The Smashing Machine (2025) — A Screenwriter’s Breakdown for Educators

The Smashing Machine dives into the real-life rise and fall of MMA legend Mark Kerr, a world-
class fighter whose strength could crush men but couldn’t save him from addiction, loneliness,
and the brutal machinery of fame.

Safdie’s screenplay captures the dissonance between public image and private collapse -- the
fighter’s primal will to survive against a world built to commodify pain. It’s less a boxing movie
than a human pressure cooker, filmed with Safdie’s signature handheld tension and empathy for
the flawed.

For screenwriting students, this is an intense case study in subjective realism, moral decay, and
the anatomy of addiction on screen.

Key Themes for Screenwriters and Educators:
1. Writing Kinetic Realism

Safdie’s scenes hum with documentary authenticity -- sweat, tape, microphones, and mundane
noise build an immersive, anxious realism.

Screenwriting Takeaway:
- Create tension through texture, not exposition.

- Use physical detail (breathing, sound, routine) as emotional shorthand.

2. Character Before Myth

Kerr’s humanity lives in contrast -- brutal in the cage, gentle in conversation. Safdie disarms the
cliché of the “fallen champion” by making him self-aware yet powerless.

Screenwriting Takeaway:
- Let contradictions define character.

- Humanize archetypes by showing how they rationalize their own collapse.



3. Addiction as Structure

The film’s rhythm mimics dependency -- peaks of triumph followed by withdrawal. Each “win”
carries an echo of loss.

Screenwriting Takeaway:
- Mirror theme through structure.

- Escalate inner conflict as external stakes diminish.

4. Intimacy in Violence

Safdie films combat like confession: every punch is personal, every breath heavy with meaning.
Screenwriting Takeaway:

- Don’t write violence for spectacle; write it for revelation.

- Fight scenes can reveal shame, fear, or love more than words can.

5. The Price of Performance

Kerr’s body becomes his currency, his identity, and his prison. Safdie’s script turns the athlete’s
regimen into ritual -- devotion that devours.

Screenwriting Takeaway:
- Obsession is a dramatic engine.

- Explore how routine becomes religion, and religion becomes ruin.

Legacy:

The Smashing Machine stands beside Raging Bull and The Wrestler as a modern tragedy of the
body -- a portrait of manhood collapsing under its own mythology. Benny Safdie writes not just
a fighter’s fall, but a filmmaker’s prayer for empathy in a violent age.
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