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“It’s probably not suited for everything, but it could be 
used for anything.”56

SECRET 3  The surprise hit 300, based on a graphic 
novel, would likely never have been made if not for the 
budget economies of digital production. The movie, which 
features an over-the-top recreation of the Battle of 
Thermopylae with all-digital sets and backgrounds, cost 
only $65 million to produce, cheap compared to the recent 
sword-and-sandal epic Troy, which cost $175 million, and 
Gladiator, which cost $103 million. With that low cost of 
production, 300 was able to earn back its basic budget the 
first weekend of release, and it eventually earned more than 
$210 million domestically and $456 million worldwide.57 
What made the film so cheap? First, it was shot in Canada, 
where production and labor costs are lower. Second, it was 
shot completely on high-definition video on a blank sound-
stage using the technology pioneered in Sky Captain. With 
the success of 300, we see avant-garde techniques becoming 
mainstream, providing yet another instance of Secret 
Three—Everything from the margin moves to the center.58

Star Wars creator George Lucas wrote in 1999 that he 
believed that film and projectors would soon be replaced by 

digital computer projection. Aside from questions about the 
quality of the images, digital projectors give a better 3-D 
image than do conventional projectors, and they drastically 
lower the cost of distributing prints to theaters.59 The six 
major movie studios of the MPAA have written standards, 
known as the Digital Cinema Initiative, so that theaters have 
a consistent set of rules for how digital projection will be 
handled. The biggest challenge for the conversion to digital 
projection is expected to be cost, with estimates varying 
from $20,000 to close to $100,000 per screen, depending on 
the theater’s size and the desired quality.60 As of 2014, more 
than 90 percent of all commercial theaters were capable of 
projecting digitally, and with its release of the Will Ferrell 
comedy Anchorman 2: The Legend Continues, the Paramount 
movie studio was reportedly ending its distribution of most 
of its movies on 35-mm film. When the Oscar-nominated 
Wolf of Wall Street came out, it was the first major studio 
movie to be released exclusively in digital form, according 
to the Los Angeles Times. The only exceptions to this policy 
will be a few high-profile movies, such as Christopher 
Nolan’s science fiction movie Interstellar. 61

Source: “Domestic Grosses: Adjusted for Inflation,” Box Office Mojo, July 22, 2014. Available from http://boxofficemojo.com/alltime/adjusted.htm. Used with permission.
Note: Avatar is ranked fourteenth on the inflation-adjusted list as of July 2014, falling between Ben Hur (1959) and Return of the Jedi (1983).

Box Office Receipts of Top Movies (Adjusted for Inflation)

Rank Movie Year of 
release

Box office 
receipts

1 Gone With the Wind 1939 $1.61 billion
2 Star Wars 1977 $1.42 billion
3 The Sound of Music 1965 $1.13 billion
4 E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial 1982 $1.13 billion
5 Titanic 1997 $1.08 billion
6 The Ten Commandments 1956 $1.04 billion
7 Jaws 1975 $1.02 billion
8 Doctor Zhivago 1965 $998 million
9 The Exorcist 1973 $880 million

10 Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 1937 $868 million

Table 8.2 

Web 8.5: Check out the box office and estimated 
costs of recent movies.


