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Plot Synopsis 
 
The Abyss was a movie of destiny. First off, this movie either began or was the 
result of a lifetime obsession James Cameron has with the ocean (see later 
Titanic and his IMAX deep sea movies). The Abyss also employs claustrophobic 
sets which are deeply rooted in such thriller/adventure movies as Alien, in which 
Cameron directed the sequel. The Abyss, a solid sci-fi thriller starring Ed Harris 
and Mary Elizabeth Mastrantonio. Ed Harris plays Bud, the head of an undersea 
oil rig where very little actually happens and the people on the rig are only there 
in case something goes wrong. Well, wouldn't you know it, but an American 
nuclear submarine patrolling the US coast near the oil rig suddenly sinks, killing 
the sailors on board. The Americans suspect it's the Soviets, but we know better. 
Something pink and glowing does something to the submarine causing it to sink. 
A team of Navy seals, ferried down to the rig by Bud's ex-wife Lindsey 
(Mastrantonio), boards the oil rig and uses it as a command base for their 
mission to recover the submarine. And that is when the fun begins. Of course a 
hurricane has to enter into the plot, making matters much worse! The special 
effects were ground breaking at the time and hold up well today.  
 
 
Tidbits and Trivia     THE ABYSS 

 

 Ed Harris had such a traumatic experience making the film that he refused to talk about it for years.  
 Ed Harris has publicly refused to speak about his experiences working on the film, saying "I'm not 

talking about The Abyss and I never will". The only register with Harris speaking about his 
experiences doing the movie is in the documentary Under Pressure: Making 'The Abyss' (1993). 
Similarly, Mary Elizabeth Mastrantonio said "The Abyss was a lot of things. Fun to make was not 
one of them." An early draft of the script had narration.  
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 Cast members had to become certified divers before filming began.  

 Very few scenes involved stunt people. When Bud drags Lindsey back to the rig, that's really Mary 
Elizabeth Mastrantonio holding her breath. When the rig is being flooded and characters are 
running from water, drowning behind closed doors, and dodging exploding parts of the rig, those 
are all actors, not stunt people. 

 Fluid breathing is a reality. Five rats were used for five different takes, all of whom survived and 
were given antibiotic shots by a vet. The rat that actually appeared in the film died of natural causes 
a few weeks before the film opened. According to James Cameron, the scene with the rat had to be 
edited out of the UK movie version because "the Royal Veterinarian felt that it was painful for the 
rat". James Cameron repeatedly assures that the rats used for this take didn't suffer any harm. 

 Most of the underwater filming took place in a half-completed nuclear reactor facility in Gaffney, 
South Carolina, including the largest underwater set in the world at 7 million gallons. 

 The water in the two tanks was chlorinated heavily, to prevent microbes growing in it. This caused 
many of the actor's hair to become green and even white. 

 One of the first films to make proper use of CGI technology, which were done by George Lucas's 
special effects company Industrial Light and Magic (ILM). The animated water effects would be put 
to use in James Cameron's next film Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991), to create the liquid 
Terminator, the T-1000. 

 During the segment where the mini-subs are exploring the sunken nuclear sub the actors can be 
seen inside the model mini-subs. This was achieved by putting a tiny screen and projector inside 
the models, projecting movies of the actors. 

 The first feature film to have used an early version of Adobe Photoshop. 

 Filmed on a $70 million budget, making it one of the most expensive films made at the time. 
 

 


