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Dune Book
Jodorowsky

The Unmade
Masterpiece:
Exploring the
Legend of
Dune Book
Jodorowsky

In  the  vast  and  often
surreal history of cinema,
no unmade film looms as
large,  as  mythic,  or  as
influential  as  Alejandro
Jodorowsky’s  adaptation
of  Frank  Herbert’s  1965
science  fiction  novel,
Dune. When we speak of
t h e  “ D u n e  B o o k

Jodorowsky,” we are not
referr ing  to  a  novel
written  by  the  Chilean-
French  filmmaker,  but
r a t h e r  t o  t h e
extraordinary,  sprawling,
and ultimately unrealized
film  project  that  became
a  legend.  This  project,
o f ten  s imply  ca l led
Jodorowsky’s  Dune ,
t r a n s f o r m e d  a
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d
adaptation into a cultural
artifact  that  influenced
decades  o f  sc ience
fiction,  graphic  design,
and  filmmaking,  even
though it was never shot.
The story of this unmade



film  is  as  compelling  as
any  epic  of  galact ic
politics, and it is a story
that deserves to be told
in full.

The Visionary
Behind the
Project:
Alejandro
Jodorowsky

T o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
audacity  of  the  Dune
Book  Jodorowsky
project,  one  must  first
understand  the  man  at
its  center.  Alejandro
Jodorowsky was already a
cult  figure  in  the  early
1970s,  having  directed
the surreal, controversial,
and  deeply  esoteric  films
El  Topo  (1970)  and The
Holy  Mountain  (1973).
His work was a blend of
mysticism,  violence,

psychomagic,  and  vivid,
often grotesque imagery.
He  was  not  a  director
c o n t e n t  w i t h  a
conventional story; every
film was a spiritual quest,
a  philosophical  treatise,
a n d  a  p s y c h e d e l i c
spectacle.

When  producer  Michel
Seydoux  approached
Jodorowsky  to  direct  a
film  adaptation  of  Frank
H e r b e r t ’ s  D u n e ,  i t
seemed  like  a  perfect
storm.  Herbert’s  novel
was  already  dense  with
p o l i t i c a l  i n t r i g u e ,
eco log ica l  themes,
mysticism, and messianic
narratives.  Jodorowsky
saw in  Dune  not  just  a
science  fiction  story,  but
a vehicle for a profound
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n — o f
cinema, of the audience,
a n d  o f  h i m s e l f .  H e
famously  declared  that
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he  would  not  s imply
adapt the book; he would
“make  a  film  that  will
g ive  the  audience  a
spiritual experience.”

This ambition would grow
to  epic  proport ions,
turning the project into a
fever dream of creativity,
co l l abo ra t i on ,  and
ultimately,  financial
implosion.  The  Dune
Book Jodorowsky, as it
is often referred to in the
context  of  film history,  is
really  the  story  of  that
dream.

The Dream
Team:
Assembling
an
Impossible

Cast and
Crew

Jodorowsky’s approach to
c a s t i n g  a n d  c r e w
s e l e c t i o n  w a s  a s
unconventional  as  the
man himself.  He did not
seek  actors  who  simply
fit  the  roles  in  Herbert’s
b o o k ;  h e  s o u g h t
i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o
embodied the archetypes
and spiritual energies he
wanted  to  channel.  The
result was a list of names
t h a t  r e a d s  l i k e  a
hal lucinat ion  of  the
1970s  avant-garde.

Cast of Characters:
A Surrealist
Ensemble

The  casting  choices  for
Jodorowsky’s  Dune  were
n o t h i n g  s h o r t  o f
legendary.  Consider  the



following:

Salvador Dalí as
the Emperor
Shaddam IV:
Jodorowsky wanted
the surrealist
painter to portray
the godlike,
eccentric ruler.
Dali’s price was
famously
exorbitant—$100,0
00 an hour.
Jodorowsky
ingeniously
negotiated a deal:
Dali would be paid
for just one hour of
work, and the
emperor’s throne
would be built as a
giant, mechanical
toilet. This was
pure
Jodorowsky—the
sacred and the
profane combined.
Gloria Swanson

as Reverend
Mother Gaius Helen
Mohiam: The silent
film star brought
gravitas and an
older Hollywood
mystique.
Orson Welles as
Baron Vladimir
Harkonnen:
Jodorowsky lured
Welles with the
promise of a chef
preparing his
favorite meals on
set every day. The
Baron was to be a
grotesque, titanic
figure—part man,
part machine, part
mound of flesh.
Mick Jagger as
Feyd-Rautha: The
Rolling Stones
frontman was
approached to play
the cunning,
sadistic nephew of
the Baron.
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David Carradine
as Duke Leto
Atreides: The Kung
Fu star was
brought in to bring
a zen-like nobility
to the father of
Paul Atreides.

T h i s  w a s  o n l y  t h e
beginning.  Jodorowsky
also  wanted  H.R.  Giger,
t h e  a r t i s t  o f
b i o m e c h a n i c a l
nightmares, to design the
Harkonnen  world.  He
b r o u g h t  i n  J e a n
“Moebius”  Giraud,  the
legendary  French  comic
artist,  to  storyboard  the
entire  film.  The
collaboration  between
Giger and Moebius alone
would  produce  some  of
t h e  m o s t  i c o n i c
conceptual art in science
fiction history.

The Creative Force:
Dan O’Bannon and
the Battle of the
Minds

Dan O’Bannon, who later
co-wrote  Alien  (1979),
was  hired  as  the  film’s
special  effects
superv i sor .  He  was
tasked  with  turning
Jodorowsky’s  impossible
visions  into  practical
filmmaking.  O’Bannon
later  descr ibed  the
exper ience  as  both
i n s p i r a t i o n a l  a n d
maddening. The constant
revis ions,  the  ever-
expanding  scope,  and
Jodorowsky’s  refusal  to
compromise on any detail
meant  that  O’Bannon
worked for two years on
a  film  that  never  saw  a
s i n g l e  f r a m e  s h o t .
However, the techniques
and ideas developed for



t h e  D u n e  B o o k
J o d o r o w s k y
project—particularly  the
u s e  o f  d e t a i l e d
s t o r y b o a r d s  a n d
conceptual  art—became
f o u n d a t i o n a l  f o r
O’Bannon’s work on Alien
and Blade Runner.

The Book
That Became
a Bible: The
Jodorowsky
Script Bible

The  p ro jec t ’ s  mos t
tangible artifact was not
a script but an enormous,
leather-bound  book
containing  the  entire
storyboard,  drawn  by
Moebius,  accompanied
b y  J o d o r o w s k y ’ s
annotations,  character
d e s c r i p t i o n s ,  a n d
philosophical  notes.  This

“scr ipt  Bib le”  was  a
p h y s i c a l  o b j e c t  o f
immense  beauty  and
complexity. It was over 3
feet tall, weighed dozens
of pounds, and contained
approximately  3,000
storyboard panels. Every
scene, every set design,
every  costume,  and
every camera angle was
meticulously planned.

T h i s  b o o k  w a s
J o d o r o w s k y ’ s  t r u e
achievement—the  Dune
Book Jodorowsky in its
most literal sense. It was
not merely a blueprint for
a  film;  it  was  a  work  of
art in its own right. The
success of  this bible lay
i n  i t s  d e t a i l .  T h e
storyboards  depicted
scenes  that  reimagined
Herbert’s novel in radical
ways.  For  example,  the
opening  scene  showed
the  planet  Arrakis  as  a
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l i v i ng  o rgan i sm—a
cosmic worm rather than
a desert world. The Guild
N a v i g a t o r s  w e r e
portrayed  as  floating,
g e n e t i c  m u t a n t s
swimming  in  a  spice-
saturated  tank.  The
Baron  Harkonnen  was  a
giant,  baby-like  creature
whose  massive  frame
was  suppor ted  by  a
harness  suspended from
the ceiling. These images
were wild, beautiful, and
terrifying.

T h e  b i b l e  w a s  s o
impressive  that  it  was
used as a pitch document
to  Hollywood  studios.  It
was shown to executives
with great ceremony, as
if  it  were a sacred text.
Despite  this,  no  studio
would  finance  the
project.  The budget  had
ballooned from an initial
$2  million  to  over  $15

million— a  colossal  sum
f o r  t h e  t i m e .  M o r e
importantly,  the  script
ran  over  14  hours  in
length.  Hollywood  was
not  ready for  a  14-hour
surrealist space opera.

The Collapse
and
Aftermath: A
Legacy
Without a
Film

By 1976, the project was
dead. Funding collapsed,
and  Jodorowsky  was
forced  to  abandon  his
dream.  The  rights  to
Dune  eventually  passed
to  Dino  De  Laurentiis,
who hired David Lynch to
d i r e c t  a  m o r e
conventional  adaptation
in  1984.  That  film,  while



now a cult  classic  in its
o w n  r i g h t ,  w a s  a
commercial  and  critical
failure  at  the  time.  But
the ghost of Jodorowsky’s
v i s i o n  h u n g  o v e r
everything.

The art book—the Dune
Book  Jodorowsky—did
not  vanish.  Its  influence
sp read  l i ke  a  v i rus
through the film industry.
The concepts and visuals
developed  by  Moebius,
Giger,  and  O’Bannon
were repurposed, reused,
a n d  r e i m a g i n e d  i n
countless  films.  The
design of the Harkonnen
world  directly  inspired
the  look  of  the  Alien’s
derelict  spaceship  in
Alien. The intricate, body-
horror  aesthetic  of  the
Guild  Navigators  can be
seen  in  the  creature
designs of The Thing and
Hellraiser.  More  broadly,

the very idea of a “visual
bible” as a creative tool
became  standard  in
Hollywood  production
processes.

In  2013,  documentary
filmmaker  Frank  Pavich
released  Jodorowsky’s
Dune,  a  feature-length
d o c u m e n t a r y  t h a t
chronicled  the  entire
saga.  The  film  was  a
critical hit,  introducing a
new  generation  to  the
story  of  the  unmade
m a s t e r p i e c e .  T h e
d o c u m e n t a r y  a l s o
featured  interviews  with
Jodorowsky, Moebius, and
many  others ,  and  i t
showcased the incredible
storyboard  art .  This
revival  prompted  the
publication of  a physical
ar t  book,  o f ten  now
refer red  to  as  “The
Jodorowsky  Dune  Book,”
which  finally  made  the
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complete  storyboard
available  to  the  public.
This  publication  ensured
that  the  legacy  of  the
Dune Book Jodorowsky
would never be forgotten.

Why Does the
Dune Book
Jodorowsky
Endure?

The enduring fascination
with this project lies not
in  what  it  was,  but  in
w h a t  i t  p r o m i s e d .
Jodorowsky’s Dune was a
film  that  was  never
constrained  by  reality,
budget,  or  conventional
storytelling.  It  was pure,
unfiltered  creative
ambition.  In  an  age  of
franchise  filmmaking  and
corporate  oversight,  the
idea of a single visionary
director  being  given

complete control to adapt
a  complex  novel  into  a
14-hour  mind-bending
epic  seems  like  a  lost
golden  age  of  artistic
freedom.

More than that, the Dune
Book  Jodorowsky
represents  a  specific
moment  in  the  1970s
when  the  boundaries
b e t w e e n  h i g h  a r t ,
psychedelic  culture,  and
commercial cinema were
dissolving. It was a time
when Salvador Dalí could
be  in  a  space  opera,
when  a  French  comic
artist  could  dictate  the
visual  language  of  a
major  film,  and  when  a
filmmaker  could
genuinely believe he was
creating  a  spiritual  tool
for the transformation of
humanity. That ambition,
however  doomed,  is
intoxicating.



The art itself is timeless.
The Moebius storyboards
are breathtaking, and the
Giger  designs  are  as
haunting  today  as  they
were  in  the  1970s.  The
book, whether you call it
a storyboard, a script, or
a vision board, remains a
m a s t e r p i e c e  o f
sequential  art.  It  has
influenced  directors  like
Denis  Villeneuve,  whose
2021  Dune  adaptation
borrowed elements of the
v i s u a l
language—particularly
the scale and the sense
o f  awe .  V i l l eneuve
acknowledged  the  debt,
noting that  Jodorowsky’s
project  created  a  visual
vocabulary  that  later
filmmakers  could  draw
upon.

Connections
to the
Original
Dune Book

For  readers  of  Frank
Herbert’s  original  novel,
explor ing  the  Dune
Book  Jodorowsky
provides  a  fascinating
lens through which to see
the  source  material.
Jodorowsky’s  Dune  was
not faithful to the book; it
w a s  a  r a d i c a l
reimagining.  Herbert’s
n o v e l  i s  a  d e n s e ,
politically  complex  story
a b o u t  e c o l o g y ,
colonialism, religion, and
the  perils  of  messianic
leadership.  Jodorowsky’s
version focused more on
m y s t i c i s m ,
psychoanalysis,  and
surreal  imagery.  Paul
Atreides,  for  example,
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w a s  n o t  j u s t  a  b o y
becoming  a  leader;  he
was  a  Christ-like  figure
undergoing  a  cosmic
transformation. The spice
melange  was  less  a
resource  and  more  a
psychoactive sacrament.

J o d o r o w s k y  l a t e r
explained that he had not
even  read  the  entire
novel before starting the

project.  He  was  more
interested  in  the  ideas
the book sparked in  his
own mind. This approach
offended  many  purists,
but  it  also  liberated the
adaptation  from  slavish
fidelity.  The  result  was  a
vision that was uniquely
Jodorowsky—a  strange,
beautiful,  and  broken
m i r r o r  h e l d  u p  t o
Herbert’s


