Why ‘Jaws’ (1975) is the Best Summer
Blockbuster

Steven Spielberg’s classic invented the summer blockbuster — and no one has
ever bested it
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Thunderdome is a Fanfare series where our writers good-naturedly debate some
matter of pop culture and then leave it to the readers to decide. Read each post

and vote at the bottom!

Having recently written an article on the summer movie, I can say without doubt
that Jaws (1975) is the greatest summer blockbuster of all time. Simply put, itis a
perfect film.

As it spans multiple genres, there’s something for everyone to appreciate. It is a

horror film, an adventure movie, a character-driven drama, and one of the most



thrilling creature features ever made.
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Jaws is also a quintessential myth: an unknown force terrorises a small
community, disturbs the peace and tranquillity of an insulated tribe, and three
heroes venture off to destroy the evil that threatens their home. It has Joseph
Campbell’s fingers all over it. Many summer blockbusters, such as Star

Wars (1977), have since implemented the hero’s journey into an entertaining
narrative.

However, a critical delineation must be made here: Jaws did it first. It was the
original blockbuster film. It paved the way for every single global success, and
provided a blueprint for studios and distributors on how to break the coveted
$100M mark in theatrical rentals. As such, Jaws was not just an excellent film — it
was also a very reliable treasure map.
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That’s because Jaws innovated the way in which tent-pole features were released.
It could even be argued Hollywood became what it is today because of Jaws; it
established a business model that focused on a high-concept premise, featured an

adventurous tone, and was released during the peak of summer.

It was also distributed very widely, meaning the entirety of America saw the film at
the same time. When it was first released, more than 67 million people went to

see Jaws in the US alone, more than 30% of the country’s population at the time.
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Consequently, it became the highest-grossing film of all time. Everyone had heard
about the “big shark movie” and wanted to be a part of the buzz. But with all of this
focus on commercial success, we risk overlooking the aesthetic merits of Steven

Spielberg’s monumental artistic achievement.

The film was a watershed moment for Hollywood in how it revolutionised the
distribution process, focus on advertising, and the high-concept premise. However,

none of this would have worked had the film not been unbelievably good.
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Fortunately, it was. Unlike many subsequent summer blockbusters, the creative
prowess of everyone involved meant there was plenty for both casual audiences

and seasoned cineastes to adore.

The camerawork was laudable, providing audiences with a chilling perspective they
never wanted: what their legs would look like from a shark’s lifeless, doll-like eyes.

Horror is mostly hinted at, revealing the time-honoured truth that less is more.
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In terms of its structure, the film is in perpetual motion; there’s never an
uninteresting scene. From the opening scene to the final showdown, our attention
is gripped as tightly as a human appendage would be in the rows and rows of a
Great White Shark’s teeth.



Diverse narrative interests keep the film intriguing. This is not just about a big
water-bound predator. It is also a story of human relationships, about how we
function in groups, and how the best and worst of human nature are in constant

conflict, even when trying to achieve the same goal.
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Thematically, the film presents an edifying (and exhilarating) parable on the
dangers of acquisitive, mercenary people in positions of authority. Bureaucracy

and mercantile concerns interfere with a primal battle between man and beast.

There is also a lesson on the virtues of facing one’s fear for the good of one’s tribe,
which is juxtaposed against the motivations of others onboard: who is hunting the
shark to protect their family, and who is tracking their faceless enemy out of
wrath? It’s a cautionary tale on the abyss of obsession.

Credit: Universal Pictures



Needless to say, the writing is sublime. In one of those rare films that improve
upon the novel, there are plenty of iconic lines, some of which were improvised:
“You’re gonna need a bigger boat.” As a modern-day retelling of Herman Melville’s

seminal Moby Dick (1851), it is a worthy successor.

The drama, danger, and conflict feels unforced and unembellished as the story
subtly morphs into a compelling chamber drama. And when a character reveals
their innermost trauma in one of cinema’s finest monologues, it is utterly

transfixing: “Anyway... We delivered the bomb.”
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All this to say that, despite the film’s ubiquitous appeal, it is by no means
simplistic. It is one of the most poetic blockbusters that I can think of: a veteran,

maniacal shark hunter captaining a ship named Oreca.

As their vessel chugs off to an uncertain fate, the boat and the three men it
contains are framed in the jaws of a shark’s skeleton. Who is truly the hunter, and
who is the hunted?
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If all of this were not enough, the film is a masterclass in how to construct
suspense. The villain has less than 4 minutes of screen-time, yet the 300-toothed

antagonist is incessantly on our minds.

John Williams’ universally-renowned score is tactically only used when our 25-
foot-long villain is present, meaning it always induces goosebumps: it could be
anywhere, but it’s definitely close. The minimalist score matches the subtlety of the

film. Hitchcock, no doubt, would be proud.
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Now, why is Jaws the best summer blockbuster, over the likes of Star
Wars, E.T. (1982), The Indiana Jones Trilogy (1981—1989), Jurassic Park (1993),
or Independence Day (1996)? In a word: beaches.



Not only is the story set at the height of summer, but the season itself becomes an
active part of the story — the beaches must be filled, no matter the cost. Not to

mention, our plot takes place under a blue sky and on a blue ocean.
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In this respect, Jaws is the best summer blockbuster in every sense of the word. It
is one of the most summery films I can think of, released on the eve of the summer
solstice. It’s the epitome of blockbuster entertainment, with some of the greatest

crowd-pleasing moments of all time.

And, if that weren’t all enough, it’s one of the greatest films ever made. The fact
that many still regard it as the masterpiece of one of cinema’s most important
artists says a great deal.
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I would love not to rely so heavily on superlatives, but Jaws truly deserves every
single bit of praise it receives. Besides, it’s Thunderdome — all pretenders to the
throne must be vanquished.



