
Kathryn Bigelow: A Visionary Director 
 

Until April 2021, when Chloé Zhao became only the second woman to achieve Best Director, 

the mantle had been held for eleven years by Kathryn Bigelow. Winning the Oscar at the 82nd 

Academy Awards in 2010 was a pivotal moment in cinema history for which Bigelow is widely 

acknowledged. What also caught the headlines was the fact that she achieved the award for The 

Hurt Locker (2008), a film that had only modest box office success at the time of its release in 

comparison to its main rival, Avatar (Cameron 2009) (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. 
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Box Office  

$ Million 

 

Budget 

$ Million 

1981 The Loveless  Biker drama N/A N/A 

1987 Near Dark  Horror 3.4 5 

1990 Blue Steel  Action thriller 8.2 N/A 

1991 Point Break  Action thriller 83.5 24 

1995 Strange Days  Science-fiction 8 42 

2000 The Weight of Water  Mystery thriller 0.3 16 

2002 K-19: The Widowmaker  Historical drama 65.7 90 

2008 The Hurt Locker  War thriller 49.2 15 

2012 Zero Dark Thirty  Thriller 132.8 40 

2017 Detroit  Period crime drama  24  32 

 

While The Hurt Locker went on to win six Academy Awards in total and attained widespread 

critical acclaim, it is Zero Dark Thirty (2012) that is Bigelow’s most successful film 

commercially. If this reflected obvious global interest in the world’s most wanted terrorist, it 

is also a sign of Bigelow’s ability to convey tension and authenticity through her distinctive 

vision. This vision has led to her directing various television episodes, music videos, adverts, 

several shorts and ten feature films spanning a broad range of genres, with many having violent 

and provocative content. In fact, it is the uniqueness of a woman directing action films 

involving violence that frequently attracts attention. In addition, as noted by Deborah Jermyn 

and Sean Redmond (2003, 3), her vision is indicated by the fact that her films often transgress 

genre boundaries and traverse between mainstream and independent counter-cinema. For 

instance, Point Break (1991) is a surfer movie and heist thriller, Strange Days (1995) is a police 
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drama with a sci-fi twist, Near Dark (1987) combines the vampire film and western, and The 

Hurt Locker, Zero Dark Thirty and Detroit (2017) are part feature and part documentary. In 

Point Break, a hint of Bigelow’s political interest emerges as the surfer-bank robbers wear 

masks of past US Presidents and ‘Ronald Reagan’ burns down a petrol station. This political 

interest became central to K-19: The Widowmaker (2002), a big-budget Cold War film starring 

Harrison Ford and Liam Neeson that signalled a turning point for Bigelow, first, in the 

crossover from independent counter-cinema to mainstream Hollywood, and second, for a focus 

on themes that dominated her subsequent films: politics, war and the military. Indeed, the last 

three productions, The Hurt Locker, Zero Dark Thirty and Detroit are each politically instigated 

and, like K-19’s fictionalization of a real near-catastrophe, examine highly emotive subjects, 

namely Civil Rights, the Iraq War and 9/11. While authenticity is also a feature of Bigelow’s 

vision, these films do take poetic license and have been accused of bias. For example, Zero 

Dark Thirty, which closely follows the real events leading up to the capture of bin Laden, 

attracted considerable controversy, both for its scenes of torture (which were embarrassing for 

the US Government) and for an alleged distortion of the truth concerning the use of torture. 

Here, Maya (Jessica Chastain), a female CIA operative who drives the narrative, and her 

colleague Dan (Jason Clarke), trick Ammar al-Baluchi (Reda Kateb), a sleep-deprived detainee 

allegedly involved in the 9/11 attacks, into thinking that he has confessed. For some viewers, 

this sequence suggests that torture was successful in leading the CIA to bin Laden when torture 

actually proved ineffective. Terence McSweeney highlights other perceived shortcomings of 

the film, specifically, the stereotyped representation of protestors outside the Embassy of the 

United States in Pakistan as ‘a violent, threatening horde’, while ‘every single member of the 

ethnically and gender diverse CIA are shown to be industrious, ethical and patriotic’ (2014, 38-

39). 

As well as a leaning toward political narratives, Bigelow is also renowned for distinctive 

cinematography (see Rascoli 1997), shot composition and unusual narrative structure, with 

painterly approaches to scene organization. For example, the plot of The Loveless (1981) has a 

vague, undefined trajectory whilst The Hurt Locker has a circular narrative, ending with 

Sergeant James (Jeremy Renner) returning to Iraq for a second round of duty. The film does 

not provide any clear resolution with the implication being that James is dependent on the 

excitement of near-death experiences. Bigelow’s approach to camerawork in all her films is 

unquestionably individual. While The Loveless was inclined to slow-paced camerawork and 

editing, her films otherwise generally entail highly kinetic, often hand-held cinematography 



with rapid editing, interspersed with slow-motion effects. These are evident, for instance, in K-

19, Detroit and The Hurt Locker. On occasion, as in The Hurt Locker, the use of slow-motion 

editing highlights potentially traumatising events through the deployment of spectacular 

imagery, including explosions, impact aesthetics (King 2005, 95), and scenes of violent death 

that are dwelt upon by extended sequences. The first of these spectacular but traumatic 

instances occurs within the first five minutes of the film when the bomb disposal unit’s first 

leader, Sergeant Thompson (Guy Pearce) is killed in a noisy, crowded street, its sense of chaos 

enhanced by handheld unsteady camerawork that features sudden erratic zooms. Close-ups of 

Thompson as he dons a protective suit to manually defuse the bomb encourage spectator 

identification, and we experience his point of view as he slowly approaches the explosive 

device. Thompson is thrown forward by the resultant blast, which is conveyed in a scene of 

spectacular devastation using slow-motion effects. A cut to long shot displays the detonation 

once more, again occurring in slow motion, as debris seems to fly out towards the spectator. 

Smaller details of the blast’s effects are further disclosed in slow motion, such as dust stirring 

atop a car roof, and thereafter, the blast is repeated numerous times from different perspectives. 

Bigelow’s proclivity for impact aesthetics is also noticeable in Point Break and K-19, both 

examples involving water surging towards the spectator while K-19 utilises particularly 

unusual effects during the test missile launch which features an ultra-rapid zoom out. 

If Zero Dark Thirty’s more conventional linear narrative structure is driven by a female 

protagonist, Maya (Jessica Chastain), it provides a similar experience of the subjective 

camerawork common to Bigelow’s films, especially in the infiltration of the compound where 

bin Laden is thought to be residing. Here, the spectator is afforded the same limited night vision 

as the soldiers, and is often positioned as if actually in the compound.  

 

A signature trope is the use of close-up, employed as a tension-building device. Typical 

examples include the details of various reactor temperature dials in K-19 to signal the escalating 

threat of nuclear explosion, and the ultra-close-up of Megan Turner’s (Jamie Lee Curtis) gun 

in Blue Steel. Bigelow also favours close-ups at ground level of a character’s footsteps as he or 

she approaches inevitable doom, identifiable in the ‘lonely walk’ to the nuclear reactor seen in 

K-19, and towards explosive devices in The Hurt Locker - described here in Thomas Britt’s 

essay - or as characters stagger away from threat, as in Near Dark. Tight framing and highly 

populated frames typically employed in The Hurt Locker, Detroit and K-19 enhance the 

claustrophobic circumstances in which characters find themselves. Such techniques are readily 



discernible in The Hurt Locker when Sergeant James dons his protective bomb suit to defuse 

various explosive devices; Detroit when black individuals are brutalised by racist police 

officers; and when K-19’s submarine crew are commanded to undertake life-threatening 

radiation risks to fix a ruptured cooler housing a nuclear reactor. A sense of enclosure and 

constriction is further amplified by figure behaviour evident for example in K-19 whereby 

characters bend over or duck their heads in confined spaces, and are framed disappearing 

through small hatches and in The Hurt Locker where Sergeant James crouches inside a car to 

defuse a bomb.  Whilst less inclined to long shots and extreme long shots – Bigelow’s films 

usually immediately immerse the viewer in the social and cultural fabric of their diegeses – 

these do occur. For example, an extreme long shot of the damaged submarine in the midst of 

the ocean in K-19 articulates its vulnerability while Near Dark regularly features the film’s 

protagonist, Caleb (Adrian Pasdar) and other susceptible characters in extreme long shots 

surrounded by vast empty landscapes to signal their helplessness in the face of a gang of 

ruthless vampires. Indeed, Bigelow’s attention to frame composition is detailed, from the 

conscious framing of a group photograph of K-19’s submarine’s crew standing in the Arctic 

snow through to the careful differential focus in framing Megan Turner as a rookie cop at 

graduation. 

 

Finally, as acknowledged by Jermyn and Redmond (2003, 6), Bigelow utilises painterly 

approaches to filmmaking, creating surreal visions primarily through lighting, colour and 

smoke effects. For example, red, green, and blue lighting pervade her films, most evidently in 

Blue Steel, Detroit, The Hurt Locker and K-19. An early scene in Blue Steel sees Megan Turner 

step into a corridor suffused with blue light, the colour streaking across the frame and 

generating unreal and aesthetic effects. Another example occurs in Blue Steel where coloured 

headlights strobe across the backdrop of a car’s interior as Megan drives through the city at 

night while Zero Dark Thirty’s night-time raid on bin Laden’s compound is rendered in green 

through night-vision goggles. Chiaroscuro and rim-lighting feature prominently in Near Dark, 

which, when combined with mist effects, lend the silhouetted vampires a disconcerting, 

menacing aura, and provide ‘a crucial element of the film’s Gothic aesthetic’ (Abbott 2020, 

18), whilst daytime landscapes have Romantic overtures (Hockenhull 2019). In K-19, we again 

see characters silhouetted against white snow to create unreal, painterly imagery. Other times, 

surreal slow-motion underwater camerawork generates aesthetic affects that are superfluous to 

the narrative, as seen in Point Break. A similar dream-like sensation is prompted in Blue Steel 

when Megan and Eugene Hunt (Ron Silver) take a night-time helicopter ride, the camera 



seemingly drifting in between New York’s skyscrapers, accompanied by an extra-diegetic 

soundtrack that creates a sense of disconnectedness. Indeed, Bigelow favours pleonastic sound, 

with exaggerated sound effects, particularly of breathing, to accentuate tense situations or 

create unease. Such techniques manifest in the opening scenes of both The Hurt Locker and 

Detroit which immerse the spectator in the noisy, crowded streets of Baghdad and Detroit 

respectively, the clamour in each amplified to mediate the threat of imminent violence. 

 

Foremost, however, is Bigelow’s proclivity for unusual and compelling characterization, 

displaying a fascination for countercultural lifestyles, androgynous protagonists and complex 

female characters. Often, upstanding law-abiding protagonists find themselves involved with 

transgressive communities, individuals and systems, as in Near Dark, The Loveless, Point 

Break, Detroit, and Blue Steel. In other circumstances, characters walk a thin line between right 

and wrong, as does Sergeant James in The Hurt Locker, Megan Turner in Blue Steel and 

Commander Alexei Vostrikov (Harrison Ford) in K-19. Such nuances highlight how important 

characterisation is to Bigelow’s vision and she particularly endows female characters with 

complexity and contradictions. The visual scrutiny of Maya’s face in Zero Dark Thirty through 

frequent close-ups invites viewer identification with a character who presents a combination of 

vulnerability (in her stature, fragile features, and the way she is later attacked by al-Qaeda), 

resilience, and fortitude. Even so, shortly thereafter, we learn from CIA station chief, Joseph 

Bradley (Kyle Chandler), that ‘Washington says she’s a killer’, suggesting the contradictions 

inherent in her character.  

 

Overall, Bigelow’s status as a visionary director is evident via provocative films and themes 

and violent content, an integration of genres, marked by a crossover between mainstream 

Hollywood and independent counter-cinema, a striving for authenticity, stylized 

cinematography, surreal and precise composition utilising painterly approaches and often 

unusual narrative structure. As well as amplified sound effects, Bigelow centres on distinctive 

characterisation, and is fascinated with countercultural lifestyles, androgynous protagonists, 

and female characters endowed with complexity. 

 

The essays here address specific aspects of her films in ways not previously examined. These 

include her preoccupation with aesthetic spectacle, visual cartographies, and formal framing 

techniques; an approach to characterisation through a ‘grammar of obsession’; a reframing of 

her position as neo-star auteur; the projection and reception of Bigelow herself; and a 



consideration of her films as controversial and propagandist. In her consideration of a 

‘grammar of obsession’, Christa van Raalte identifies connections between aesthetic and 

structural strategies and her characters’ obsessive qualities, arguing for connections between 

visual language, thematic content and the intensity of Bigelow’s protagonists. In ‘Variations 

on “the Lonely Walk”’, Thomas Britt  considers Bigelow’s approach to plots featuring groups 

of men in high-pressure situations. Specifically, Britt analyses the inner experiences of 

characters as they trace a doomed path, taken for example, by those repairing K-19’s nuclear 

core, and by Sergeant Thompson in The Hurtlocker’s opening blast scene. Likewise pertaining  

to characterisation, Benjamin Halligan  refers to a 2013 public letter to Bigelow from Naomi 

Wolf, concerning Zero Dark Thirty which stated: ‘Like Riefenstahl, you are a great artist. But 

now you will be remembered forever as torture’s handmaiden.’  Halligan expands on this 

Riefenstahl/Bigelow association through examination of landscapes and ecology first, in 

relation to protagonist, Johnny Utah (Keanu Reeves), in Point Break and then in Bigelow’s 

short film, Last Days (2014). 

 

In terms of cinematography, framing and shot composition, Kirsten Adkins correlates aspects 

of Zero Dark Thirty with both ancient mythologies and contemporaneous military procedures, 

proposing that Bigelow utilises cinematographic techniques and compositional strategies to 

convey the marginalisation of women in traditionally male-dominated arenas, such as the film 

industry and the military. Whereas Barry Keith Grant sees Bigelow as ‘the only female 

filmmaker specialising in action films,’ (2004, 371), Vincent Gaine contends that her work 

constitutes what he terms ‘new action realism’ whereby Bigelow and her collaborators create 

films that feature unresolved narratives and an aesthetic characterised by claustrophobic 

immediacy and incomplete visual display. Finally, in respect of the oft-negotiated position of 

Bigelow as auteur (see White 2015), Carl Sweeney engages with notions of the auteur-as-star 

as proposed by Timothy Corrigan (1991) and Jeanne Basinger’s (2007) concept of the neo-star 

to suggest Bigelow as a ‘neo-star director’. Relatedly, in her article ‘How does she Look?; 

Bigelow’s Vision/Visioning Bigelow’, Deborah Jermyn considers Bigelow, not only as a 

subject of the camera gaze but as object. Examining a range of media images, Jermyn examines 

the double-meaning embedded in how Bigelow looks. 

 

Overall, the articles here reveal hitherto unexamined aspects of Bigelow’s filmmaking 

reputation from those concerned with characterisation, cinematography, and shot composition 

to her status as controversial filmmaker, auteur, neo-star director, and media icon. Travelling 



from counter-culture independent cinema to mainstream Hollywood, and cutting across and 

within genres with a distinctive style, Bigelow’s legacy will not only be as the first woman film 

director to achieve an Academy Award for Best Director, but one characterised by an artistic, 

unique and dynamic, if sometimes controversial vision. 
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