mechanical shark in jaws

Introduction to the Mechanical Shark in Jaws

The mechanical shark in Jaws is a fascinating aspect of film history, representing a
groundbreaking achievement in practical effects and animatronics. Released in 1975,
Steven Spielberg's "Jaws" not only became a landmark in the thriller genre but also
revolutionized how films utilized mechanical creatures to create suspense and fear. This
article delves into the creation, challenges, and legacy of the mechanical shark, exploring
its impact on both the film industry and popular culture.

The Creation of the Mechanical Shark

The development of the mechanical shark was spearheaded by special effects designer
Robert A. Mattey, who was tasked with bringing the menacing great white shark to life.
The shark, affectionately dubbed "Bruce" after Spielberg's lawyer, was a complex creation,
requiring innovative engineering and design.

Design and Engineering

The mechanical shark was constructed using a combination of materials and techniques:

1. Materials Used:

- Fiberglass for the outer skin

- Aluminum for the internal framework
- Pneumatic systems for movement

2. Size and Scale:
- The shark was designed to be 25 feet long, making it larger than the average great white
shark. This scale was necessary to convey the sense of danger and terror effectively.

3. Mechanisms:

- The shark was equipped with movable jaws and fins, allowing it to simulate realistic
swimming motions. The mechanics were powered by hydraulic pumps, which required a
dedicated crew and special equipment to operate during filming.

Challenges Faced During Production

Building the mechanical shark was just the beginning. The production faced several
significant hurdles that impacted the film’s outcome:



1. Mechanical Failures:

- The shark often malfunctioned during filming, leading to delays. The saltwater
environment proved problematic for the mechanical components, causing rusting and
other issues.

2. Visibility in Water:
- Filming in the ocean posed visibility challenges. The shark was difficult to see
underwater, leading to creative solutions for filming scenes effectively.

3. Budget Constraints:
- The original budget for "Jaws" was $3 million, but issues with the shark's mechanics and
filming delays caused costs to balloon to over $9 million.

Despite these challenges, the production team persevered, leading to some innovative
filmmaking techniques.

The Impact of the Mechanical Shark on
Filmmaking

The mechanical shark in "Jaws" had a profound impact on the film industry, changing the
way filmmakers approached special effects and creature design.

Innovative Filmmaking Techniques

Spielberg's challenges with the mechanical shark led to innovative filmmaking techniques
that enhanced the suspense of the film:

1. Less is More Philosophy:

- Due to the shark's frequent malfunctions, Spielberg opted to show less of the shark,
relying on suspenseful music and the perspective of the characters to build tension. This
choice ultimately made the shark's appearances more impactful.

2. Cinematography:

- The use of underwater cameras and unique angles created a sense of dread, allowing
audiences to feel the presence of the shark without seeing it fully. This technique is still
studied and emulated in modern filmmaking.

3. Sound Design:

- The iconic score composed by John Williams played a critical role in building suspense.
The music, combined with the limited visual presence of the shark, resulted in a more
terrifying experience.

Influence on Special Effects and Animatronics



The success of the mechanical shark in "Jaws" paved the way for future films to explore
the possibilities of animatronics and practical effects. Key influences include:

- Rise of Practical Effects:
- Following "Jaws," filmmakers increasingly turned to practical effects, realizing that

tangible creatures could elicit stronger emotional responses from audiences compared to
CGI.

- Advancements in Technology:

- The challenges faced during the production led to advancements in animatronics and
special effects technology, setting the stage for more ambitious projects in the years to
come.

- Cultural Icon:
- Bruce became a cultural icon, inspiring countless parodies, merchandise, and references
in film and television, solidifying "Jaws" as a cornerstone of pop culture.

Legacy of the Mechanical Shark

The legacy of the mechanical shark extends beyond its immediate impact on the film
"Jaws." Over the years, it has continued to influence filmmakers and audiences alike.

Cult Status and Pop Culture References

The mechanical shark has achieved cult status, often referenced in various forms of media:

- Films and Television:

- Numerous films, including sequels to "Jaws," have attempted to replicate its success. The
shark's design and the techniques used in "Jaws" have inspired horror films and thrillers
since its release.

- Theme Parks and Attractions:

- The shark has been featured in various theme parks, including Universal Studios, where
it remains a popular attraction, showcasing the mechanical marvel to new generations of
fans.

- Merchandising:
- From toys to apparel, the mechanical shark has generated a significant amount of
merchandise, further embedding it into popular culture.

Reflections on Practical Effects in Modern Cinema

In an age where CGI has become the norm, the mechanical shark serves as a reminder of
the power of practical effects. Discussions about the balance between CGI and practical
effects continue, with many filmmakers advocating for a return to tangible effects to



enhance realism and audience engagement.

1. Modern Filmmakers:
- Directors like Guillermo del Toro and Christopher Nolan often emphasize the importance
of practical effects, crediting them with creating a more immersive experience.

2. Film Festivals and Exhibitions:
- Exhibitions celebrating the art of practical effects, including those featuring "Jaws,"
highlight the enduring legacy of animatronics and their role in cinematic history.

Conclusion

The mechanical shark in Jaws is more than just a prop; it is a symbol of innovation and
creativity in the film industry. From its challenging creation to its lasting impact on
filmmaking, the shark’s legacy continues to resonate. It serves as a testament to the power
of practical effects, reminding us of the magic that happens when artistry and technology
come together to create unforgettable cinema. As new technologies emerge, the lessons
learned from Bruce's creation will undoubtedly continue to inspire filmmakers for
generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary purpose of the mechanical shark
used in 'Jaws'?

The mechanical shark, known as 'Bruce’', was created to simulate a great white shark for
the film, providing a realistic portrayal of the creature that terrorizes Amity Island.

How many mechanical sharks were built for the
production of 'Jaws'?

Three mechanical sharks were built for the production of 'Jaws', each designed for
different underwater scenes and effects.

What issues did the filmmakers face with the
mechanical shark during production?

The filmmakers faced numerous issues with the mechanical shark, including malfunctions
due to water and salt damage, which led to delays and forced the crew to rely more on
suspense and camera angles.

What materials were used to construct the mechanical



shark in 'Jaws'?

The mechanical shark was constructed using a combination of fiberglass, rubber, and
metal components to achieve the desired look and movement.

How did the mechanical shark influence the film's
suspense and horror elements?

Due to the mechanical shark's unreliability, director Steven Spielberg used creative
filming techniques, such as point-of-view shots, to build suspense and keep the shark
hidden, ultimately enhancing the horror elements of the film.

What was the nickname given to the mechanical shark
during production?

The mechanical shark was nicknamed 'Bruce’, after Steven Spielberg's lawyer, Bruce
Ramer.

How did the design of the mechanical shark contribute
to its effectiveness in the film?

The design of the mechanical shark included realistic features like moving jaws and a
lifelike exterior, which helped create a believable and terrifying predator on screen.

What legacy did the mechanical shark from 'Jaws' leave
on the film industry?

The mechanical shark from 'Jaws' set a precedent for the use of animatronics in film,
influencing how creatures are portrayed in movies and leading to advancements in special
effects technology.
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