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Movie Essay: Vanilla Sky

Halfway or more through the movie Vanilla Sky, I can say that this is one of the scariest movies I have ever seen.  In addition to the terror of not being able to distinguish between dreams and reality (a motif of another movie I once saw about in brain surgery, and additionally, the end of Brazil), this movies carries with it the paralyzing fear of disfiguration.


In the movie, we see, at least in David’s (Cruise’s) imaginings, the rejection that comes from disfiguration and the lengths to which image really matters.  What makes someone afraid says a lot about them.  I am deeply afraid of ugliness and disfiguration and self-conscious of my own visage, and like David, afraid to flip the bathroom light to find something different than the last time I looked.  What makes the terror of Vanilla Sky acute is the realism of the character.  The anticipation of a bathroom light is more spine-tingling than a Jason film, where the villain is a caricature.  

I hope this film resonates with a lot of people, because our society is very image conscious.  In the case of disfigurement, and, to a lesser extent, being out of shape, we run up against the gulf between natural selection on genetic traits and those based on the phenotype shaped by reality.  Perhaps, as the word phenotype suggests, non-genetic traits altering our appearance is not bad, as already the full extent of our genetic material is partially hidden.  This realization adds a voice against the exposure of genotypes in genetic selection, as in Gattaca, or in similar future worlds, imaginary or actual.  

Nature so far has functioned on the selection of genotype through phenotype, undoubtably for some reason.  Perhaps this method of selection helps perpetuate genetic lines that would be disqualified through selection because of one genetic trait, but are otherwise very qualified.  With a phenotype, any trait has the potential to be hidden.  Nevertheless, it is just as likely that instead of a fit organism being saved from disqualification through phenotypes, an unworthy one is perpetuated.  One would ask why nature uses phenotypes.  We hope for a better answer than that nothing better could be devised.  Maybe phenotypes are a necessary byproduct of sexual reproduction.  But if they are themselves only a byproduct serving no higher purpose for selection, it would seem that they would be eliminated in the future by a third kind of reproduction, neither sexual nor asexual.


Another facet of this fascinating movie is the relationship between David (Cruise) and his best friend, Brian Shelby.  Is it worth having a best friend who will remain your friend even after a horrible accident?  What assurance do you have that they will continue to do so?  Because no two people are the same, their interests probably will diverge over time because they have different influences in their life.  This tendency decreases if two friends are in the same social circle.

Back to the movie.  (I now watch some more of the movie and then return to writing).


The proposition of Lucid Dream raises interesting questions about truth.  Truth, since we cannot get at any more of it than this, is determined by our perceptions.  Therefore, the Lucid Dream offers the best of all worlds (I think); continuing “truth” and continuing life.  The fact that the “pause” in the dream is not remembered is troublesome, because truth has to have some enduring quality through time, and cannot remain coherent as gained from splintered, momentary glances at the world.  It has to persist through time, and this memory is essential to add to perception for there to be truth.  For more on memory, see Memento.  

Back to the movie.  (I now watch some more of the movie and then return to writing).


David’s mistake is in assuming that a “real life,” which he chooses, is somehow different than his Lucid Dream.  The technology of Lucid Dream may be flawed, but otherwise, David chooses somewhat poorly.  Well, one does want new experiences too, and the past nightmare is not the sort of thing he wants to go back to.  On a side note, “sweet and sour” and “what is happiness to you” are excellent bits of recurring dialogue.  I’m a big fan of their use in changing contexts and their highlighting of David’s “power of the subconscious,” since it was he who chose the specs of his Lucid Dream in the first place.  Also interesting to note is that the Tech Support guy is probably not real 150 years in the future, since he was presumably alive when David signed the contract with LE.  But did David choose the rhetoric “what is happiness to you” for the man to say?  Undoubtedly, since Julie really said that phrase to David.  The scene, in that respect, is like the aliens in A.I. pandering to the child by reconstructing things that are familiar to him, as gleaned from his memory.
End of the movie.


In terms of moviemaking, this one of the few movies with an uncertain reality that was not too confusing.  I guess that is what it appears like after watching Audition.

