
man proving himself. 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 

Chalamet), it becomes clear the 
emperor has drawn him into a 
web of deceit.

“Villeneuve presents 
this tale as an 
unapologetically 
poker-faced futuristic 
parable.”
Lots of 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, Dune is largely a 
story about a young

     Paul Atreides (Timothée 
Chalamet) and his mother 

Lady Jessica (Rebecca 
Ferguson) stand on 
a dune overlooking 

the desert on planet 
Arrakis.

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 Herbert’s 
book, I’m afraid, will remain 
forever unread.

Stephanie Zacharek
     Zendaya as the 

Fremen soldier Chani  

3 November 11, 2021 4

Despite dire predictions to 
the contrary, Dune has 

succeeded in the post-COVID, 
theatrical shake-up era. 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

The best part of Dune is the enveloping boom of the thopters

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.

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
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