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Overview
James Cameron is a 
Canadian writer, director 
and producer whose superb 
grasp of story structure, 
innovative use of special 
effects and mastery of 
visual spectacle have 
made him one of the most 
successful film-makers in the history of cinema. 

In the early 1980’s, Cameron entered the film 
industry as a special effects technician and 
designer providing miniatures and matte paintings 
for films such as Escape from New York (1981) and 
Battle Beyond the Stars (1980). This grounding in 
creating visual illusions on tight budgets proved 
invaluable and he applied this expertise to his 
break-through film The Terminator (1984), a 
modestly budgeted sci-fi action film noted for its 
tense action and impressive special effects work. 

Following the success of The Terminator, Cameron 
moved onto bigger more ambitious productions 
including the sci-fi horror film Aliens (1986), the 
wildly successful sequel Terminator 2: Judgment 
Day (1991) and the phenomenally popular 
historical romance Titanic (1997). 

A major technical innovator, his films Terminator 
2 and The Abyss (1989) made ground-breaking use 
of computer generated imagery. Avatar (2009), 
meanwhile, featured dazzling use of motion 
capture techniques, allowing human performers’ 
movements and actions to be applied to complex 
computer-generated alien creatures.  

Though chiefly known for his fiction films, his life-long 
interest in under-sea exploration led to him making 
the documentary films Ghosts of the Abyss (2003) 
and Aliens of the Deep (2005), both of which feature 
extraordinary footage shot in the depths of the ocean. 

Some techniques for study and 
exploration:
•  Use of wide angle lenses, such as in The 

Terminator during car chase sequences

•  Use of expressive flash frames, where a shot or 
image is seen for just a single frame such as in 
Aliens, for example, where flash frames or pure 
white were added to the end of shots in which 
guns are fired 

•  Use of expressive close-ups of hands and feet, 
such as in Titanic and The Terminator.

•  Use of low-key lighting, for example in The 
Terminator, where there is frequent use of noir 
style lighting to establish the film’s killer robot 
and its LA locations

•  Use of backlighting, for example in Aliens, where 
the extra-terrestrial monsters are frequently 
backlit

•  Use of coloured gels, for example in both The 
Terminator and Terminator 2, where blue-
coloured keylighting is frequently used and in 
Aliens, where `  the use of red light is striking
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•  Use of matte paintings, allowing for the addition 
of new features to landscapes, such as in The 
Terminator, where the film’s heroine drives down 
a desert highway and this is enhanced by matte-
painted storm clouds and a mountain range

Some recommended texts:*
The Terminator (1984)

Aliens (1986)

The Abyss (1989)

Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991)

Titanic (1997)

Avatar (2009) 

*Please note that the filmography of some practitioners 
featuring in the A2 MIA fact file series may include 18 certificate 
films. These films, if significant, may be mentioned in the 
overview to provide career background but will not be listed 
as recommended for study by CCEA. It is the responsibility of 
the teacher to ensure that students only view films with age 
appropriate content and certification.

Many films have had their certification reviewed in recent 
years. For more details go to www.bbfc.co.uk and use the film 
certification search function.
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