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“Lew Grade nicked my line

when | said ‘It would be
cheaper to lower the
Atlantic than 18 raise the
Titanic!’,” Oscar-winhing
special effetts supepwisor
John Richafdson excldi ms,
“but HI Iet him have it*

v

Raise the Titanic, released in 1980 and
based on the novel by Clive Cussler, came
into being thanks to British TV media mogul
tumned film producer Lew Grade reading
the script at a time when Stanley Kramer
was attached to direct. The plot centered
on a rare mineral being on board the Titanic
when it sank, which could power a sound
beam that in turn could knock any missile
out of the air — a forerunner of Ronald
Reagan's proposed Star Wars system. It
was certainly a topical and interesting
premise. But Grade threw a fit when he
saw the model-unit budget, claiming it was.
triple what it should be, prompting Kramer
o quit on the grounds of producer
interference. Jerry Jameson, fresh from
directing Airport '77 (1977), was recruited
in his place

The screenplay went through many re-
writes and it's claimed seventeen writers
worked on it by the end of production,
many with conflicting views as to whether
the Titanic had broken up as she sank or,
as the novel assumed, went down intact.
An opening sequence of the Titanic sinking
was fimed around Malta, “in the nice,
warm summer seas ~ quite a contrast from
the North Atiantic in winter when the ship
actually sank,” explains John. “The
icebergs looked brown and it just felt
cheap and nasty, so much so they were
unable to use any of it. The unit was
wound up and sent home back to America
to reassemble and start again ~ which is
when | received the SOS phone call.”

Richardson was unimpressed by
production designer John DeCuir who, he
says, “used to fly in once a month and do a
few sketches on the back of a serviette
before flying out again; he had lots of
wonderful ideas like suggesting the side of
the ship should be bright silver because,
the currents will wash the sand along it
and polish it. Oh yeah?” The Richardson-
designed models were still bigger than any
existing water tank could accommodate so
John reasoned they should construct a
second tank in Malta (where a shallow one
already existed), which would blend
seamlessly with the clear horizon beyond,
giving the illusion of action taking place
miles out to sea. A local architect designed
it — 36ft deep, 300ft across the top and
taking the shape of a big oval narrowing to
90 ftat the bottom. It leaked like a sieve!

DeCuir proposed adding a turntable on the
bottom that could rotate the model of the
Titanic; it was 6ft high and bult of steel
with a fibreglass seabed on top - a bit like
a giant cake stand. When it arrived in Malta
from California, it became obvious that the
turntable was des\gﬂed to take the weight
of the model when it was fully submerged,
and somewhat buoyant, but not the dry
model, which weighed 10 tonnes and
needed to be positioned before the tank

was flooded. Richardson adds, “They
eventually ended up having to shore up the
turntable and weld it 5o it couldn't move —
all they ended up with was a very
expensive raised base of the tank, which
was a complete waste of time."
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model too, meaning as it rose out of the
water all the air expanded and created
turbulence, which looked very authentic.
The flipside of that was when
submerging the model air would
compress and we would lose the
buoyancy so we had to sink it very
slowly and pump air into the tanks to
prevent it sinking too fast and doing
damage."

Above:
Preparing o fim the
sequence where the Titanic
is towed by tug boals (as
seen left and below).

Filming was far from glamorous and
was quite arduous: “We often found
ourselves spending six hours a day
submerged in the cold salty water [with
spare air tanks on the bottom]. A very
clever British engineer then arrived, to
install a pump and filtration system to
filter the salt, the only snag being his
pump drew water in from near the
sewerage outlet and depending on the
wind and current of the day you could
never guarantee what you might find
floating in the ‘fresh’ water.”
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Above Centro:

Filming the sinking of the Titanic (top), a sequence
deleted from the final cut, and preparing the model

(centre) before placing in the tank (bottom).

John Richardson checks the model during the

l Above Centre:
filming on the surface of the deep water tank.
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A break from underwater filming came
when John was dispatched to Greece:
There was some live-action filming — all
the scenes on the resurfaced Titanic —
where they'd found an old wreck and
dressed it, and they asked | supervise
those scenes, So it was nice to be
above water for a while. Whilst all this
was going on, the casting department
decided to hinge the whole film on an
actor named Richard Jordan as the
young dashing hero Dirk Pitt. He was
totally wrong, and wasn't well known
enough to carry a big-budget film.

Rumours of a troubled production.
massive budget overspends and script
re-writes dogged the trade press so the
film was pretty much doomed before it
was released. John Barry's music was
perhaps the most acclaimed element of
the movie. “Incidentally the Titanic model
was on the Malta backiot for years,”
concludes John, “and to the best of my
knowledge was repainted at least
fourteen times for use in other films.
Last time | was there it was a Second
World War hospital ship, the Britannic."

Gareth Owen

John Richardson is a five-time Oscar
nominee and an Oscar winner for
Aliens (1986). His career has also
encompassed nine James Bond films, all
eight Harry Potter movies, The Omen, A
Bridge Too Far, Superman and dozens
more! His memoir, ‘Making Movie Magic',
is published by the History Press.

Photos courtesy of John Richardson and
Peter Cook - www.nzpetesmatteshot.blog.com
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Filming the model
atthe

ONCE THEY SAID GOD HIMSELF COULDNTSINK HER
NOW THEY SAY NO MANION EARTH COULD RAISE HER
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Above:
The impressive sequence where the Titanic hits the
surface. This is model work at its best
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Constructing the giant turtabie to
house the model Titanic lying on a
portion of the sea bed (see below) in
the deep-water tank buil especially
for the film at a cost of $3.3 millon

DeCuir then designed a catwalk to span
the width of the upper surface, pivoted
on one side and on a track at the other,
thereby being able to swing across the
tank much like the arm of a crane. “It
meant you could walk across to any
point, film from any point, at any angle,
and that seemed very useful.” says
Richardson. “Well, almost. It was
designed and constructed in California,
and shipped out via the Panama Canal
but when they reconstructed it over the
tank we realised it was 20ft too short,
because someone had changed the
original architect's plans of the tank to
make it that much wider, but DeCuir was
working to the old blueprints.”

The production office phoned California
and requested another 20ft stretch, but
the answer came back, “No, we have to
build the whole thing again because it
will change all the dynamics and won't
be strong enough.” It was dumped on

12

the backlot and rusted away over
several years. “In the early planning
someone had said with great wisdom,
‘We'll do all the underwater stuf first,
then we'll rain the tank, take the rigid
turntable out, dig it out 20ft more and put
in a ramp so that the model can be
driven up and down." They reckoned It
was going to take months and cost a
fortune — which would have
undoubtedly given Lew Grade a heart
attack,” reveals John. “I spent some time
on the drawing board with a cardboard
cut-out of the ship and sketch of the
tank, and figured out a method of doing it
using an old crane arm. We bolted the
arm to the tank floor with the model ship
pivoting on the top of it. This gave us
complete control over the angle and
speed that it would surface but stillleft it
free to rock naturally. It was very
effective and we shot it fifty-five times
in all and it worked every occasion. |
placed open vented flotation tanks in the





