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The Cinematic Life of Boxing

The Fighter

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.

Inspired by an incredible true story, comes the gritty, affectionately humorous,
yet stirring comeback tale of the unlikely boxing hero ‘Irish” Micky Ward (Mark
Wahlberg) and his half-brother, Dicky Eklund (Christian Bale), who had to come
apart as opponents before coming together as brothers in a scrappy fight to
win a long-shot championship and strengthen the bonds of their family.

Years in the making, The Fighter was shot in just 33 days on the blue-collar
streets of Lowell, Massachusetts. Early on, producers David Hoberman and
Todd Lieberman fell in love with the story of Micky and Dicky and saw that it
was about so much more than just an underdog’s athletic victory.
Star/producer Mark Wahlberg, director David O. Russell and a close-knit cast
and crew united behind a vision to bring Micky and Dicky’s deeply human
family to life in a series of alternately comic, tender, bruising and triumphant
moments that unfold as much in the living room as in the boxing ring.

‘The Fighter is about family, love, relationships and overcoming adversity. The
drama of the story is as powerful as the boxing is exciting,” explains Mark
Wahlberg, who trained intensively for several years to take on the physically
and emotionally demanding lead role of Micky Ward. ‘David O. Russell really
had a great view of the script, of this world and the people in it. David got that
scrappy spirit of the movie, and we did exactly that.’

The story of Micky Ward’s hard rise and unexpected transformation into a
sports legend was such a gritty, real-life fairy tale that many people who heard
about it remarked that it sounded just like a movie. Bringing the story to the
screen would take nearly as much passion, devotion and hard work on the part
of a whole team of filmmakers as to match Micky’s own bid for a championship
title. What excited producers Lieberman and Hoberman was that it was also
about the invincible bonds between brothers and a family’s quest for
redemption. Those elements made the story worth fighting for, say the
producers.

‘We got involved in The Fighter when screenwriters Paul Tamasy and Eric
Johnson brought us a 15-minute DVD on the lives of Dicky Eklund and Micky
Ward,” explains Hoberman. 'When my partner Todd and | watched it, we were
in tears. It's a story of overcoming the odds, of redemption in the face of
adversity, and that’s the kind of story we love to do. We asked them right away
if we could partner with them and they said yes.’

Adds Lieberman: ‘| must have watched that DVD 500 times. It was truly
inspiring to learn about the story of these two brothers and what they
overcame throughout the years. We felt it had a lot of parallels in terms of its
mix of drama, redemption and brotherly love.’

The story would take three years and a fighting spirit on the part of the
filmmakers to get to the screen. Mark Wahlberg had long wanted to make a
movie about Micky Ward and Dicky Eklund. Hoberman and Lieberman were
thrilled to team up with Wahlberg and director David O. Russell spurred the
production into a rough-and-ready, fast-paced production schedule that
immersed the cast full bore into their characters and the crew into the world of
blue-collar boxing in America. ‘Clearly, he was going to be the perfect Micky
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Ward,” says Hoberman. Adds Lieberman: ‘From the moment we started
enquiring into the story, we knew that Mark wanted to play Micky. Micky had
always been one of his heroes and he knew this story as well as anyone.’

Having worked with Wahlberg twice before, including on the critically acclaimed
Iraq War thriller Three Kings, everyone was excited to see what Russell’s
notably creative perspective could bring to The Fighter's mix of visceral sports
drama and emotionally exposed family portrait. ‘The great thing about David is
that he’s so passionate about everything he does and he’s not afraid to fall in
love with ideas and things and people. | think it's what makes him such a
terrific director,” says Hoberman.

‘I've known David for a couple of years now and we had looked at working
together. As soon as | sat down with him, | saw and heard his passion for the
movie,” comments producer Ryan Kavanaugh. He adds, ‘He was approaching
it from a very artistic point of view, but understood that this was a commercial
story. We told him to keep the heart and soul, but that we needed more Rocky
out of it. He gave us everything we wanted and then some.’

While The Fighter is as much about family as it is about fighting, Russell was
committed to capturing the agony and the ecstasy of Micky’s historic bouts in
as visceral and true a way as possible. He neither wanted to romanticise the
‘sweet science’ of boxing nor to over-choreograph the fights, but to let them
play out almost in real time with the raw, palpable, stripped-down realness of
documentary footage. This was no easy task, as the entire film was shot at a
rapid-fire pace, but Russell says that only helped to bring a heightened level of
focus and intensity. In the end, all of the scenes in the ring were shot over just
a couple of days right at the beginning of production — a trial by fire.

Since the three main fights were originally aired on HBO, it was decided to
bring in an actual HBO crew to shoot some of the footage in the same muilti-
camera way HBO typically uses to shoot their popular fight coverage. (A fourth
fight was shot in a smaller venue, without the HBO cameras, to give what
Russell calls, ‘a looser feel.’) The unadorned footage seemed to capture the
human struggle at the core of boxing with greater power than any swirling
camerawork ever could.

Mark Wahlberg says that one of the reasons that the plan worked is that at the
beginning of the shoot, he was in his best fighting shape. He later gained
weight to shoot the part of Micky’s life when he was heavier set, but the most
important element of the boxing scenes for Wahlberg was to give the audience
a sense of Micky Ward’s physical courage and wicked left hook that came out
of nowhere just when it looked like he was finished for good. ‘I wanted the film
to have some of the most realistic boxing ever seen on screen. That was my
goal,” Wahlberg says, adding that he watched every single bout Micky Ward
ever fought ‘at least a hundred times each.’
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