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" .t]'|e public imagination is its ability to gener:'{ﬂuj";rjlsf ':::::r{ IITJLFE]:;@ Shhr‘:‘]dL
elves, the very terms in which its major releases are going to be discus 5; E];H-
ames c_amcnm‘s long-delayed disaster movie Titanic, which was aﬁt1ulse~ .d .
e the hl:-_l‘éFit and most expensive film ever, critics’ tendency to L.L*_-;r: the ;;TE Tz
o vy of a film to describe and judge its qualities and meanin-g*; as well as 'te %5
:-u- au.m; at :hle I::m ntjr_'ice did not bode well. One could airead-}' s..c:: the He;j]?:;;
_,_ E ;l:n L,l[:al]'}’.; bjhlc_, Ifml':f.r_.u' ‘.‘(_‘.u.mu:mn‘s Latest Sinks without a Trace™ (in case
R p e}e {I:x office disaster, without even the obligatory big opening week-
, d%-;];ng;i?:ﬂ:; ]'!2:'1]."? SLIrmundxii'li,l Th& E‘[ImI], or “Titanic Makes a Big Sl[_j!ash =
1 el ;rsc ‘-Ii]L éase mla big opening wee]lcend__ followed by a drastic
i mrf@rm;nl . y]niegnth word of [m‘.u.uth].' The explanations for poor
. |_-,.L|j],j‘_:m f:: '-,'n::auh: be given hy: the film itself. In the same way that
- e ;nan‘mm.e ,r:? |:|| m.,am:rt with size and technology when constructing
P (wh,-.__- ic :. contemporary Hu::al_]ywu:rnd could be accused, espe-
- b qu:,;m . ln1 E]T]El img ]'"-!.ra.ruc.'. of valuing quantity (more money, more
mmnmkmg} 0-.,-,:;]1“::;1 ;;tml ogd:,- .fe,pi:mai effects and the mechanics of large-scale
B s it w;.,- ty. I11 .”'] the same way thal the ship’s very size led to
sl i_—.w.mr.,- fm. . :;nds.l::t :: ;?nzn}; away i:jnrsn the iceberg) and the dis-

e ter: angers of seafaring and for human lives (failing

E_Ir?u;idl:n :;f:f}h;:;?:fﬁt;}d]}d tl._'i uluilmtmus deaths,_ the film’s bloated spe?;]:ll:ir:i;
the reasons for its de;th at ':;:1;- Z‘;rfcngfcztdﬁ:‘e;: ;P:‘ ll-i':m:::S _C‘Z‘Um i
fClection. The film thus provides its critics with a reaLdytjr;:tdLe Ei?i:ﬁ;: EE]::I];
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suited for a devastating critique both of the film itself and of contemporary Haol-
lywood in general.

Instead, however, on 23 February 1998, eight weeks after the film’s release,
the caver of Newsweek activated a different set of meanings from the film to tell a
success story that is without precedent: “The Titanic Love Affair: Steaming to-
ward $1 Billion at the Box Office.” By using the film's title as an adjective, this
line suggested (and the cover story inside the magazine confirmed this)® that what
is so spectacular and majestic about Titanic is not the ship itsell or the sophisti-
cated technology used to bring it and its demise to the screen, but the love that
the film portrays in its story and generates in its audience. The Newsweek cover
shows Kate Winslet holding on to Leonardo DiCaprio, with the Tianic barely vis-
ible in the background, which implies that it is precisely because of the film's
foregrounding of the romantic couple that audiences have started their love affair
with it (rather than being simply awed or exhilarated by the disaster); this lTove
affair, moreover, is going to last a long time, making sure that, unlike the ship,
the movie is never going to sink but will steam on to become the highest-grossing
film of all time, Indeed, five weeks later, Fariety reported that on 14 March Ti-
tanic had overtaken Star Wars (1977) as the all-time top-grossing movie at the U5,
box office. While the Star Wars total of $461 million included revenues gener-
ated by several rereleases between 1978 and 1997, in the fourteenth week of its
first release Titanic, boosted by a record win of eleven Oscars at the Academy
Awards ceremony on 23 March 1998, sailed past the £500-million mark, with no
end to its steady box office performance in sight.* Even more impressive was the
film's performance in foreign markets, where already by the beginning of March,
it had topped the $556-million foreign earnings of the previous international top
grosser, Jurassic Park (1993), to become, just as Newsweek had predicted, the first
movie to have a combined gross in domestic and foreign markets of $1 billion.*

However, industry observers also noted that these figures Fail to take rising
ticket prices into account, and, if domestic gross were adjusted for inflation, the
undisputed champion at the American box office remains Gone With the Wind
(1939), which happens to be another epic love story centering on one WOoIman's
emotional experience in catastrophic historical circumstances.® Newsweek linked
the two films by declaring that “Titanic is the Gone With the Wind of its genera-
tion.” and it further noted that, not unlike the story of Scarlett O"Hara, the narra-
tive of Titanic focused on “a woman's liberation,” appealing primarily (but not
exclusively) to a female audience.” In doing so, the magazine confirmed that, like
Gone With the Wind in 1939, not only is Titanic the movie event of the year and
the decade, it may in fact be an event of such magnitude that it could change the
course of American film history,® by returning female characters and romantic love
to the center of the industry’s big releases and also by returning female audiences
to the central place in Hollywood's thinking that they had once occupied m its
golden age but which they lost to the young male audience in the late 1960s.”

In this essay, | will explore some of the textual and contextual determina-
tions of this potential historical turning point. First, [ discuss production trends 1n
contemporary Hollywood leading up to Titanic, with particular reference to the



revious 'Wilrk of James Cameron and to the cycle of female-centered action-
adventure films that the success of his earlier films initiated. Second, | analyze
the ways in which the marketing of Titanic and the film itself have tried to eng;ge

sorytelling, and female subjectivity. Finally, [ take a closer look at the film’s per-
formance at the box office and at its audience, concentrating on female q;lm:rna.EuL‘rs
and linking the success of Titanic to the female appeal of Hollywood's b[ur:k‘];:llﬁt.-
ers of the past, [ argue that Titanic is the culmination of the recent cycle of ﬁ:maEe-
centered action-adventure films as well as a long overdue return to the big-budget
romantic epics of Hollywood's past, and that the f ilm’s marketing and its stor
self-consciously set out to woo female cinemagoers without alienating J-Invll*,"e,-u«m:]‘?‘sr
main target audience of young males in the process. Furthermore, like many of
the mgst successful products of popular culture, the film rsupnnrtl:d by the rsur-
rounding publicity) explains itself to its audiences, offering ihem guidnnée on how
to understand and enjoy Titanic.,

Action-Adventure Films

The poster for Titanic declares it to be “A James Cameron Film,” adding, so
as 1o be sure that everybody knows what this means, that Cameron n “the dit:cc-
tor of Aliens [1986], T2 [1991] and True Lies [1994]." Cameron is cml: of the few
filmmakers working in contemporary Hollywood whose name may be recognized
by more than a few critics and film buffs.' For those who do recognize the name
fand even i.':)r those who do not, the films listed on the poster will evoke a similar
response), it stands for some of the most spectacular and most expensive action-
aldu-'enluru films of all time, usually made with a more or less pronounced science
fiction .slanl. including a heavy emphasis on futuristic technology and special ef-
fects. Not only does Cameron’s work include some enormous box off; w:: hits, but
unusually for action films, it has also received considerahle critical acclaim It Fn;
txarnple, (T'amcmn‘s sequel to Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979) was the suwnlh-hil hest-
grossing film of 1986 (with U.S. revenues of 881.8 million): it was wril!uﬁ and
dlruv{ted by Cameron and produced by his then wife, Gale f‘mnf; Hurd--und it earned
:h:e. kfmah: Ieaf.L Sigm_:rney Weaver, an Academy Award nominutin;1 for best ac-
;::E ind wun in 1_I'.u=l:.1,-|5ua] ef'ﬁ:cts. cau‘-gnr}._—'-’ IFnI[nwing the disappointing perfor-

.h_ncL of The A.F:_L. 55 in 1989 (earning $54 million, against a budget of $45 million
::t Il::'h w.-is onu.q?! the ]1i;lmsi in that ygar).” Cameron, in 1991, broke records with,
|;,'E .‘1¢L|HL.J to his 1984 film The Terminator. Terminator 20 Judgment Day was the
EE::;;I :21[! oftj]jtrlgl,-ugr. and it_:»' gj.‘uh-s.of 52{.]4. million made it the twelfth most suc-
19;;4 Calmn; rz:n a\ .E-I|”.'C1 while its Bas mllh.nn budget was the highest ever.'® In
E . Iwhjth Wmu:::; Jtrh::)g}-}:fnihthfs re-:urq u.-'].t.h the ~$ 120 milJ_i:m budget for True
P ighest-grossing film of the year in the United States
E p;i;:;:l [(I ;T:n::r:;m?j s perhaps the outstanding representative of the most impor-
Wi nd in F:onlempﬂrnry Hollywood—the action-adventure film.!6

€ the success of Jaws (1975) and Rocky (1976), action-adventure films have

gudiences, with an emphasis on the role played in this process by love, the act of

consistently received the biggest budgets and the widest releases of all Hollywood
films; they have generated the highest star salaries (for performers such as Sylvester
Stallone and Arnold Schwarzenegger) and accounted for about half of the Top Ten
films listed in the annual box office charts during the last twenty years,!”

Like most classificatory terms in contemporary Hollywood, “action movie”
or “action-adventure™ 15 a label that can be applied to a wide vanety of films, rang-
ing from films featuring a superhero or a mismatched pair of cops, to movies about
a man and a woman falling in love during an exciting adventure, and even com-
edies featuring an apparent loser who eventually asserts himself: these films can
be set in a mythical or historical past, in the present, or in the future.

Within the action category, there are also a number of basic requirements

that audiences would expect to be fulfilled. The story typically revolves around a
series of physically threatening tests and trials for the protagonists, in which they
quite frequently get hurt, even seriously injured, often losing control over their situ-
ation for extended periods, before they finally manage to triumph over their ad-
versaries by beating or killing them. Most important, these tests and tnals and the
final triumph are staged as largely self-contained spectacles. The actors engage in
an outstandingly athletic, acrobatic, or simply violent performance, presenting a
series of amazing stunts, in which they (apparently) inflict damage on each other
and/or the set, or in which they narrowly escape such damage. At the same time,
in these sequences the filmmakers self-consciously display the tricks of their trade
with rapid editing, fancy camerawork, collapsing sets, and all manner of special
effects (from back projection to computer-generated images). The intended effect
of this spectacle on audiences is amazement and excitement about the magical pos-
sibilities of the cinema and about the potential of the human body. At the same
time, the audience is meant to be drawn both into the fear and suffering of the
protagonists in the early stages of the narrative and later into their triumphant vio-
lence and its attendant satisfaction (which may verge on outright sadistic pleasure
at seeing the bad guys suffer and die). The films™ iconography centers on weap-
ons and the human body, indeed the human body as a weapon and the weapon as
an extension of the human body. The key image usually is that of a seminaked
muscular human body, tense and about to explode into action, '

Audience research has confirmed the commonsense view that action-
adventure films primarily appeal to young males, looking for physical action on
the screen and excitement in the theater, and they are largely disliked by women,
who tend to prefer films dealing with characters and emotions such as romantic
comedies, dramas (e.g., melodrama and costume drama), and musicals.'" Contemn-
porary Hollywood has generally marginalized these traditional female-oriented
genres by limiting their production and marketing budgets (often only a fraction
of the budget for major action-adventure films) and by giving these films a com-
paratively narrow release outside the main cinemagoing seasons (whereas action-
adventure films typically hit vast numbers of screens during, or in the period
leading up to, the Christmas and summer holidays).

At the same time, however, Hollywood has made a concerted effort to at-
tract female viewers to action-adventure films. Beginning with Star Wars,* the




= qustry has produced a steady stream of films that combine some of the guali
fies and concerns of the action-adventure movie with those of the tra::]it!ua ]I
children s or hﬂm_]y film, so as to reach a more broadly based audience. incl lgf]ﬂ
poth raguls..r moviegoers (teenagers and young adults, especially mEl]ES};ELFIL{ :JH;HH
quent moviegoers (parents and children, especially females). Since the late ISI'?ET;_
almost every year one or two family-adventure movies have actually achieved thj::
feat, and Ihe_se films havc consistently topped the end-of-year box office charts :
well as the .]le of all-time top grossers, easily outperforming youth-oriented on-
| adventure films. Family-adventure movies indirectly appeal to women thro jCUL‘H‘f'
children, who will often be accompanied to the cinema by their moth st b
emale Earﬂt.ﬁkl.‘:]'.‘\', and the films also directly aim to address womc: r:hor {]tﬁer
highly cmotional concern with familial relationships on the éércen {whic TUU._%. .
those in the movie theater).?! Gl
. In sharp contrast to the family-adventure films, which are still al -
.c]usn'.cly focused on young males, the second main strategy for attracu ]-] S
o action-adventure films is to promaote a female cilaruute; to the smmb ij?n
p{u[agums!. _Arguab]y. it was the success of Cameron’s Aliens in 1"};‘161151‘" i
_Sjgnume:; Wem-‘gr as a reluctant warrior who eventually Tlll't]‘;: into a suy m ﬁﬂ[fL_m}HE
ing macld'unt, w]u;:]‘; first signaled to the industry that chal.e—ccnt‘ereg biziulfg:;
action-adventure films were a viable apti is &i i -
ko |ggl_1 viable option, and this signal was confirmed by an-
While Terminaror 2 features the bi ¥ i '
and replicates some of the main them::i:g:::j:teii‘;aj}'l?hnehemis 13ﬂ‘h‘*'ﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂggeﬂl
advgmurﬂ :1_1~c3:1.riv.=:5.33 it is also a woman's story. 2 N}:rt only :;E:;; S?riféiifui fﬂﬂ}l]}*-
Pﬂn:}mpate in t{m action, skillfully handling weapons and other n'm-chim::tr}j::L r:jﬁ;;ral]lf
ing her muscular and sweaty body, suffering extreme pain, and tri i i
end; she also mediates all of this action for the viewe? wiil': her T:E?:thg e
: iy : SE=OVED COM-
EZIT:; :}]Tetrh::hs;bl:;c;:utsfrzj:]af::;p;::m' vaziakie point throughout the film, commu-
icati 2 rs and also ring 31
::E%:Jlflc;:r_me of events, Furthenno:z, it is her s:brjittjlti :iri];iu;:jijtsdgant;:rftt :;l::
* Imminent nuclear devastation of the planet) that is " : audi -
i Lk _ Iet) presented to the audience
P :55 i;huéd" seqlu:,nlLe and later on in the film, qm:u: literally making the viewer
i nn:rors mind to sharc_ helr most traumatic experiences,
- v_le.wirs:[::]h:Ei[iiitli ja[] éhi he:glglm.ng _of Aliens, when without being aware of
Ry With. . EI Ee}; .hml.I:. s At is oq!y after she has replaved the trauma
i r;:mmed e n:lr.;] m;r_.- oﬁm c:i hr:lr own stomach, that the events on
wﬁr. this nightmare has clearly :Lr:gl;r::j :::_tr!-: . TE'f]i:]:‘m':cﬁ . Ch“d'hh.ﬂ'h 8
lively the story of a woman who suffers f Ohes- P
E Bl ; o i n . ers from a lraun_m that she can only overcome
] R Wh‘; mmr ust confront the alien creature at the root of the
| Moo ﬂ.tE 51;-.1- i 5 ulu[ m: be a mother protecting her offspring. But
Veryone she has ever inum-nwiznililz I:r:;r TJ\E;: 3 Tﬂn sl e
R : : ‘ho 1n the course of her subsequent
[muur:]“]l;r}f.gf:;:fijzs E?J&?ﬁ;h-ﬂnd‘ with a child, for whom she is willing t::lj die
she confronts).

Aliens and Terminator 2, then, do not simply move a woman to the center
of their narrative; they also deal with what are traditionally perceived as female
issues (childbirth and mother love), and they explicitly set up the world and ac-
tion of the film as an extension of the female protagonist’s subjectivity.*

This is true of several subsequent action-adventure films, which in the wake
of the success of Cameron’s films have strengthened the role of the female lead,
even if they do not go as far as displacing the male protagonist. For example, the
rise of Sandra Bullock to superstardom is, arguably, closely tied to the way m which
her character in Demolition Man (1993) or Speed (1994), while apparently merely
serving as a sidekick to the action hero, 13 in fact also positioned as the one whose
wish the film fulfills, and thus as the very source of the action presented on the
screen. At the beginning of the main story of Demolition Man, Bullock’s charac-
ter, in a tight close-up, wishes for some action, just before violence erupts into
her otherwise totally pacified world, and toward the beginning of Speed she de-
clares that she loves and misses her car, asks the bus driver to drive all over the
vehicles blacking the way, and later, when she finally sits in the driver’s seat again,
admits that she has had her driver’s license revoked for speeding, which is exactly

what she is forced to do from then on.

Furthermore, the runaway hit of 1996, Twister, earning $241 million in the
United States (with a $91-million budget), which only Independence Day man-
aged to top in that year, not only is a kind of remake of the classic comedy of
remarriage His Girl Friday (1940), but also sets up and thus motivates the whole
action story by first depicting the traumatic experience of a young girl who sees
her father being carried away by a tornado, a trauma which she has to replay end-

lessly in her later life so as to master it. 2%

The significance of this childhood scene becomes more obvious when com-
pared with a similar scene at the beginning of Contact (1997). in which the girl,
who is first shown trying to contact other radio amateurs with her CB radio, asks
her father whether the radio will ever allow her to reach her dead mothet; the film
answers this question (somewhat ambiguously) by allowing her later on in life to
meet a vision of her by-then-dead father as a result of her total professional dedi-
nomy and her belief in alien life forms. Furthermore, the film’s

cation to radio astro
arthest reaches of the

opening shot (the camera pulls back from earth into the f
universe and then emerges, without a discernible cut, out of the girls eye) spe-
cifically locates the whaole universe in her mind.?’

Thus both Twister and Contact declare their stories to arise from, and to be
an exploration of, the minds of young girls. With numerous explicit and implicit
references to their literary predecessors, these films connect up with the great and
immensely popular tradition of turn-of-the-century girl adventurer stories such as
The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (L. Frank Baumn, 1900} and Peter Pan (J. M. Barrie,
1904 play, 1911 novel), which 1s, after all, the story of Wendy's adventure told
from her perspective, as well as the slightly earlier Alices Adventures in Wonder-
fand (Lewis Carroll, 1865) and Throwgh the Looking-Glass (1872). What all of these
es have in common is that, by fantastic means, they realize the girl's
the limitations of her everyday domestic life

classic stori
{implicit or explicit) wish to escape




and 10 pgrticipatc in adventures usually reserved for boys, while also, among man

gther things, exploring her relationship with her parents and other 1auihur|'w fi Y
gres as well as her own future role as a parent. By drawing on these girl a;jveﬁ—
qurer 5T!:rril::5 as well as on closely related female-centered ?airv m]v;:s and classic
mm_-nu:;:“l:o.umdies, then, in recent years several successful acﬂnmadvenlum and
geience fiction movies have provided an antidote to the boys" stories that ol!;ur-
wise dmmna_l-:: _the output of contemporary Hollywood, capturing the imagination
and the E.ld!'ﬂlSSIOI‘lh' fees of female audiences.? In doing so, these films eq?euriul] /
the previous work of Hollywood’s foremost action director, James Can;-:u:nn hav:{
prepared both male and female moviegoers for the biggest adventure of thu:n‘1 all )

Titanic

I]ur.mg its long gestation period, which was characterized by reports about
an escalating budget (worse even than the $160 million spent on that other notor
ously overbudget ocean-based spectacle Waterworld in 1995} and by several drel-
lays c:~|“ the planned release date from summer 1997 toward the end of the war-
T-"!urr.'{'. appea_rcd to be an extension of Cameron’s previous concern with sﬁp;r:
expensive action spectacles. Only this time, it seemed. Cameron had gone too far
giving in to megalomania, going crazy, losing control of the praject, which sonn;
sources 1!15|5te§l would eventually cost a totally unprecedented 1112:5{! million.?*
Cameron’s project came to be seen as the movie equivalent of the aE[—mo-I:rilr
overexpensive, and disaster-bound vehicle that was its subject. Indeed, when thég
F|Ir11 ﬁna_a[l_}r came out in the United States on 19 D:cember']‘?‘ﬁ'? the accompany
ing Fuhl:cny highlighted the fact that Cameron had gone to the I:mltmm of the Ece 4
to film the real wreck (footage of which is included in the opening section uft:"
fjl:n]; that he had meticulously re-created the atiginal ship and ]la\-d then effe .f-‘
tively sunk it all over again; that he was a crazy, dictatorial, and supermacho uL'v
_Dbscssed with realism, pushing his technical crew and his actors to the limit mik'
ing them suﬁ‘ar almost as if they were going under with the real Tiranic. 3 ’ _
- .{,hc film dchlw.?rs o ti'!e publicity’s promise of spectacular physical action
- a ou? 100 pf its 194 minutes, when the Titanic hits the iceberg and slowly
Thg’:r:s tl:t ;mic, w:Fh p&qp!e on the ship only gradually becoming aware of this fact 3!
- -:m.im.der. of thg film operates almost as a self-contained one-and-a-half-hour
L‘;a-l,-fn I!'I’]L‘IL'IE.‘I[] which tWa protagonists (the young lovers Rose Bukater and Jack
3 IS(]JH:I hqu. Fn deal with a human antagonist (Rose’s fiancé, Cal Hockley, sup-
Eﬂh ;tl{m?;l‘::] i_mrn.x:tcr hf]:nchrnan. Spicer L'I.'.'Ikii_‘j{]}-':l. while also having to 1‘igI:||: with
. ik n c?s unleashed by the .mlhsmn with the iceberg (rising water lev-
3 , IT!C]‘.L.iiEI]‘Ig .5,::-:,1;1] chaos, a collapsing man-made structure, the icy cold). The
u?:%;;:,ﬁ; 5 :;v;tlgons start out as being _rnere]y deceptive (framing Jack for thcltheﬁ
- ani . ;r ?0]011 hei{ume physmf_d]y_ threat.ﬂning. Spicer leaves Jack hand-
b heeﬂ I:*TCE:LanT&r' eck of‘[hc sm.kmg ship facing certain death, and after
ad"‘*fh;ure films. | T';a Frltes to .k_,hom him and Rc}.k_:e. Yet unlike other action-
Wit .10 Titanic _[he actions of .thc antagonmist do not serve as a primary

s of the film, and they do not culminate in a climactic showdown with the

protagonists; instead they form a subplot to the much grander confrontation be-
tween the lovers and the elements,®

This confrontation, however, has many of the characteristics of the action
film. For long periods, first Jack alone and then Jack and Rose together are placed
in extremely dangerous situations, having little or no control over what is going
on, while the spectacular sets of the film are systematically destroyed all around
them. However, through intelligent, skillful, and courageous physical action (Rose
getting an ax and cutting Jack loose; Jack diving for a key and opening a gate
while the water rises to their necks; Jack always knowing exactly where to run
and Rose being able to keep up with him}, the couple not only escape imminent
death but also regain a measure of control. When the ship finally turns uprigh,
they lie safely and relatively calmly on the railing at its stern, while others below
them are falling to their deaths. In fact, in this most self-conscious display of the
power of special effects to (re)ereate what appear to be impossible images ithe aft
section of an ocean liner standing upright and then smoothly sinking into the wa-
ter), the protagonists are placed not so much as participants in the action, but as
spectators of it, much like the film’s viewers in the movie theater. From fear and
suffering and the excitement of physical action, the film here shifls registers to
sheer amazement about, and perverse delight in, the magic of cinema.

The next scene, after the ship has finally disappeared into the ocean, again
focuses on the plight of the protoganists and in particular on their physical vul-
nerability as they float in the water (Jack fully submerged, Rose on a piece of de-
bris), slowly freezing to death without, apparently, any options for decisive action
being left. However, after Jack's death, Rose, in a final move combining intelli-
zence, determination, and courage, dives back mto the water to get to a nearhy
corpse whose whistle she uses to attract the attention of the only lifeboat that has
returned to the scene of the disaster looking for survivors—and thus she saves
herself,

This conclusion is in line with the emphasis on strong female characters in the
previous work of Cameron and in the cycle of female-centered action-adventure
films initiated by it.3* In fact, throughout the last ninety minutes of Titanic, Rose
fully participates in the physical action, shedding clothes to be able to use (and
also to display) her body to greater effect, skillfully employing an ax, even hitting
people, and running, wading, and swimming in a most unladylike fashion. More-
over, much like Ripley in Aliens, Rose is not satisfied with saving herself. She
twice gets the chance to leave the sinking ship, and on both occasions, she goes
back into the bowels of the Titanic to save her loved one (or to die with him), just
as Ripley goes back, immediately after having narrowly escaped the clutches of
the alien brood, to save Newt, the little girl she has adopted.™

What drives Rose, Ripley, and the other heroic women in Cameron’s films
is not professionalism, nor the desire for public recognition, nor a general self-
lessness (although all of these might play a part at one point or another), but pri-
marily, it would seem, the intense emotional bond they have established with one
particular person. The Terminator culminates in Sarah Connor’s loss and commemo-
ration of her beloved protector from the future who is the father of the child she 1s




pregnant wlith, while in Terminator 2 his death in the past is a concrete remi d
of thellmmmunt destruction of most of mankind in the near f uture, the k Ell'l]md i
of which Sarah Connor has to live with, while she tries to reu:onui’]e he e %E
hility for t.ilc future with her love for her soh. In Aliens, as we have qe;r:e SEI;? [;H-
forges an mltensn: emotional bond with a child, whom she is not prep;areci mlllir:}r
undv_.ar any t:rcun!s:unces. On a different note, both The Abvss and True Li f:
stories ahout rparltnl discord, in which the couple’s involvement in s ctaculfj "
tion finally brings them back together again. In all of these films tﬁzn mmrm':T
or mother love are at the center of the narrative, providing an 1:rr1+-:rt:'0m’r e
point 1o [hL_' thrill of spectacle. What makes Tiranic different is that th‘* {'(i QUTJTEF
huqdre;l m_mutcs of the film are given over to the lave story without -;;1 : S't IOHB
action in :ﬂght_‘ and that the publicity and advertising for t'he film hi h};'vm -
mance as a major attraction. Bt
The Il‘El.ilL‘F that played in movie theaters for months in advance of th
I;ase clearly indicated that there would he maore to Tiianic than t;]e spect f ot
disaster .and heroic action.** The audience is presented with one of T]]E : RF'L Of
En" the disaster in a contemporary setting, and together with her, they a.r:r:: J:ﬂnri?
Are you ready to go back to Titanic?” The motivation for this quc’qtim:r i5 the -
fora prm:?[css diamond, which is depicted in a nude drawing of IJ;HT sat;nc W i
muQu during her journey on the Titanic. However, the past story that the lD'n']I:in
:::egms tcf: unfold 15 not so much about material goods (although the schndo:d;L:L:
[:,‘:?T;& Lzha m:fan liner are d|sp.laye1’:] in rich, sensuous detail), but about a woman
en twp men, a rich fiancé and a poor artist, and about her desire for
frm:_dum and a different way of life. When the trailer finally gets to the s :=: :
lar images of the sinking of the Titanic, it has already established that thpi me-lf-
tacle is intimately connected with, and needs to be understood in ~]‘ i
fate of the young lovers, oo the
r“:‘:ijljn t::[[s:;?:ﬁ:]t lilw Tnm: of the film’s release, Cameron explained the con-
e chziv:t .tl:crr.y ancF the spectacular disaster further. For example,
Dbl .:;Lﬁ.xl.hpr_thumahly madc_ up of people whose interest lies
i jmm;mn : le tm} nical aspects of_fll_mmaking: “I thought it was not
e i_n ! i-,:g C {usr ollow a hynch of historical characters, never really
S " e w;n]: at :fn emotional level, I figured the best way Lo get in
—s :"n,ﬂ ]; e“e»ent would be fo take one set of characters and tell
i j,:.,.-,-:,- ik D.r}t-l —because only by telling it as a love story can you appre-
. ugi].] : hard{_:zm ion imd the _I{:us.l; caused by death.”* Elsewhere, he stated,
C'amemn-emg 4503 dur;,.- tef:,hncrlogrcal means to explore an emotion.™” Thus
e apprﬂ?&md ed that r.;:r ]'pm technological spectacle is not an end in itself
i Uf—'m ltsr.own r|ght._lbu[ fi means to the end of character-based
4 u:hich e ,SQETEEZE'JEE the audiences emotions; and the staging of a disaster
B i af_:tion phmpi[ _ .n*: dffﬁ,s not n’?frcf}-' pn.:mdle a good context for heroic in-
b lhE._ sl Is an occasion for the vicarious experience of tremendous
ning of that loss,
- SllLil'lksf'::IE}'J{::\'lTl_On:\' of Camemp‘ﬁ view {.:f f illpmakjng were a central feature
marketing of the film as a different kind of action movie. Cameron s most

comprehensive statement is his foreword for the book about the making of Titanic.
On the one hand, he writes about his extensive research on the topic, which cul-
minated in several dives to see and film the actual wreck; on the other hand, he
emphasizes his personal response to this encounter: *I was overwhelmed by emo-
tion. I had known the event so intimately from my research, and now 1 had been
on the deck of the ship itself, and it just flooded over me. I wept for the innocents
who died there, That night [ realized that my project, my film, was doomed 1o
failure if it could not convey the emaotion of that night rather than the fact of it."*

Since “the deaths of 1,500 innocents is too abstract for our hearts to grasp,”
Cameron argues, it was necessary “to create an emotional lightning rod for the
aundience by giving them two main characters they care about and then taking those
characters into hell.”” By making them lovers and having one of them die, he could
make more tangible the sense of loss experienced by everyone who lost a loved
one on the Tiranic. In turn, the “terrible majesty”™ of the sinking of the Titanic would
move the couple’s love to a higher level: “The greatest of loves can only be mea-
sured against the greatest of adversities, and the greatest of sacrifices thus defined”
writes Cameron.?® While the love story translates the disaster into human terms,
the disaster gives the couple’s love a mythical dimension,

This mutually reinforcing relationship between the Titanic legend and the
love story is nicely captured by the poster for the film. It shows a young couple,
the woman looking down thoughtfully with half-closed eyes, the man standing be-
hind her, nestling his head on her shoulder and neck, eyes closed and lost in his
embrace of her body. The image indicates both the intimacy and the distance be-
tween them, the ecstacy of romantic union and the melancholy of loss. Their dis-
embodied heads float above the bow of a giant ship, which seems both to support
their union, holding them together, and to push through between them, cutting them
apart. “Nothing on Earth Could Come Between Them” reads the tag line, a phrase
with multiple meanings and complex ironies. At first sight, it would seem the state-
ment is simply wrong, because the whole point of the film is that an iceberg and
the ship’s sinking will come between them. However, a closer examination of the
statement reveals that, strictly speaking, these young people meet and fall in love
not on earth but on water. And while their class differences are likely to have kept
them apart if they had stayed on solid earth or, indeed, if they had returned to it
{after their meeting on the ship), these differences are magically overcome on the
floating microcosm of the Titanic and are erased forever precisely by the young
man’s death, While disaster and death appear to come between them, they actu-
ally are that which makes their love eternal, keeps them together forever, at least

in the woman's heart.

Following a twenty-minute modern-day prologue, the film dedicates the next
eighty minutes (until the ship hits the iceberg) to the telling of Rose and Jack’s
love story, with a few more or less casual references to the imminent disaster in-
serted to keep up an overall sense of anticipation. This part of the film operates,
much like the later action part, almost as a self-contained movie, a melodramatic
costume drama about young lovers kept apart by a hierarchically organized social
order. with elements of romantic comedy (in the often playful interaction between




Rose and J.an:k, _am:[ in their lighthearted transgression of social norms) and ev
of the musical (in one memorable dance sequence). The focus of this mEh:rL‘ll'ar;“
s clearly on _R_u:ic‘ whose present-day voice-over occasionally comments on t]'na
qetion, explaining the state of mind of the young woman un‘the ship who is se
dﬁ;ptm: about the social role she is trapped in (a respectable lady, a future wif:
5 L s [T 1 =
:;isﬂ:pc |:[r a man's prized possession) that she contemplates jumping overboard
It is her dramatic gesture of climbing over the ship’s railing, ready to i
that allows, and indeed forces, Jack to enter into a conversation v?;[tu ]‘-u; hrjf;lun'jpl
the social 2ap that had previously been pointed out to him as being unb;‘id -C'ﬁ;]g
_lack_ convinces Rose to come back on the deck by linking his own fate to ﬁel i ef
she jumps, he will have to jump after her, and they will probably both die. Thi - I
gstablishes a powerful bond between them, which transcends the difﬁ?ren-cc 'Istﬁﬂq
social status that the members of her class then immediately want to reestail?' 'I'lmr
Iﬁ. fler a brief misunderstanding (his rescue is interpreted as a rape ’mem -j
Jack is rewarded for his good deed with an invitation to the upper—cTaa:: |mp[ :
dEL‘J:.. world Rose inhabits, and while he makes a good impression witiu‘i't'l'ppﬂr-'
clot2es and his spirited declaration about the joys of life, it |s the invit % “Ehw
ex.tﬁ'ﬂdéi to Rose to join him in turn for a party on the ]l:rw;:r deck that m'!"jin :
Ejmlp.‘;l:.uf the life Rose seems to be longing for —unrestrained, full nt'eE;‘T:I ':_5 .
aﬂ'fJ excltement. These excursions into each others world c:an;inue with E‘L:v 'u*n?
bapg cchted by her fiancé to be overcome first by Jack’s decisive ucéion ihe :?lgl‘lm
a dn@:uuse_lu get close to her) and then by Rose’s. She joins him in the ev ¥ DerT S
the bow :':nr the ship, puts her fate into his hands (he holds her so that she 5””]'5 "it
the experience of flying) and takes it back into her own hands, by f; iﬁtu si % m;-e
for him in her fiancé’s cabin, and then escaping with him tr:: tfhe m-'-v.arr'mh :TE i T‘
LhE.r.i.hip: past the cng.:'nes, to the holding deck where she drags hj::n ;n?;-lrlfe
f;:..nh::!?:'[f of a.ql:ar {whw_h rna;_u' be her fiann'?’s} to make love. This is certainly a
-'|:HE Tnc]usmn to their socially transgressive affair, but it leaves open how they
;T:.g tpr:_:,n;n\t t_hemsclves to.tt?i: wcsrld.amund them and how they will be able I}G
: ogether in a _sharp]y divided society with powerful enemies and without :
obvious source of income, L PR
A Sthph}L::ll:si:: ]':1;;11 m':nL J':jm:'eve.r, hiavc to be addressed, because soon afterward,
j. el g and t 1-:& film's focus on th:e love triangle is gradually dis-
E faée i nihe Is;;gssred] ¥ a basic concern for survival and commitment in
g ;:’t: ebv?:mcqta] forces. In thnj: process, Rose is willing and
B £ ey, e it i 00wl Furts i 1 R s et
save him, and then, when she is in the s fl i x lifboatand b T"-"_ s e
Rl : . e safety of a _J:ieboat and he lies to her about
5 of getting away, she returns to die with hir tly i
the terms of their original a I MR
greement,
af'f':h:: hti};c;;]ni]:fwcv;r, \:Jhe.n jac_k has saved her a second time by getting her
i h.E ey hu:r .Tjtpn?;:: of dgbr:s, ]_':c manages to dissolve their pact and con-
Syl o al_-.. o live "P.'.'hlh.‘ he is going to die. When she saves herself in
1s a somewhat ambiguous conclusion to their love story, because it is

her love for Jack that made her want to die with him (if they can't both live)}—and
it is her love of life (a life of adventure that she had mapped out in her previous
conversations with Jack) that eventually allows her to pull away from Jack’s corpse
and certain death. Thus romantic love is shown to be a force potentially as deadly
as the icy water, but it is also portrayed as a life-giving force, which gives back to
Rose the will to live (which she had abandoned when the two lovers first met)
and, more precisely, the will and confidence to live her own life, unrestrained by
the social conventions of the day. When Rose decides to save herself, the poten-
tially deadly selflessness of a woman's romantic love is transformed into the self-
ishness of her love of life. Perhaps there is a price to pay for this salvation. When
the present-day Rose talks about the guilt of the survivors looking for redemption
without ever finding it, she may also be referring to herself {although she never
admits to it). After all, Jack has had to die and their romantic pact had to be bro-
ken for Rose to be able to live,

The ambiguities of Rose and Jack’s love story on the Titanic can be seen as
the driving force behind the present-day framing story, which takes up the first
twenty minutes and the last seven minutes of the film and is also present in the
main body of the film (its love and action parts) through the voice-over and sev-
eral inserts. Picking up on, and going beyond, the various narrative devices (such
as dream sequences, voice-overs, and childhood prologues) used by the female-
centered action-adventure films discussed above to present the action as a part or
extension of the female protagonist’s subjectivity, Tiranic squarely presents most
of its action as a story told by a woman who invites her audience on the screen
and in the theater to share her memory and thus to enter her mind.

While the setting of the story on the Titanic gives it historical solidity, its
bare outlines sound more like the stuff of adolescent female fantasy: a hopeless
young woman is saved by an attractive young man, who miraculously appears out
of the darkness just when she is about to kill herself:*! after many adventures, he
heroically dies so that she can live and he free. Behind this romantic tale, how-
ever. lies a more sinister wish-fulfillment fantasy. Right from the start, the Titanic
is presented as the very emblem of the society that so restricts Rose’s life that she
does not want to go on living. Her voice-over declares that while for others it was
“the ship of dreams,” for her it was “a slave ship taking me back to America in
chains™—unless, of course, something would happen to this ship along the way.

Furthermore, in one scene she explicitly identifies the ship with oppressive phal-
lic power, telling its owner, J. Bruce Ismay, that Freud's “ideas about the male pre-
occupation with size may be of interest to you.” Whether she admits to it or not,
Rose does want this power, this society, and thus this ship to be destroyed so that
she can be free—and in a roundabout way this is exactly what happens.*? Behind
the romantic dream of an adolescent girl lurks the nightmare of suppressed fe-
male rage. Rose’s story is also a cautionary tale about the destructive power women
may unleash on an oppressive patriarchal order.*?

However, this is not at all what Rose’s on-screen audience want to hear. In-
deed, Rose is only asked to tell her story because treasure hunter Brock Lovett 15
looking for clues as to the whereabouts of the priceless diamond (called the Heart




‘the Ocean) she was wearing | i i
of l; Tl as wearing in the drawmg he found while scavenging the wreck
of the fitanic, expecting to find the diamond itself. While the motivations of th
t . 3 L ” - ] a . : 7 L:
101 vln:;; 1::]1:1 Ro.l;c for lLI!Img her story are not initially made clear, the film con-
grasts ery se .I!"-um.';cmus]y with Brock and his male crew, against whom she
has to assert her right to tell the story the way she wants it to be heard When sl
js shown a computer simulation of the sinki f ifenic by : S
sl : : inking of the Titanic by Brock's assistant,
she p::. 15 technological and scientific effort vet states that for a partici
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Wbl xperience.” And when Brock interrupts her af-
fer el -sentence of her tale (“It’s been eighty-four years . . "), she asks
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ion {the investigation of the w
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appening, his pretentiousness being highli [ [ ‘
. ] 55 g highlighted by his assistant with a |
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. e seems to lose interest in his init: jectiv ing i i
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) now that he gave up his profit participation so as to be

able to finish his labor of love the way he wanted. Obsessed with money and tech-
nology, Brock Lovett/James Cameron had initially refused to acknowledge that the
disaster of the Titanic was about people, about their death or suffering or sense of
lass: ke never let in the emotions attached to catastrophic and extreme experiences
(and, one might add, after hearing Rose’s story, he never let in the love that can
blossom even, and especially, in the midst of disaster). Brock’s statement is map-
ping out the very process Cameron underwent from first getting fascinated with
the disaster of the Titanic to ultimately realizing that it had to be told as an inti-
mate story about love and loss, It is also a self-reflexive declaration to the audi-
ence that Titanic, the movie, should be seen not as technological spectacle put on
for material gain, but as an exploration of human experience and the power of love,
and a sharing of this experience and of this power between filmmaker and audi-
ence. Thus the film itself replicates the publicity discourse surrounding it, identi-
fying Titanic as a different kind of blockbuster.

This is all very well, but what 1s in it for Rose? Despite a long life, which
could be expected to have muted the memory of her brief affair, Rose, at the age
of 101. still is at one with her dead lover. This is because, as she says, he “saved
me in every conceivable way,” and she owes her rich and varied life, which she so
carefully documents with the photographs she takes everywhere {recording the
things she discussed with Jack, like riding a horse and flying), to hitn. Jack him-
self, however, is dead; moreover, his role in her life has never been acknowledged,
It is not only that Rose might feel guilty for having survived when Jack had to
die. but it is also that to the outside world she pretended that he never existed in
the first place, and hence she has reason to feel doubly guilty. Therefore, nearing
the time of her own death, Rose returns to the ocean and for the first time tells
Jack’s story, thus bringing him back to life for herself, while also giving him life
for the first time in the eyes of the outside world. Perhaps it 1s her way of looking
for redemption.

After telling Jack’s story, she returns the diamond (named the Heart of the
Ocean), the search for which gave rise to the film, to the heart of the ocean, where
she last saw her lover. What had started out as an object of material value in the
opening sequence and acquired a series of shilling meanings in the course of the
film (her fiancé gives it to her to remind her of the right he has over her body;
she reclaims her body wearing only the diamond when she asks Jack to do a draw-
ing of her; she denies her status as a man's possession by returning the diamond
to her fiancé’s safe) finally has been transformed into a token of this woman's eter-
nal love. By letting the diamond drop into the ocean, she confirms that she has
given her own heart to the very ocean in which her lover rests. With the diamond
sinking to the ground as her lover once did and as she had originally promised to
do. she can now die herself, as if belatedly fulfilling her part of the death pact,
yet she does so at peace in a warm bed, as Jack had promised her at the time of
his own death.

Before she dies, in her mind Rose projects a union that never could take
place in reality: the two lovers uniting, across the class divide, on the grand stair-
case of the Titanic, in front of an audience that is socially integrated, including




assengers from all decks, ; i i i i
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The Female Audience
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5 Ngure would appear to be all too small when compared with

the $50 million for the opening weekend of Independence Day (1996), the 356
million for Mission: Impossible (1996), or the $53 million for Batman Forever
{1995).47 Furthermore, while Titanic received a wide release playing in 2,674 the-
aters, this was less than the circa 3,000 theaters for Independence Day, Mission:
Impaossible, and Batman Forever, and much less than the record of 3,500 set by
The Lost World only a few months earlier.®® However, unlike the typical steep de-
cline in revenues for these and other blockbusters, the box office receipts for Ti-
tanic did not drop off significantly after the weekend, and the film ended its first
week with a gross of $53 million. Then, quite astonishingly, the box office figure
for the second weekend improved on that for the first one by 24 percent, whereas
the figures for Independence Day, Mission. Impossible, and Batman Forever had
shown a drop of 30 to 60 percent.*® While the third and fourth weekend saw
a slight drop in Titanic’s revenues, the results were still higher than on the open-
ing weekend, and the film also continued to perform strongly during the week
(not just on weekends).*” Amazingly, the four-day fifth weekend then saw a sig-
nificant increase to over $30 million, which is unprecedented in Hollywood
history. ! -
By this time, it was perfectly clear that Titanic had managed to combine the
performance characteristics of two production trends in contemporary Hollywood:
the big splash of the action-adventure movie aimed primarily at young males rush-
ing to see the film on the opening weekend, and the ability to make waves of the
“sleeper” hit, usually a romantic comedy, serious drama, or weepie aimed prima-
rily at women, who tend to wait for recommendations from their girlfriends and |
whose attendance several weeks into the release give the film what the industry
calls “legs.”5? By starting out at a high level and staying there for many weeks,
Titanic’s box office receipts were bound to break all existing records in the United
States. Furthermore, the films foreign release early on confirmed predictions about
its international reach, and its status as a prestige film also was soon cemented
with a record eight Golden Globe nominations only a few weeks after its Ameri-
can release (the film went on to win four awards, including best drama and best
director) and with a record fourteen Academy Award nominations in February,™
The scale of Titanic’s success, and the exceptional way in which it was
achieved, provoked a strong response both in the trade press and the general press,
culminating in the Newsweek cover story. Early attempts to explain the Titanic phe-
nomenon pointed out the importance of older audiences, especially those “who
rarely leave home to see a film,” and of repeat attendance: “unusually, older viewers
are going back to see Titanic for a second tirne, in the same way teen viewers re-
turn to see action blockbusters.” In part, this attendance pattern could be explained
with reference to Titanic’s status as a prestige film, because older cinemagoers are
known to value critical reputation much more than younger ones, Newsweek, how-
ever, argued more specifically that women were the audience that was turning Ii-
tanic into the biggest movie hit ever. Calling the film “a shipboard weepie,” “a
chick-flick period piece.” “a tragic romance,” a “passionate love story framed by
the epic sweep of a true historical event,” the article pointed out that the film was
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and directed by one of its most distinguished filmmakers, the success of the film
also has wider implications, The film not only returns women to the cinema but,
in a way, also returns the cinema to women, declaring them to be the most impor-

tant audience, and expecting males to go along with their female partners, rather

than the other way round.
This is indeed a “return.”’ not a historical innovation. Until the mid-1960s,

Hollywood had viewed women, especially mature women in charge of regular
movie outings with their husbands and children, as the key audience for the cin-
ema, and it had serviced this female audience with a range of films, including the
industry’s most important releases.” For example, the biggest hits of the 1930s,
which also were among the most expensive and most highly acclaimed films, were
Gone With the Wind and the animated fairy tale Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs
{19377 in the 1940s, the top hits were the male-centered topical melodrama The
Best Years of Our Lives (1946} and the female-centered Western melodrama Due!
in the Sun (1946): in the 1950s, the sentimental religious epics The Ten Command-
ments (1956) and Ben-Hur (1939); and the top films of the first half of the 1960s
were the musical The Sound of Music (1965) and the epic melodrama Dacror
Zhivago (1965).% Indeed, in 1965, the list of all-time top-grossing movies (not
adjusted for inflation) looked like this: The Sound of Music at number one, fol-
lowed by Doctor Zhivago, Ben-Hur, The Ten Commandments, Gone With the Wind,

Mary Poppins (1964), Thunderball (1965), Cleopatra (1963), {'Ir}m_',f;?nger (1964}, _.

““and Around the World in 80 Days (1956) at number ten.®!
While the two James Bond films heralded the future emphasis on action-’

adventure movies addressed primarily to young males, the top positions were held |,
by great love stories, dealing with romantic and/or religious love (the love of Gad), ¢

often centered on a strong female protagonist and set in times of great political

and social upheaval. It is this tradition that Cameron explicitly tried to link Ti- ¢

tanic with, by listing it in interviews as one of his most important inspirations and
by evoking it in the film itself: “I'd been looking for an opportunity to do an epic
romance in the traditional vein of Gone With the Wind and Doctor Zhivago, where
you're telling an intimate story on a very big canvas.”® Thus Titanic is not just an

evacation of the true story of the Titanic and of its times, bul also an evocation of |

Hollywood's past, of a neglected tradition of filmmaking that clearly subordinated
spectacle to emotion and put women (and, one might add, children) first—much
like the crew of the sinking ship.

The question remains, however, whether the film’s success will indeed change
the course of American film history, leading to a full-scale reorientation of Holly-
wood away from its focus on the young male audience and toward women. Early
indications are that, as with the Titanic, Hollywood's inertia may well be too big
for the industry to be able to change course. Already executives say that the film’s
success will only lead to ever more expensive action-adventure movies, not to more
female-oriented films.®® Even Cameron himself has stated that he sees Titanic as
a one-off, “a singular picture,” after which everyone is likely to return to business
as usual # To paraphrase Brock Lovett, it is possible that they simply won't get it,
that they will never let it in.



Notes
12. Box office information is taken from “The 1980s: A Reference Guide to Motion Pie-

tures, Television, VCR, and Cable,” The Felver Light Trap 27 (spring 1991): 81; infor-
mation on the Academy Awards is from John Harkness, The dcademy Awards Handbook
(Mew York: Pinnacle, 1994), 266-267. A brief sketch of Cameron’s career is provided
in Robyn Karney, ed., Who s Whe in Hollywood {London: Bloomsbury, 1993y, 70

13. “In Zahlen.” steadycam 15 (spring 1990): 10, The Abyss was again written and directed
by Cameron and produced by Gale Anne Hurd, whom he did, however, split up with
during the production of the film.

14, Budgets and box office revenues for 1991 are from “In Zahlen,” steadycam 21 (spring
1992): 15-16. Information about all-time domestic top grossers {not adjusted for in-
fation} is from Leonard Klady, “Tara Torpedoes Titanic as the Real B.O. Champ,” 105;
Terminator 2 is number twenty-three on this list, but eleven of the films above it were
released after 1991, Cameron cowrote and directed the film,

15, “In Zahlen.” steadycam 29 (spring 1995): -9, Cameron again directed and adapted
the screenplay from the 1992 French film La Totale!

16. By using the term “production trend” rather than “genre” for the classification of films,
| follow Tino Balio's example. Production trends can be identified both by textual fea-
tures (such as story, iconography, and forms of spectacle) and extratexmal features (such
as target audience, release pattern, budget, cultural status, and key personnel). See Tino
Balio, Grand Design: Hollvwood as a Modern Business Enterprise, 1930-1939 (New
York: Scribners, 1993), 179-312

17. For a more detailed analysis of the budgets, release patterns, and box office success of
action-adventure films, which compares this production trend with various kinds of films
addressed to women, sec Kriimer, “A Powerful Cinema-going Force™

1R, For extensive discussions of the action film, see, for example, Yvonne Tasker, Spec-
tacular Bodies: Gender, Genre, and the Action Cinema (London: Routledge, 1993) and
Susan Jeffords, Hard Bodies: Hollywood Masculinity in the Reagan Era (New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, |994).

19. See, for example, various surveys from the 1970s and early 1980s discussed in Krimer,

“-'ﬂj'k on this essay was made possible by a fellowship from the Amsterdam
Cultural Analysis, Theory and Interpretation (ASCA). A version 01'.1h]'3 £55
s.u:r:.:.cd_ ar the .&.SCA conference “Come to Your Senses!™ Amsterd pe.
]. Fora .l_-.yztu:nmnc and hlS['j"rrEEa“:.-' wide-ranging introduction to the blockhuster he
enon and the patterns of release and box office performance in DLy

: . s | . conlemporary Holly-
woirl, 2ee Thomas Schatz, “The New Hollywood™ in Fifm Theary Goes :!n rP;LJ-.-'L?‘uT."L-::-

ed. Jim Collins, Hilary Radne y i i |
o 1 ner, and Ava Preacher Collins (MNew York: Routledge, 1993,
2. David Ansen, “Our Titanic Love Affair” Newsweek, 2
il [_.cm:.ﬂrd [.-iludg.-'. “Titaric Wins Domestic B.0O, Crown,” Fariety, 23 March 1998, 8. F
the American trade press, the domestic m; i les Canada, s i
TETIC: A : arket includes Canada. All sub
ences in this essay to the American or do i P el
. . mestic market therefore also ref; -
4. Timothy M. Gray, “Ship's Oscars C " ¥ari e
i ) ¥, " scars Come In,” Fariery, 30 March 1998, 24: [
hid Cor . 24; Leonard K|
Illlql‘Jr;szl: A?d:ﬂt to fitanic Treasure, Fariety, 30 March 1998, 9. Titanic’s Dﬂ-::-:r?&]l'v :::‘E‘r
Hw:?‘ z Z even .'?wards: won by Ben-Hur. At the time of the last reVisions 1-1_11' this r.;sqa:
r ranic's domestic gross was over 3600 million, Fariery, 21 September 1998 IU. o
g ._.Lm.mnfi Klady, {.am-_:mn s Billion-% Baby,” Vf‘.lri:-r!_]*,.‘} March 1998 26. "r‘:"h I
naps even more astonishing is that by the end of the itrical n
[- ..: - - ¥ " H 3
hjrde_ il:“ir:;ss c:-tt_ over Sl.i t;l!]mn topped the total of $913 million that Jurassic Park
By N 1oreen and domestic markets, As re in Fari eptest
a e in : 5, ported in Farieny on 21 & 5
) JI_W.‘-:j ]':;.':!mr. s worldwide box office cumulative was £ 807,259,583 1l epember
: |-j:;lgw; IJ';]::d}L Tara Torpedoes THanmic as the Real B.O f‘ha.m]} :’.PE?.".:'HL: 2 March
| ey . . / 0. C g 2y, 2 Mar
| i {m,[qg.g. ,;Ij-hﬁ ad_;uag:cd d-;gnesnu gross of CGone With the Wind is listed as $1.3 hli:r
{ ollars). Even if the earnings of various re e Bl i 5
: s do ; g releases A -
] ducted, the film's gross would still dwarf that of Tiranic hetinme
I Ansen, “Our Titanic Love Affair” 4T K
."-a'u'.m't.‘e*k, 23 February 1998, 50,
8. For a discussion of the crucial role of the cinematic

R i e ok event” throughout film hist
ee Peter Krimer, “The Lure of the Big Picture: Film, Television, and Hull}'wn:;?jﬁr,i

b R ; :

:,.,J,] i;;:‘:: M‘\:fzin’i'c .rim: T.-'u..* Relations b{-’m.t’q.‘.l: Film and Television, ed. John Hill
R vr. | u;:m: .I-:nglan.d- jah:1 Libbey Media, 1996), 944,
| b j].1 mntﬂ;—lprwzj;jjln;r[;t;:il f*.uscus:smu 4.::-1' the marginal status of the female au-
:{z]:ie: preferences and h;hits. prnduc:vilc»r:f:t;:r;ljll::.h ;?1?1 i?:;:t;];t:'iacmum iy
rimer, “A i ol } .
Fra ﬁ;ﬁ:{jjzazcﬂa-mu"@ Force? Hollywood and Female Audiences since the
S Wd_vw 2 .ka.e_ lences and !._"uF!:.-r.r.:.-' Identity (working title), ed, Richard
m ('am,:;,:,,]'q S.Eam yn Sto Fthondnn: British Film Institute, 1999),

5 5 15 confirmed, and problematized. by
Kathryn Bigelow-directed Strenge )
Cameron movie so as to generate m
however, and the film was a disast
agamnst a budget of £39 million). 1
taken from the German magazine

Schoal for
¥ Was pre-
am, May [908

3 February 1998, 4450,

. at is per-
film's theatrical run, the [ilm%

aren Schoemer, “A Woman's Liberation,”

“A Powerful Cinema-going Foree?™

20, On the marketing of Star Wars to a diversified audience (including older people and
women) rather than to a limited audience of young males, see Olen J. Earnest, “Star
Wars: A Case Study of Motion Picture Marketing,” Current Research in Film: Audi-
ences, Economics, and Law, vol, 1, ed. Bruce A. Austin (Norwood, N.J: Ablex Pub-
lishing, 1985), 1-18,

1. For an extensive discussion of this production trend, see Peter Krdmer, “Would You Take
Your Child to See This Film? The Cultural and Social Work of the Family-Adventure
Movie” in Contemporary Hollywood Cinema, ed. Steve Neale and Murray Smith (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1998), 294-311.

2% The film is a kind of wish-fulfillment fantasy of a boy from an incomplete and dys-
functional family, who almost gets to save the universe and almost finds a new father,
yet has to say good-bye to him in the end, which leaves him with the single mother
with whom he is now reconciled. The parallels to, for example, £.T and Star Hars are

thin the industry, see Peter

: .the fact that the poster for the
Uu_.u,s {1 J"Jjj implied that it was in fact a lames
ore interest in the film. This strategy did not work
ros ﬂu!:r {earning 58 million in the United States
nF-::Il'marmn on box office revenues and budgets is
steadveant, which derives its fipures fi o
ik ks I ) : tures from the Ameri-
;'L" ».r.:d-: p;u,s-, see “In Zahlen, steadvearm 31 (spring [996); 12b it
- For selected critical re e : i ilms
-1".i:[ |FL|-|LI _Jr__rﬁi:al F;jpﬂ;hbs to, and basic credits for, the films discussed below, sec
anstopher lookey, The Critics' Film Guid - 941, i
ik ¥ ! tde {London: Boxtree There is
considerable academic literature on Cameron's films e

striking.

23, In fact, Terminator 2 can be seen as a reworking of ong of the key female stories in
Western culture: what is Sarah Connor, who has given birth to the future savior of hu-
mankind (after having become pregnant under rather mysterious circumstances), if not
a modern version of the Holy Mary; except that in this version of the story, the mother

11

also




Herieres with destiny, saves humankind herself {with a little help from her friends)
and thus takes the role of savior away from her son. -
24. If!!C[‘E?ting]]r', huth Aliens and Terminator ? are sequels to films that can be seen as 50
f[lr':.-:?rlanlt; of the slasher movie, as discussed in Caral Clover, Men . 2
IIC.J:;.:J;:xf;-[u-.r:h(}w;ﬁw in the Modern Horror Film (Princeton: Princeton University Press
) slasher films, such as Halloween (1978 ‘olv .
) revolve around & monstrous fie
who goes around systematical v killi : it
) ally ing people, usually teenagers, until a somewh
: : : : I % il 5 B at an-
.j:ug_.rj.tjlnu:,. sdtrc-ng :,mlj-tng woman, the “final gitl” in Clovers terminology, finally man
ages 1o stand up to the monster and kill it {alhei ] i I ) :
ages . G g only temporarily; the monster |
o . o e : . Yy sIET 15
,1‘\_ “.!,h'}'IrE'* ived). R‘_F"'—} and Sarah Connor (the heroines of Aiens and Terminator 2
nl_-.p:r. :;T. y,.ﬁ are the hlg-budg&! action-movie versions of the slasher’s “final grl ™ ‘-J-.-"hir_;:
slasher Tilms were originally addressed very specifically to a young male audl?incc
is n;lom:dumjlﬂe anecdotal evidence that they found » secondary audience in vnu;ug fe
males, watching these films in groups dur : i c .
ps during slumber parties and similar s -
; g ! . : E soclal occa-
sions. Thcse viewing habits may well have prepared the way for a | .
for action heroines, )
‘\q Thle rluE s .
25 :-.Ja h|IJ-(;gt2e S%l [ L.‘;H.[ Stallone vehicle Demalition M barely made it into the Top Twenty
for 1993, w T SEaE ; 3
i, ml-:h United 51..111,:‘. revenues of 356 million (against a budget of $58 million)
|r 1as:ihl ; seventh-highest-grossing film of 1994 with g $17] million gross [1ndnl
moderate budget of $31 million): “In Zahlen™ < i )
: i ahlen,” steadveam 26 (s Q94): :
steadveam 29 (spring 19937 89, o SRORCIERRO I
26. ]r!n Zahlen, i?!: aelveam 33 (spring 19971, 19_20, A the end of its domestic releas
wister was the twelfth-highest-erossine fi i Ini i
: I: grossing film of all time in the United G, AC
ing to Screen Internarional, 7 February 1997, 42 .
27. With a $100-mi sti " Contact v
ith g..SJD[] IHI[}I(‘ITI domestic gross, Contaer was number eleven in the
box office chart for 1997 Fariery, 5 January | 998, 0
28. It also has ~ er, fthe femalt
i s;u has 1o be noted, however, that most of the female-centered action-adventure mov
C5 N recent years haw i ] i i ;
s f }u:ar: I'.m'-fe flopped. The Geena Davis vehicle Cuethroat fvland (1995) about
. T_r[;jm?lgr'?tfl -:'r]J.hexampIE, cost about $100 million and grossed only $10 million in
t states. The results for the equally expensiv i i
aelin . xpensive action-adventure films The
Kiss Croodnight (1996) i i it
), another Geena Davis vehicle. g d for the §
BEE Set s 0 cle, and for the Sandra Bullock ve-
d 2 7 © not much better, Recent familv-advy i
_ ] : ily-adventure films centered
r n oo ae 9 ] > b
:fm pré;:agumst.a such as Mavilda, Harriet the Spy, and Fiv Away Home (all 1996} per
OrETe . [ 2o z i i 2
> :i:“ mu:i;;::;]g ]aITf:u:st. In Zahlen,” steadycam 31 (spring 1996); 12 .s:eudr.fam
3 (spring #0221, There is a particularly ser i i :
¥ strong resistance in the industry (e
s _ ustry to make
ij;;:jntf;:d m:jti:je exploits of young females. As one shocked film producer recently
- =omebody at one of the studios once sai ‘Don’t bri
; y E : said to me *Don’t bring r gir
protagomsts.” | . 1 asked if [ brog T 3 A
ght Wizard of Oz would they i i
il : ; I broug iz <y reject it And they said
Yes. “F: ' Fa i i
” :rheqf!::,u:fd m1 [an L:t..rax, Family Fare, Adult Price.” Fariery, T April 1997, 9
: L mments are based i ! § ! cred th
e et on a wide range ol press materials encountered throughout
0 f._,-,._;,: F gure for the hu{[gct has been inflated: it is probably close to $200 million
: \,, 1,, ar.c..T]ampIc, the following reports in the British press, which are based on inteé—
('L srmtf['l:a:jnemn andfor publicity material: Sarah Gristwood, “Sink or Swim."
suardian (London), 2 Tanuary 1998, sec. 2 3: “Jim'll Fix It: Tt :
iarian (L JO8, -2y pp. 2-3; “Hm'l Fix It: Th World's Bi
i ‘ _ o The World's Big-
%:; Ngn;] ;.Hu a?-llceh:,rg. Cut to Demented Director.” Observer iLondon), 11 .hmé;
E - Almon Hattenstone, “A Screaming Director. Freps ! "4 i
S _ Ea g Lhrector, Freezing Water, a Cast Driven
LY, zer on All Sides. Whod be the Chie Tiiari
ef Stuntman on Thanic?™ G i
iLondon), 23 Tanuary 10¢ 5 i A iy
Rrx ¥ 1998, sec, 2, p. 4. See also the issue of i
~ondon), : Lpo4 S 5 ssue of the special effect ;
SR 5 " g ; 5 maga-
ine Cinefex dedicated 1o Thanic. the Fiest article of which is summarized as fu:uJI!ﬂ;f's

Women and

there

ater female demand

end-of-vear

on the contents page: “Titanic is an apt title for the latest film from director James
Cameron, denoting not only the subject matter of the picture, but the scope of the en-
deavor, as well. On his adyssey to bring the story of the 1912 maritime disaster Lo the
screen, Cameron went to the bottom of the North Atlantic to photograph the actual Ti-
tamie wreck, then reconstructed the celebrated ship, almost full-size—and sank it!—a
a studio built expressly to house the massive production.” Don Shay, “Back to Tiranic,”
Cinefex 72 (December 1997).

31. The following analysis is based on several viewings and the detailed synopsis of the
film in Todd McCarthy, “Spectacular Titanic a Night to Remember” Fariety, 3 Novem-
ber 19497, 7, 106; compare with Richard Williams, “Waving Not Drowning,” Guardian
iLondon), 23 January 1998, sec. 2, p. 7, and José Arroyo, “Massive Altack.” Sight and
Sound, February 1998, 16-19. .

32. By focussing on elemental forces, the film harks back to the disaster movie cg,:-:le of
the 1970s, although there arc also important differences (mainly having to do with the
centrality of the couple rather than of a larger group of people). which would be wiorth
exploring further. Compare with Nick Reddick, “Only the Stars Survive: Disaster Mov-
ies in the Seventies,” in Performance and Politics in Popular Drama, ed. David Bradby.
Louis James, and Bernard Sharratt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980),
243-269,

33, While the critical response to Titanic does not seem to pick up on this defining theme
of Cameron's work, some of the publicity did highlight his liking of strong women,
referring, however, nat so much te his films as to the women he Tri':'ll‘!'iEdZ.Gl:lh,:‘."—"\r]:l'l;."
Hurd, Kathryn Bigelow, and Linda Hamilton. See Gristwood, “Sink or Swim,” and
“lim’ll Fix It.” o

34 No doubt, this theme can be found in most of Cameron’s work, including his script for
Ramba: First Blood Parr 1 {1985), in which Rambao, just afler he has narrowly ;sc.npufl
the bad buys, returns to the POW camp to save its inmates, Structurally, the :;Lm.LIan-
ties between Rambo If and the test of Cameron’s peuvre are striking, although ideo-
logically they would appear to be at apposite ends of the spectrum. . ,

15, The following comments are based on the trailer shown in movie theaters in T-:n[.a:n
and The Netherlands, which 1 presume to be the same as the one shown in the United

States,

36, Quoted in Shay, “Back 10 Tianic,” 16, .

17, Gristwood, “Sink or Swim.” 3. Compare with similar statements in “Jim’ll Fix Tt" and
“Captain of the Ship,” Preview, November-December 1997, 16-21. .

1%, Ed W. Marsh, James Cameron s Titanic (New York: HarperPerennial, 1997}, ix,

39, Ibid., vi.

40, However, in typical Hollywood flashback fashion, the film actually shows several events
that Rose neither attended nor knew anything about.

41. In fact, Jack is first seen immediately afier the voice-over has declared that Rose was
sereaming inside, but no one could hear her, at which point the 5]1ip‘..~a h-;:-.m “Sereams
and the film cuts to Jack, as if the ship was calling him on her behalf, as if her relayed
internal scream brought him intoe existence even. .

47, There is vet another way of looking at this, Throughout the film, Rose is closely iden-
tified 'n.‘.-'iI‘h the ship. which “screams” on her behall and is, just like Hc-:yf;. a ]?I.I"lzfd povs-
session of powerful males; in one scene Rose s also presented as the sh||:?'5 I1g!1rcl1c:|d
The sinking of the Titanic, then, would appear to be an extension of Rose's carlier qcath
wish. Furthermore, the two are linked through the motif of virginity: The Titanic is on
her maiden voyage, and Rosc is still a virgin; the Tiranic's voyage ¢omes to an end
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51,

52.
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34,
35,

shortly after Rose has lost her virginity. Thus the story of the film moves from Roses
sexual objectification and her suicidal frame of mind (in which she turns her anger
against herself) to her sexual liberation and the externalization of her aggressive im-
pulses in the spectacle of the ships destruction, The connection between her sexual
liberation and death is also hinted at by the peculiar posteoital exchange in which she

ints out to Jack that he is shaking, and he replies, as if he had been severaly winnded:
«1'1 be okay.”" Of course, in the end he won't. i

- While traditional girl adventurer stories prefer the construction of an alternative world

to the destruction of the real one, contemporary female-centered action-adventure films
revel in the destructive power of female forces (which may or may not be directed against
an identifiable patriarchal order): the alien mother and her brood in Aliens, the nuclear
devastation of the earth which is cndlessly replaying in Sarah Connor’s mind in Termi-
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