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James Cameron

The Terminator

Four decades ago, a filmmaker with one previous director credit to his name changed the
face of science-fiction movies forever. James Cameron’s The Terminator (1984) effortlessly
blended the slasher genre with hi-tech horror, imagining an artificial intelligence that initiates
nuclear war, and then sends a robot assassin (Arnold Schwarzenegger) back through time
1o Kill the mother of its human opponents.

James Cameron remembers his story’s origins clearly. ‘ The Terminator came from a dream
that | had while | was sick with a fever in a cheap pensione in Rome in 1981. It was the
image of a chrome skeleton emerging from a fire. When | woke up, | began sketching on
the hotel stationery. The first sketch | did showed a metal skeleton cut in half at the waist,
crawling over a tile floor, using a large kitchen knife to pull itself forward while reaching out
with the other hand. In a second drawing, the character is threatening a crawling woman.
Minus the kitchen knife, these images became the finale of The Terminator aimost exactly.’

Perhaps not an unusual dream to have given the fraught politics of the early 1980s, and the
sense the world was sleepwalking into nuclear disaster. Did Cameron ever feel the global
exchange in his screenplay was inevitable? ‘It seemed very possible, even likely, given
enough time. | felt that the world went about its business under this Damoclean threat as if
it didn’t exist, and that everyone walking the streets around me was delusional.’

With nuclear fire as a forge for the metal Killer he'd dreamed of, it fell to effects creator Stan
Winston to realise the cyborg on screen. ‘Stan’s execution of the endoskeleton was a work
of art,’ remembers Cameron. ‘We had a special rubber one used for the crushing scene.
There were several endoskeletons: an explodable one, the crushable one, the “hero” full
figure, a quarter-scale miniature used for stop motion shots, and a torso/head/arms puppet
that was worn on a backpack by puppeteer Shane Mahan, one of Stan’s top guys.’

Interestingly, the iconic Terminator skeleton of today wasn't intended as the fim’s ultimate
antagonist. ‘The first story outline that | wrote was actually in two parts,’ says Cameron.
‘The first half would essentially be what became the whole story of The Terminator. they
blow the metal endoskeleton to pieces and defeat him. But then the bad guys in the future
would send their really scary robot — a being so powerful and unquantifiable that even they
didn’t want to unleash it. Our hero/protector from the future succeeds in blowing this thing
up, and bits and globs of it are all over the walls and floor. But then, it slowly crawls back
together and reforms, getting up unscathed to resume the pursuit. Sound familiar?’

With the skeletal villain in place, the search for the right actor to play its undamaged half-
human incarnation could begin. ‘Mike Medavoy at Orion, who co-funded the film with
Hemdale, told producer Gale Hurd and myself that he had “cast the movie”,” remembers
Cameron. “Are you sitting down?” he said to me repeatedly, as if he had just figured out
the cure for cancer. Then he said, “O.dJ. Simpson as the Terminator, and Arnold

Schwarzenegger as Reese!”

‘Apparently he had just met them at a party and promised them both the starring roles -
without consulting with us. | told him immediately, on that call, that O.J. Simpson was a bad
idea. It was a non-starter and we never seriously considered it for a second. He asked if I'd
at least meet Arnold and | have to say | was curious to do so, even though | didn’t think he
was right for Reese. As | left for the lunch, | asked my room-mate (screenwriter Bill Wisher) if
he had any last words for me, because “I have to go pick a fight with Conan”. | wasn't
serious: my intention was to politely have the lunch, then tell everyone on the production
that it would never work, for creative reasons.’

Luckily, Schwarzenegger proved to be very enthusiastic about the script. ‘He was quoting
key moments — but Terminator moments,’ says Cameron. ‘| just watched him: the strength
of his face impressed me more than his physique. | pictured him as a human Panzer tank,

and | knew that it would work. | returned to John Daly, our exec producer at Hemdale (he

was the ‘Dale’ of Hemdale) and said, “Well, he's wrong for Reese. But he’d make a hell of

a Terminator.”

The Austrian Oak wasn't the only star who almost missed out on his iconic role. When
casting Reese, the human protector who travels back from the future to thwart the
Terminator, pop star Sting was considered for the part that would eventually go to Michael
Biehn. ‘| even met with him,” says Cameron of the former Police frontman. ‘| was fascinated
by his look. He seemed slightly otherworldly — or at least not of this time. | felt vindicated
when Sting played a major role in David Lynch’s Dune (1984) as the malevolent Feyd-
Rautha.



James Cameron

Aliens (Extended Cut)

Sun 30 Nov 10:45 BFI IMAX;

Sat 6 Dec 20:00; Sat 27 Dec 14:25

The Worlds of James Cameron

Mon 1 Dec 20:40

Titanic

Sun 6 Dec 13:30 BFI IMAX; Sun 21 Dec 14:15
The Terminator

Sun 7 Dec 13:30 BFI IMAX; Sat 20 Dec 17:50;
Sun 28 Dec 18:20

Terminator 2: Judgment Day

Sun 7 Dec 16:15 BFI IMAX; Sat 20 Dec 20:20;
Tue 23 Dec 20:20

Avatar 3D

Sat 13 Dec 13:10 BFI IMAX;

Thu 18 Dec 16:00 BFI IMAX

Avatar: The Way of Water 3D

Sat 13 Dec 16:45 BFI IMAX;

Thu 18 Dec 19:45 BFI IMAX

True Lies

Wed 17 Dec 20:20; Mon 29 Dec 17:30
Avatar: Fire and Ash 3D

Opens Fri 19 Dec BFI IMAX

Supported by

ROLEX

Become a BFI Member

Enjoy a great package of film benefits
including priority booking at BFI Southbank
and BFI Festivals. Join today at bfi.org.uk/join

Sight and Sound

Never miss an issue with Sight and Sound,
the BFI’s internationally renowned film
magazine. Subscribe from just £25*

* Price based on a 6-month print subscription
(UK only). More info:
sightandsoundsubs.bfi.org.uk/subscribe

SIGHT..
SOUND

BFI Player

We are always open online on BFI Player
where you can watch the best new, cult &
classic cinema on demand. Showcasing hand-

picked landmark British and independent titles,

films are available to watch in three distinct
ways: Subscription, Rentals & Free to view.

See something different today on
player.bfi.org.uk

‘However, he wasn't interested. | was too much of an unknown as a director at the time. |
remember riding down in the elevator with him after our meeting and him sneering “So,
Piranha 2, huh?” | didn’t want to tell him | had gotten fired off that film after a few days of
shooting, so it wasn't my movie at all, because frankly | was better having even a bad credit
than having no director credit. Or that’s what | thought at the time.’

For the part of Sarah Connor, the Terminator’s quarry and arguably the film’s most pivotal
role, it wasn't a creative difference that caused tension in the casting, but a physical one.
‘Linda (Hamilton) has a fantastic work ethic, and brings everything she'’s got to every
moment she’s on set,” says Cameron. ‘But she got injured playing with her dog Bosco in
the back yard a couple (of) weeks before shooting started. We thought we might have
to recast.

‘Luckily, a top sports doctor said “If this was one of my players for the Rams, I'd tape him
up and put him back on the field.” So | took the leap of faith, because | really wanted her in
the role. She had a really strong sports-wrap put on her ankle every day, and she managed
1o get through it. For the first four weeks she was doubled for all the running shots: we had
1o massively re-order the schedule to pull that off. But, by the end of filming, that's really
Linda running in front of an 18-wheeler.’

Unlike the film’s sequels, which moved increasingly towards action-adventure, The
Terminator was firmly rooted in horror. This was always Cameron’s intention. ‘The character
was supposed to be an infiltrator, physically nondescript and not memorable, though
somewhat sinister because of his emotionally blank affect. | was visualising my actor friend
Lance Henriksen for the role — he later played Bishop, the benign but suspicious synthetic in
Aliens (1986).

‘But when | cast Arnold, the focus shifted away from the Sarah and Reese story to the
Terminator, because he made such a powerful impression. His character owes as much to
the relentless Killers of the slasher horror genre of the late ‘70s as to science fiction. There is
as much Michael Myers in the character of the T-800 as there is Roy Batty from Blade
Runner (1982), or Yul Brynner’s Killer robot from Westworld (1973).’

The modest $6.4 million budget necessitated a swift but efficient shoot. ‘We shot with
available light on most of our night street locations, which were carefully selected to have
bright street-lights,” remembers Cameron. ‘And we did one scene without a permit in post-
production, many miles outside LA in the desert: the last shot of the movie, as Sarah drives
off toward a stormy horizon. Sure enough, a police car came out of nowhere and busted
us. | told them we were making a student film, out of UCLA (even though | was 29 at the
time.) He told us to drag our camera rig off the highway, wished us luck and drove away.’

Were any other authority figures wary of challenging a bodybuilder in steel make-up, and
whose jacket had been sprayed with acid to make it smoke? ‘The first time John Daly
visited the set — it was the night we were shooting the Tech Noir club scene — he was
standing next to Arnold proudly smiling, and rocking on his heels. Arnold looked over at
him, in full Terminator wardrobe, and in his Austrian accent said “John, every time | see you,
you're always smiling.” Then he pulled out his massive .45 automatic, jammed it under
John’s jaw, and said “Personally | hate that.” John went pale and left shortly thereafter. He
never came on set again when Arnold was filming.’

It was a moment that stood out for Cameron in the film’s 42-day shoot. ‘The whole thing
was incredibly rushed... the factory scene at the end was our biggest challenge, and we
only got the most cursory coverage. In post-production | put up what remained of my
director’s fee that | hadn’t spent yet on living (I think it was $40Kk) to do reshoots, which took
us a week. They were done guerrilla style: we borrowed a stage, called in favours, and |
was loading and operating the camera, etc. But they really added a lot to that final
sequence. In terms of detail — storyboarding every shot, putting it together piece by piece —
I'd say the factory finale took the most energy.’

The results spoke for themselves: the film took over $78 million at the box office, and won
praise from as far afield as Russian auteur Andrei Tarkovsky, whose tastes were otherwise
notably anti-Hollywood. Today, The Terminator's £3 billion franchise comprises books, video
games, a theme park attraction and five cinematic sequels, each of which has been helmed
by different directors. Does Cameron consider any of them a worthy compliment to The
Terminator and Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991)?

‘| recently saw Harry Enfield’s Terminator 3," he writes, ‘A cyborg (Martin Clunes) tries to
infiltrate Edwardian England. It's pretty funny. Somebody should do it as a feature. Couldn’t
do worse than Dark Fate (2019).’
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