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One Small Step, One Promethean Leap...:   

Stealing Fire from the Alien Other  

 

From the moment Ridley Scott’s Alien opened, the restrained and minimalistic score 

generated an atmosphere of foreboding, of menace, of a disaster waiting to happen.  If “in 

space no one can hear you scream” the same was not true in theatres for cinema audiences, 

and yet it proved to be enough of a cathartic feeling (participating in the scene with fear and 

pity) to unleash a franchise.  The series has since taken some distinct and marked turns.  Over 

the four movies four directors have taken the helm from 1979 to 1997, each with their own (or 

rather in collaboration with a host of writers, producers, and so on) determining visions.  I 

will say no more about the paltry, shoddily scripted, and teenager-appealing Hollywood 

action versions of the Alien vs Predator series!  But despite the directorial who’s who (Scott, 

Cameron, Fincher, and Jeunet) the mood of Alien 3 and Alien Resurrection starts to shift in 

quite significant ways.  From the musical confinement through to the scripted terror in the sci-

fi/horror/thriller fusion of the more visually restrained and emotionally disturbing Alien the 

sensibility begins to succumb to the more predictable expansiveness of the gore-infested 

action movie.  They all have their merits, to be sure, but their relationship as a quadrilogy is a 

somewhat uncomfortable one given their distinctiveness not only in narration but in the 

atmospheric depiction.   

 Fans, or maybe with such a pop cultural icon such as Scott’s Alien and Cameron’s 

Aliens it is better to talk of ‘fanboys’ (and the gendered nature of the term is not entirely 
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this to resonate with a broadly recognisable Alien discursive universe – acid, face huggers, the 

‘space jockey’, croissant shaped spacecraft, and even, albeit briefly, the ‘alien’ itself, all 

visually shaped through H.R. Giger’s evocative designs.  Many of these features are, 

however, few and far between, it does lack something of the emotional investment that comes 

with the intimidating sense of sheer penetrating menace that marks Alien and even the trailer 

of Prometheus.  Yet despite that the movie is actually considerably more interesting than I 

had expected (not expecting, as a result of the lower certification, the multi-genre fusion 

thrills and chills).  It is able to stand on its own in a way that perhaps only Scott’s Alien could 

do, and it does so as an interesting sci-fi movie in its own right.  In an interview with Scott in 

the Australian version of Empire magazine the royally knighted director made the following 

admission:  “I’d always had this idea hanging in the back of my mind relating to the original 

Alien franchise.”
1
  What he follows with is instructive:  “I raised that question, starting off as 

the possibility of a connection, but now it’s moved away from that and is independent, in a 

funny kind of way.”  A new universe has opened up before us, and an interestingly fruitful 

one it may still prove to be.  “What this film does do is open up a whole different door.  A 

much bigger door, away from monsters and demons.”   

 One of those different doors in its gritty but yet vastly 

epically conceived environment is Prometheus’ investment in 

pervasively raising certain existential themes, perhaps if anything 

lying a little too close to the simple surface to be terribly 

sophisticated.  Joseph Conrad’s story of tyranny and corruption 

Nostromo has given way to Attic myth, famously depicted not only in the poet Hesiod’s 

Theogony but in, for instance, Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound – the Titan who stole fire from 

the gods in order to prevent the asymmetrical dominating power of the Olympians over 

human beings.  Promethianism has also been an image used to describe the birth of modernity 

with the so-called ‘Enlightenment’; and the relationship between mythology (in this case 

‘religion’) and modernity drives the philosophical tone of the movie.  This appears in several 

moments.   

 Firstly, there is a rather flat reference early on to 

eschatological beliefs which echoes the conditioning, or what John 

Milbank calls the “positioning”, of the religious in the thinnest of 

ways.  This is unsatisfactory when one considers the irreducibility in 

the particularities of believing communities and traditions of faith, 

                                                
1
 Ridley Scott, ‘“It’s Not Just About Blood… It’s About Ideas that are Massively Successful…”’, interview with 

Chris Hewitt, Empire (June 2012), 62-65 (63).   
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and indicates how important a reductionist secularised or Western grounding of religious 

pluralism remains to the contemporary imagination of how faiths compare.   

 

 Secondly, the Promethean reference is significant, supported by several references in 

the movie to the ‘space jockeys’ as ‘the Engineers’,
2
 and suggests something of modernity’s 

turn against its Creator in the name of freedom, a subversion of an arbitrary divinity.  In fact, 

the creative race moving in (apparently) destructive mode against its terra creation reminds 

George Steiner’s post-Shoah rhetorical reflections on the perceived “God who suffers 

murderous gusts of rage against his creation”.  [On saying this, there is something poignant in 

the opening scene, with the self-giving up of the Engineer’s own life to generate life, a post-

Hegelian emptying out of the creative self into responsible life-giving for others.]   

 Something I have not mentioned in this connection is that 

the name ‘Prometheus’ given to the science vessel has been 

given by Peter Weyland (played by Guy Pearce), the maker of 

‘The Company’ or Weyland Corp, and his conflict with the order 

of ‘natural death’ are significant to the shape of the narrative.  

“We are the gods now” he ominously proclaims.  Moreover, reference should also be made to 

the android David (played by Michael Fassbender), largely shunned by the human crew and 

yet described by Weyland as the closest thing he has to “a son”.   

 Thirdly, despite the ethos of modernity driving much of the existential thematic there 

is a refusal to limit the Kantian operations of cognition, a conditioning of reason that displaces 

theological noetics.  True, the Creator behind ‘the Engineers’ remains incomprehensible, a 

                                                
2
 This is broadly conceptually based on Erich von Däniken’s previsitation idea proposed in Chariots of the Gods 

[see Scott, 64].   
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reflection of the creative gap of causality (another conceptual move of modernity) lying at the 

boundaries of possible epistemic interrogation.  But this suggests that Scott has 

uncomfortably blended something of modernity’s struggle with the religious, without wanting 

to reduce it to a mode of epistemological positivism, and yet without quite knowing what to 

do with it (without taking the more ‘mystical’ of the modernity that 

directs George Lucas’ depiction of ‘the Force’).  The questions of 

origins are not yet theological or ontological questions, merely 

phenomenological ones, and this confusion in the narrative is one 

that at least the protagonist Dr. Elizabeth Shaw (played by Noomi 

Rapace) is aware of and refuses (as an aside, Rapace’s unskilful Swedish-English-Swedish-

English accented slippage was grating).   

 Scott has openly left plenty of room for a sequel.  In fact, commentary to date has 

been demanding a sequel in order to provide an emotional resolution to the narration in the 

form of meta-narration.
3
  However, perhaps if this future plan remains postponed or 

unfulfilled, the refusal to provide cheap resolution might better attest to the slight 

philosophical tension within the piece, and resist optical metaphorics with the never ending 

and unrealisable pursuit of knowledge.   

 

Prof. John C. McDowell  

  

                                                
3
 As if to intensify the emotional craving for resolution, it is worth observing that the internet has spawned 

articles on Prometheus ‘explained’.  Moreover, the proliferation of articles with ‘secrets’ in the title suggests not 

only the gnosis involved in the narrative itself, but with contemporary Western society’s own Gnostic 

fascination.   
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