
Apocalypse:  Then & Now
Our obsession with humanities end, and how we portray this in film.
By: Joseph Bell





I believe the sudden tsunami of Apocalyptic films in the 20th - 21st century and their success, may have an underlying psychosocial connotation; the lack of hope for humanities future. Since humans have become consciously aware of our own existence, we have also become aware of our inescapable demise. This fact can be found throughout human history, from our innate evolutionary mechanism of “Fight or Flight” to the cave man thinking the rains would never stop, to the creation of “Doom and Gloom” religions, to the modern man worrying about viruses mutating and killing us all. “Doom and Gloom” is defined as a feeling of pessimism and despondency, or a tendency to see only the negative or worst aspects of all things and to expect only bad or unpleasant things to happen. I believe that as modern humans, we are not happy with the world in its present state, but rather than shedding our “I can’t do anything about it” mentality, the vision of an apocalyptic event resetting the world to be rebuilt again seems the only source of real hope. Devastating ecological disasters, economic pressures, and uncontrollable crime are our daily bread, why would we not want to see all this to go away? It is apparent that we fantasize about the end through our movies and media. I will examine some of the major apocalyptic genres that Americans watch today and how they compare to real past events, while examining the reasons we are so content in fantasizing about the end.

Probably the most horrific account of genocide was the destruction of the Dinosaurs. Creatures large and small that covered the globe vanished from sight roughly 64 - 65 million years ago. There are many theories about how this genocide took place; some include asteroid impact, volcanic eruptions in India lasting 10,000 years, and viral spread by insects. These theories are constantly being tested by researchers at Berkley’s Museum of Paleontology, Princeton University, and Harvard University just to name a few. 
The asteroid that is theorized to have killed the dinosaurs was named the Chicxulub asteroid, it hit in the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico. The Chicxulub Crater is approximately 180 km in diameter and 10 km deep. The crater was formed about 65 million years ago (within the time frame) when a very large celestial body impacted the Earth. The asteroid would have killed life in several waves. The first one would have been the initial impact and the resulting tsunami. The next wave would have been acid rain and fires that would have destroyed the plant life. The third wave would have been the herbivores dying due to lack of food, followed by the meat eaters that eat the herbivores, and then finally the carrion eaters would have died of starvation. Eventually 90% of the life within thousands of miles would have been dead. The only creatures that would have been able to survive would be the small dinosaurs that could have lived under the ground after the initial impact. This hypothesis is supported by the number of small reptiles, amphibians, and mammals that evolved from that point. 
Our fascination with asteroid collision is supported by such movies as Armageddon, Deep Impact, The Road (?), and Night of the Comet, just to name a few.
            
In Armageddon, our technological society becomes aware of an asteroid that has a trajectory with Earth. We in turn “secretly” create a space mission to land on the asteroid, dig down near the center of a fault line and detonate a nuclear device to split the asteroid in two large halves that will pass the Earth on either side. The mission was created in secret to avoid the religious implications and civil unrest that our planet would suffer. This film demonstrates our technological advancements and power as the first species capable of stopping its own demise. In the film there is of course complications in the mission that makes the audience feel as thou it might fail, dooming us all. But due to the personal sacrifice of the main character the mission succeeds and the Earth is saved at the last moment. Armageddon focuses more on what happened in space as opposed to Earth. 
             
Released at the same time was Deep Impact.  This film covers an alternate scenario. The space mission again was created in secret to avoid social unrest, followed by a plan “B”. A system of caves that were carved out in a limestone mountain and filled with supplies, living quarters and the nation’s most prized artworks, along with 20,000 scientists, biologists, architects and those with education to help society rebuild. Only after this was a “lottery” designed to allow 80,000 of the general public to participate, but no one over 55 years old was chosen. The twist of this film is that the asteroid was split in two but not in half. The astronauts rig the remaining nukes and plow their shuttle into the bigger half destroying it, but the smaller half actually hits Earth causing massive destruction. This film focuses on more of what happened on Earth as opposed to what happened on the asteroid. The president has to freeze prices on everything, and instruct the American people to continue to pay their bills. There is rioting, looting, and religious assemblies all over the planet. The fact that these two films were released two months apart shows they wanted to hit both fronts at the same time, while allowing some time for each to make a profit. There are well over 838,000 articles that talk about asteroids hitting us. We receive updates all the time from NASA that some new asteroid has been located and “it could possibly hit us” but the dates are always far off, just enough to panic the population without any real proof.
Next we look at the volcanic eruption theory. A series of monumental volcanic eruptions in India that theoretically could have killed the dinosaurs, not a meteor impact in the Gulf of Mexico. It is said to have erupted for 10,000 years clouding the atmosphere with an un-breathable, light impenetrable ash. They became the prime suspect in the most famous and persistent paleontological murder mystery… Movies that have illuminated this idea include the recent box office hit 2012. 
            
In this film, the historical “End of mankind” on December 21, 2012, is instigated by increased solar output causing the eruption of the Yellowstone Super Volcano among other catastrophes. Scary thing is according to NASA we are now experiencing massive solar output similar to the movie, causing not only our planet to heat up (Global Warming) but all the planets in our Solar System are following suit. The movie is mostly CGI, with the star Jackson Curtis (John Cusack) as a struggling writer/limo driver with two small children. The UN builds several Arcs in secret to house those that are wealthy enough to afford the ticket, demonstrating social hierarchy coupled with the ability to survive. Jackson happens to be the limo driver for one of the ticket holders whose child spills the beans in a fit of bragging. In the end the world is destroyed (as we know it) and Jackson and his children are forced to remake the world with the other occupants of the 4 arcs. Yellowstone is said to erupt every 600,000 years like clockwork with the last eruption being 640,000 years ago. According to the Yellowstone Volcano Observatory everything is green and nominal, but according to just about any other website on the matter Yellowstone is “ready to blow its cork”. 

Now last on my dive through Dinosaur extinction theories, we come to the viral. According to a new theory, popularly known as “Hyper Disease Theory” a viral infection might be the main cause of the dinosaur’s apocalyptic destruction. In simple terms, a kind of viral infection to the gonad cells of Dinosaurs made them sterile and resulted in them becoming extinct in a very short period of time. Those infected Dinosaurs died due to the progression of disease as well as they couldn’t succeed in the continuing their generations. So for these reasons these extreme creatures died in very short duration. Or we also have the idea that biting, disease-carrying insects killed them over a long period of time. According to the study, the rise and evolution of insects, especially the slow-but-overwhelming threat posed by new disease carriers, could have been an important contributor to the demise of the dinosaurs. Evidence in insects contained in Amber has shed this new light.
                 
And so we have our version. In this modern time of overpopulation and international air travel, when a virus hits, it affects a much larger number of people much faster. Not to mention the fact that as we use more anti-bacterial hand sanitizers and antibiotics the viruses and bacteria must evolve to survive. Now we have medicine resistant versions like MRSA, H1N1, SARS, and more will arrive the more we force them to evolve. The media preys on this fact by scaring the public more than informing them. We even have the introduction of a new television series called The Colony, where 10-15 people are selected to participate in a real time experiment. 
                 
They are told that a virus has wiped out the planets population and they are survivors. They are taken to a controlled environment by VOPA (Viral Outbreak Protection Agency) which is no more than some rundown buildings in a condemned area. They are provided with very limited supplies and no weapons. They are to live there for 55 days while rebuilding and creating a sustainable power source, gathering food & water, everything they will need to survive in a post-viral world. But there are also actors that play the part of the renegades. They “attack” the colonists and take what they have acquired as it would be in real life. Already working on its 3rd season, it’s teaching the viewer how to survive in a post-viral world, including how to make a working windmill out of a car alternator (see above image). I personally watch the show with great enthusiasm. With more and more viral based movies that come out, and with the CDC’s evidence to back it up, we do have a real concern on our hands. 
          
Movies that portray a Viral Apocalypse include but are not limited to: I am Legend, Resident Evil, Resident Evil- Apocalypse, Resident Evil- Extinction, Resident Evil- Afterlife, 28 Days Later, 28 Weeks Later, The Stand, Right at your Door, The Invasion (being infected with Alien DNA), The Last Man on Earth, and including Zombie infections the list grows exponentially. In reality it is more than likely that all three were the cause of the Dinosaurs extinction.

       
My next topic of apocalyptic reference is of course the historical civilization of the Mayans. Where the rain forests of Guatemala now stand, a great civilization like ours once flourished. 
            [image: http://thetorchonline.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/07/apocalypto.jpg]
The people of Mayan society built vast cities, ornate temples, towering pyramids and some of the world's finest art. At its peak around 900 A.D., the population numbered 500 people per square mile in rural areas, and more than 2,000 people per square mile in the cities -- comparable to modern Los Angeles County. This vibrant "Classic Period" of Mayan civilization thrived for six centuries. Then, for whatever reason, invasion, viral outbreak, or societal problems it suddenly collapsed. Similar to our western society, they had math, astronomy, Art, and a social hierarchy that fell leaving behind an opportunity for the surviving Mayans to blend in with the developing society. Movies that portray Ancient cultures and its apocalypse: 10,000 BC, Apocalypto, Dances with wolves, The New World, Last of the Mohicans. What was it that took out the Mayans, and are we susceptible to the same fate? In the movie Apocalypto, we follow the experience of a small tribe of South Americans who are forced into slavery by Mayan mercenaries. They are taken to the Mayan city to serve as a sacrifice to the Mayan Gods. We see classical references to the culture in their jewelry, dress, and culture. Their obsession with Astrology is apparent in the climax, as the main character is on the slab seconds away from having his heart removed while he’s still alive, an eclipse happens. The leaders stop the sacrifices saying that the Gods are appeased. Did this type of behavior lead to their untimely demise? Did the society just get to large and indulgent? Are we susceptible to the same fate? Throughout history when a civilization got to a certain point it collapsed. Are we going to fall as well? I believe it’s inevitable; it’s the natural order of things.   
[image: http://www.mexicotravelguideblog.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/06/mayan-ruins-yucatan.jpg]

We saw the same type of collapse in the Roman Empire. The “decline of the Roman Empire” refers to the societal collapse encompassing both the gradual disintegration of the political, economic, military, and other social institutions of Rome and the barbarian invasions that were its final doom. America is mimicking the rise and eventual fall of the Roman Empire, and I believe many are aware of this. This decline occurred over an estimated period of 320 years which many historians believe finally culminated on September 4, 476. Rome’s overexpansion is similar to America’s, as we spread ourselves too thin. One such movie that expresses this idea is “The Fall of the Roman Empire”
                 [image: http://www.thegalerii.com/Historic%20Photos/MovieStills/tn_fall%20roman%20empire.jpg](1964)

Now we move onto one of the most lethal contributors to the apocalyptic vision, Religion. Since the insertion of the dream by the apostle John into the canon of the Bible in 324ad at the council of Nicea, Christians have had the impression that an apocalypse of glory was to ensue at an unknown date and time. The book of Revelation brings together the worlds of heaven, earth, and hell in a final confrontation between the forces of good and evil. Its characters and images are both, real and symbolic, spiritual and material, and it is frequently difficult to know which is which. Revelation's cryptic nature has ensured that it would always be a source of controversy. Nevertheless, it has not only endured, but captured the imagination of generations of Bible students, both professionals and laypeople alike. Christians generally understand the book to predict future events, especially an upcoming millennium of paradise on earth. 
[image: Mountcarmelfire04-19-93-l.jpg]
One such real church that in turn caused their demise was the Branch Davidians, a “Doom and Gloom” cult that actually sought to prepare for the impending apocalypse, and in doing so, created their own. David Koresh, the leader of the Davidians taught the seven seals portrayed in the book of Revelation. And in his teachings he supported a stock-piling of supplies to survive this impending destruction. It was the stock-piling of weapons that flagged the FBI and ATF to investigate the group resulting in a 50 day siege started by the ATF, the destruction of the Waco compound and the murder of the Davidians, including more than 20 children, two pregnant women, and Koresh himself. They prepared for and found their apocalypse. 

[image: http://scribblguy.50megs.com/waco2.jpg]
Many Christians are not preparing for the real hard times to come (mentally, physically, or emotionally); because they believe they will be “raptured” before anything bad happens, but then again, Waco is a perfect example of what happens when you do prepare for what you’ve been taught is coming.
[image: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/0/08/Left_Behind_DVD_cover.jpg]    [image: http://t2.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:rNDqYClVTfYjEM:http://www.soundtrackcollector.com/images/movie/large/Left_behind_II_(2002).jpg&t=1]    [image: http://www.beyondhollywood.com/uploads/2008/07/left-behind-world-at-war-dvd.jpg]    [image: http://t3.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:4QmDHmT7t5OwfM:http://www.impawards.com/1999/posters/end_of_days_ver2.jpg&t=1]
Movies that portray religion and its apocalypse: Left Behind, Left Behind- Tribulation Force, Left behind- World at War, and End of Days.
Left Behind is a series based on the “rapture” where all devout Christians will suddenly vanish from the Earth (going to Heaven). The story follows key characters that are left behind to help the remaining populous find Christ, while avoiding the evil Anti-Christ. Religion in itself is dangerous, add in the Apocalypse, and you have one crazy cocktail.

The next genre I will look at is environmental. Of all the species on the planet it is humans that are unable to live in harmony with their surrounding environment, and worse, we know it. A perfect case of exploration is Lake Griffin in Florida. It is one of the most brutal cases of humanity destroying the environment and it’s wildlife on record. The inhabitants of the Lake created “Muck Farms” for agriculture around the lake. These pesticides and fertilizers seeped into the lake increasing the level of blue-green algae. The only fish that could survive was the one that used it for a food source, the gizzard shad fish. They flourished. The gizzard shad fish contains the enzyme thiaminase. This enzyme destroys Thiamine, a vitamin essential to amphibians. Lack of the vitamin caused brain damage in alligators, rendering them unable to swim.
In a very short period of time 100’s of dead bloated gators littered the lake. The same event is happening in the Great Lakes with Salmon. It was the dual research into these two ecosystems that brought the truth to light. “Similar to a virus, you humans move to an area and consume all its natural resources until you have no choice but to move to another area.” (The Matrix, 1999)
[image: http://www.enterprisemission.com/_articles/05-14-2004_Interplanetary_Part_1/DayAfter-b.jpg]
Movies that portray Environmental Apocalypse: Day after tomorrow, The Happening, The Epicenter, The Road, and The Thaw. 

Next we have the nuclear apocalypse. Historically we have Chernobyl, Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and the Cuban Missile Crisis. With Chernobyl, the disaster occurred on April 26th 1986, at reactor number four at the Chernobyl plant, near the town of Pripyat, during an unauthorized systems test. A sudden power output surge took place, and when an attempt was made at emergency shutdown, a more extreme spike in power output occurred which led to a reactor vessel rupture and a series of explosions. This event exposed the graphite moderator components of the reactor to air and they ignited; the resulting fire sent a plume of radioactive fallout into the atmosphere and over an extensive area, including Pripyat. 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki were US bombings after Pearl Harbor. The United States used nuclear warfare for the first time in history in retaliation. Within the first two to four months of the bombings, the acute effects killed 90,000–166,000 people in Hiroshima with roughly half of the deaths in the city occurring on the first day. In Nagasaki within the first two to four months of the bombings, the acute effects killed 60,000–80,000, with roughly half of the deaths in the city occurring on the first day. And let’s not forget the “Cuban Missile Crisis” of the late 1960’s, another real threat in history, when Russia placed nuclear missiles in Cuba while threatening to use them on America. The fact that America now has stockpiles all over the country gives us a constant threat of exposure. 
        [image: File:US nuclear sites map.svg]
        “In 2009 and 2010, the administration of Barack Obama declared policies that would invalidate the Bush-era policy for use of nuclear weapons and its motions to develop new ones. First, in a prominent 2009 speech, U.S. president Barack Obama outlined a goal of "a world without nuclear weapons". To that goal, U.S. President Barack Obama and Russian President Dmitry Medvedev signed a new START treaty on April 8, 2010 to reduce the number of active nuclear weapons from 2,200 to 1,550. That same week Obama also revised U.S. policy on the use of nuclear weapons in a Nuclear Posture Review required of all presidents, declaring for the first time that the U.S. would not use nuclear weapons against nonnuclear, NPT-compliant states. The policy also renounces development of any new nuclear weapons.” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nuclear_weapons_of_the_United_States)    

But who’s to say that any of it will actually come to pass. In the meantime we as Americans are sitting on over 2,000 nuclear bombs at any given time. That’s enough to give us all pleasant dreams at night.

Movies that focus on Nuclear: The Day After, Panic in the year Zero, Jericho Season1&2, The Book of Eli, Terminator, Terminator-Judgment Day, Terminator- Rise of the Machines, Terminator- Salvation, The Postman, Red Dawn, and Thirteen Days. 

There are many other Apocalyptic genres, too many to list here. But the truth of the matter is that we as a society revel in movies about our demise. Why? I believe that it is because we are fed up with the devastation in the world, and see no other way to fix it. In the 2008 Presidential election, Candidate Obama, the first non-white President in Americas 200 year history was elected by using the promise of “Hope”, there were 69,456,987 people who heard that message, but when he didn’t deliver, according to CNN his status in the polls sank quickly. Americans know that we are on the verge of something drastic. With more and more survival shows, and shows like “Jericho”, “Survivor Man” and “The Colony” that teach you how to survive without all your technological devices to make life easier, it’s as if the controlled media knows it too. News broadcasts talk about nothing but violence, murder, Natural disasters, and how the Nation is crumbling… What residual effects is this type of bombardment going to have, if not to strengthen the apocalyptic Complex? I feel it says something about society today, that we regurgitate what we see on a daily basis. And what is it that we see? 

An impending Apocalypse.
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