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Close to the Edge: The Films of Kathryn Bigelow

The Hurt Locker

Jeremy Renner plays Sergeant First Class William James, a loose-cannon
explosive ordnance disposal expert, whose unorthodox approach to his job in
the second Irag War unsettles his colleagues. Bigelow made history as the first
woman to win the Academy Award for Best Director with this tense, but
insightful, portrait of soldiers addicted to adrenaline and duty. Handheld close-
ups combine with precise framing to deliver a visceral and immersive
exploration of the chaos, horror and psychological toll of war.

Kathryn Bigelow on ‘The Hurt Locker’

Kathryn Bigelow’s latest feature confirms her reputation as one of the world’s
foremost directors of action. Set in the chaotic streets of Baghdad in 2004,
The Hurt Locker follows a group of ‘EOD techs’ (Explosive Ordnance Disposal
- i.e. bomb-disposal — technicians) as they go about their work dismantling
often crudely made bombs. Developed from a script by Mark Boal, who
worked as an embedded reporter in Irag in 2004, Bigelow’s film has a visceral,
immersive, documentary impact that vividly conveys the ever-present dangers
such units face from snipers and suicide bombers. Though Guy Pearce and
Ralph Fiennes have memorable cameos, the central cast is made up of lesser-
known names such as Jeremy Renner, who plays the mercurial but brilliantly
skilful Sergeant William James.

We've seen much of the Irag war from the perspective of the soldiers on the
ground, through postings to YouTube and similar sites. Did this affect how you
approached the look of the film?

| was keenly aware of the footage that the soldiers had shot. Those images
were quite seminal in helping to inform the visceral, raw nature of the film. But
that also goes back to Mark on his ‘embed’: we wanted to protect that
reportorial nature. [DoP] Barry Ackroyd and | agreed we wanted to keep it
presentational, immediate and unmediated. Whether such on-the-ground
footage means the death of a more conventional-looking war film, | don’t know.
It's certainly an option, but the spirit of this began in deep reporting, and so
necessitated a ‘you are there’ quality. It really wasn’t an aestheticised choice —
it was more observational, from Mark's reports in or outside the Humvee.

You often cut to small details of street life in Baghdad — a passing herd of
goats, a bystander in a doorway. Were those details drawn from Mark Boal’s
script?

I've not been there myself, but certainly from what | understand, you’re very
aware of your immediate environment in Baghdad, and that was very
specifically delineated in the script. You're in an environment | would call a
‘360-degree threat’ — the guy on the third-floor balcony could be hanging out
his laundry or planning a sniper strike, and you won't know until it reveals itself.
| tried to capture that extremely random and chaotic sense.

The sensory impression of ‘being there’ is not just visual — the sound design is
also immersive

The sound designer Paul Ottosson is truly an artist. | wanted the sound to be
as full as the image, to really complete the environment. It was also key that the
audience be as aware as possible of the geographical space in relation to the
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men in the bomb suits and the bomb itself. This is a contained area, and you
move closer to the bomb until you're in the kill zone. | tried to create a
fundamental understanding of what that man in the suit is experiencing
emotionally, physically and psychologically as he approaches.

How did you find shooting in Jordan?

Many of our locations were very close to the Irag border, where the architecture
is very similar to that in Iraqg. That was especially important as we were working
with this 360-degree world, because there wasn’t a bad angle. The great
bonus that none of us anticipated was working with Iragi refugees. Some of
them were actors: the man who plays the suicide bomber at the end of the film
was a fairly well known actor in Baghdad before the occupation, and probably
thought he would never act again, so that was gratifying. All the extras are
Iraqgi. Shocting in the summer heat was punishing, especially for Jeremy
Renner because that’s a real bomb suit he’s wearing, made of Kevlar and
ceramic plates. It weighed close to 100 pounds. Just getting him through the
day was a task.

The film hints that the EOD techs are motivated by both a desire to do good
and an addiction to danger.

It’s hard to generalise. | think the film examines the existential aspects that go
beyond the addictive excitement of their job — that’s just one aspect. James’
bravado and hubris are married to a remarkable skillset — perhaps where those
two things intersect is what keeps him alive. The men and women | met were
all incredibly smart: it takes a high IQ to be invited to become an EOD tech.
You also have to possess highly dextrous motor skills — like those of a surgeon
— and your coping ability under extreme pressure is significant.

There's a macho bravado to the characters, which threatens to get them
into trouble.

They’re nuanced characters: on the one hand James’ bravado brings a
confidence and a swagger, and yet he is capable of being unmoored in his
desire to almost stem the tide of the insurgency single-handedly, as in the
scene where he heads off alone into Baghdad. | look at it as his Captain Ahab
moment, and yet you also realise — especially when he'’s speaking to his son at
the end — that he’s not immune to the effects of war. It’s the price of heroism.

Interview by James Bell, Sight and Sound, September 2009

Programme notes and credits compiled by Sight and Sound and the BFI Documentation Unit
Notes may be edited or abridged | Browse online at theb.fi/programme-notes
Questions/comments? Email prognotes@bfi.org.uk



