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‘Star Wars: The Force
Awakens’ hits $50 million

Thursday night in US

The Force is already setting a US record with “Star Wars: The
Force Awakens” taking in $50 million to $55  million in
opening Thursday-night shows, preliminary estimates

showed. If the estimates hold, “The Force Awakens” will easily
beat the previous Thursday-night record of $43.5 million by
Warner Bros.’ “Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 2” in
July 2011. The US showings of Disney-Lucasfilm’s “The Force
Awakens,” directed by JJ Abrams, began at 7 pm.

The cast includes Daisy Ridley, John Boyega, Oscar Isaac,
Adam Driver, Lupita Nyong’o and Domhnall Gleeson along with
original “Star Wars” stars Harrison Ford, Mark Hamill and Carrie
Fisher.In a sign of sky-high anticipation, the seventh film in the
iconic science-fiction franchise had set a record by selling more
than $100 million worth of advance tickets domestically as of
Tuesday-raising expectations that “The Force Awakens” will do
more than $200 million worth of business on its opening week-
end domestically. The current record for a launch weekend was
set in June by “Jurassic World” with $208.4 million.

The marketing campaign has triggered plenty of pent-up
excitement for the return of Luke Skywalker, Chewbacca and Han
Solo, plus the new characters and story line. Disney, which paid
more than $4 billion for Lucasfilm in 2009, had been downplay-
ing expectations, but rival studios and industry analysts believe
that “The Force Awakens” will open to $210 million or more.

“The Force Awakens” is set 30 years after the events of 1983’s
“Star Wars: Return of the Jedi.” The film will be in a total of 4,134
North American locations on Friday-a record for a December
opening. “The Force Awakens” also debuted in a dozen interna-
tional markets on Wednesday with a total of $14.1 million at the
international box office.  The film, which carries a production cost
of at least $200 million, opened in 32 additional foreign markets
Thursday will open in most other markets Friday. It could eclipse
the international opening weekend record of $316.1 million, set
again by “Jurassic World.” — Reuters

A handout picture obtained in London yesterday, shows
Britain’s Prince William (right), Catherine, Duchess of
Cambridge (second left) and their two children Prince George
(left) and Princess Charlotte in a photograph taken in late
October 2015 at Kensington Palace in London. — AFP

Britain’s Prince George
to start at nursery

Prince George will start attending nursery in Britain from early
next year, royal officials announced yesterday. The two-year-
old son of Prince William and wife Kate is set to attend

Westacre Montessori School Nursery in Norfolk, eastern England,
near the family’s home at Anmer Hall. He is due to start attending
before the end of January, Kensington Palace said in a statement.

As the announcement was made, a new photograph of William,
Kate, George and his sister Princess Charlotte, born in May, was
released. The picture shows the whole family smiling as Kate cradles
Charlotte, George stands next to her and William looks on. In its
statement, Kensington Palace quoted the nursery as saying: “We are
looking forward to welcoming George to our nursery, where he will
get the same special experience as all of our children.”

While the older generation of British royals did not typically attend
nursery, George will be following in the footsteps of his father. William
was sent to an exclusive nursery school near Kensington Palace in
London by his mother, the late princess Diana, who had herself worked
at a nursery before her marriage to Prince Charles. —AFP

From roller coasters to cruises to destinations, virtual reality is
exploding as a way to market travel. You can parasail and
paddle-board using virtual reality content produced by

Florida’s Visit St Pete/Clearwater Tourism Board. You can land a
jet on Hamilton Island in Queensland, Australia, then go swim-
ming with tropical fish in the Great Barrier Reef. You can watch
the opening song “Circle of Life,” recorded at a live Broadway per-
formance of “The Lion King,” and peer around the theater at
everything from the aisles and audience, to the performers and

props, to the conductor and backstage. And even if you can’t
afford Dubai’s luxury Burj Al-Arab Jumeirah hotel, you can take a
3-D online tour of a royal suite, lobby, helipad, bar, spa, restau-
rants, marble staircase with cheetah-print carpet and rotating
canopy bed.

“VR is taking the world by storm, similar to what mobile did
seven years ago,” said Abi Mandelbaum, CEO of YouVisit, which
has created over 300 VR experiences for destinations, from Vatican
City to Mexico’s Grand Velas Riviera Maya. “Virtual reality is the

most realistic experience you can have of a place without being
there. It’s powerful. It gets people excited and engaged and inter-
ested in having that experience in real life.” Virtual reality offers
immersive, 3-D experiences via videos and images with 360-
degree perspectives, using a $100 headset from Samsung or a vir-
tually free cardboard contraption designed by Google. You need
your own smartphone, and the $100 headset works only with cer-
tain Samsung models. You can also watch VR videos online with a
360-degree view, though they’re not as immersive as using a
headset because you’re not shutting out your surroundings.

Whichever your method, by moving the device or cursor in dif-
ferent directions, you can see the sky, the floor, down a hallway or
around a corner. Mandelbaum said the average user spends 10
minutes on a VR experience, “an eternity” in the digital world.
Dolly Parton’s theme park, Dollywood, in Pigeon Forge,
Tennessee, created a VR experience to introduce a new ride,
Lightning Rod, billed as the “world’s fastest wooden coaster.”

Onsite aquarium
“You can take your phone and spin it up and down, look

behind you, to the left or right, to get an idea of what this ride is
like,” said Dollywood spokesman Wes Ramey, comparing the VR
experience to looking at photos or reviews before booking a trip.
“The ride will not open until March, but this builds buzz around it.
It gives people an opportunity to ride it virtually before it’s com-
pleted.” Mall of America in Minnesota is launching its first VR
videos this month, showing its onsite aquarium, Nickelodeon
Universe theme park, Santa exhibit, a shopping wing and a choral
performance. Carnival Corp.’s new Fathom brand, which plans
voluntourism cruises to the Dominican Republic and Cuba, is
working on VR content that shows participants in onshore activi-
ties like planting seedlings in a reforestation program, reciting
English with school children, dancing to Latin music and sharing a
meal with locals.  And in January, the Dali  Museum in St
Petersburg, Florida, will launch an “Inside Dali’s Mind” VR experi-
ence that lets users walk around Dali’s imagined structures and
meet the characters he painted.

Because so few consumers own viewing devices, some VR pro-
ducers set up at trade shows, shopping malls, pop-up stores and
even on the street where they can provide the headsets. The
Miami-based Newlink public relations firm created a VR experi-
ence for the Dominican Republic that can be seen on YouTube in
a simple 360-degree version, but the company also showed it at
trade shows, supplying VR headsets so viewers could get the full
effect. As a marketing technique, said Newlink spokeswoman
Lourdes Perez, “it is the next big thing.” Is there a risk that viewers
will be so satisfied by the VR experience that they won’t need to
see the real thing? Visitors to Seattle’s Space Needle observatory
sometimes focus less on real views of the city out the windows
because they’re so mesmerized by virtual views on the observato-
ry’s walls, screens and videos. But Mandelbaum’s not worried.
When YouVisit set up tents in Manhattan where more than 1,000
visitors used VR headsets to experience a Carnival cruise, “the
reactions were incredible. They would say, ‘I didn’t know I could
do all that on a cruise.’ Once they see what it’s like, they’re more
inclined to book.” — AP

Travel industry embraces 
virtual reality as marketing tool 

This undated rendering provided by Dollywood theme park
shows the Lightning Rod wooden roller coaster, in Pigeon
Forge, Tenn, scheduled to open in March. — AP photos
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