
D U N E
MAKES 
THE 

MOST 
OF SAND

 To 
c a l l 

D e n i s 

Villeneuve’s 
science-fiction 

extravaganza Dune a 
good example of its type of 
thing is probably damning 
it with fainter praise than it 
deserves. By Stephanie Zacharek
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As someone who has 
zero interest in most 
books beloved by 
proselytizing, glassy-
eyed dudes of the 

1970s and 1980s, I always figured I 
could never be a Dune person. 
But I sort of enjoyed Villeneuve’s 
Dune—premiering out of 
competition at the Venice Film 
Festival and opening in the United 
States later this fall—and though it’s 
hard to say if serious Dune dudes will 
approve, what Villeneuve has put 
on screen proves, at the very least, 
that he respects the source material 
to just the right degree. He neither 
genuflects to it nor tries to tart it up 
as a flashy, self-satisfied blockbuster 
flimflam. As movie spectacles go, 
it’s admirably understated: What 
can you say about a movie that 
makes the absolute most of sand?
 Frank Herbert’s 1965 novel has 
long been considered unfilmable: 
Chilean-French filmmaker 
Alejandro Jodorowsky tried, 
unsuccessfully, to tackle it in the 
1970s, and David Lynch’s 1984 
version was widely viewed as 
a disappointment. Admittedly, 
Villeneuve (Arrival, Blade Runner 
2049) has a bunch of modern 
filmmaking tools available to him 
that those filmmakers didn’t, but at 
least he makes good use of them.

 The story is set in 
the year 10191, on a 

dry Dundesert planet, Arrakis, 
that’s rich in “spice,” a substance 
needed for interplanetary travel. 
The planet’s longtime inhabitants 
are the Fremen, desert people who 
have found ways to survive in a 
harsh environment—one of their 
mysterious and dignified denizens, 
Chani (Zendaya), shimmers into 
view in a series of dream sequences, 
before materializing in real life. For 
the Fremen, spice is a consciousness-
enhancing substance, and they 
value it dearly. But other inhabitants 
of their interplanetary network 
think nothing of harvesting all the 

spice they want, giving the Fremen 
people nothing in return. (Dune,in 
case you haven’t guessed, is heavy 
with geopolitical and religious 
symbolism of all sorts.)  
  The emperor of all the planets 
puts the head of a noble family, 
Duke Leto Atreides (Oscar Isaac, 
in a woolly gray beard), in charge 
of Arrakis. Atreides intends to be 
fair and benevolent. But when 
he moves to this unwelcoming, 
parched planet with his concubine, 
Lady Jessica (Rebecca Ferguson), 
and his teenage son, Paul Atreides 
(Timothée Chalamet), it becomes 
clear the emperor has drawn him 
him into a web of deceit. Lots of 
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stuff happens in Dune, and this 
is only part one. (Villeneuve has 
expressed confidence that he’ll be 
able to finish the story in a second 
installment.) 

There are many scenes 
of flying vehicles 
buzzing about like 
iron dragonflies. 
Warriors go to battle 

with shimmery swords, their skin 
sizzling when they’re struck or 
wounded. Little mechanical bugs 
can shoot right into your skin and 
immobilize you before killing you, 
slowly. 
  Jessica, one of the movie’s 
most compelling and enigmatic 
characters, is a member of an all-
woman secret society with mystical 
powers. At one point, that group’s 
mother superior, played by Charlotte 
Rampling in a black beaded nun’s 
veil, tests young Paul’s fortitude by 
forcing him to stick his hand into a 
nasty box of pain, a gizmo the size 
of a box of tissues. His suffering 
is intense, and the anguish shows 
on his little acorn face—but then 
he gets used to it, and suddenly 
it’s no biggie. Previously skeptical 
mother superior has to admit to 
Jessica, the anxious mom, that this 
lackadaisical teenager just might 

have special powers of his 
own—but the jury is still 
out. Because, of course, 
Duneis largely is a story 

about a young man proving himself. 

The sandworm 
looms over the 
desert →

Villeneuve presents this tale as 
an unapologetically poker-faced 
futuristic parable. There are 
characters with names like Duncan 
Idaho (who happens to be played, 
charmingly, by Jason Momoa), and 
everyone is waiting for someone 
known as the Kwisatz Haderach to 
show up. Villeneuve lays it out before 
us without smirking or winking; 
his go-for-broke earnestness feels 
honest and clean.      
  And the effects, while lavish, also 
have a tasteful, polished quality. 
Particularly impressive is the 
massive Arrakis predator known as 
the sandworm, a fearsome creature 
that first makes its presence known 
as a giant ripple of action beneath 
the sand, before poking its lamprey-
like head aboveground to sweep 
its prey—machinery, people, 
whatever—into its toothy gob. The 
sandworm is the stuff of nightmares, 
but Villeneuve’s vision of it has a 
shivery elegance. Dune is sluggish 
in places—my eyes glazed over 
during one or two or maybe three of 
the battle scenes—but Villeneuve’s 
conviction counts for a lot. I would 
probably sit through Dune part deux 
willingly—though Herberts book, 
I’m afraid, will remain forever 
unread.

1965

Oscar Isaac as Duke Leto Atreides →

Dune published Dune’s first movie adaptation Dune: Part Two anticipated Dune’s readaptation

1984 2021 2023

3 NOVEMBER 2021 EW●COM 4 NOVEMBER 2021 EW●COM



By Charlie Hall

Despite dire predictions 
to the contrary, Dune has 
succeeded in the post-
COVID, theatrical 

THOPTERS
ELEVATE

DUNE

D
shake-up era. The film pulled off the 
seemingly impossible twin feats of 
getting Americans back into movie 
theaters and getting folks interested 
in HBO Max. It did it with the quiet 
restraint of its lead performances, 
a dark and foreboding sense of 
mystery, and just the sheer epic scale 
of it all. At the same time, director 

Denis Villeneuve did something 
else truly remarkable. He finally got 
ornithopters — Dune’s awesome 
dragonfly fighter planes — right.
  Also called “thopters,” these 
aircraft are one of the overlooked 
gems of Frank Herbert’s original 
novel. In the context of the 1960s, 
when Herbert’s first Dune stories 
and novel were published, they 
make absolute sense. Of course 
humanity will move past the 
clumsiness of traditional airplanes 
and helicopters, thought the pulp 
fiction pundits of the day.
  Just couple Leonardo Da Vinci’s 
original designs with some of that 
new-fangled atomic power and 
we’re off to the races. But 
ornithopters — heavier than air 
travel based on insect-like flight 
— never really caught on. Here in 
the 21st century, our military is still 
trying to make sense of the tech.
  Dune’s thopters have never made 
sense when depicted onscreen. The 
1984 movie got the proportions 
comically wrong. The inert little 
brass bricks floated through the air, 
buoyed only by Kyle MacLachlan’s 
potent overacting. Meanwhile, in 
the 1992 video game Dune 2 (the 
first game to popularize real-time 
strategy), they flitted across the 
screen like insignificant bugs. The 
legs were too spindly, the wings 
too small, and the engines woefully 
underpowered.
  Villenuve has clearly put a lot 
of effort into the thopters that he 
created for this film, which finally 
feel like working airships. One 
of the first images of a thopter in 
flight is with Duke Leto Atreides 
(Oscar Isaac) at the controls. The 
ship is huge, powerful, and loud. 
In the 4DX theater where I saw the 
movie, the entire building hummed 
as it spooled up, the syncopated beat 
of its wings (thanks to some clever 

fan work) filling the air around me.
In the air, Villneuve’s 
thopters are anything 

I
but clumsy. Leto’s maneuvers are 
controlled and intentional. The ships 
don’t hover in place so much as they 
carve out a space for themselves 
from the wind, maintaining their 
orientation in the air while jetting 
forward on powerful twin engines. 
Then, when the moment is right, 
they drop their wings back and 
swoop like raptors toward the 
ground. Their presence makes the 
rescue of the harvester crew early 
in the film thrilling. Later, Duncan 
Idaho (Jason Mamoa) runs rampant 
on a group of Harkonnen landing 
ships, weaving in and out of fire 
as he makes his escape. Both of 
these scenes show the audience 
what mastery of a thopter in flight 
looks like, and they represent 
a kind of expertise for Paul 
Atreides (Timothée Chalamet) to 
grow into.
  Thopters go on to play an important 
role in the film’s climax. Watching 
Paul and Lady Jessica (Rebecca 
Ferguson) ride out a sandstorm, I 

could actually feel what needed to 
be done in order to survive. I found 
myself sitting there quietly one 
moment, and the next I was actually 
calling out to the screen: “Drop the 
wings!” 
    Paul’s mastery of the thopter in that 
scene — and of the sandstorm itself 
— feels like the character growing 
from boyhood into adulthood. He’s 
not just taking the reins of House 
Atreides, preserving his bloodline 
by rescuing himself, his mother, and 
his unborn sister. He’s stepping into 
his father’s shoes by strapping into 
that cockpit. 
  Ultimately, that climactic scene 
of Dune Part One simply wouldn’t 
be as powerful if Villeneuve 
hadn’t already — finally — shown 
the audience how a thopter truly 
handles in the air. That successful 
crash landing represents Paul’s first 
real steps in his transformation into 
Muad’Dib, the messiah that will 
help to free the entire planet, and 
it wouldn’t have been nearly as 
powerful for me without a trip to 
the theater.

Ornithopters are insect-like fighter planes depicted in Dune.
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