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            Adam: To my youngest daughter, Lana—

            
            May you continue toward that ideal

            
            of moral excellence and feminine receptivity,

            
            while not forsaking your Ellen Ripley and

            
            Sarah Connors–worthy passion
 
            

            
            Antonio: To my friends in Cagliari and Sassari who

            
            spent long nights with me watching sci-fi films

            
            and commenting brilliantly upon them

            

            
         

         
      

   
      Introduction

      
      
      James Cameron is the director of some of the most influential and spectacular epic
         films of the contemporary era, the blockbusters or “event movies” that generated an
         ethos that still resounds today. The Canadian director, nicknamed “Iron Jim” and known
         for being an obsessive perfectionist but also an autocratic control freak on the set
         (the crewmembers of Terminator 2 once wore T-shirts proclaiming “You Can’t Scare Me I Work For James Cameron” as a
         sign of protest),[1] has been defined as “the commercially popular fabulist of our current time.”[2] Cameron has also acted as the screenwriter and producer of several films, such as
         Rambo: First Blood Part II (1986), Point Break (1991), Strange Days (1995), Solaris (2001), and Sanctum (2011). Nevertheless, he is also famous for the fundamental contribution he gave
         to the development of special effects, him being the first to show spectators that
         computers could create compelling creatures. Indeed, his very artistic career followed
         (and anticipated) the contemporary inventions in the field of special effects: similar
         to Walt Disney and George Lucas, the realization of his visions required the creation
         of new visual technologies. It, therefore, is partly thanks to Cameron that today’s
         cinematic productions are able to combine live action with computer-generated, plastic
         images (including digital, credible creatures) that are realistic and well integrated
         in the films’ mise-en-scène and character-centered narratives. Throughout his career
         Cameron has established enduring collaborations, first of all with his brother Mike
         (who invented the 35mm camera that could function under oceanic pressures), but also
         with composer James Horner, winner of the Academy Award for Titanic’s soundtrack and composer of dozens of soundtracks, including Star Trek II: Wrath of Khan (1982), Braveheart (1995), and Troy (2004). Other frequent collaborators of Cameron are actors Arnold Schwarzenegger (Cameron’s
         motorcycling companion, too), Lance Henriksen, Bill Paxton, and Michael Biehn, as
         well as the master of special effects Stan Winston, whose filmography includes over
         sixty films, including The Thing (1982), Predator (1987), Edward Scissorhands (1990), Jurassic Park (1993), What Lies Beneath (2000), and War of the Worlds (2005).
      

      
       Cameron’s films have been noted for their attention to all of the visual aspects
         of the mise-en-scène. However, there are also several thematic aspects recurring throughout
         the director’s oeuvre, such as the presence of strong female characters,[3] the preoccupation with the apocalypse (always announced by spectacular images), class
         struggles (perfectly realized in the very structure of the ship in Titanic, for instance, where the three decks are fatally divided with precision), and human
         relationships with technology. Other recurring thematic concerns evident in Cameron’s
         films are the fetishization of weapons, encounters with the wilderness, the fascination
         with space and sea depths, and the attention to the act of seeing (realized especially
         by means of multiple and simultaneous viewpoints offered through cameras, screens,
         photographs, mirrors, and glasses). Technically, Cameron is also always very precise
         in calculating the film’s design elements that facilitate the identification of the
         spectators with the characters on the screen. Furthermore, he frequently uses staccato
         editing, which consists in the insertion of blank flash frames during the action sequences,
         in order to accelerate the tempo.
      

      
       There are currently several volumes on Cameron and his films, although they focus
         on specific aspects of the directorʼs works or are now out of date in respect to his
         most recent productions. Sean Frenchʼs The Terminator (1996), for example, reconstructs the history of the production, filming, and reception
         of Cameronʼs first major film. Some of the filmʼs themes are examined by French, but
         only briefly and they are not elaborated in an argument confronting them with the
         other directorial works by the Canadian director. Similarly, Paula Parisiʼs Titanic and the Making of James Cameron (1998) illustrates the entire history of Cameronʼs blockbuster film on the ill-fated
         transatlantic in detail, following all of the stages of its (pre)production and the
         relationships between the director and the producers or the director and the actors.
         However, Parisi’s volume does not contain any in-depth analysis of the filmʼs themes
         or of its similarities and differences with the rest of Cameronʼs oeuvre. Another
         volume that has an exclusive focus on a couple of films is Kevin S. Decker and Richard
         Brownʼs Terminator and Philosophy: I’ll Be Back, Therefore I Am (2009), whose nineteen chapters provide readers with a variegated series of philosophical
         interpretations on the two Terminator films. These are considered through the theories
         of renowned thinkers such as Descartes, Marx, Hegel, and Wittgenstein. In the same
         respect, Elle Grabinerʼs I See You: The Shifting Paradigms of James Cameronʼs Avatar (2012) examines the relationship between mind and body, and appearance and
         reality, but only in the 2009 film. Finally, Kristen Whisselʼs Spectacular Digital Effects: CGI and Contemporary Cinema (2014) is concerned exclusively with the use of special effects in Terminator 2, Titanic, and Avatar, and analyzes these filmsʼ use of the vertical axis, the digital multitude, and the
         presence of lifelike and shapeshifting creatures.
      

      
       Book-length publications that examine Cameronʼs career at large are Christopher Heardʼs
         Dreaming Aloud: The Life and Films of James Cameron (1998), Alexandra Kellerʼs James Cameron (2006), and Rebecca Keeganʼs The Futurist: The Life and Films of James Cameron (2009). The first two volumes illustrate some of the key debates about the works of
         the director, focusing specifically on the issues of gender, genre, and technology,
         but they do not examine Avatar, the TV series Dark Angel, or the documentaries produced during the 2000s and 2010s. Similarly, Keeganʼs The Futurist traces the entire career of the director until Avatar, illuminating many biographical and anecdotal episodes of Cameronʼs life, but does
         not illustrate (or comment upon) the critical debate on the director’s works. A study
         of the use and representation of technology in Cameronʼs films is at the center of
         James Clarkeʼs The Cinema of James Cameron (2014), which examines the relationship between human beings and technology and considers
         the chronological reconstruction of the directorʼs life and career along the history
         of special effects. Finally, a variegated series of critical readings on Cameronʼs
         works based on different disciplines such as gender, queer, and postcolonial studies
         is offered by Matthew Kapell and Stephen McVeighʼs The Films of James Cameron: Critical Essays (2011). However, although the eleven chapters of Kapell and McVeigh’s volume present
         solid arguments and cover many of the directorʼs productions, minor works, such as
         Cameron’s documentaries and Dark Angel, receive minimal treatment.
      

      
       

      Cameron, the eldest of five children, was born and raised in a suburb of Niagara Falls
         in Ontario, Canada, in 1954. His father was an electrical engineer and his mother
         an artist. His family moved to Orange County, California when he was seventeen, and
         there he studied physics and English at Fullerton College. Since he was a teenager
         he demonstrated his dual interests—gifts bequeathed by his parents—in both science
         and art. In the meantime, he worked as a die machinist, but also as a janitor, a school
         bus driver, and a truck driver. During the weekends he visited the library at the
         University of Southern California, where he studied on his own all of the available
         material on the contemporary courses in visual effects, finally gaining the same level
         of preparation of a graduate student.[4] He then directed a twelve-minute film titled Xenogenesis, which was produced by a group of Mormon dentists. The short film, which depicts
         a traveller’s exploration of an alien spaceship and his fight against a giant malevolent
         machine, worked as a calling card for Roger Corman’s New World Pictures. This was
         a prolific B movie company which functioned as “a Darwinian environment for would-be
         filmmakers”[5] and launched the careers of Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola, and Jonathan Demme,
         among the others.
      

      
       During his stay at New World Pictures, Cameron designed sets, miniatures, and costumes
         for Corman’s Battle Beyond the Stars (1980), worked as Second Unit Director for Galaxy of Terror (1981), and supervised the special effects on John Carpenter’s Escape from New York (1981). This was a very instructive experience for Cameron, who came to have a technical
         grasp of every aspect of filmmaking by the time he left the studio. He was also assigned
         the direction of Piranha II: The Spawning (1981), a low-budget, B movie that was intended as a sequel to Joe Dante’s Piranha (1978). The narrative of the film is focused on Anne (Tricia O’Neill), a diving instructor
         working on a tropical island who discovers that a group of voracious piranhas living
         inside a naval wreck are killing the local tourists. Helped by the local policeman/her
         ex-husband (Lance Henricksen) and by a biochemist (Steve Marachuk), she discovers
         that the flying fish have been genetically modified as part of a military experiment
         and finally manages to kill all of them by placing some dynamite in the wreck. Cameron
         was fired from the project after a few days, and his place was taken by the Italian
         producer Ovidio Assonitis himself, who added all the scenes portraying naked women
         and heavily cut the film. Cameron then flew to Rome and, by breaking into the editing
         room, he re-cut the final product, which was released two years after it was completed.
         The film uses several visual tropes typical of the horror genre, such as the initial
         disbelief of the forthcoming danger by the local authorities, the association between
         sex and death (some victims die after a sexual intercourse or after being shown naked),
         the use of the monster’s point of view, and the suspenseful soundtrack. However, as
         is the case with most B horror films, many situations faced by the characters, as
         well as the characters’ reactions to them, are actually unrealistic and unbelievable.
         
      

      
       Cameron achieved international success with his subsequent project, The Terminator, a film that he followed in all of its stages, from script and production deals to
         storyboarding, editing, special effects, and directing. The film, whose budget was
         6.5 million dollars, earned over 73 million worldwide and sanctified Cameron as a
         director and the five-time Mr. Universe Schwarzenegger as an international star. The
         story, a science fiction/horror, was partly influenced by Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927) and by “Soldier” (1964), an episode of the TV series The Outer Limits, but other influences include Harlan Ellison’s story “I Have No Mouth and I Must
         Scream,” Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (1963) and 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), Michael Crichton’s Westworld (1973), and John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978)―all stories about time travel, androids, or an implacable killer. The narrative,
         about a cyborg sent back to the past to kill the mother of the future leader of the
         resistance against the machines, is packed with action and filled with plot twists,
         especially in its slow revelation of the cyborg’s identity and appearance. Although
         the terminator’s humanoid body (interpreted by the “hard body” of Schwarzenegger)
         perfectly embodies the Nietzschean “superman,” the amoral cyborg itself, revealed
         in the final sequences of the film, was realized as both a full-stop-motion puppet
         and a full-scale mechanical being created by Stan Winston. The terminator’s relentless
         pursuit of the female protagonist (even when mutilated) is one of the most fascinating
         and frightening aspects of the film: the narrative portrays a continuous and frenetic
         hunt through contemporary and claustrophobic settings. The future is instead presented
         as a dystopian society, where humanity has been forced to hide underground and is
         constantly entangled in a ruthless battle against sentient, genocidal machines. As
         Sean French has affirmed, the film “depict[s] a future of Hobbesian struggle for survival
         between psychopathic machines and a tribe of Nietzschean human warriors.”[6] It is indeed a dirty and disastrous future (allusive also to World War II and the
         nuclear war feared during the 1980s), where technology has deprived humans of hope.
         In this respect, The Terminator is a cautionary tale on the dangers of the misuse of technology and the conviction
         about the human mastery of high-tech tools―an argument similar to the theory elaborated
         by German philosopher Martin Heidegger when affirming in the 1927 work Being and Time that technology has been gradually corrupted since Ancient Greece and has now instead
         detached human beings from the world.[7] With an anti-establishment stance, the film also represents the police and the authoritarian
         institutions as incapable of protecting the female protagonist Sarah Connor (Linda
         Hamilton). Furthermore, the story is an ingenious mental trap based on the multiplying
         temporal paradoxes involving the female protagonist, who evolves from a timid and
         helpless waitress into a conscientious warrior, and Kyle Reese (Michael Biehn)―the
         human soldier sent from the future to stop the terminator―who becomes the father of
         the hero.
      

      
       While still writing the scripts for both The Terminator and Rambo First Blood: Part II, Cameron also began working on the script for Aliens, which was released in 1986. The film, less visionary than its predecessor Alien (1979), directed by Ridley Scott, narrates the return of Lieutenant Ellen Ripley
         (Sigourney Weaver) to the planetoid LV-426, now a human colony which has been invaded
         by the lethal aliens in a sort of reversal of the process of white colonization. Ripley
         is escorted by a squad of heavily armed marines, but they face an overwhelming force
         of hundreds of hostile creatures that decimate them. Aliens, therefore, alludes to all those (World War II and Vietnam) films depicting soldiers
         trapped behind enemy lines.[8] Near the end of the story only the prototypical nuclear family formed by Ripley,
         Corporal Hicks (Michael Biehn), and the young girl Newt (Carrie Henn) escapes the
         planetoid. Aliens reaches its spectacular climax in the final duel between Ripley and the castrating,
         devouring, and negative mother that is the Alien Queen. The latter, a splendidly realistic
         creation by Stan Winston, is a perfect embodiment of Barbara Creed’s concept of the
         “monstrous feminine” and Julia Kristeva’s concept of the “abject.” Cameron transformed
         the character of Ripley into a multifaceted persona by revealing her post-traumatic
         stress, her feelings of maternal guilt (in a sequence belonging to the special edition
         of the film, viewers are told that she had a young daughter who died during her absence),
         and her assertiveness as a protective mother. The film, characterized by a fast-paced,
         compelling narrative, is a perfect blend of science fiction and horror. The latter
         genre is epitomized by the presence of thematic concerns such as the invasion of a
         hostile intruder and the anxiety about the malleability of human and gender boundaries.
         Aliens was an immediate success that convinced the fans of Scott’s Alien and conquered new viewers as well. It also generated enormous critical attention,
         being nominated for seven Academy Awards and winning two of them (for Best Visual
         Effects and Best Sound Effects Editing). A special edition home video was released
         in 1992 which restored the film to its original length of 154 minutes and included
         those scenes set on the planet before the attack of the aliens and the marines’ use
         of the robot sentries. 
      

      
       The Abyss, the least successful of Cameron’s works, was the first film in which the director
         was contracted a final cut. The story, “a drama that expresses the increasing human
         dependence on technology; a dependence that has benefits and deficits,”[9] focuses on a group of oil workers who live in an underwater rig and are charged with
         investigating about a submarine sunk after encountering an unknown entity. The team
         is led by Bud (Ed Harris) and his uncompromising wife Lindsey (Mary Elizabeth Mastrantonio),
         but the government also sends a military squad led by Lieutenant Coffey (Michael Biehn).
         The latter retrieves the nuclear warheads from the submarine and subsequently becomes
         paranoid about the possible presence of Russian enemies. The characters then encounter
         repeatedly the alien life forms living in a nearby abyssal trench: Lindsey and Bud
         are curious about them, whereas Coffey sends a warhead against them. In order to retrieve
         and disarm the warhead Bud descends into the trench where he is saved by the aliens,
         who welcome him aboard a gigantic spaceship. Bud’s descent and encounter with the
         aliens could be interpreted as a death and resurrection experience, from which the
         man emerges as wiser and more conscious of both himself and the surrounding world.
         Alan Silvestri’s choral music contributes significantly to the representation of the
         aliens as ethereal and friendly creatures who choose to save Bud and the group of
         oil workers as worthy representatives of humanity. The film represents a critique
         of the Cold War and alludes to the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament of the 1980s.
         Furthermore, Cameron pioneered a new level of underwater filming with The Abyss, which was entirely filmed in the two abandoned containment units of Cherokee Nuclear
         Power Plant in South Carolina and required the actors to undergo strenuous training
         and exhausting shooting schedules. The scene of the alien pseudopod became an accomplishment
         for the use of digital special effects: it took eight months to realize its seventy-five
         seconds, but, for the first time in cinema, digital special effects emulated a living
         being with credibility. The film earned over ninety million dollars worldwide, was
         nominated for four Academy Awards, and won one for Best Visual Effects. A special
         edition of the film, which included twenty-seven more minutes and a biblical wave
         sequence near the end of the story, was edited and released in 1992.
      

      
       After forming his own production company, Lightstorm Entertainment, in July 1990,
         Cameron worked on Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991), the much-awaited sequel to his 1984 international success. The story, set
         ten years after the narrative of the first film, departs substantially from the original
         narrative, although it maintains the sense of desperation and nihilism of the original
         film. At the beginning of the story, Sarah Connor is confined to a psychiatric clinic
         and diagnosed as mad by the authorities. She manages to escape when a second terminator
         is sent to kill her son John (Edward Furlong). Contrary to the inexperienced waiter
         she was in the first film, Sarah is now a strong woman, burdened with the knowledge
         of the grim future ahead of humankind and tormented by nightmares about the nuclear
         holocaust. She decides to act against them by murdering Miles Dyson (Joe Morton),
         the scientist who is going to create the chip leading to the future world of the machines
         (she assumes the role of the terminator, therefore). In her fight against the adversarial
         morphing cyborg (the T-1000), Sarah is helped by another cyborg of the older generation
         (Arnold Schwarzenegger), which has been reprogrammed by John Connor in the future
         to protect his own younger self. The cyborg interpreted by the Austrian actor has
         been humanized in this film by being depicted as a protective and fatherly figure
         that heroically self-immolates at the end of the story. On the other hand, the T-1000
         has been interpreted as “the popular face of consumerism . . . now suburban housewife,
         now policeman, now shining cutlery, now checkered floor, now security guard, now mother.”[10] The film often has a comic and parodic tone due to the reversal of situations from
         its cinematic predecessor as well as from the teen slang used by John when addressing
         the friendly cyborg. Terminator 2 earned 500 million dollars at the box office, was nominated for six Academy Awards
         and won four (including Best Sound and Best Visual Effects). A special edition DVD
         was released in 1992 which included eleven additional minutes of footage, including
         a scene in which Kyle (Michael Biehn) reprises his role as an encouraging ghostly
         apparition.
      

      
       After founding the special effects company Digital Domain in 1993, Cameron then worked
         on True Lies, a remake of the French Comedy La Totale! (1991). The film is a parody of detective and spy films such as the James Bond series.
         The story is focused on Harry Tasker (Schwarzenegger), a secret agent working for
         national security against a Middle Eastern terrorist cell in Florida. The film derives
         much of its humour from the contrast between the male protagonist’s status as a macho
         spy successful in his work and at ease in high-security facilities or while shooting
         at his enemies, and his uncomfortable position in the domestic environment where his
         wife Helen (Jamie Lee Curtis) needs more attention and is allegedly having an extramarital
         affair. Another source of humour is the exaggeration of the action sequences (such
         as the chase on horse), which are very realistic in visual terms but ironic in the
         context of the detective and spy genre. Near the end of the film, as James Clarke
         suggests, “the personal and the political [combine]”[11] when the married couple is taken prisoner by the leader of the terrorist cell, and
         they have to stop the shipping of some warheads to the major US cities. True Lies earned 375 million dollars at the box office, although critical reactions were mixed
         (it was seen as an “escapist” piece inside Cameron’s oeuvre although the film is packed
         with action, precisely like all of the director’s works). The Council on Islamic Affairs
         boycotted the film for its depiction of Islam―a depiction that after 9/11 has often
         been read in the light of the war of terror.[12] 
      

      
       In 1994 Cameron wrote the script for a Spider-Man film which, however, was repeatedly
         reworked and legally contended between several companies until the director lost interest
         in the project and began to work on Titanic (1997) instead. This film’s production lasted three years, and it entailed the renting
         of the Russian ship Keldysh (the largest research ship in the world then), the invention of a film camera that
         could operate at the depth of 10,000 feet, the construction of the world’s largest
         open-air tank in Rosarito, Southern California, and the construction of a slightly-reduced
         100 percent scale of the original ship. Titanic required the funding of two studios, Fox and Paramount, because it exceeded by 66
         percent its initial budget of 120 million dollars. It thus became the most expensive
         film of all time as well as the most profitable one by earning over 1.8 billion dollars
         worldwide. The film, narrating with credibility and accuracy the events leading to
         the sinking of the world’s greatest ship on the night of April 14, 1912 and the death
         of 1,530 people, is a mixture of historical drama, romance and action. Indeed, it
         could be defined as an epic romance in that the story focuses on the romance between
         Rose DeWitt Bukater (Kate Winslet) and Jack Dawson (Leonardo Di Caprio). The former
         is a member of the upper class who feels trapped by its sumptuous but void rituals
         and manners, and is unhappy with the chauvinist man she is engaged to. When attempting
         suicide, she is saved by Jack, who firmly belongs to the lower class. The two of them
         fall in love while the transatlantic navigates toward disaster and a tragic end: romance
         and history are intertwined in a narrative that, in its third act, is characterized
         by rushing action and dramatic sequences.
      

      
       Titanic also exemplifies perfectly the genre of the historical and epic film. According to
         Jonathan Stubbs, such films are visually excessive because of the use of special effects;
         they are not necessarily historically accurate and they inject romance into their
         stories and insert fictional characters in the middle of historical facts.[13] Another characteristic of the historical film that is respected by Cameron in Titanic is the attention to material details, both in the cases of the costumes and the settings’
         decor (the china was authentic; the first-class furniture is a faithful reproduction),
         which are foregrounded in order to provide a patina of authenticity.[14] Titanic, therefore, has rightfully taken its place among those epic and historical films
         such as Ben-Hur (1959), Cleopatra (1934 and 1963), and The Fall of the Roman Empire (1964). The historical past and the present are folded through the story, which is
         set in the present time and depicts an elder Rose recounting her experiences aboard
         the transatlantic, and a group of treasure hunters searching for a lost diamond necklace
         in the actual mass of tangled wire and metal of the transatlantic’s wreck at the bottom
         of the ocean. Titanic was the number-one film in cinemas for sixteen weeks and its soundtrack sold over
         twenty-five million copies. The film was nominated for fourteen Academy Awards―a record
         that had been previously achieved only by the 1959 Ben-Hur―and won eleven (including Best Director, Best Picture, and Best Visual Effects).
         At the 1998 Oscar ceremony Cameron cried, “I’m king of the world,” thus echoing the
         words of his film’s protagonist Jack.
      

      
       In 1998 the Canadian director received an honorary Doctor of Fine Arts from Carleton
         University, Ottawa, and an honorary degree from Ryerson University, Toronto. His next
         projects involved the futuristic TV drama Dark Angel, which premiered in 2000 and was broadcast for two seasons for a total of forty-three
         episodes. Although Cameron directed only one episode and wrote the story for two of
         them, the series (produced together with Charles H. Eglee) has many visual and thematic
         similarities with the director’s oeuvre. The narrative is set in 2020 Seattle, after
         a nuclear electronic bombardment has erased all computer records in America, thus
         throwing the country into chaos and depression. The protagonist of the program is
         Max Guevara (Jessica Alba), an attractive and genetically enhanced supersoldier endowed
         with superhuman strength and agility. Max is haunted by the traumatic experiences
         of her training, and searches for the other children who escaped the secret facility
         where they were grown and educated in a manner similar to the characters in Aldous
         Huxley’s 1932 novel Brave New World. She receives help from Logan Cale (Michael Weatherly), a rich cyber-journalist who
         calls himself “Eyes Only” and broadcasts untraceable streaming video bulletins that
         report the truth about the present corruption and injustices. The pilot episode was
         watched by more than seventeen million viewers and the first season obtained discreet
         success, although, due to a series of changes in the time schedule and a subsequent
         drop in the ratings, Dark Angel was finally cancelled in 2002 after its second season. 
      

      
       In the early 2000s Cameron also attempted to make a Mars film, but after the failure
         of the two Mars probes in 1999, the failure of two films on the red planet in 2000
         and the disaster of the Space Shuttle Columbia in 2003, he abandoned the project,
         even though in 2002 he had become a member of the NASA Advisory Council. In September
         2001, he made another expedition to the wreck of the Titanic and gathered more material
         for a documentary titled Ghosts of the Abyss (2003). This was realized through 3-D technology and was one in a series of seven
         aquatic documentaries produced and 
(co-)directed by Cameron, which include Expedition: Bismark (2002), Volcanoes of the Deep Sea (2003), Aliens of the Deep (2005)―whose luminescent creatures were probably an inspiration for the flora and
         fauna of the planet Pandora in Avatar―The Last Mysteries of the Titanic (2005), Voyage to the Bottom of the Earth (2012), and Deep Sea Challenge 3-D (2014). Cameron also helped produce two documentaries based on biblical stories and
         characters, The Exodus Decoded (2006) and The Lost Tomb of Jesus (2007), and, more recently, he produced a documentary TV series on the effects of
         climate change, titled Years of Living Dangerously (2014).
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