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Star Wars


Audiences will never forget the first time they saw massive starships zoom across the silver screen, or the excitement of watching the first light saber battle on screen.  On May 25, 1977, director George Lucas released the first of what would eventually be six Star Wars movies, changing Hollywood, and movie making, in the process.  The three years preceding the release of the movie were tumultuous; Lucas had to deal with budget limitations, harsh weather and lack of special effects, all the while creating a movie like no one had ever seen.  Most thought the movie would never see the light of day, let alone become a massive success.  Nonetheless, the movie was an enormous success and spurred the creation of two sequels over the next six year.  Through the creation of these other movies and the endless marketing of toys, apparel and other goods, Star Wars grew into not just a series of movies, but a pop-culture phenomenon.  The fifteen years following the release of Lucas’ third Star Wars movie, Return of the Jedi, would see no decrease in popularity of the film.  Characters were adorned on anything from cereal boxes to bubble gum cards and memorable movie quotes such as, “May the force be with you,” became pop culture legend.  Finally, in 1999 and after years of speculation, George Lucas release Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace which was the first of three prequels to his original trilogy.  The Star Wars saga has spanned nearly three decades, and from the movies to the merchandise it has become of the most unforgettable franchises in history.

George Lucas was born May 14th, 1944 in Modesto, California (Empire of Dreams).  Lucas originally attended Modesto Junior College before transferring to the University of Southern California’s School of Cinematic Arts (Wikipedia).  There he created his first film, THX-1138, a sci-fi film about two members of a dystopian society.  The film was a commercial failure, but later developed a cult following.  It was not until the release of 1973’s American Graffiti that Lucas would gain notoriety for his directing talents.  Set in Southern California in the early 1960’s, it is based on Lucas’ memories of this time. American Graffiti would become the 3rd highest grossing movie of 1973 (Empire of Dreams); it would also open the eyes of movie studio executives and give Lucas a chance to pursue more of his movie goals.  That same year he drafted a 14-page outline of the Star Wars script.  The script was rejected by most studios until Alan Ladd, Jr., the new head of 20th Century Fox, recognized the potential in Lucas and approved a budget of $8.2.  Ladd was not particularly interested in the film, but instead interested in Lucas’ talents.  Lucas later admitted that Ladd, “"invested in me, [but] he did not invest in the movie,” (Empire of Dreams).   Lucas’ first run in with the studios came during the formation of the cast.  Lucas was intent on casting young, unknown actors for Star Wars.  He ended up with Mark Hamill as his hero Luke Skywalker, Carrie Fisher as the beautiful Princess Leia, and Harrison Ford,  who had worked with Lucas on American Graffiti, as the smuggler Han Solo.  Knowing he would have to please the studio in some way, he cast well known stage and screen actor Sir Alec Guiness as the wise Obi-Wan Kenobi.  With the cast set, filming  for Star Wars began in March of 1976 in the North African Tunisian desert; this location was not free of obstacles as the cast was met with the first major rainfall in fifty years and sweltering heats of over 100 degrees.  These conditions, along with prop and electrical malfunctions, caused the picture to stumble out of the gate and fall behind schedule.  Even as shooting progressed, much of the cast thought of it as little more than a children’s movie and few thought it would  be a success (Empire of Dreams).  Star Harrison Ford told Lucas he thought the script and lines were weird, telling him. “You can write this stuff, George, but you sure can’t say it,” (Harrisonfordweb.com) . Lucas continued to struggle to complete the picture; at one point the stress became so overwhelming the he was checked into a hospital after experiencing  chest pains and diagnosed with hypertension.  Determined to finish his movie, he doubled his efforts (Empire of Dreams).  With filming finally completed, Lucas moved on to the creation of many new special effects.  The outer space dog fights that would take place in Star Wars had never been done realistically before; Lucas and his crew had to invent new ways to shoot these sequences.  Even after the effects were created, an original cut of the movie, which Lucas showed to some of his close friends, was a disaster.  From start to finish the production of Star Wars spelled failure for George Lucas.  He was forced to re-edit the entire movie from scratch, and it was not until the addition of a full symphonic soundtrack, that the movie began to take shape.  Finally on May 25, 1977, Star Wars was released in only 38 theaters.  The responses, however, were overwhelming.  Word of mouth quickly spread about the dazzling effects, memorable characters and nonstop actions of the Star Wars movie; it went on to shatter box office records en route to grossing nearly $800 million dollars world wide (BoxOfficeMojo.net).  This, along with revenue stream from other merchandise, allowed George Lucas to create two sequels to his movie, which would be released over the next six years.  The sequels further developed the special effects industry and created a phenomenon that has spanned nearly three decades.

The fallout from the Star Wars Trilogy is far reaching.  It has been repeatedly referenced in pop culture since it’s original release, whether in be in film, TV, music, or simply in the daily lives of its fans.  Kevin Smith, writer and director of many independent films, often references or quotes Star Wars in his own movies.  The Star Wars trilogy has also been the subject of three spinoff TV movies and in the years since the original trilogy was released, over 120 video games about the series have been made.  (Wikepedia)  Many authors have offered their take at the Star Wars Universe, as many books have been created in what has been simply called the “expanded universe.”  Star Wars has also been referenced in song, the most notable of which is Weird Al’s “The Saga Begins.”  This song chronicles the events of the first Star Wars prequel, which was released in 1999.

In 1999, after over twenty years of speculation, George Lucas released the much awaited prequels to his original movies.  The script for these movies had been touched on in the 70’s, yet Lucas did not start writing heavily until 1994. (Wikipedia).  Feeling that visual effects had finally caught up to what he wanted to portray, Lucas planned to release three prequel movies that would serve as a precursor to his originals. Despite an advertising budget of only $20 million dollars, the anticipation of the first prequel, titled Episode I: The Phantom Menace, was enormous.  Star Wars fan who remembered the original movies lined up outside theaters up to two weeks before the film was released in order to get tickets.  The new movie made full use of new special effects technologies that were not possible twenty years earlier and would become standard in the movie business.  Despite mixed reviews, the returns on the movie were positive.  It grossed over $924 million worldwide (Box Office Mojo). The next two prequels, though slightly less successful, each grossed over $800 million, making Star Wars the most successful film franchise in history (Wikipedia).
