their shores: indignant burning with the fires of Orc.


This is not what Batty said, though the alterations were obviously not made for the sake of mere economy.  Blake's lines, as densely symbolic as the film that later honored him, actually refer to the rebellion of the American colonies against the English crown.  The angels, thirteen in number, are the guiding spirits of the colonies, though there is also an obvious allusion to the insurgent angels of “Paradise Lost.”

Who, then, is Orc?  One of Blake's many eccentricities was his creation of a private mythology which he used to give poetic form to his visions.  Orc is one of his demigods, the spirit of rebellion, who resembles no one so much as Prometheus, especially in the fact that he is crucified for his rebellion.  Is Batty then a Promethean figure?  The comparison holds to an extent, but Orc is also described as “hairy” and red like “fire.”  Scholars consider this an allusion to Esau, the Bible's rebellious outcast, who was described in the same way.(
Prometheus, Esau, and Lucifer's cohorts—Batty is claiming relations to them all through this quote.  And his substitution of “rose” with “fell” adds his own personal touch: as Milton's angels fell from on high into the Pit, so too has Batty—from the offworld colonies to the Los Angeles of 2019.

So Batty is a rebel and a devil, but if the comparison with Prometheus is valid, he is also something more—he has something to give.  What exactly?  The answer to this question will have to wait, for at this point, having left Chew to freeze in the eye factory, Batty would appear to have nothing but a lead, named J. F. Sebastian.  Sebastian is to be his ticket to meeting Eldon Tyrell, the man who designed him.  If anyone should have answers, it will be him.  Their meeting is yet another scene rich with allusions, both literary and religious.

And he arose and came to his father.  But while he was yet at a distance, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him.  And the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.”  But the father said to his servants, “Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet; and bring the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and make merry; for this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost and is found.”






                                -Luke 15:11-24


Tyrell is, obviously, God—or, in another sense, man playing God, creating beyond himself, and running afoul of universal moral laws.  Still more, he is man refusing to take full responsibility for his actions, even when their negative consequences literally come back to haunt him.  His dialogue with Batty bears repeating:



Batty: It's not an easy thing to meet your maker.



Tyrell: And what can he do for you?



Batty: Can the maker repair what he makes?

                                                   —————



Tyrell: What seems to be the problem?



Batty: Death!



Tyrell: Well, I'm afraid that's a little out of my jurisdiction.



Batty: I want more life, fucker!

But Tyrell's lecture following makes it plain that Batty's eventual demise is certain and irreversible.  Tyrell, now the forgiving father, consoles his creation:

Tyrell: You were made as well as we could make you.

Batty: But not to last.

Tyrell: The light that burns twice as bright burns half as long, and you have burned so 

very, very brightly Roy.  Look at yourself: you're the prodigal son.  You're quite a prize.

And Batty, in a single instance of self-doubt, confesses:



Batty: I've done questionable things.



Tyrell: Also extraordinary things!  Revel in your time.

Then Roy suggests, though Tyrell has only moments to ponder it, that even the creator is not entirely free of guilt.  “Nothing the god of biomechanics wouldn't let you in heaven for?” he says, and then murders the man who made him.  This scene is the defining moment for Batty.  In one fell swoop he encapsulates within himself the message of Shelley's Frankenstein, and acts out in the most grotesque possible fashion Nietzsche's claim that “God is dead.”

From this point on the replicant is in a peculiar situation, equivalent in ways to Adam after his ejection from Eden.  He can no longer commune with his creator.  He is not a child, nor innocent of worldly passions.  He is free to act, with only his own conscience—or its lack—as a guide.  There is only one thing left for him to do now: to be reunited with his lover, Pris, and to stave off for as long as possible his rapidly approaching death.

So much then for Batty as fallen angel and prodigal son, what now of him as savior?  What does the modern Prometheus have to give?

The difficulty confronting Roy in his independence is its brevity; death is hanging over him and may strike at a moment's notice, and he knows this.  He has obviously felt it approaching.  In the end sequence of the film Batty and Deckard duel to the finish, and the replicant is able to die not only with full acceptance of his death, but in a manner that transforms his adversary.

Their confrontation begins with Roy posing a question to Deckard: “I thought you were supposed to be good.  Aren't you the good man?” and a challenge: “Come on Deckard.  Show me what you're made of.”  Probably the first time in Deckard's career he ever had a replicant say anything like that to him!  Little could he know just how insistently Roy would hold to this demand.  Batty then begins to toy with Deckard, even giving him back his gun after he could have taken it.  Deckard, so long the hunter, now finds himself the hunted.

Here again we see parallels, and these parallels bear out Roy's spiritual ascendancy.  Both are in pain: Batty is taking what little time he has to grieve for Pris, and Deckard's fingers are broken and out of joint.  These camera shots are placed in succession.  Then we see Batty's hand curling into a fist, a mirror of our first image of him, but this time it is an involuntary movement.  He growls: “Not yet!” and even bites his hand in protest.  Deckard is pulling at his fingers, trying to put them back into joint, howling in pain.  With superhuman strength, Batty tears a nail out of the floor and thrusts it through his right hand—the film's most blatantly Christian motif and yet another indicator of Batty's spiritual role. 

One man is simply reacting to the pain the world has inflicted on him—that is Deckard.  The other—Batty—is freely accepting pain as the price for living, a price we all pay to some degree in our own lives on a daily basis.  

This is the point from which Batty begins to don the mantle of redeemer.  His termination date only hours or even minutes away, it would have been very easy for him to simply roll over and die.  Why struggle any more?  Why challenge Deckard?  Most of all, why inflict such terrible pain upon himself just to keep going a few minutes more?  One senses that he knows he has something to teach Deckard, or anyone who would listen, if only there was an opportunity.  So he is buying time.

And...Jesus...led them up a high mountain...  And he was transfigured...  And his face shone like the sun, and his garments became white as light. 




     -Matthew 17:2




      
Up to now, we have had no reason to believe that Batty would not, eventually, kill Deckard.  The replicant has shown no mercy in the past and his sparing of Deckard early on in their conflict gave more the impression he was toying with him.  And watching Deckard as he flees Batty, it seems likely that in his reckless flight Deckard may even kill himself.

The pursuit comes to a head when Deckard hurls himself across a chasm between two buildings—and doesn't make it.  But nor does he fall.  He hangs there, too weary and battered to help himself up over the edge.  Batty stands calmly on the other roof, half-naked in the pouring rain, head dripping blood.  A dazzling orb of light and shadow radiates up from behind him, and in one hand he is holding a perfectly white dove.  

I am convinced this is the moment when Batty decides definitely to stop killing and to give Deckard his life.  The calmness and purposefulness with which he readies himself, and the instant for which his whole body is illuminated with light, indicates that some great spiritual transformation has occurred.

With ease he crosses the gap and comes face to face with Deckard.  As he kneels down to watch his opponent fighting unsuccessfully to hang on, his eyes momentarily narrow in a gaze of pity and concern—it is subtle and fleeting, but definitely there.  Deckard has never been more helpless and pathetic since the moment he was squeezed from the womb.  

Batty tells him: “Quite an experience to live in fear, isn't it?  That's what it is to be a slave.”  As Leon before, he is speaking not of his own life, but of Deckard's.

Batty, of course, does save him—with the hand he earlier impaled.  The two then sit across from each other in one of the most moving and unforgettable scenes in motion picture history.

Their conflict until now has been a necessary preparation for Deckard.  For many people suffer, yet are so dull and insensate they do not know it, and only trauma can wake them to the fact.  This is what Batty has done to Deckard, making him taste his fear and suffering and realize they were with him all along.  Only in such a sensitive state could he assimilate what Batty had stayed alive to teach him.

And what does a redeemer offer in place of fear?  Awareness, wonder, and a mature and triumphant sense of the impermanent beauty of life.  Roy says to Deckard:

I've seen things you people wouldn't believe.  Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion.  I watched c-beams glitter in the dark near the Tannhauser Gate.  All those moments will be lost in time, like tears in rain.  Time to die.

This last line is the most powerful and poignant of all the film's many parallelisms, repeating Leon's own last words.  But Batty is not demanding anything of others; he is instead offering a monumental example of philosophic and spiritual courage.

And Jesus cried again with a loud voice and yielded up his spirit.

-Matthew 27:50

When Batty lowers his head in death and releases the dove, daylight breaks for the first time, and Deckard blinks in a manner reminiscent of a man waking up from a long, deep sleep.  He is now, as Christians put it, “saved,” though I would rather call it a kind of enlightenment or awakening.  While Bladerunner borrows heavily from Christian motifs, and uses them to great effect, it certainly does more than just repeat Christian dogma.  No, if there is anything remarkable about Bladerunner, it is the film's universalization and revitalization of the symbols of redemption.

But while Deckard has certainly changed, the world is still the world.  Fallen Man is still in the majority.  Gaff reappears and, referring to Rachel, yells over his shoulder: “It's too bad she won't live, but then again, who does?”  Gaff is as yet unredeemed, an example of cynical worldliness devoid of faith or hope in life, and in this instant we can see how high Batty soared and how far Deckard has come.

Deckard is now even willing to go out on a limb for another, for someone he has come to feel for, even to love—Rachel.  Perhaps it is the first time Deckard ever loved anyone.  And so he returns to his apartment, finds her asleep and waiting, and proceeds to smuggle her out of Los Angeles.  It is a crime for which he could pay heavily, even with his life, if he is caught.  How far the “ex-killer” has come.

But there is a final twist before the end of the film.  We learn that Gaff had been to Deckard's home, and could have killed Rachel, but did not.  All he left as a sign of his visit was one of his trademark paper figures—this time a unicorn.  In the director's cut it stands as a parallel to Deckard's strange, disjointed dream of a galloping unicorn and compellingly suggests that Deckard is a replicant, for how else would Gaff have known of it?  

But that scene's absence in the original release renders it more ambiguous.  As the unicorn is a symbol of purity, perhaps it is representative of Rachel's innocence, of her equivalence, in a sense, with Eve.  Or, more profoundly, it may signify the uncertainty that lies at the heart of life itself: Is everything a fantasy or daydream, and are those with faith in life deceiving themselves?  Or is life such an elusive and precious thing that faith in and hope for it are the only logical responses?  

The answer of Bladerunner would seem indisputably to be the latter.

( Though the director's cut would seem indubitably to indicate that Deckard, like Rachel, is a replicant and does not know it.  This is shown by Gaff's leaving behind an origami unicorn at Deckard's house, implying that he somehow knew about Deckard's unicorn dream and then, for whatever reason, chose to inform him of this fact. 





( See M. L. Johnson and J. E. Grant, Blake's Poetry and Designs, p. 107, 1979. 









