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1. Titanic in the World

The great ship sank with a slight gulp’, withesses? say. It
was early morning, April 15, 1912, 700 miles east of Halifax,
Canada, RMS Titanic, on her maiden® voyage from

Sounthampton," England, to New York City, had sideswiped* an
iceberg® 2 "é— hours earlier, popping rivets® and buckling’ the

hull’s® iron plates deep below the waterline. ! Furiously, " the sea
rushed in, flooding one watertight'! compartment!® after another
of the ship’ supposedly unsinkable hull until the bow was
submerged and the tail stood upright against the black sky. At
2:2C the ship slid below the surface completely.

So much for!® the physics. But what captured the public’s
attention was that night’s human tragedy'. Titanic set sail
carrying some 2200 people —- millionaires, immigrants, 13
honeymoon'” couples and an eight-man band that playved to the
bitter end —- and }ifeboats®® for just over half of them. In the end
712 were rescued ! the rest drowned or froze in the water. It
was the biggest ship in history, filled with celebrities® of that
time, It would be like if you took a jumbo jet?! filled with half the
stars in Hollywood” and crashed it into the Washington
Monument.

Long before “Titanic” the movie, the enduring appeal of
Titanic the story had already been proved by hooks, plays,
exhibitions, documentaries® and other films. Even so., who
could have gauged the world’s appetite for more? Until the last
several months, fascination® with accounts of the ship had been
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Jargely limited to the United States and Europe. Yet the movie
was able to captivate” audiences even in countries where the
sinking of the unsinkable was never part of popular lore. *® And
for them the movie became the story.

So what was it about James Cameron’s blockbhuster®” which
has become the first film to gross® more than $1 billion
worldwide, apparently surpassing” even “Gone With the
Wind**”, adjustments for inflation® notwithstanding®.

Certainly, this could not have happened without
Hollywood’s money, screencraft™, special effects, publicity
machine and, most important, distribution® network, The
movie was the most expensive ever made, It was initially set to
cost $ 110 million. But it was dogged™ by huge cost overruns,®
delays, and 90-hour work weeks for the 800-member crew. The
film took an epic®” 160 days to film. Mr. Cameron demanded a 0
percent scale, 5-story replica® of the liner. ® Fox built a 40-acre
production complex in Rosarito Bgach, Mexico.

The moavie struck virtually every market, big and small.
with such force that it became impossible not to know of its
existence, not to have seen the screen ship go under.

A quick tour dhorizon' of why the film has drawn such a
strong Tteaction around the world provides other — more
emotional, less commerrial — reasons: “Titanic” tells a story
that is perceived ta be true; it is a tragic’' love story of operatic
dimension*? because the denouement® is known; it dernonstrates
the terrifying** and mystical® power of nature, and it has in
Lecnardo DiCaprio a fated working-class hero with whom 1een-
age girls fall in love. In other words. it is a fine old tear-jerker
and everyone likes a good sob.
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Still, different countries have viewed the phenomenon of
“Titanic” in their own ways.

The French dwelled on*’ the hidden political message of the
movie (better food in first class, better dancing in third)}. The
critics and intellectuals who serve as guardians™ of French
cultural correctness are usually quick to dump on*® Hollywood
blockbusters, ver even they endorsed®™ “Titanic” because, for
them, the movie is more than simple entertainment. “The
subject of the film is not - - this is obvious — the sinking of a
famous ship, but the suicide in the middle of the Atlantic of a
society divided in classes,” explained Serge July, the editor of
Liberation, the Left Bank daily. In the same newspaper, Didier
Peron, a critic, reassured® readers, “‘Titanic’ is a politically
committed® {ilm. ”

Clearly the movie’s global success gave French thinkers
emple® food for reflection. Bruno Mattei, a philosophy
professor, saw. the ship’s fate as a metaphor™ for an unjust world
that may even have spotted its “iceberg” but is nonetheless™
unable to avert® catastrophe. ¥

The British public, which generally shares American tastes
in films, has flocked to “Titanic” along with the rest of the
world — the film esrned more than $ 60 million here in its first
six weeks, But critically, the reaction has been all over the map.
Sriae critics applauded® its depiction® of the class tensions that
5o inform the British view of the world.

Others saw the film as a terrifying commentary® on the
American tendency to Purchase®™ success with obscene®” amounts
of money. And in a culture that prides itsel{ on producing
independent low-budget films cutside the stranglehold™ of the
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Hollywood system, “ Titanic” has again and again been
portrayed™ as a wholly unwelcome portent® of the future of the
American film industry. “James Cameron may think he is king of
the world, but he could turn cut t¢ be a monarch® of a new kind
of hell, presiding” over what could be the worst time in
Hollywood history.” Michael Freedland wrote in the Guardian.

Peaple all over the world have wept at the end of “Titanic”.
But in Russia, apparently, the grief®® has been particularly
noticeable. Many needed a couple of days to recover from the
tragedy. The general emotional distress among viewers
prompted the daily newspaper Moskovsky Komsomlets to
announce a contest for essays proposing a happy ending. Not, of
course, for the ship itself, but for Jack and Rose., whose
ficticnal® love died so young. “Dry your tears, madam™,” read
the contest announcement, which called on readers to write a
less tearful , one-page finale™ by this Thursday. “Reach for your
pencil, sir. This is the movies. ”

People in Japan praise perseverance™ of the characters in the
face of extreme adversity. The mother singing a lullaby™ to her
children as the water swirled” up around them. the elderly
couple hugging™ each other on their bed as they faced certain
death, the musicians playing on the deck as the boat went down
— those scenes could have bee tailor-made™ for Japanese
audiences.

Some have drawn more down-to-earth” conclusions from the
movie’s success, like how to make even more money from it.
Swiss and American entrepreneurs have registered a new
company here as the White Star Line’— the name of the owners
of the original, doomed™ vessel — and are seeking investors to
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build a technologically updated® replica to sail from Britain to
New York exactly 90 years after the tragedy, in the year 2002.

*

“There will be enough lifeboats,” said a company official in

Germany, “And, of course, it won’ sink,”
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