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INTRODUCTION



The year 1999 was a landmark. The only time any adult alive today will have had the opportunity to celebrate the eve of one millennium dissolving into the dawn of the next. The new millennium wouldn’t actually arrive for another twelve months officially, according to calendar authorities, but the world still partied hard as the year 2000 approached. Let that marinate for a moment. The last time the globe psyched up for the start of a new millennium, the world was in the middle of the Viking Age, and America hadn’t been “discovered” yet.


A pivotal period in the digital revolution, in 1999, the World Wide Web really started to spread its roots. Making calls over the internet was beginning to catch on, music streaming service Napster launched, Bill Gates became the world’s richest man amid rising demand from corporations for bandwidth, and high-speed connections took off. Plus, it was slap bang in the middle of the dotcom bubble. It was also the year that gave us The Matrix.


A film about a man named Thomas Anderson working a programming job for a generic software corporation who, by night, becomes computer hacker Neo, The Matrix, at first, appears deceptively simple. It isn’t. A feeling that “there is something wrong with the world,” leads Neo to discover the existence of an entity known as “the Matrix.” However, it isn’t until he’s tracked down by the so-called terrorist Morpheus, a man Neo is intrigued by, and shiny vinyl-clad sidekick, Trinity, that he fully understands the nature of the Matrix. And the idea that his whole life has been a lie.


Digging into Hearts and Minds


Coming off the back of a bunch of what Hollywood director and Matrix actor Leigh Whannell calls “netsploitation” films, The Matrix and its vernacular, story, themes, and, of course, visuals still hold up today. There’s a reason we still talk about the film decades after the film’s creators, the Wachowskis, first uploaded it into our brains, and that’s because it’s really, really good. And by good, we mean layered, complex, detailed, rich, enigmatic. Oh, and did we forget really, really good looking?


Ask any fan and they’ll tell you the groundbreaking visual effects and its captivating story are what drew them to the movie. But it’s the film’s knotty philosophy and labyrinthine mythology that drove it, and continue to drive it, deep into our hearts (and minds)—a bit like the digger machines of The Matrix Reloaded boring into Zion. The Matrix is a gift to cinephiles, one that keeps on giving by raising questions that our minds continue to contemplate as the years pass. It’s no surprise that, sixteen years after the sequels helped fully embed the world of The Matrix into moviegoers’ consciousness, a fourth was announced.


When The Matrix first hit screens, audiences were amazed. As the world approached the new millennium—the very millennium referenced in seminal works of screen science fiction, including Blade Runner, 2001, Metropolis, and more—minds were turned to the future and humankind’s increasing dependence on technology in the digital age. The Matrix followed in the footsteps of numerous sci-fi tales in which machines go bad—The Terminator, Westworld, Demon Seed, Tron, and 1984 romantic sci-fi dramedy Electric Dreams, to name just a few. And as the new millennium loomed, it brought with it fears of the millennium bug, thought set to crash global computer networks, as well as apprehension around advanced tech and our growing reliance on it. That’s on top of burgeoning trepidation that the likelihood of artificial intelligence achieving sentience and turning on us was quite possibly not just the stuff of fiction. We were primed for this resonant tale. And resonate it did.





OUT OF THE ASHES OF NETSPLOITATION FLICKS



Leigh Whannell played Axel in The Matrix franchise and has gone on to become a successful writer-director in Hollywood of both science fiction and horror movies. Whannell created both the Saw franchise and Upgrade, the latter of which, a futuristic neo-noir revenge thriller about a man trapped in a “different reality,” explores the same themes of control and technophobia as The Matrix. The director has shared his thoughts on why we love The Matrix, noting that such is his own admiration for the film, he needs at least an hour to discuss it, impossible as it is for him to talk in sound bites about the Wachowskis’ masterpiece.


“With movies that become these pop culture totems, there’s usually a combination of things. It’s like a perfect smoothie, to make a terrible food analogy. If you have a little bit too much of this or that it doesn’t taste as good. It has to be the perfect combination of ingredients. The Matrix, I think, is that. It has that striking image of Keanu Reeves with the sunglasses and the black trench coat, and then there’s this unique way of shooting fight scenes—the bullet time [effect]. It’s presenting, essentially, an old story—the hero that gets plucked out of nowhere to save the world—but dressed up in new clothing.


“The Matrix, I felt, was Star Wars for the early millennial generation and it was also the first film, on a large scale anyway, to really incorporate this brave new world of the internet into a movie. I remember when the internet first became a thing in the mid-nineties, there was this rash of ‘netsploitation’ films. I remember the Sandra Bullock one, The Net. And Hackers, with Angelina Jolie rollerblading around. It would always be this hilarious early netspeak that they would get wrong. I’ve got a clip on my Twitter account of Julia Stiles [in the 1990s TV series, Ghostwriter] saying, ‘Can you jam with the console cowboys in cyberspace?’ As if that’s how hackers talk.


“The Matrix was the first film to [convincingly] tackle this new world that is now so ubiquitous in our lives. Twenty years later, there’s not a person out there on the street from an 80-year-old man to a six-year-old girl who doesn’t know what the internet is, and spends half their life staring at this black mirror. I felt The Matrix plugged into the idea of another reality; it was an early adopter of this idea that the internet of the virtual world would become another reality that we could live in. And now it kind of is.”





Loved Then and Now


So how did it land with audiences? The film had its detractors, sure—like many works of art that aren’t immediately understood or appreciated in their own time—but critics and moviegoers alike praised plenty of the elements the film is still lauded for today. The New York Times noted that “the martial arts dynamics are phenomenal” and complimented the Wachowskis for the way they “stylishly envision the ultimate in cyberescapism, creating a movie that captures the duality of life à la laptop.”


The Los Angeles Times said: “A wildly cinematic futuristic thriller that is determined to overpower the imagination, The Matrix combines traditional science fiction premises with spanking new visual technology in a way that almost defies description.” Roger Ebert called it a “visually dazzling cyberadventure, full of kinetic excitement.” Then, just a year after its release, Ian Nathan would write in Empire: “In the clearest sense of the term The Matrix is a classic, not only a great movie, but a film that simultaneously redefined its own medium. Forever.”


In the days before internet forums and social media were widespread, most moviegoers simply let their money do the talking—the film’s box office receipts are proof that old-fashioned word of mouth (with a little help from reviews and marketing) had done its job, driving film fans in their droves to theaters. Not that there was a dearth of online chatter. Wherever movie fans gathered in the digital space, they shared their thoughts. One IMDb user, mambubukid, posted shortly after its release that The Matrix is “the definitive hybrid of technical wizardry and contextual excellence that should be the benchmark for all sci-fi films to come.” Others called it “one of the best films ever” and “stunning and wild.” Another said, “The more you watch it, the better it gets.”


Fans still love it hard for the reasons it captured their imaginations in the first place. Search Twitter, sneak a peek on Fandom, or visit Reddit, and you’ll find people still referencing the film and espousing its virtues today. Whether repeating its messages to “wake up” or signposting the present-day relevance of Smith’s “Virus” speech, in which he likens humans to a “disease,” it’s clear that so many of us love The Matrix. From its cast and characters to its thought-provoking themes and blend of practical action with cutting-edge visual effects, here are the reasons why.
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When Morpheus speaks, Neo listens. Heck, when Morpheus speaks, we all listen. If you were to live by the words of Morpheus alone, you’d be doing all right. Probably even winning at life. Here’s the first of many sage sayings from the Resistance’s inspirational leader you’ll find throughout this book that you can use as a guide to help you navigate your existence. Don’t thank us, thank Morpheus.
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