


When Marine sniperAnthany Swoffordwent towar inthe G

ulf,
the only enemy he faced was tediurm. Britwinderkind Sam
Mendes nowreturns to fishthisown battle:adapting Swofford's
explosive mermoirJarhead forthe screen... vems wimmiie
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JARHEAD

and anget — into & bracing, irrevererit memair
zbout life in the Corps, expressing in brutally
unsparing prose the pumped-up machismo, all-

pervading fear and soul-nwmhing lonsliness of
being a shaven-headed cog in America’s fighting.

machine. Or, in Swotford’s case, standing ‘on the
sidelines while his country's overwhelming air
superigrity pummelled Saddam Hussein's Kuwait

invaders into charred subrmission, then wandering

through the grotesgue aftermath (the Highway
of Death, Kuwaiti oil fields set ablaze),

Although Jarhead \was a bestseller and critical
darling (“will go down with the best books ever
written about military life)” gushed The New York
Times), Hollywood wouldn’t touch it ar first. Buf ag
soan as Gulf War Two was in full swing, producers
emerged wantingtosink theirtalonsinto Swofford’s
property. Unlike most take-the-monev-and-run
authors, however, he was détermined to hold out
for someone he trusted, avoiding those yith less
pure ambitions. “No one ever suggested makingita
combat moyie) says the now 25-year-old
ex-Marine, "but I'ra sitfe it could have happened
with some entitiss”

Eventually, Swoff entrusted Jurhead's adaptation
o the hushand~wife producing team of Lucy Fisher
and Doug Wick, who set the project up at Universal,
hired ex-Marine William Broyles Jr to handle
adapting, duties and recruited Oscar-winner
Mendes. to direct (not an ounce of military
experienice). “There’s something walusble abeout
having an outsider’s look” says Wick of Mendes?
unlikely appointment: “But we joked that if
Américan Bequty is ‘Sam, Meéndes goes to the
suiburbs? this is‘Sam Mendes goes to War?”

For Mendes’ part, tackling his third American
tale in as many films was “totally unintentional —
my accidental trilogy” But, aft=r developing then
exiting an adaptation of the stage musical Sweeney
Todd, Jarhead caught his eye for the opportunities
it offered him 1o evolve. “Having only made two
moyies, T feel it's too eatly in my caresr to say
'This is my style and I'm sticling 10 it says the
4o-year-old of his somewhat whiplash-Induciig
leap to Jjarhead. “Road To. Perdition was too
precious; 1 gt too obsessed with painting the
composition and forgot to make rcom for the
actors: to interact: property. With Jarhead T was
determined 'to make way for the happy accidents
that actars bring”
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Togethey, Broyles -and Mendes (who' surrounded
himself with several Marines as advisers) boiled
down Swofford’s navel — lopping off most of his
life before and after the Corps — and milled the
auther for more storfes (including the film's
Christmas. celebration where Gyllenhaal prances
around in two Santa hits, one stratesically placed
over his pether regions). Otherwise they stuck
fairly faithfully 1o Swoff’s tales of juited-up
recruifs pumping themselves up with porno, Nam
movies and alcohol — and wracking themselves
with anxiety over the fidelity of their wives and
girlfriends back home:

For Mendes, Swotford’s chronicle was comparable
to“JI Salinger dealing with the Gulf War” Which
would make Gyllenhaal Holden Caulfield, But
Mendes didn’t rush to:cast the Donnie Darko star

as Swoff, keeping kim on tenterhoclts for months
after the 25-year-old, by his own admission, fluffed
his audition (<1 sucked). There were also voices
around Mendes impugning the actor's masculinity
— Insofar as to how convinging he would he as
2 gung-ho grant. “We needed to see him as an
actual Marine;" says Wick, "not a guy who's been
amovie starsince he was 18"

While shoeting Biokeback Mountain in Calgary,
Gyllenthaal heard 'that Mendes was seeffig other
actors: Beciding to throw caytion to the wind, he
rang bim up to leaye an impassioned message on
his volcemail, “Tt actually did matter” says the
director of Gyllenhaals plea. “He timed it yery
well and it was good to know how passionately
he wanted to play the role” Nevertheless, Mendes:
still kept him waiting ancther month before telling
him he had the part.

Once he'd accepted him, however, Gyllenthanl
insists Mendes made him feel like he could dono
wrong in the rdle. 8o thestar committed himself to
peiting info'a Marine mindset, both physically and
mentally — including buffing up big time (“He went
nuts)” claims |Sdrsgaard, who plays his sniper

partner Troy and has been' 2 close friend since

he started dating Jake's sister; Mazggie), With
Gyllenhaal and Mendes in place, it was a cinch
getting other actors 10 sign up;: first in line was

‘Osear-winnerFoxx; who enirolled forthe sipporting
role of Staff Sergeant Sykes; Mendes” warlking
'methods, however, ook some getting used to for

everyohe, Including Foxx. “The first couple of days
working with Sam, he says, T want vou to tyalk

forward, Jamie, and deliver your line. And then

I want you towdlk out of tame! T was lke, Is that
177 Wes, nmless you wantme to release some doves
behindvour back...”” _

“Yeah, Tdid say that laughs Mendes. “T think it’s
too many months of working with Michael Mann




for Jamie! Tt's like, ‘Ckay, take 78! Jamie’s like,
That's {7 Seven fakes?" [ would say, Now we're
going toshoot itat 120 fames per second and then
we're gonna do a slosmo version... Just teasing.”
Tor the scene where Sarsgaard’s cheractér, Troy,
gets pinned down and branded with the USMC
insignia by Wis comrades — an excruciating rite of
passape administered after vour Corps coborts feel
you've proved yourself warthy — Sarsgaard alse
received a particularly piguant slice'of directio.
T did one take for the branding scene and felt'so good
about myself!" says the 34-vear-ald actor, whose

Downtima; for Swoiford,
BulfWar One nveolved lots of
sitring. readingangd sunhathing
—andnosye-to-eyeco mbat,

hair and rnake-up team were men), cife with the
hazing spirit of barracks life.

“There was-a lotof bickering and there was a'lot
of nudging eachother out ofthe way to get attention
i the scens, 1o gét attention/out of the scene, to
pay attention even, says Gyllenhaal. “When Jamie
was on set, it was like, ‘Who can laugh louder at his
jinkes? We ere all competing with each other: vwho
¢could do more push-ups; who could do more pull-
ups. [t gotpretty personalat times, Peopie were just
beating each other up all the time, apd somehagw
it was oleay..."

‘It was competitive, pretty pelsonal We were
beating each otherupallthe time’ /.c -

hard-nosed platoon leader is an amalgamation of
rwocharacters from Swofford's book. “Twas walldng
away going, T'msuch a good actor! I'm o0 amazing!”
1 counld feel that people thought I.did 2 good jobs
And then T hear Szmi coming up behind, saying,
‘Peter, Peter, just wondering; erm.. Lovely. Really
lovelv. €ould we do it again? T was like, Wiy, that
was 50 great!” And he sdid,"Try to push through
looking like you've being fucked by -an elephant...”

leep, drink, eat, shif, ‘exercise,
follow orders (or not), wank,
sleap, drink, eat, shit, exercise,
wank... Continte on
y monotonous repeat for months
! in the desert, It's a tough life
being an actor. No wender they
went a bit.stir-crazy — and warse
— gut in ﬂ:‘. deserts of southern Calitornia and
riorthern Mexico, which doubled for the desolate
¢xpanses of the Arabian Peninsula, It was
a testosterone-fuelled, alpha-male zone (even the

wait.

TFactions formed and changed throughout the
shaat. The two guys who were best friends on day
one weren'tbest friendson day 60, Ona—upmanship
wasa way of life, aswere somie foul pranks. On one
orcasion, anactor —wha 1o pne will name — took
a-dump in a Styrafoim =y, placed it in another

actor's trailer and turped the heat on ligh, “Tt was:
all locker room stuff)” says Sarsgaard. “You start to

realise what kind of man you are. When sormeone
comes 3t you, you're either the dog that rolls over
on it back or you're the guy Who does that to/other
peopieoryou're the one who goes off by themselves
and tries not to get involved”
Dégpite heing fhe latter, Sassgaard came in far
plesity of stick, even if he wasn't always aware of it.
‘Tmplaying a guy who doesn't talk muich s I'was

very qidet on this mavie” he says, “They would 1l

tease me hehind my back. I'd put my headphones
n and would justisitin my chair, meditaring. And
theyall started imitating me and saving I'was going
like this...

marntis about to strike] 1 didn’t knovr this ‘cos Thad

[Sarsgaard strikés a pose like a praying

my eves closed and my headphonss on. I didn't
notice & lot of things. [ was trying to act like
Lwasri’t therealat of the time”

At one point, Gylleahaal and Sarsgaard stopped
talking to sach other, a murnal smub that lasted
almost two weeks, “Take and | fought, we made up,
we hit edch other, we loved each other” says
Sarsgazrd, whoone night, to the utter amazement
of Gylenhaal; stood up from the table where they
were drigking in their Mexican hotel, walked into
a nearby fountain, then stumbied up to histoom —
fully clothed and seaking wet and withour saying
a word., “Jake was mid-sentence but this poal... it
Just logked sonice”

s lifer platoen leader Svkes, Foxx kept his
distance from all the grunt grappling. “Tt was
a legitimate parallel with what was going on on
screen,” savs Foxe. “He'dl quietly play chess between
scenes, Ubserves: Gyllenhaal. “We'd all play him
and he'd always-win. There’s a pecking order in
the Marine Corps just like there is on 2 movie set,
and it s easy to look to Jamiie 45 our leader” But
things changed when Foxx went off mid-shoot to
collect his Best Actor Oscar for Ray, “All the young

_actors were really furimy about it says Wick. “They

said they felt rnuehibetter taking orders from him
movw that he had the Oscar?

“But 1 didn't change that)” Foxx chimes in. “You
gotta come inand say, ‘T stll oyn that ass, T sl
talk trach to him’ You gotia remain in character.
You tan't beat people over the head with the Oscar.
You only bring that levesage out oo people when
vou need it 5

JARHEAD-SCRATCH

Total Film stumbled out into the
great British streets and asked
one simple question: “What do
you think Jarhead's ahout, then?"
Kieran Farrell, Salmon Chef
“Dh, Christ. It's not some Jar-far Binks
spin-off)isit? Do me 2 favolur, mate.
Put out my eges with coat-hangers.”

Jim Sawger, Thief
"A documentary about a new danger
sport where people try to wriggle inside

= oversized glass receptacles and roll
themselves down a steep hill, due to some ancient
bylaw that promises the first person to get to

the battom twa full nights! arificial awnership

of the village mauer's daughter? Is this for heat?”

Kathy Latham, Arson Investigator

il “Is that the obsessive.compulsive
glass-blower thing? Have you got
test screening tickets?"

Gareth Manhsfield, Fruiterer
“Like the Annabel Chong film, only with
a woman who'gees for the world-record
-at eating loads of jam sandwiches in
ohe:sitting, 35 opposed to having sex with men?"

Greg Clarke, Abattoir Janitor
1sn't that the profane and poetic,

grunt’s-eye view of the dirst Gulf

War, based on the book by Anthony
Swofford? | heard that, despite itsspellbinding
evocation of the key character's dehumanisation,
the film disappaintingly muffles the primal howl
against the madern military's policy of palitically
motivated brain-washing.”
Andy Lowe
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JARHEAD
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N the same way that Swiofford's plitson

Now, Platoon and Full Metal Jacket 1o get
themselves pumped up for battle and, 1o
qucte him from farhead, revel in “the
terrible and despicable beautv of thair
fighting skills'Mendesaims his viewfinder
through the flter of cassic war fiims.

Jarhead’s vein-busting difll sergeant sequence is

practically a direct lift from Kubrick's illustrious
Jacket scene, while the film's grunts alsosit through
a whooping, orglastic vigwing of Apocalypse Now's
Ride Of The Vallyries' beach assault. 15 2 shréwd
move on: Mendes® part, disarming inevitable
comparisons to the -all-time grear war movies;
it's also a ned to the way movies s8ep ivto our

mnfsaa_lls'h:sn A
andGullenliglll, onset.

mates watchirepeat viewings of Apscalypse

cultur=l lexicon. “There’s not a drill instructor in
the Marine Corps these days,” says Broyles, “who.
doesn’t in'same ways pretend to be R Lee Ermey?”

But Jarhead differs ina big way from its Vietnam
predecessors — yes, ithas the coming of age story,
the male bonding, and the military bltinders, but it
doesn’s have, as'Mendes phrases it, “the hizmrrely
mvigarating action stuff’ “This is an existential
war movie in which you trin men 1o go 1o war and
theryou take'away the war"he says. “But hecsuse it
‘says “war movie' on the packet, an: audience is
expecting the kind of thrills; fn/inverted commas,
they get from 2 combdt movie. Thisds not 2 combat
‘thovie, it's about this war where there wasn't any
fighting: I can't invent the fighting) If ya'u warnt to
see-combar, go watch a Vietnammovie.,

‘Road To Perdition was too precious -thls tlme
'\ I've acl:uallg made room for theactors’ -

The other thing Jorhéad's missing, despite 2 vibe
from both book and movie that's insubordinately
anti-war, is a-grand pronouncemient — either for or
against what’s Happening now in Tmq. As Mendes
quite rightly: points out, why should it? “T. dan’t
thinkwe should be inrag now” he declares, “But it
has nething to do with my movie. This is a movie
about Operation Desert Storm in1ogo, And Tihink
people’s desire to make an overheated political
staterment about now is-just to simplify the movie,
The best war mevies are about the futility of war
arid this is as futile a war a8 tliere has ever been”
Meanwhile, American eritics disenchanted by the
fact that Jarhead doesn’t wield'a Big Message have
already dismisged its Oscar chances. But don't rule
it out just vet, As Sarsgaard’s Troy declaims in
Jarhead's most essential statement: “Fuck politics;
We're hare now and that’s all that matters” @

Jarhead opens on 13 January and is reviewed on
page 30.
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