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Movie Review
Comments: In the immortal words of T.S. Eliot’s J. Alfred Prufrock, I grow old, I grow old. So old, in fact, that I can remember when having the name "Michael Crichton" attached to a film meant, "Hey, this oughta be good!" rather than, "Aieee! Run for the hills!" I can even remember when Crichton wrote novels, not just poorly disguised screenplays in novel form. The Andromeda Strain, the first of Crichton’s books to be adapted for the screen, is a first-class science fiction film based upon an equally excellent novel. 

Typical of its time, the film is filled with a deep distrust of authority and a sense of paranoia that proves to be entirely justified. However, under Robert Wise’s taut direction, these feelings are present chiefly as undercurrents in a story that is part thriller, part detective story and, above all, one of the very few accurate depictions of scientific procedure ever committed to film. It has long been a theory of mine that science is the one profession that no-one has much interest in depicting in a factual manner. Compared with, say, law or medicine or police work, which writers seem to take pleasure in presenting with the highest possible degree of accuracy, science on screen tends to be speculative at best, and at worst, downright silly. Admittedly, there is a fairly simple reason for this. Contrary to popular belief (at least, popular entertainment belief), precious few scientists are consumed by a lust for power. We spend very little time doing brain transplants, resurrecting the dead, or even plotting to take over the world with our secret armies of remote-controlled flesh-eating zombies. What we do spend a great deal of time doing, however, is the same thing over and over and over again. Fascinating in an intellectual sense, and in the long-term, science on a day-to-day basis can be almost inconceivably dull. Speaking generally, it consists of proceeding in a slow and systematic manner, progressing via only the tiniest of steps and, as often as not, taking two back for every one forward. Hardly the stuff of exciting viewing, you might argue, and it would be difficult to disagree. 

Thus, what makes The Andromeda Strain truly remarkable – indeed, almost unique – is that it presents science in an honest and factual manner, yet nevertheless succeeds in providing riveting entertainment. The first part of this film is an object lesson in building tension, first with the deaths of the air force officers, cleverly presented as a piece of aural horror, then with Hall and Stone’s nightmarish journey through the town of Piedmont, culminating in the grotesque wrist-cutting incident. Once the action shifts to Project Wildfire, however, the thrills become of a more cerebral nature. 

We open with the wonderful sequence of the team being progressively decontaminated (kudos to Crichton and screenwriter Gidding for not shying away from the problem of the gastrointestinal tract!) and then dealing with the practical aspects of working with something that must be kept in total isolation. The organism is then characterised in a series of steps that are logical and methodical, and with a rigorous attention to detail. I am not in a position to judge how this section of the film might play to a lay audience, but for me it is both utterly fascinating, and a treat of the rarest kind. It is entirely possible to look upon science as a kind of detective work, with researchers following each tiny clue to the next; and this aspect of the profession is wonderfully captured here. 

Equally praiseworthy is that the downside of the work is given just as much emphasis. The sequences showing Leavitt checking her growth media, and Stone and Leavitt scanning the satellite for the organism, go as close to depicting just how numbingly tedious science can sometimes be as anything I’ve ever seen on film. Also remarkable is how well the scientific sequences of the film blend in with the thriller aspects. Tension is maintained throughout by the cuts between the researchers isolated at Wildfire, and the air force officers discovering new and terrible evidence of the organism’s potency. These threads come together when Dutton is faced with being exposed to Andromeda due to its newly evolved ability to dissolve plastics. 

The Andromeda Strain then climaxes in what for me is the least satisfactory aspect of the film: Hall’s race against time to disarm the automatic nuclear detonation device. Although true to the novel, and fully in keeping with Michael Crichton’s (then) belief in the dangers of technology, this sequence simply does not seem to fit in with the rest of the film. It plays too much like a sop for fans of conventional action movies: some "real" action after all that "intellectual" stuff. Another criticism sometimes levelled at The Andromeda Strain is that it fails to convey fully the warning against unrestrained technological development that was the basis of the book; that Crichton’s message was diluted by Robert Wise’s pleasure in his sets and special effects. While appreciating why such a criticism might be made, I do not entirely agree with it. There is certainly no denying that Wise was enamoured of the technology at his disposal. However, this seems to me to work for, rather than against the film’s central theme. The technology is dangerous precisely because it is so seductive; and because putting more and trust in it, rather than relying upon "fallible" human beings, is so very easy. The perils of this attitude are highlighted throughout the film, from the crashing of the satellite – off-course for no clear reason – to the attack upon Hall by Wildfire’s own laser defence mechanism. Best of all, though, is the revelation that the fate of the entire world has been threatened by a piece of paper becoming jammed in a "sophisticated" communication device. 

While reflecting upon The Andromeda Strain, it occurred to me that such a film would never be made today – at least, not in the same form. For one thing, who bothers these days to have a good solid story behind all their special effects? And can you imagine a big-budgeted special effects extravaganza with a cast of nobodies at its centre? If it were to re-made today (oh, God, I shouldn’t have said that! Someone might hear me! Jan? You listening?), you can just imagine the cast: "John Travolta is The Serious One; Tom Cruise is The Heroic One; Bruce Willis is The Risk-Taking One; Catherine Zeta-Jones is The Female One Who Can Out-Jump The Organism But Nevertheless Screams Quite A Lot". (No, Jan, no. I was kidding, okay? Jan?) 

But one of the supreme pleasures of The Andromeda Strain is the way its commitment to accuracy and credibility is underscored by its deliberately low-key casting. Make no mistake: when I called the cast "nobodies" I meant it as the highest praise. The film as a whole is helped enormously by the co-casting of four talented but totally ordinary character actors. Most significant, perhaps, is the casting of Kate Reid as Ruth Leavitt. It would be hard to imagine a greater contrast with the modern tendency to fill science fiction films with female scientists who look like they’ve just stepped off a Parisian catwalk. With her casual wardrobe, sensible haircut, lack of interest in her appearance and rotten eye-sight, Ruth Leavitt is closer to reality than I actually care to admit. 

That said, the handling of The Andromeda Strain’s four central characters is not without flaws. Part of the problem, as is so often the case with a Crichton story, is that the characters tend to be drawn in strokes so broad as to approach stereotype. Only the character of Charlie Dutton seems to ring true throughout. Like Ruth Leavitt and Mark Hall, he is appalled by the wider implications of the Scoop Mission, and by the possible fate that awaits the world should the team fail in their object. However, Dutton’s anger remains secondary at all times to the project’s need for skilled, methodical and level-headed conduct. In contrast, Leavitt and Hall constantly allow their emotions to impede their work; while their liberal (read anti-Government) tendencies are clumsily (and unfairly) manifested as a lack of discipline and an inability to follow orders. In Hall’s case, this includes his not taking his recruitment seriously enough to even bother reading the Project Wildfire literature. Civilian or not, it seems hardly likely that any trained professional would behave so carelessly (for some reason, this device is seems to be a favourite of Crichton’s, being taken to an absurd extreme with the character played by Dustin Hoffman in Sphere). 

In a similar way, Jeremy Stone is the conservative (read hand-in-glove-with-the-Government) type, which is translated to mean cold-blooded, evidenced by such things as his referring to the old man and the baby as "experimental subjects" rather than "patients". I also have a problem with the subplot of Ruth Leavitt’s epilepsy. Even accepting that, in the days prior to anti-discrimination legislation, she might have concealed her illness from her employers, would she really have concealed it from the other team members, knowing the desperate importance of the project? There seems no reason why she shouldn’t have confided in the obviously sympathetic Dutton, or even, as a doctor, in Hall. Having Ruth black out while checking her cultures, then not re-checking her work quite far enough back, smacks of contrivance. Aware of her blackouts, surely she would have started again, regardless of the time lost? 

Also somewhat annoying is the presentation of the film’s minor female characters. Now, I know that The Andromeda Strain was made in 1970, and that things were certainly different then, but there seem to me to be a number of unnecessary sequences implying female weakness or lack of courage. When Ruth suffers a fit, it is a woman who starts a panic, screaming and running away. Again, when the severely injured Hall, trying desperately to reach a substation and prevent the destruction of Wildfire, staggers towards a female technician, her response is not to help him, but to back away in fear. There is one point when the male of the species is subjected to the same stereotypical approach: observing Hall’s awkwardness in handling the baby, Dutton chuckles, "Easy to see you’re a bachelor!" The baby is then picked up by its nurse. She’s just as unmarried as Hall, but of course, being a woman, she "instinctively" knows how to hold and nurse a baby. 

· But these are only quibbles, minor imperfections in one of the most satisfying and intellectually thrilling science fiction films of its era – indeed, of any era. The Andromeda Strain is science fiction in the very best sense of the expression: a film of ideas, speculative but always credible, a cautionary tale that is yet not without hope. Watching, it is impossible not to reflect upon the general direction of Michael Crichton’s career, and the rather sad journey from The Andromeda Strain and Westworld to the likes of Congo and Sphere. Also inevitable is the recognition of an exquisite irony: that the man who made his name with taut, exciting stories warning of the pitfalls of technology is now firmly associated in most people’s minds with the film that above all others is modern technology incarnate: Jurassic Park. 
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	Best Film Editing
Stuart Gilmore 
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Movie Trivia 
· The germ from space cost $250,000 to create in special effects.

· The Wildfire scientific lab sets cost more than $300,000 to build, and were described at the time as "one of the most elaborately detailed interiors ever built."

· The Central Core set required the digging of a 70 ft deep by 30 ft wide hole in a soundstage.

· In the novel, the character of Leavitt is a man, but is a woman (played by 'Reid, Kate' ) in the film.

· Michael Crichton wrote the rough draft for the novel from which this film is adapted while he was still a medical student. He was inspired after a conversation with one of his teachers about the concept of crystal-based life-forms.

· Leavitt in a protest against inserting something to clean out the GI tract makes the statement about "risked drowning in that foul bath". The book, but not the movie, had the Wildfire Team submerge completely in an antibiotic solution. The scene may have been cut, but Leavitt still makes reference to it in the movie.

· Dr Stone says, "The SDS has arrived, no doubt." when his wife says someone is at the door to see him. The Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) was a college protest group active in the late 1960s to whom Dr Stone alludes.

· The monkey was "killed" by being placed in a large set filled with carbon dioxide. When the monkey's cage, containing oxygen was opened, it was rendered unconscious by the CO2. An Assistant director was off camera and brought a breathing apparatus to the monkey who recovered immediately.

Movie Goofs

· Revealing mistakes: At the crash site of the Phantom F-4, the tail section of the crashed aircraft is that of an F-100.

· Factual errors: When the scientists in Piedmont check the dead driver of the satellite recovery van, his eyes are glistening wet. He had been dead for many hours, so they should have been dried out.

· Audio/visual unsynchronized: After the two scientists in hazard suits are dropped-off in Piedmont, there is a shot of the helicopter hovering overhead, yet the sound effect is that of a helicopter flying away. Moments later the helicopter does fly away slowly.

· Audio/visual unsynchronized: A close-up of the crying baby found in the town by the recon scientists shows the face of a baby that is obviously not crying as the soundtrack portrays.

· Revealing mistakes: The lips of the dead man in the barber's chair in Piedmont can be seen moving in the close shot.

· Revealing mistakes: When the scientist moves to close the dead doctor's eyes in Piedmont, the man's eyes close before the scientist closes them.

· Continuity: When the lead scientist is handling the satellite in the clean room with robot arms. The clocks in the background show vastly different times between shots although only a short time (seconds) has passed.

· Errors in geography: According to the map shown after the Situation Room scene, Wildfire was located in southern Clark County, Nevada, 46 miles from downtown Las Vegas, 34 miles from The Hoover Dam, and only five miles from Searchlight, Nevada; notably closer than 112 miles from any "...inhabited area..." as stated in the dialogue.

· Crew or equipment visible: When they first subject the lab animals to the virus, on the right hand side of the screen in the reflection of the metal walls you can see the crew rushing towards the monkey cage to revive him right before they cut back to the shot of the scientists.

Movie Filming Locations

Red Rock Canyon State Park, Cantil, California, USA

Shafter, Texas, USA
Alternate Versions
  Italian version is 10 minutes shorter than original version (released at 130 min.) and omits many scenes from a subplot about a fallen fighter plane.

  The VHS version deletes a few scenes of the "searching the town" scene, including a shot of a topless young woman lying in bed.

  Earlier VHS releases showed the scene where Stone and Hall search the town as full screen shots cutting back and forth from them to the victims inside their houses, and does not show the shot of the topless victim. The DVD release shows both searchers and victims simutaniously in reduced size split-screen shots and include the topless woman both in that scene as well as in a later flashback by Stone at Project Wild Fire. 
Movie Connections
Referenced in
On Location with Westworld (1973)
The Crazies (1973)
Twelve Monkeys (1995)
The Making of 'Lost World' (1997) (V)
Joe Dirt (2001)
Evolution (2001)
Who Is Alan Smithee? (2002) (TV)
Resident Evil (2002)

Featured in
Twelve Monkeys (1995)
Hollywood Aliens & Monsters (1997) (TV)
The Andromeda Strain: Making the Film (2001) (V)
A Portrait of Michael Crichton (2001) (V)
The Jurassic Park Phenomenon: A Discussion with Author Michael Crichton (2001) (V)

Edited into
The Strain Andromeda (1992)

Version of
"The Andromeda Strain" (2005) (mini)
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.... 
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.... 
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Emory Parnell
.... 
Pete 'Old Doughboy' Arnold (uncredited)
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.... 
Operator of 'The Hands' (uncredited)

Alma Platt
.... 
Woman (uncredited)
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.... 
Bit part (uncredited)

Quinn K. Redeker
.... 
Capt. Morris (uncredited)

Georgia Schmidt
.... 
Old lady (Piedmont) (uncredited)

Reuben Singer
.... 
Dr. Rudolph Karp (uncredited)

Robert Soto
.... 
Manuel Rios (the baby) (uncredited)

Gil Stuart
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Man (uncredited)

Joan Swift
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Decontamination receptionist (uncredited)

Lorna Thayer
.... 
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Garry Walberg
.... 
Technician (uncredited)

Len Wayland
.... 
Utah crash site officer (uncredited)

Gary Waynesmith
.... 
Air Force technician (uncredited)

Russ Whiteman
.... 
Civilian (uncredited)

Produced by
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producer
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makeup artist
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production manager
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assistant director

Art Department
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sound
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sound
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special effects
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