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Foreword

Linda Ruth Williams

Professor of Film, University of Exeter, UK

The single most powerful filmmaker in the history of the medium only began to attract serious academic attention some time into the twenty-first century. It took around thirty-five years after Steven Spielberg’s cinematic career had launched (in the early to mid-1970s) for a gathering cluster of new work exploring the interest and complexity of his films to emerge (in the first decade of this century). This is—at the very least—an astonishing quirk of film studies, suggesting that this academic field has only replicated the screen industries’ wider view of respect due—or not. Across the highs and lows of critical attention, and more highs than lows of box office profitability, Spielberg remained somehow too popular to merit serious analysis, functioning more as a New Hollywood symptom than as an auteur with a singular perspective. At the same time, he was also deemed too mainstream to reward the academic attention given to exploitation and B-cinemas, a burgeoning field of interest since at least the 1980s. My own work on the director identifies his association with the child and the pervasive charge that his films and influence function to infantilize culture as sticks regularly used to beat him with. It took until the year of Jurassic Park for the US Academy to seriously reward him, though the Oscars were not (predominantly) for this film, but for his other release in that career-high annus mirabilis, Schindler’s List (both films were released in 1993 but rewarded in the Oscars ceremony in 1994, with the latter film garnering seven awards in the main categories, whilst Jurassic Park won three technical awards). This conflicted image of Spielberg the helmer of Jurassic Park rather than Spielberg the auteur of Schindler’s List is interesting: he is at the same time too popular, too successful, too schlocky yet also not schlocky enough to be counterculturally challenging, and sometimes not above being a B-movie showman with an A-movie budget (as Roger Corman memorably characterized Jaws). Yet this filmmaker (the Jurassic Spielberg rather than the art house Spielberg of Schindler’s List vintage) is also able to capture, explore, and exploit moments of great cultural significance while deploying the most popular of vehicles. Nowhere is this more the case than in Jurassic Park.

Many of these strands entwine in this fascinating book—the first to give dedicated and focused attention to this singular film, opening up serious questions around its cultural, historical, and textual complexities. The fresh perspectives brought together in this collection show Jurassic Park to be a singularly elastic film, resonant and culturally complex, able to speak to diverse audiences, and to speak of its specific 1990s moment, while calling loud and clear into this century as a stand-alone film and through its cinematic and paracinematic descendants. This legacy of sequels and franchises (and even a theatrical spin-off) is amply addressed here. But it is the distinctiveness of the first film itself that is the star of this volume, as it is scrutinized through a rich range of frameworks including paleontology, adaptation, musicology, histories of science and scientists, film industry studies, fans and audiences, the film’s curious impact on language and humor, its transmedia tentacles and pathways (games, rides, merchandise), the genres it inhabits and reinvents, and of course textual representations including of masculinities, Jews, and the dinosaurs themselves. All of this manages to both reinforce something we now recognize about Spielberg—that his influences are not just industrial and corporate, but semiotically and culturally complex—and also something that we are coming to learn: that Jurassic Park crucially stands beyond Spielberg’s career as well as squarely within it.

Despite the decades of change around screen and immersive technologies, Jurassic Park remains, then, a remarkably fresh take on event cinema and the disaster/creature feature genres. Key developments in screen technology drove its genesis through a combination of both practical and digital effects, and while this has of course been eclipsed many times over by SFX innovation, the film’s look remains astonishingly convincing. This book reinvigorates our view of Jurassic Park, showing us around the film’s engine room, the meanings and significations that drive it along, while also looking outward to its legacies and wider impact and implications. Through this, the figure of Spielberg emerges as both entirely and confidently in control of his monster, and as simultaneously left behind by its many lives and legacies. Thus the single-film focus of this book occupies a fascinating place in the meanings of both director and text, provoking and contesting auteur readings (Spielberg—after Crichton—originates but does not complete the film’s story) at the same time as it resists canonizing the film itself (the Jurassic cultural phenomenon spills beyond its originary film). This book then both is and isn’t a timely contribution to the growing field of Spielberg studies—but only because the film itself (in conjunction with its tenacious afterlives) is shown animated by so many resonances beyond this initial cinematic moment. It is a bravura and complicating chapter in this film’s varied cultural history.
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Introduction

Matthew Melia

Kingston University, UK

Opening Night: Jurassic Park as an Event Movie

Thirty years ago, in July 1993, I waited in line outside the Plaza Cinema in Waterloo (Liverpool, UK) for the opening night of the new and highly anticipated Steven Spielberg film, Jurassic Park. It had already been released on June 11th in the United States (with a preview on June 9 at the Uptown Theatre in Washington, DC), with an international campaign starting in Brazil and South America on June 25. On July 16, a month later, it was released in the UK and Japan and across the rest of the world.1 Public anticipation had been growing since the previous year with a campaign of enticing, drip-fed, marketing whetting filmgoers’ appetites while holding back the film’s central attraction and surprise: the spectacular and revolutionary SFX of the dinosaurs themselves. Outside the Plaza, the queue for the film stretched from the front of the cinema, around the corner, and all the way down the neighboring street. This was, in a very real sense, an event movie on a scale not seen since Jaws (1975) and Star Wars (1977)—films that defined and shaped their respective cultural moments and historical markers on both a personal and wider cultural level. For those of us too young to have experienced either of those films the first time around, Jurassic Park became the defining event movie event of the 1990s. It was also a spectacular counterpoint to the smaller independent movies (“The Indies”) that, with Reservoir Dogs (1992) and Pulp Fiction (1994), brought talents like Quentin Tarantino into the mainstream, and which had come to, in part, define the cinematic landscape of the decade. Furthermore, and as I note in a chapter later in this book, Jurassic Park also anticipated the large-scale spectacular disaster cinema (such as Independence Day [1997]) that would dominate commercial cinema from the middle of the decade.

In 2023, the term “event movie” may seem antiquated, a relic of a recent but bygone age of cinema. We have, perhaps, become inured to the thrill of expectation that awaiting a film like Jurassic Park gave expectant audiences, especially given the speed with which blockbuster films are now produced, released, and then transitioned to streaming services. The ubiquity of and continuous releasing from multibillion-dollar transmedial film franchises such as The Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) or the now-extended Star Wars universe have made the standalone event movie something of a rarity. These franchises, some of which have branched out into digitally streamed television, have come to dominate the landscape of popular cinema where others have failed. Avatar (2009), for instance, for all its box office success, immersive digital world-building (owing much to the then re-emergent vogue for 3D), and aspiration to “event cinema,” failed to retain its place in the wider cultural consciousness.2 We may also make an exception for Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings trilogy (2001–03) and Christopher Nolan’s Batman trilogy (2005–12) as the major “event” movies of the early to mid-2000s. However Jackson’s attempt to expand the Rings franchise with another trilogy based on The Hobbit was met with a lukewarm critical and public response.3

Jurassic Park itself is now a franchise. In 2015 Jurassic World extracted the DNA from a series that had been considered extinct since Jurassic Park III (2001) and cloned it across another two films: Jurassic World: Fallen Kingdom (2018) and, latterly, Jurassic World: Dominion (2022).4 The rejuvenated brand brought Jurassic Park roaring back onto the cultural landscape as part of a transmedia empire of blockbuster films, computer games (forty titles across different platforms—and counting), Lego toys and kits and animated Lego Netflix series’: Jurassic World: Legend of Isla Nublar (2019); Jurassic World: Secret Exhibit [2019]), and the animated series, Camp Cretaceous (produced by Spielberg, Jurassic World director Colin Trevorrow, and director Frank Marshall). Despite its event movie status, Jurassic Park also occupies something of an intermedial position in 1990s cinema. It was certainly an event movie in the tradition of Star Wars—or Jaws, but it was also a big-budget Hollywood blockbuster in an era of low-budget, auteurist, independent cinema. The tension between independent and commercial cinema is highlighted by Justin Wyatt when he observes that Ang Lee’s The Wedding Banquet (1993) “out earned Jurassic Park on a screen-by-screen basis” despite it taking a fraction of Jurassic Park’s box office.5 Jurassic Park’s problematizing intermedial position between the blockbuster and the indie is re-enforced by the fact that its central cast of actors were not big-name film stars. Instead, they emerged from the world of television (Wayne Knight, whose corpulent and devious Dennis Nedry is a riff on his Seinfeld sitcom character “Newman,” for instance), US Indie cinema (Laura Dern had a long-standing professional history with David Lynch for instance; while Jeff Goldblum had a long-standing indie career), and international independent art cinema (Sam Neill having previously worked on Andrzej Żuławski’s 1981 art-horror film Possession).

1993 also saw the release of other competing big budget films such as Sydney Pollack’s adaptation of John Grisham’s best-selling novel The Firm starring Tom Cruise, and high-concept blockbuster Last Action Hero, starring Arnold Schwarzenegger—directed by John McTiernan. It was initially anticipated that this film would be the main rival to Jurassic Park’s success at the box office. Last Action Hero was released two days after Spielberg’s film on June 13 but, as John Lyttle reported in the Independent, “Devastating reviews for Schwarzenegger’s The Last Action Hero promise Spielberg’s monster a clear summer sweep.”6 Simon Brew pointed out:


Jurassic Park was surrounded by—and easily defeated—blockbuster movies headlined by big stars that summer season. There was Sylvester Stallone in Cliffhanger, Harrison Ford in The Fugitive, Tom Cruise in The Firm, Clint Eastwood in In the Line of Fire, Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan in Sleepless in Seattle, and Sean Connery and Wesley Snipes in Rising Sun … Also, of course, Arnold Schwarzenegger was back in action cinema for the first time since Terminator 2: Judgment Day, headlining Last Action Hero. Every studio in town wanted to make the next Arnold Schwarzenegger film at the time. It was Columbia Pictures that won out, giving Arnie himself more influence than he’d ever had over any picture. So confident was Columbia about its big summer tentpole movie that—at a time when this wasn’t common—the ads were running the Christmas before.7


In advance of both films, the press pitched their releases as a battle, with The Times running the headline “The Dinosaurs Take on Arnie in the Clash of the Film Giants.”8 Philip Robinson reported:


Battle commences soon in the UK with the opening of Universal’s Jurassic Park, a robotised, computerised epic by Mr Spielberg about genetically engineered dinosaurs that turn from fun to horror. Sony’s leading summer contender is Last Action Hero, starring $15m a film tough guy Arnold Schwarzenegger.9


Universal threw its financial weight behind the marketing campaign for Jurassic Park, which mostly only teased the reveal of the dinosaurs. The film was released simultaneously in both London and Tokyo “for maximum impact,” and as Robinson notes, there was a lot riding on it—not only the restoration of the Spielberg brand but also the “corporate pride” of investors—the Japanese electronics firm Matsushita.10 Matsushita had “bought its way into Hollywood” in 1990 with a “$6.6 billion cheque for MCA and its Universal studios” and by 1993 had still not made back even £100m while Sony had “bought into Hollywood for only $5 billion had had topped the film charts with five films grossing more than $100m.”11

Jurassic Park and Jaws

Jurassic Park was released with a PG-13 rating in the United States with a PG rating given by the UK’s British Board of Film Classification (BBFC). The film’s intense and frightening dinosaur scenes were embedded within and as part of the film’s publicity. In the UK, the censors insisted on placing warnings about “Disturbing scenes” on the marketing material and even Spielberg himself got in on the act, publicly stating that he had banned his own young children from seeing it—so too, according to the Evening Standard, had author Michael Crichton.12 Furthermore, comparisons in the press with Jaws abounded. Baz Bamigboye in the Daily Mail called it “Jaws with legs” and the Evening Standard drew comparisons with Jaws in terms of the attention drawn by the censors to the film’s more frightening scenes. It noted that in 1975 similar warnings affixed to publicity material had been used ahead of the release of Jaws and


Helped to make Steven Spielberg’s previous essay in anthropophagy and fishy serial slaughter a hit … The roaring, ravening, man-munching child-chasing dinosaurs of Jurassic Park cloned by an eccentric scientist from prehistoric DNA, are worthy descendants of Spielberg’s great plastic shark. They are a reprise of that old theme of the monster on the rampage, which had been around since the first cave painting. The British film classifiers might have been cloned in Hollywood by the film’s promotion men. Their classification plus warning of disturbance is the best publicity the film could have hoped for, on the crest of the monstrous wave of dinopublicity that is rolling across the Atlantic and Europe.13


Jaws exists in the DNA of Jurassic Park like the amphibian DNA that closes the gene sequence gaps in the genetic make-up of the film’s dinosaurs giving them, ultimately, their identity. In both films out-of-place (and in Jurassic Park’s case out-of-time) monsters threaten a small island community; there are reluctant heroes who are called up to step up to the plate—Jaws’ police chief Martin Brody (Roy Scheider) and paleontologist Alan Grant (Sam Neill); avaricious, hubristic, and naïve “community leaders” in the shape of lawyer Donald Gennaro (Martin Ferrero) and park owner John Hammond (Richard Attenborough); Jeff Goldblum’s “expert,” the chaotician Ian Malcom, is this film’s Matt Hooper (Richard Dreyfuss) and there is even a diluted Quint (Robert Shaw) character—the park ranger Muldoon (played by the late British actor Bob Peck).

In Jaws, however, female characters such as Ellen Brody (Lorraine Gary) and Mrs. Kintner (Lee Fiero) are pushed to the sidelines in favor of a heady male-dominated narrative that both reclaims and critiques romantic and heroic American (white) male myths (especially when the film relocates to The Orca, Quint’s boat, in the film’s third act).14 Jurassic Park leavens this , however, with the presence of an active female lead character, paleobotanist Ellie Sattler (Laura Dern), who is NOT called upon to act as a surrogate mother figure to the film’s two child leads—Tim (Joseph Mazzello) and Lex (Ariana Richards)—these surrogate parental duties fall to the reluctant Alan Grant (later in this book Katie Barnett considers Grant as one of the “three faces of masculinity” in the film).

It’s hard to discuss Jurassic Park without discussing Jaws, and various authors across the course of this book necessarily draw on and refer to Spielberg’s shark. Jurassic Park’s marketing and merchandising blitz are the direct legacy of Jaws’ own pioneering merchandising strategies.15 As with Jaws, Jurassic Park inspired a frenzy of monster mania and the Independent on Sunday (UK) observed, “Dino-Fever Grips Nation as Cultural Tyrant Is Born.” Phil Reeves wrote:


After months of furious hype, Americans headed to the cinemas yesterday on the opening weekend of Steven Spielberg’s movie Jurassic Park which is already responsible for a national bout of dino-fever … Record numbers of tickets were sold in advance as fans came to see the blockbuster, long billed as a milestone in popular culture and at the centre of a multimillion-dollar marketing blitz.16


Reeves notes how Jurassic Park, which cost $60 million (comparatively low by today’s standards), was expected to break the earlier record set by Batman Returns (1992) in its opening weekend. Jurassic Park grossed $352 million in its domestic opening weekend alone—establishing itself as the highest grossing film of all time until Titanic (1997) by which point it had grossed $914 million worldwide.. It also earned enthusiastic reviews, outstripping Jaws at the box office (and a sequence in Jurassic World, twenty-three years later, depicts an enormous Mosasaurus being fed a comparatively tiny great white shark in front of an arena of thrilled spectators). Spielberg’s shark took $7m in its opening weekend (adjusted for inflation in 1993 this is around $18m). Of course, in 1975, Spielberg was a young, relatively unknown director with one film behind him (The Sugarland Express, 1974) and a very effective TV film, Duel (1971), but by 1993 Spielberg was the most successful director in Hollywood, whose films had come to define American popular cinema. Jaws was key not only to the film’s marketing but also in the build-up of public anticipation for Jurassic Park—here was Spielberg returning to the genre with which he had made his name: the monster movie. The opening gambit of Jurassic Park, in which a construction worker is devoured by an unseen monster, even recalls the opening scene of Jaws in which Chrissie (Susan Backlinie) is also violently devoured by an unseen threat on her midnight swim.

“The dinosaur film,” as Reeves comments, “was considered to be of sufficient cultural importance by the editors of Newsweek and USA Today to merit cover stories. Suddenly Americans are experts on the Tyrannosaurus Rex and the Dilophosaurus, and PC has a new meaning: paleontologically correct.”17 Like Jaws, Jurassic Park was promoted with a massive merchandising campaign. As Louise Kehoe reported in the Financial Times,


Even by Hollywood standards the hoo-ha surrounding Jurassic Park is mammoth. The new MCA/Universal dinosaur film directed by Steven Spielberg and based on Crichton’s best-selling novel is at the centre of a publicity blitz fuelled by the entertainment industry’s biggest licensing and merchandising programme to date … In common with Crichton’s fictional zoo in which cloned dinosaurs run amok, the film Jurassic Park has become the centrepiece of an enormous enterprise involving more than 100 companies licensed to sell over 1,000 products carrying the film’s distinctive emblem: a dinosaur skull silhouetted against a blood red sky. Advertising for Jurassic products is expected to top $65m this year.18


She goes on to note: 


With Jurassic Park opening at thousands of US cinemas tomorrow stores are already loaded with everything from pyjamas and boxer shorts to video games, sweets and toys, training cards, stickers, board games and puzzles, baseball caps and, inevitably, cereal … Ferrara Pan Candy expects to see $30m (£19.8m) to $40m of fruit gum dinosaurs, dinosaur snacks and jellies. Then there are stuffed animals from Dakin—a 30 inch brachiosaurus, smaller spitters, raptors and triceratops … “We will take dinosaur mania to a new level” gushes Linda Berkely, senior vice president of development and head of merchandising at MCA/Universal.19


Furthermore, as Thomas Elsaesser argued:


Set within a theme and adventure park, which exists only as a ﬁction, the ﬁlm invites us to imitate the visitors in the ﬁction. Insofar as this ﬁction of a ﬁction will produce “real memorabilia,” the ﬁlm is itself an advertisement for the games, gadgets, and toys that one can buy after seeing the movie. It therefore does not come as a surprise to learn that six months before the release of the ﬁlm, Amblin Films issued a Jurassic Park style book for advertisers and merchandisers, which alone cost $500,000 to produce.20


Jurassic Park is also exemplary of the cultural shift in the 1990s toward the postmodern. Stuart Jeffries notes the close relationship between self-referential postmodern culture and neoliberal free-market economics.21 Jurassic Park foregrounds the dangers of neoliberalism while at the same time advertising its own merchandising products as “in-text” items, part of the contextual and thematic mise-en-scène of the film itself. As Elsaesser argues:


In today’s media world—to paraphrase E. M. Forster—everything connects. A feature ﬁlm, a theme park, a toy store, and a computer game have a lot in common: they feed off each other as they play off each other. When one considers that The Lion King (1994) took $80 million at the box ofﬁce, but made $220 million as a videocassette, one can understand why commentators have argued that a ﬁlm today is merely a billboard stretched out in time, designed to showcase tomorrow’s classics in the video stores and the television reruns. Jurassic Park may make the intermedia connections more explicit than most, insofar as it mimics the links within its own ﬁction, but it also shows that if everything connects, this does not mean that anything goes.22


As with Jaws, Jurassic Park assimilated a range of genres and subgenres—some of which—such as the disaster film and “lost world” narratives are explored later in this book. Horror, however, is at the center of the Venn diagram binding both films, with both films featuring spectacular scenes of people being devoured by monstrous, atavistic creatures. Jurassic Park, however, looks not only to Jaws but also shares its DNA with various other creature feature “exploitation” horror films including Alligator (1980) and Piranha (1978). Interestingly both of these films were written by director John Sayles who would later collaborate with Spielberg on the unmade Jurassic Park IV—a film that would have taken the franchise in a very different direction.23 Sayles also worked on the unmade sci-fi horror Night Skies with Spielberg (elements of which were recycled in E.T.: The Extra Terrestrial [1982] and Poltergeist [1982]). Furthermore, the final act of Jurassic Park, in which the raptors hunt Lex and Tim in the kitchen is a conscious homage to the climactic kitchen sequence in The Shining (1981). The presence and casting of Mazzello and Richards in Jurassic Park, however, leavens the film’s horror dynamic, placing it more firmly within a category of “family friendly” horror (despite its director’s own protestations).

Jaws paved the way for the summer blockbuster (although it was, technically, not “the first” as Sheldon Hall has pointed out),24 and its legacy may be felt in the slasher movie (not least Halloween [1978]). The genetics of Spielberg’s shark are also found in the Xenomorph of Alien (1979) while similarly, in Jurassic Park’s presentation of the Velociraptors (as they hunt the park visitors), there are shades of James Cameron’s sequel, Aliens (1986). Cameron’s career had run parallel with Spielberg during the 1980s and he came to define the more adult-oriented big budget Hollywood blockbuster with films such as The Terminator (1984), The Abyss (1989), Aliens, and Terminator 2 (1991). Cameron had also been one of the directors who had been keen to adapt Michael Crichton’s novel and, in an interview, Cameron commented on both this and Jurassic Park’s more child-friendly orientation:


I tried to buy the book rights and he beat me to it by a few hours … When I saw the film, I realised that I was not the right person to make the film, he was. Because he made a dinosaur movie for kids, and mine would have been aliens with dinosaurs, and that wouldn’t have been fair … Dinosaurs are for 8-year-olds. We can all enjoy it, too, but kids get dinosaurs, and they should not have been excluded for that. His sensibility was right for that film, I’d have gone further, nastier, much nastier.25


Digital FX

The major contribution to Jurassic Park’s reception as an event movie was of course its dinosaurs, which the pioneering digital effects of Spielberg’s Industrial Light and Magic (ILM) brought back from extinction. Unlike Jaws, which delayed the reveal of the shark till the final third of the film (a decision necessitated by the happy accident of the malfunctioning mechanical fish), the dinosaurs of Jurassic Park had to be front and center. They were spectacularly rendered through a combination of models and pioneering computer-generated effects, the work of renowned visual effects expert Stan Winston (The Thing [1982]; Aliens; Predator [1987]; The Terminator; Terminator 2) and the digital team headed up by ILM’s Dennis Muren (who had previously worked on Terminator 2: Judgement Day, heading up the team responsible for its groundbreaking VFX).26

Although Jurassic Park is rightly celebrated for its CGI, there are considerably fewer digital effects shots than “old school” animatronic effects. As with Jaws, Spielberg efficiently maneuvered around the practical problems of making monsters look real, in this case, merging ground-breaking digital with established practical effects. If the delayed reveal of the shark in Jaws was in part down to the mechanical problems of the models, then in Jurassic Park (according to Ben Friedman in Highbrow Magazine), the T-Rex sequences posed their own set of production problems. The T-Rex had to be experienced as if it was a real creature (this is, of course a film that holds debates about the real and the simulated at its core). Ben Friedman notes,


To achieve realism, Winston created a full-size physical T-Rex model. He designed a 20-foot animatronic puppet. Yet, Spielberg understood that puppetry was not enough. Special effects were needed to make the dinosaur’s movements feel lifelike. The director soon learned that a single frame of CGI required for the T-Rex would take hours, thus delaying the film’s release, so he got




































































1 The UK premiere was a dual event taking place at the Lyric cinema in Carmarthen, South Wales. at the same time as its London showing. Elizabeth Evans, who ran the Lyric, which was under threat of closure, wrote to the film’s London-based distribution company who went back on their word to send a copy of the film. In response the then Mayor of Carmarthen, Richard Goodridge, sent a fax to Steven Spielberg himself. The managing director of Universal International Pictures responded to Goodridge’s plea by telling him Spielberg had received his missive and the town would be sent a print of the film, to be shown a day earlier than its general release alongside the London premiere.
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