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More recently, Lucas’s Star Wars: Attack of the Clones 
(Episode II) was the first big-budget feature to be shot 
entirely using high-definition video.

Sky Captain and the World of Tomorrow, released in 
2004, was the first mainstream American movie in which 
all the backgrounds and sets were computer animated in 
an otherwise live-action movie.52 Director Kerry Conran 
wrote his own software to create computer-generated 
backgrounds that would meld with the live-action footage 
of the actors shot before a blue screen, in much the same 
way that computer special effects are added into movies. In 
this case, though, without the computer-generated back-
drops, there would be nothing other than the actors. There 
were no “sets” to speak of. The only “real” things in the 
film were the actors, their costumes, and the props they 
were holding.

Conran told the Washington Post back in 2004 that he 
believed his technology would allow filmmakers more 
freedom to pursue their visions:

The studios today are in this awkward and horrible 
position where films cost so much money to make, 
they have to be cautious so they can appeal to the 
broadest possible audience, so that is half the point 
of this experiment, to see if independent filmmakers 

Source: “Domestic Grosses,” Box Office Mojo, July 22, 2014. Available from http://boxofficemojo.com/alltime/domestic.htm. Used with permission.
*Includes $58 million in revenue from a 2012 3-D re-release.
**Includes more than $40 million in revenue for a 2012 3-D re-release. Prior to the 3-D version, it had been at the number-seven spot.

Table 8.1 Box Office Receipts of Top Movies (Actual Domestic Revenue)

Rank Movie Year of 
release

Box office  
receipts

1 Avatar 2009 $760 million

2 Titanic 1997 $659 million*

3 Marvel’s The Avengers 2012 $623 million

4 The Dark Knight 2008 $534 million

5 Star Wars: Phantom Menace 1999 $474 million**

6 Star Wars 1977 $461 million

7 The Dark Knight Rises 2012 $448 million

8 Shrek 2 2004 $441 million

9 E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial 1982 $435 million

10 The Hunger Games: 
Catching Fire 

2013 $425 million

149 Gone With the Wind 1939 $199 million

and studios can both take chances again, to think 
differently.53

While the technology might have allowed Conran to 
make a movie he couldn’t have otherwise, the film did not 
come cheap, costing a reported $70 million. But Conran 
saw that $70 million price tag as a bargain compared to the 
much more expensive action thrillers, such as the Spider-
Man franchise.

At the time the film came out, no one had seen any-
thing quite like it, and veteran movie producer Jon Avnet 
proclaimed the process “a version of the virtual studio” 
and “unquestionably the wave of the future.”54 

Unfortunately for the film’s creators, audiences in nei-
ther the United States nor anywhere else in the world were 
particularly interested in the film. With a domestic gross 
of only about $38 million and a worldwide gross of $58 
million, the film did not make back its production costs 
through ticket sales.55

Conran predicted correctly back in 2004 that his tech-
niques would find their way into action, fantasy, and sci-
ence fiction movies. “In a romantic comedy, where you 
have the people walking through a park, it makes less sense 
to go to the effort to completely create this park than go 
outside and shoot it,” he told the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. 


