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Abstract

I msIn this essay 1 shall trace t he deve 1 opmen t o f Ho 1 I ywood 1 i
ofdealing with the Vietnam war. 1 shall follow the development

these films from those of the sixties, which.

have an implicit Vietnam subtext, the seven!iesthrough those of

such as Apocalypse Now, up to the present.

'surrogate' victory. The Vietnam war offers a unique example of

films dealing with the war shows how Ho 1 1 ywood reflects and

II

the role Hollywood plays in American society and a

supports the dominant ideology of the time.

i t can be said,

'define' the Vie t nam 'experience'. By identifying two wave s o f

Vietnam films I have exam i ned how the early films helped the

The essay shows how these films have helped the American public

pub 1 ic forget the war and how the

study of the

later films serve as a
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fig. 2 Television image in The Deer Hunter

fig. 1 Nixon’s television announcement that troops would make an ’incursion’ into Cambodia, 1970.



Background

when the chips are down,"If,

helpless giant, the forces of totalitarlanism and anarchy

throughou twill threaten free nations and free ins11tut ions

t he wor 1 d."

1970 thatRichard Nixons television announcement on April 30

Sou t hAmerican and Viet name s e makewou 1 d ant roop s

i n to Cambod i a. (1 pg. 13). (fig.' incurs ion' 1).

I n 1945 Vietnam declared independence from French colonial

domination and thus started Anerican involvement in Vietnam. From

1946 to 1954 America supported British and French troops

efforts t o

"After 1950 it paid 80% of France'sthe Vie tmi nh.movemen t,

cost." (2 pg.10).

States andset pumped i n
hundreds of millions of dollars

intelligence agents" (2 pg.10).hundred advisers and U.S.
involvement was escalated by each successive administrat Byion.
1976 America's longest and most costly lost at the cost
of around (no true figure exists) 58,000 American lives and over

2.5 million Vietnamese and Laotian.

I have begun with the briefest of outlines of a confl i ct wh t ch

3

"severalin assis tance and

wa r wa s

nation, the Uni ted States of Amer ica, acts like a pitiful,

in their

The French withdrew in 1954 and the United

the world's most powerful

regain con t r o1

up a South Vietnamese Government

over the Vietnamese independence



benever

disputed. In Susan Moe Iler's Shooting Wa r (3 pg. 325) the i swa r

placed between February 8, 1962 and April 29, 1975. This book i s

an account of pho t o-j ou r na 1 ism in the war and the 1962 date i s

the Associated Press radiothe date firsttransmi t ted i t s

pro foundthe conf Iict had a

effect on America and American culture.

the roleabout American cinema.

the myths it portrays and endorses.

I have chosen Vietnam as a basis for this examination for it has

been, a constant threadInception, i n con tempor a r y

American cinema.

Post to the reclusive ex-patriate Stanley Kubrick.

The films under examination spread from The Green Berets ( John

_the F£U£_th July ( O1 i ve r
Stone 1989). The filmography contains the films I have seen that

are relevent to this essay. They either deal explicitly

Of all the films listed I shall

4

implicitly with the Vietnam war.

Wayne, Ray Ke 1 logg 1968) to Born on

virtually all of Hollywoods directors f rom the jingoistic Ted

examine seme in detail while most shall serve as reference.

photograph from Saigon. At the time

In it 1 shall attempt to examine

reached true closure and the dates 1 have given can

it plays in American society,

This essay is primarily

sinee its

The Vietnam war has been the basis for films by



Why Defeat ?

There are many

order to set the scene I would like to comment briefly on somei n

i ts con tex t.

the T.V.Firstly the war

screens

as the 'living room war1. This constant exposure gave the war a

sense of

hosted by Walter Cronkite et al permeated every aspect of daily

American life to a much higher degree than the Pathe news repor t s

had during the Second Wo r I d Wa r. Indeed these Second World Wa r

thereports,

to notema i n

I tc i nema,

was

added to a predominantlywar,

popular opinion of thein war :

or

'left of centre,' while only 19 percent called themsel ves

(3 pg. 350).

The unlimited access afforded to the press and the real. sm o f
central to the breakdown oftheir coverage the values whichwas

brought America through the second world war. Shooting War offer s

t he print and

5

"that

survey of journalists affiliated with major media

immediacy to the American public and the daily reports

"in a

feature (the real morale booster). It is important

is often referred to

i s a cho ice,

it has become less of a 'decision' than movie-going.

in order to place this essay in

outlets, 54 percent described themselves as 'liberal'

us a

conservat ive."

liberal press that caused a shift

in every American household and it

the subliminal pervasive effect of popular media during the

of these

reasons given for America's defeat in Vietnam and

was the first to be fought daily on

though openly morale-boosting, took second place to

like going to thethat even though television

solid argument against the belief



electronic media were responsible for the 'loss'
facile andtheir

349). extensionIn Nixon's scathing attack on the media

of his paranoia rather than a solid argument

facile and immature undermining of American policy':

"Th is was which ou rour history dur ing

med i a Ir i end 1 y t han ourt oto

t he

hour s.

It powerfully distorted public perceptions.

(3.1 pg. 350).ref 1ected

These sentiments are shared by Major-General Winant Sidle chief of

information who felt "reporting of the war (could) have been more

ou tcome."

(3-2 pg. 350).

Media subversion ?

the Right

while only providing material, rather than political discource

for the left. influence on films seems to have been11 s more

s
of American technology (fig. 2). It is purly incidental that

t t

The use of this media'television' image. image does not

med ia 11

6

visual (if not

of Vietnam by

we see an

i n Congress."

a s r ega rd s 'their

i s a

coverage of

Vietnam War was not one of the American media's finer

interesting to note how it serves as a scapegoat to

immature undermining of American policy" (3 pg-

objective. And this might well have changed the entire

suggest, as Nixon would have liked, a subversion by the

were more

allies... The dishonest, double standard

and these were

the first war in

visceral) than ideological. In The Deer Hunter 

(Michael Cimino 1978) actual news coverage of a helicopter being 

dumped into the ocean is used as a commentary of the uselessnes

In addressing the role the media played during the war it is

our enemies



Cimino'so fmerly representational.i s

I shalldegree of real i sm. In chapter two

disenss i deologicaI

and the post Second World War film The Bes t Years o£ Our
direct(William Wyler 1946), of which The Deer Hunter
Franc i sdecendant. Other direct media references
joke byCoppola's Apoca^yj^se Now (1979) where he makes

d1recting himself the soldiers not

to look at the cameras but to fight on and

(Stanley Kubrick 1987) the soldiers act up for T.V. saying 'this

is Vietnam the movie'.

These examples sense

of allenation. In Apocalypse Now the director's tha ti nsis tance

the soldiers 'dont look at the camera' underl ine h

that they become part of the spectacle he is creating. In Full

Meta| Jackal the approach

soldiers stop and comment on the war underl

wish to distance himself from the war.

These two scenes point to the ma in difference between the role

the por t raya 1 of the war.

Television, the present war,

images and fact. The
moviemakers, while acknowledging the medias role

t end

merely toreflect rather to produceto attempt not another level
in which it can support their ideas and technique.

7

ining the director's

i n Fu 1 1 Metal Jacket

s t andpoin t

in general (not taking into account

as a T.V director dictating to

i s more 'c i nema

Hollywood and the Networks played in

an 'in'

is insis tance

in Vietnam,

serve mainly as filmic devices to create a

This device

verite', where the

i s par t

i s a

attempt to achieve a

see conclusion),

this 'realism' in relation to its

may be found i n

i s a ref lector of



(as opposedA f i Im that comes closer to a med i a viewpoin t

made theI have

mimingi ni t relates

p u b 1the bombardment of horrific t he Arne r i ca ni mage s

the f i Irnencountered during the

intended as mere representation of fact (mediano t

Apoca 1 ypse Now and Fu I 1 Me ta I
thanJacket ? I t that they have beenseems mo r e

t heThe so called 'New Journalism1 that arose duringideological.

Images, both

influenced by the photojourna-are

lightweight 35mm cameras and

Leica and

photographers being the precursors). Th i s thei n

Jacket where

to the high
level of violence which erupted onto the cinema screens dur ing

on the
ear 1 y f i 1ms ).

The public divide.

From the outset few Americans doubted their i nvo 1 vemen t

footage (Frank Capra and his

visual

standpoint) would be Platoon (O1 iver Stone 1986).

Viet nam War is identified by a new 'realist1 feel.

war (camera viewpoint), while

this period (this shall be dealt with in the first chapter

the rov ing action

s tandpo i nt)-

lists use of new

What are the media influences in

to television coverage

played a major role in the conditioning of audiences

the soldiers 'go over the top') are much smoother and aesthet

increase tn popularity of the steadicam in cinema. Admitedly

other major Magnum

the source is still the unsteady T.V. footage. Television also

distinction in that

i s echoed

still and moving, of this era

steadicam images (take the sequence in Fu 1 1 Metal



fig. 3 Student protest, Ohio State University, April 1 970

fig. 4 Nixon Visits the troops, J uly 1 969.
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Vietnam. They were, John Kennedy said,a s going
d orn i nocredible" (3 329). theAmerican o ffearPg-powe r

principle meant that the:
heavily because"United States invested i ts

it believes South Viet Nam is the strategic key
theoftriumph could mean Red domination

. New York Herald Tribune 1963 (3 pg.329).

the

States,

(as indeed a film) the sentiments held at the outset should be

reaffirmed and strengthened by the end. This was not the case

the

and

military strategies, and a turning point, the period after the

Tet Offensive in which the majority of

the films under discussion here f ee 1

that the war was

The Grunt

The breakdown of publ

breakdown in the I shall go into

greater detail of

as

Fo u£_t h o .f J u j_y ) isolated seen, as

to

10

"to make our

entire area"

are set), caused many to

rightness of the conflict but began to question the political

men and money so

in fact wrong, (fig. 3).

ic consensus was also parallelled by a

in 1968 (notably the year

generated conflict. For a conflict to reach true closure

represented by Hollywood, to be another contributing factor

Asia. A corrmum st

while

during the sixties. During the mid-sixties many trusted

However these negative values aimed at the enemy, which are

discussing specific films such as Platoon. The split at home

to Sou theas t

'proper' image of an army.

certain films show (Cormng Home Hal Ashby 1978, Born on the 

and can be

propaganda basis of any conflict, rather than uniting the United

the popular concept of 'the grunt'

the soldier



the

is like he replies, "I dont know wha twar

don't showIt sure as hellis. T.V. shows what its like.wha t i t

itselfwhat 11

then

f rom the appearance of 'Hanoi Jane' as Sally) ack now 1 edge

Right's resentment of T.V. reportage but also

soldier's

to complete his or her tour of duty (Pl a toon
1 3is based entirely around one soldier, Chris Taylor, and his

month tour of duty). A pol 1

hav ing to risk their"that men who went to Vietnam were 'suckers,

the wrong p 1 ace, at the wrong time,"

(4 pg. 137).

Vietnam and the vet's rehabilitation (Born on the Fourth of July,

rehabilitating role Hollywood has played. Many of these veterans

Women and War points out Michael Herr's Dispatches

(of all the veterans writing the most s ignificant

1971

meant that Vietnam has "become an 'experience,' unique to the

narratives." (5anna 1 s 219-20).pp.

sympathy forof boys'extension

11

Th i s

the climatic film of this theme to date) is part of the entire

E1sh tain in

o f Ame rica n war

pr irnary concern was

forward as liberal, 'anti-war', (if not f rom its narrative

in 1971 gave the majority

suff ered

(manifested in terms like 'Post Traumatic Stress Disorder') k 
' ftci S

i t s 1 ike.

The 'returning Vet' theme is a very common mot if i n Ho 1 1 y wood' s

lives in the wrong war, in

the American defeat. In Coming Home when Sally asks Bob what

I on Iy know

as feel mg

is". This isolated dialogue from a film that puts

is now widely accepted that the averagesoldier. It

re. Aipoca 1 ypse

Now) and protests during the Winter Soldier Investigation of

were the most outspoken critics of the war. As Jean Bethke

the stoicism of the

s the

the horrors 'our
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fig. 6 Tom Cruise in Born
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the Four th of July

victimsimpotent wheelchair

hit below the belt (fig- 6). Ii ns i nuating

the emphasis placedthat these soldiers suffer but it onagree i s
Ame rica' ssuffer ing thesetheir i n points to

In studies of the 'reasons' whyinability to see beyond it se 1 f.

"the world's most powerful helpless

giant" (1 pg. 13) the onus usually placed on how the war wa si s

fought and lost on the home front.

11 the search for a scapegoat and to how the warideas asi s

should have been fought ( particular the latter films) whichi n t s

In the maj ority of films

an attempt to reach

the 'closure' referred to earlier. In The Deer Hunter Michael

Captain Wi 1 lardreturns is

First Blood (Ted Kotcheff 1982).

'Technowar.'

war was fought. In The Perfect War: Technowar in Vietnam James

"produce so many enemy deaths that the other side wou1d be

13

In The Deer Hunter, Comm i ng Home and Born on

that we (/Vnerica) were

in Apoca 1 ypse Now and Rambo

nation" acted as a "pitiful,

William Gibson calls the strategy 'Technowar '(2 pg. 40). saying

a constant theme in all Vietnam movies.

the central

enabled these veterans to achieve a belated sense of recognition.

the concept of 'Technowar' was to:

returns to release supposed P.O.W.s still held tn captivity in

the main protagonists are seen to return in

characters are

to search for Nick

A true reflection of America's defeat actually lies in 'how' the

returning after his first tour

films which

in Saigon,



fig. 8 Clint Eastwood

fig. 7 Slyvestcr Stallone
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as Dirty Harry

as Rambo
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this

the 'cross over point', when the North Vietnamese would no

longer be able to replace casualties fast enough tomamta i n

force."(2 12)stable (Genera 1 Wes tmore1 and wa sa Pg-
infamous for his inflated body counts).

Cr 111 c i sm of the war from either a 1iberal v i ew,conservativeor
usually remains within the confines of this

theory. Conservatives felt that 'sei fthe Administration had
imposed restraints' disenabling the army to function. I ,bera 1 s

and a waste of shows

that t he '1iberals' o f the Kennedy administration t heand

'conservatives' of the Nixon admi n i s t ration the

"t raditiona1 Vie tnamese invade r s”. (2fore ignres i stance to

Pg-12).

Coppoia's Apocalypse Now and

1ite ra 1 i t s

banality, (take the scene where a mass ive strike is ordered by

good wave
1 Ipar jt t heon

ineptitude of 'Technowar', replacing the whole of the ma rines
with a one man army. (fig. 7).

in Ivan lllich's Too Is For Conviviality. In his analysis of the
cap i ta1i sm andcons t ra i n t s of

15

cal led

in order to get a

as Gibson points out,

resources. This

Perhaps the best insight into 'Technowar' strategy can be found

also commen t s

Lt. Col. Kilgore on a coastal village

driven 'bankrupt'. General Wi 1 1 iam Westmore1 and

are ignorant of

to surf).

viewed the war 'as mistake'

the growth of consumerism he

i s a

representation of 'Technowar' which comments on

1 Blood,

its exploding rainforest



"Seif-defeatingthe Vietnam war a sproposes

o fe sea 1 a tion prac ticedpower...

society(6 pp.nations" cen t r a 1i s

"infected by the growth mama" and shows i nabi1i ty11 s

a conflict by escalation" (6 pg. 9).

OnNow.

it depicts the banality of 'Technowar 'and thethe visual level

'consumer ize' Vietnam (the Playboyfolly of America's attempt to

sequence for example). However

o flevel of the director, the film ref 1ection

'g r ow t h man i a'. I n order

himself Coppola elevates ('escalates') the film to a my t h i ca 1

literary allusions.i t s

the much publicised production angst and the film's

huge budget. order for Coppola to win the battle forI n t he

definitive 'Vi e t nam Experience' he has taken the film into the

my s tica1 realms The crisis i n

Ho 1 1 ywood at the t ime was to 'define' the Vietnam 'experience'

and in Hollywood share in the Palme D'or and the

Ivan I I 1 ich's theory the film suceeds where Amer i can po 1 icy i n

i t s

and,

through the huge escalat ion of

on

16

on Conrad's Heart of Darkness

intended

terms (11 won a

i ndus trial i zed

an example of a

literary elevation based

The fi Im which illustrates these beliefs is

on a higher level, the

ion to

I eve 1 with

is an indirect

to a

This 'escalation'

the budget (it rose to 30 million dollars). This depiction of the

grossness of American policy is an honest critical observation

reflected in

Vietnam failed: through "escalation". This is achieved by

"to solve

to solve the Vietnam 'experience' for

is also

of man's Heart of Darkness.

Oscar for best film) Coppola has achieved this. In relat

8-9). This argument

closer to the capitalist's ideal,

in highly



1 ms'of the fi

literary allusions (see chapter 2).

As shall be made clear

thethe development of 'The Vietnam Movie' no filmmaker can v i ew

Even thosefrom any other angle than whencewar

arethe war

regressive portrayal of the Vietnamese. Mentionstat ned with a

'Viet nam' to most people and America, than Asia, come srather

I i t e r a I 1 yTh i s show how Hollywood hastogoes

transported Vietnam back home. Ful 1 Metal Jacket was s ho t i n

London (and as I little to do with

Vietnam) and another film, though not explictly about Vietnam a

strong statement nonetheless,

Comfor t Walter Hill 1981).

In addressing briefly the 'reasons' for Americas defeat we can
see how they have been def med, rede finednow

by Holl ywood. In the following chapters I shall examine how all

these films have contributed to the rebuilding of "The Pitiless
Giant" of the sixties t he 'New
Militarism' of the eighties. Though these are rather broad and
1 i teral terms to apply to such diverse a culture as Amer tea's,
they are none the less relevent when one considers the nature of
Hollywood and mass entertainment as being broad and literal

17

(Southern

tainted by the amb i gu i t i e s

i t came, Amer ica.

which are proposed as

wi11 attempt to show has very

into mind.

distilled and now

a critical commentary on

Coppola's part but is

is set in Lou isanna,

in the following chapters which chronicle

to what is now refered to as



fig. 9 Travis in Taxi Driver 1976
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Heroes

andTh r oughou t t he re ference shalltex t

Ho 1 Iywood's notions of this myth. At this stage I won Id
outline briefly this notion for subsequent reference.

Thousand Faces the Anthropologist Joseph

Campbell describes a hero as one who:

"Must set out

triumph over his

circle by returning home." (7)

While this structure can be applled to a film like Platoon a more

tly Hollywood notion of a hero outsider whoi s

the edge of society for the good of that society.acts on Th t s

individua1 supports the collective withou t selfish regardcause

for his (or rarely hers) own safety. This hero as outsider

continuum from John Wayne The ^ea£che£S (John Ford 1956)i n

through to Cl mt Eastwood as Dirty Harry (fig. 8). This outs i der,
by the violent nature of his acts, cannot be accepted into the
society he protects.

brief examination of this t raditiona1

myth. Travis Bickle in Tax£ Or£ve£ (Michael Scorsese 1975,

9) portrays the realities of the myth. However

such as Rambo and Dirty Harry the myth has been reaffirmed.

The Concise Oxford Dictionary describes a hero as:

"a man of s uper human qualities favoured by the gods....

one who has fought for his country." (Fourth edition)

19

f lg-

exp1ici

with characters

i s a

In The Hero With a

The Vietnam war offered a

own failings and finally must complete the

one of an

on a quest, must overcome many obstacles,

like to

be made to heroes



The Sixties

20



The New Wave

thatDuring the late fifties and early sixties the studio system

i n treducedthey

i nyou t h mar !<e t. However they could not compete

popularity of Television (originally their relationship had been

turnedsymbiotic but following CBS setting up film studio i t11 s

into competition) and the move of traditional movie-going city

audiences to the suburbs. It must be pointed out

theyI i tera11y fold, Asr ede fined.

by the corporaterising

conglomerates, Gulf and Western and Transamerica absorbed

Paramount and United Artists. In Hollywood Renaissance Diane

Jacobs by quoting Paul Mazursky defines the decline of the Movie

Mogul's power:

figures- the Harry Cohens, Jack Warners;

mas todons angry and

not there anymore. They leftprimitive, are

that my childhood is probablymany mov tes a

Somewhere along the 1 me Jack Warner must have beenmen. an

13).

period that enabled a younger group of

independant Directors to take advantage and make their mark. The

collapse of the old system meant that for was
genuine sense of freshness and the old rules, as man i f es ted

genres, began to be questioned. Directors were not affiliated
to

21

"I

vision of those

to catch the

with the rise

a period there

was Hollywood began to crumble. To counter this

I t was this transition

a s t amp on so

auteur." (8 pg.

think what's changed, ...is that the great monolithic

taken over

that the studios

that were strong and powerful.

weakened they were

gimmicks such as Drive ins, Cinemascope and 3D,

did not

those great

they were just



fig. 10 /I Bout du Souffle 1961
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"In 1 970,.. i ndependant s represented ^3%. while Hollywood
ofThe numbercompan les constituted 57% of film output.

independant1y produced films expanded from 19 in 1968 to 107

in 1972." (8 pg. 15).

It was these Director's

theTheir revision,sm

The backgroundscounterculture we now associate with the sixt ies.
these Directors mo r e

intellectual than the craft

Hollywood. Many studied film at University (Lucas, Coppola,

W i 1 i u s) whileScor sese, others began film criticsa s

(Bogdanovich, Schrader). The screenwriters of Bonnie and Clyde

(Arthur Penn 1967), Rober t Benton and David Newman, we r e

journal is ts.

In France at the same time two other journalists, Jean Luc Godard

and Francois Truffaut, also examining traditionalwe r e genres.

The writers of the film journal, Cahiers du Cinema,
interest in American film, particulary those of the late thirt tes

unavailable during the war and their observations were manifested

like Godards A Bou£ de SoufHe (1961, f‘g- 10) and

Truf fauts Tirez

influence shows how their reworking of old genres and academic

analysis of films is a main reason for the greater self awareness

d1 rectors

23

ref lected

we now associate with the American New Wave, (American

took a great

orientated background of classical

revisionist approach which earned them

in Ft 1ms

a single studio.

£U£ J_£ (1961). Mentioning the French

o f mo st of

and forties. In the period after the war they digested films

and Screenwriters was

their 'New Wave' status.



have acknowledged this

f i 1ms).and Truffaut in some of their

The New Wave saw the emergence of

criticism and making. Due to the fact that the French saw a large

body of American films in a short 1 tspace of time after the war,

enabled them to identify certain directors styles as opposed to a

t heInitially Godard toyed withstrict

traditional genres but

dialetic which existed between the auteur and hi

In working within the

confines of genre the director could call upon a set of themes,

values and audience avallableresponse not

The films which avoided total originality could carry a much more

radical criticism of the past as opposed to those which avoided

that past.

In a study of Vi e t nam films it is necessary to exam ine those of

t he new wave considering the fact that the ma jority of these

and the on 1 y

e x p 1 i c i t film about wa s the

jingoistic John Wayne vehicle The Green Berets.

The Green Berets

The Gr^een Be£e_ts was unashamedly pro war and was made to the

24

later moved to redefine his

genre rather than a redefinition of cinema.

in a

s response to

i s mos t

generic structure.

'return to zero'.

influence with direct quotes from Godard

to zero'. What

films were made during the period of the war,

the war made during the wa r

cinema in what he called his 'return

interesting about American films of that time was the constant

an auteur approach to both film

approaches to



fig. 11 John Wayne in The Gree?i Berets 1968
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toof a Second World War movie. starring John Wayneconven 11ons

11).unde r 1 i ne this, (fig- t o
in the introduction. It deals with theview of the media outlined

I nreporter, George Beckworth.liberal anti war

not convinced "that we should be in

South-East-Asia," but as Lt. Kirby (John Wayne) asks if he was

there and then proceeds to escort him through its horrors soever

he is converted.

As Gi1bert Adair in Hollywood's Vietnam cor rec 11 y points out even

though this films discourse r emain si t

Hollywood movie to have tackled the issues of the war head-on” (9

33). The films that deal with the warPg-

standpoint fai1 to address the situation

Green Berets. The Green Berets deals directly with the problems

its conflicts through the traditional

traditional representation of an
ev i 1 11enemy.

in fi 1ms

1 ike Apocalypse Now or The Deer Hunter, where their cr i t ic i sm of

the war as C>£een Be r e t' s praiseexp licitnoti s as o f

traditional Anerican Values. To underline the John Wayne-ness of

cal led John Wayne et les cowboys when released

in France.

Counter Culture

Amer leans Pill

26

"the only

the Right's

heroic acts of John Wayne and a

this film it was

as s inglemi ndedIy as The

It also points aga i n

conversion of a

is rarely seen

saw their own president assassinated on T.V. The

is pro war

other source. This singleminded approach

the beginning Beckworth is

to noin Vietnam and relatesis set explictly

f rom an anti-wa r

of the war. It resolves



fig. 12 Peter Fonda in Easy Rider 196 9

fig. 13 Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper in Easy Rider 1969

fig. 14 Jack Nicholson in Five Easy Pieces 1971



brought heightened sexual
weeverythinggreater experiment shorttension, in

rculture strongly identified with Bonnie and Clyde (Arthurwere

Penn 1967) and Easy Rider (Dennis Hopper 1967, figs. 12/13).

establ i shment tone. They are f i 1ms made isolation and ofteni n

about The anti-heros of Easy R^der and Bonnie andisolation.

C£yde are on the outside of

the i r fatalistic endings, failure to offer any

other discourse than iticism. What they do point thecr

individual's helplessness and the failure of the counterculture

to provide a realistic alternative to what it condemned. Their
success stems from the belief

looking images

Adolescents were not taken

Be£e£s. They identified

Gangsters have always

, (7 pg. 23). It is these films that articulate the 1 mages
of a nation acting "like a pitiless giant". But the most endur mg

their extreme violence.

28

with drugs,

i n anymore by films like The Green

in the collective mind than to conform to the

"'no'

What the audience identified with in these films, and others like

now take for granted in the Sixties. Two films which this counte-

underlining their

society and the films are tied by

F^ve !~asy (BobRafelson 1971, fig. 14), was their ant i-

straight, practical world." (10 pp. 28-29).

images of these films is

to is

'yes'"

"that it was better to live fast, die young and leave good-

been the

with the spirit of Bonrne and Clyde, 

to the great American

awareness. There was increased racial

indignities of growing old and being co-opted by the



fig. 15 Bonnie and Clyde 1967

fig. 16 Bonnie and Clyde 1967
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Bonnie and Clyde

to

Violence

It has

It increase

represen tationin

of i s muc h mor e thesex

legislation for American fi Imake r s rega rds

nud i t y. and rather than blood and 1930 Haysdea th. Thesex

Product ion Code bu t i nher i tance

nonetheless) stated that:

"excessive and lustful kissing, lustful embracing suggestive

postures and gestures are not to be shown. Scenes of passion

should not be introduced when not essential to the plot...

In general passion should be treated in such a manner

to stimulate the lower and baser emotions. Rape, should only

be suggested when essential to the plot". Ch the other hand

"actual hangings electrocutions... brutality and possibleor

gruescmeness must be treated within the careful limits of
good taste." (11 pp. 206-208).

So in order to define the true spirit at home Director s neve r
dealt explicitly with the war. The only exception I came across
is a six minute short by Martin Scorsese made 1967 cal ledin The

30

in a wave of controversy and

i s much tighter as

with a degree of violence new

as not

always been there, it only gets more explicit over time.

Bonn_i.e C_l.yde, (figs. 15-18), exploded on to Amer i can screens

living rooms.Anerican cinemas, not new however to their

inhibited. A ma jor reason being that

1 evels of violence

a ma jo r

is now something one takes for granted in American cinema.

leaps and bounds whereas the progress of the

(now obsolete

is an interesting sidepoint that



fig. 17 Faye Dunnaway and Warren Beatty in Bonnie and Clyde 1967

fig. 18 Opening shot for Bonnie and Clyde 196 7



b 1 ood

ofseen this

and Cl_yde and Easy Rj_de£. They are f i 1ms of despera t i on and no

hope, their shared endings of violent death for our anti-heroes.

feel Bonrue and Clyde the mos tto have

substance. relation the i twa rto

nonetheless comments more on the mood at home the war;vis-a-vis

more so than a film like Full Metal Jacket.

The Esquire journalists, Robert Benton and David Newman chose to

i te the screenplay Bonnm and Clyde because they felt thewr i r

story would capture the mood theiri n

'The New Sentimentality,' (Esquiarticle,

also greatly i n f1uenced by the recent pub 1icat ion o f John
Tolland's The Dillinger Days. In all, the belief was that the

thirties depression could be transposed onto These

sentiments were shared by Warren Beatty and Arthur Penn who took

over production of the film. It was Penn's intention "to make a

takes place in the past," in which he

caught in the throes of rebelliousness and challenge". (12 1

Pg-2^ 1). It has also been noted that the making of a gangs ter
film is a reply to "the stronghold that French d irectors...had on

(12.2 pg. 239).
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the genre."

re June 1964). They were

in Bonnie

11 seems to sum up the I i teral view held by 1iberals

in America outlined

modern film whose action

everywhere. Viet '68 appears in the credits. Though 1 have not

gradually cutting himself more and more till

America cutting its own throat. This is the same theme

felt he could "appeal to the sensibilities of a youthful audience

the sixtles.

Of these two fi1ms I

there i s

Bj_g Shave. Th i s 1 6mm film i s o f a man shav i ng in the mi r ror and

Obvious1y not a direct



the filmsi s

Keys tone Kop slapstick f rom theirsuccess. What starts off i n

ofinitial robbery suddenly shifts to revulsion the shoot ingat
the teller who threatened to enter the car.the sanctuary of

which1ndeed the metaphor of the 'vehicle as home1 i si t i s

parallelled in Eas^y Rj_de£. The group is presented to

stem not from the western'sact ions

11spirit. i s

this alternative family which audiences identified with. But did

failure

to be a part of the t rad i 11ona1 structure (the meeting with

Bonnie's family) can lead only one way. The final scene br mgs to

a close the previous contradicting emotions. The sheer brutality

of their death to mythologize a pair of petty thieves butserves

also Penn's t he "impo t en ce ofintent to portray

(10 23).revo 1 u t i on". The spirit Bon rue and ClydesofPg-

populist Robin Hood-esque v i o1ence,act ions, i s echoed in the

draft dodging and flag burning of the anti-war movement.

The success of Bonrue and C_[yde owes a great deal a 1 so t o i t s

greatest critic.

as "another indulgence of a

embarrassing addit ion to the

screen." (12 pg.2^5).t he Theexcess

enabled a new wave of critics defencein

33

reviews in The New York Times

alternative family and their

ensuing

Bosley Crowther condemned the movie

restless and reckless taste and an

debate hinged on Crowther's claims of historical

us as an

they recognise its ultimate failure ? We know that their

I n sea th i ng

Their intent of audience recognition and empathy

tradition of an individual but rather a collective

of violence on

it was

^accuracy

to make their mark also



of the f i Im.

I f intention

revolution," (10 pg.

"If Bonnie and Clyde were here today, t hey wouId be h i p-

Their values have been assimilated cu 1ture-in much of our

not robbing banks and killing people of course, theirbu t

style, their sexua1ity, their bravado, theirtheir delicacy,

cultivated arrogance, their theirnarcissistic insecurity,

curious ambition have relevance to the way we live now."
(12 pg. 249).

to have a been neat metaphor of recognition
rather t han revoIu tion. Thu s por t raying o f

revolution" through cinema. Benton and Newman's beliefs point out
the basic failure of the film to reintegrate the any
other framework other than one of helplessness. They point to
their sexuality. As we see Clyde's

so are we to
draw the conclusion that the more radical and 'on the fringe' you
are the more sexually potent you become ? This only perpetuates

the counterculture belief of alienation equating conformity with

impotence.

What Bonn_i_e and Cl yde's sexua 1 i t y also points

thread in virtually all Hollywood, the analogy be tween sex and

i n post-coitai

34

line with their success, which is their 'hipness',

the result seems

death. The obvious symbolism of gun and penis in Bonn le and Clyde 

is explicit also in Full Metal Jacket. Their

23) and Benton and Newmans belief that:

to describe

viewe r into

sexual ability increase i

the "impotence

i t was Penn's the "impotence

to i s a cons tant



relaxation can only lead to their death. In Rambo the only woman

to briefly relax this man-as-gun must,

There is obviously much more to these clad i e. than canwomen, ims
these pages butbe dealt with a study of war films thisi n i n

analogy is most expl icit and as we shal 1 see goes a long way i n

defining the myth-making process that is Hollywood. In general i t

points to the necessity in film for hero recognition and a hero

loner or outsider.
(See Heroes, Introduction).

the role Bonnie and Clyde played as part of the

thesome ways points outi n

sentiments felt by the anti war movement which, though echoed i n

Cl yde.
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as all of James Bond's

In outlining

can only be defined as a

whole sixties ethos I hope that it

explicit Vietnam films, is not as explicit as those of Bonn i e and
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The Seven ties



production started on films dealing explicitly with the war.
a's

rushedVietnam could be tackled head A number of f i 1ms wereon.

1977) was one

of the first films to set down the conventions of the training of

Though the film is poor

1 ong waya
1 i ketaken for granted f i 1msi n

1987) and the Po_[j_ce Academy f i 1ms

(Jerry Paris). The boot camp scenes of these films thei11 us t ra t e

individua1

The best example of th i s be i ng Pr j_va_te Ben^am^n (Howard Ze i f f

1980) which portrayed how Go 1 d i e Hawn was transformed from Widow

to Soldier.

The Boys o fi n a nd
introduced audiences the now familiar themes of Vietnamto

rrov i es,

such as body bags, drugs (one recruit intended to traffic herot
body bags marked ' r ema i n s1 n body

counts. Indeed these can really be the only bene fits of a f

which, nam
while celebrating military values and functions.war

37

Biloxi Blues (Mi ke Nicho1s

defining the conventions now

growth of an

soldiers from misfits to Marines.

Company C i s

and false

into release. The Boys £n Company C (Sydney Fur i e

i 1 m,

like others to come (Platoon), which criticize the Viet

an team spirit and mistrust in superiors.

not viewable'),

Apocalypse Now meaning the ice had finally been broken,

regards its production values it nevertheless went

the wari ndeed critical

Much pre-production hype had been generated around Coppol

and



fig. 19 Christopher Walken as Nick in The Deer Hunter 1978

\
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fig. 20 The Best Years of our Lives 1946

iL.0 /



thisKellner claim

film to be among "one of the few overt statements against the war

to come out of Hollywood yet.... avoids cr it icing the military as

such." (13 pg. 199). While I agree the latter to be true I could

no t

the contemporay conservative opinion the 11me, it cr1ticizesat
in which the war was fought rather than thethe way

Through the guise of a football match, which the soldiers are

I ose, it shows how the spirit of the soldiers overcomes

their command and they win, suggesting how this spirit could have

won the war. The portrayal of the allied South Vietnamese General

who, at one stage, protects himself from enemy fire with a child.

11

f i Ims
could portray allied Vietnam defeat

match, The Deer Hunter Russlan roulette (fig- 19), and a Home

Guard practice in Southern Comfort.

The Deer Hunter and The Best Years of our Lives

The Oscar winner of that year, 1978, The Deer Hun_ter, though a
much more complex and finished film than The Boys in Company Q

39

In Camera Politica Michael Ryan and Douglas

victory through one battle,

j_n Company Q a football

a curiosity that most films dealing with the war found

see it as an overt s tatement against the war

is your stereotypical, evil, greedy General

needed differant treatment. The Boys

as it suppor ts

told to

American support. He

He is killed by one of the recruits.

is so regressive it suggests also that they did not deserve

It is

war itself.

necessary to portray it allegorically. Whereas World War



f manhood and malenonetheless also concerned withi s

bonding that the training of the recruits brings
betwo films would notcomparison of these

(Williamone with The Best Years of

Wyler 1946, fig. 20).

th theNarratively the two films are similiar

r ead j u s tmen t of three veterans, one of whom is crippled, after

experiences. Both films have also been praised fortheir war

say by Andretheir

(14.1 36-52).Baz i n, pp.

the mini ma 1Bazin c1 a ims

editing and depth of focus give the vi ewe r f r eedom to edit the

head and make their own directorial choices. Hetheir

claims: "The director of TheBest Years of our 1s amongs t

to be

liberal and democrat ic like the consciousness of the Ame r i can

classic, CLt i zen Kane (Or sen We lies 1941). However

limiting, constraining and manipulat i ve

claims, equating

American consciousness with depth of focus,

quite limiting when the film is examined. The scene Bazin quotes

the best example of Gregg Toland's depth of focusas

40

(the

spectator and the heroes of the film." (14 pg. 44). He does this

I feel this

rites o

film in

in that they deal wi

as fruitful as our Lives

those who have made the least use of technological tricks," (1 4

Company C. However a

pg. 37) adding "William Wyler's deep focus endeavours

real ism, The Bet>_t Yea£s of our Lives in a es

as a profusion of directorial effects. His

'absence' of style is as

1 n

that in The Best Years of our Lives

with references to the stylistic opposite, the expressionist

can be seen to be



cinema t ographe r i nscene

Butch's bar where Dana Andrews i s break i ng up with the soldier

she will eventually mar ry. She the 'phone and i n

is justthe shot a speck with two pieces of the foreact ion i n

t heas Bazin would argue,point,
viewer can choose which i thowever

the fact that Dana wh i chobscured by Butch and Homert s 1 s

directs us down the bar to concentrate on the call. Bazin wou 1 d

like to feel that v i ewe r is able to make their own choice as to

which character emphasis should be placed thisin thison scene,
he feels, part of the whole 'democracy' of the film. I wou1d1 s>

tableau we are presented with here

the viewers attention on Dana and is as successful in doing so as

a shot, reverse shot, would have been. It impor tant to clarifyi s

this point, when a Hollywood film is proposed as 'democratic'

i n The
in the structure of the film and not,

in the 'American consciousness'.

a
period of unease similiar to The Deer Hunter and Cimino's film,
being a conscious reference to is also an at tempti t, to solve
the problems of reintegration for returning soldiers. In fact 1
f ee 1 it deals with the a much morei nissues and
satisfactory way than The Deer Hunter.

41

piece of action is important,
L-

sen sitivo

is t a 1 k i ng on

as Bazin would argue,

a very 'democrat i c'

Best Years of our Lives are

is so structured

i s a

and middlegrounds. At this

1 feel the film impor tant to this essay in that it dealt with

scene. The

contradictions arise. The themes of reintegration offered

as to focus

argue that this is

for Wyler as well as Welles)

not in fact



If we compare the readjustment of the disabled veterans
in The Best Years of i si t

t hegirlfriend W i 1 ma whoHomer's I n
assuredscene where she takes off his harness we (and Homer) are

sexuaIthat

Stephan's wife, (pregnant by anotherin The Deer Hunter,However

and stays

film it takes the Hero Mike to bring the two together and the

to the female characters in The Best Yearns o_f our L_i_ve£, though

The ma les in The Bes£ Yea£s of ou£ L i.ves are on the who 1 e quite

as there is with Mike .in The Deer Hunter.

strength in the film is only present as long as it supports the

than in The Deer Hunter. In Hollywood from Vietnam to Reagan
Robin Wood ,

Nick and Mike make love to Linda "because they are barred from

the female role in the film.

A common theme to both f i 1ms
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man when married) upon hearing of his

initiates his readjustment.

in outlining the homosexual subtext, proposes that

i s t he ma 1 e bonding (fig. 21). The

in the

two films we see,

weak and there is not much emphasis on one leading dominant male

progressive than the regressive portraits of Linda and Angela.

1 am not proposing The

men, but I feel the presentation of their roles less exploitative

audience is still unsure of their future. Overall the roles given

still stereotypical Mother-Housewife figures, are much more

(15 pg. 291), even further demeaning

future will be satisfactory.

disability, turns catatonic

our Lives, t ha t

to be positively feminist; female

in bed mumbling and listening to the radio. In this

making love to each other,"

Best Years of

their marita1 and

our Lives



fig. 21 Tbe Deer Hunter 1978

fig. 23 Tbe Deer Hunter 1978

fig. 22 Tbe Deer Hunter 1 978



epicentre of this male world is Butch's Bar
our Lives and the hunting lodge in The Deer Hunter. wherepl aces

andboth disabled characters are

In The Bes_t Yea£S o_fStephan because it was his wedding night.

break by
prolonging their journey home and later to Butch's bar,returning

However this bond

f am i 1 y and

the ma 1 e bond

exists before the war and

As Cimino has

to a changed Anerica where women

had achieved the

other socio-economic problems America faced directly after the

see how the failure ofwar, this

two conf 1icts. I n

structure. The
tangible evil which, though horr if 1 c,

invented by Cimino is bond breaking.

to be critical of the war ,

outweighed by the emphasis upon the rite of pas sage

of Michael as the leading and dominant force m the film (f •g-
22). Like so many films dealing with the war Cimino deemed it
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this

Second World War had one

in The Best Years of

our Lives we see

a great deal of independance and there were all

was binding. The evil

Whi le The Deer Hunter seems

in The Deer Hunter we can

taken a

not allowed, Homer by age

a male bond which they are reluctant to

communi ty. In The Deer Hunter , on the other hand,

necessary for Michael to return to Vietnam . The two themes of

his response to defeat a hero is added to Wyler's

is weakened by America's loss and their

participation in the war.

soldiers returning, as victors,

the only safe haven from the changed America.

critique is

film which addressed the problems of

structure outlines the difference between the

mu st be broken to allow reintegration into the



to

portraying the restless search for closure. On Michael'sVietnam,
return we see Nick who has literally been taken

is Vietnam as represented by the herothatperi1'

veins. Cimino did not see America as the

has no factual basis as regards

the Vietnamese in an extremely racist
This shift, Nick

negate any true criticism of the war. What

by Michae I Ryan and Douglas Kel 1 ner of Camera Po 1 i t ica " 74% felt

that t he the V i e tcong filmt hei n was

survey also attempts to clarify

the ambiguities surrounding the singing of God Bless America i n

the films close, "the ending made 27% feel patriotic, wh i 1 e i t
105 my emphas i s).

Both fi Imaker's intentions were to reaffirm the viewers belief i n

Amer ica. Both do this through reintegration through the family.

Wedding scenes of both movies (fig. 23).

However because The Deer Hunter deals with loss,

victory needs to be implied through the emergence of Mike as
entrepreneur, warrior. Cimino has employed the metaphor of 'one
shot' for Michael. This is seen in the Roulette and the one shot
he in this

"unquest ionabl y

45

accurate." (13 pp. 205-6). This

'yellow peril' depiction.

and the emphasis on the loss of the Angelic

agressor and has shifted

in his

metaphor a

in tracks

its use by the Vietcong), onto

a sense of

early Vietnam films involve the returning vet and a return

made 51% feel d i shear tened (sic.)." (13 pg.

latent Fascism claiming it to be

the evil, through the allegory of Russian roulette, (a game which

over by the 'red

are central points

is most disturbing in

allows to kill a deer. Gilbert Adair identifies

his portrayal of the Vietnamese is that in a survey carried out

representation of



1inked

elitist, almost God like rite." (9 pg. 93). This allusion

the romantic hunting

Aryan naturalness. a 1 mo s t
f i Im

originally scripted by John Milius, himself a proclaimed Fascist.

Apocalypse Now

Whereas The Deep Hunt_er tentatively,

outlined the now corrmon visual motifs of Vietnam, (the jump cut

f rotn ceiling fan to helicopter blades motif borrowed by

Coppola), Apoca I ypse Now laid down the rules. Apoca 1 ypse Now

spectac1e on all t he

f rom

the "mud of real i ty."

"You (read: V i etnam) broke through the humour of my I i t t 1 e

theatre (read: Hollywood cinema) and tried to make a mess of

stabbing with knives and spattering our pretty pictures11,

world with the mud of reality."

Herman Hesse Steppenwolf 1927.

There are rare moments in this film where its "pretty pictures

world 'is stabbed' by the mud of reality". One moment ts when the
Vietnamese boat is sprayed by the nervous soldiers who mistake a
move by a young woman to protect a puppy. I have included th t s

quote as Hollywood too tries to avoid the "mud of reality" and tn
its attempts to address Vietnam found it necessary to elevate L t
beyond reality. This may be the result of Apocalypse Now which t s
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an elitist,

also carried out

i s a

levels. The production was a spectacle,

i s a

in its Vietnam sequences,

is also

The notion of " killing as

scenes, a picture of pure

to the historical

God like rite," is 1 n Apocalypse Now, a

p 1 ayed out in

ideology of Fascism: killing as an

budget spectacular, cinematically the war has been lifted



'c i nema ti cundoubtebly a great achievement

take the audience throughI most hoped for

much asan unprecedented experience of war and have them react as

" (16 pg. 118). If that was

andawe of his pyrotecnics

return for more, do the soldiers wish to 7return

!l It's more of an experience than

story. Along the lessthe story becomesriver

important and the experience beccrres
(Coppola, 17)

a 1 1

Vietnam cinema,

"I t was my thought, that if the American audience could look

the heart of what Vietnamat wha t i t

looked looked and felt like - then they would be only one

small step away from putting it behind them." (16 pg. 121).

what can now be considered to be the

first wave of V letnam films. These films (The Deer Hunter and

intended to help America forget. Indeed on a
factual level we do learn a lot of what we now take for granted

'the Vietnam experience.'as so with

writer of

Dispatches, Michael Herr. We learn the role drugs played i n the

1 cop tecs
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experience' but it was the intention of the director to achieve

Here he has outlined for us

war, the film_i_sa trip. We see young, often black,

as regards mood and

there's a

more impor tant. )

a mov ie, at the begining

the front. In one of the most pioneering scenes of hel

It was the first film to do

was really like

was to

authority, the narration was written by the veteran

his intention why are we in such

In another claim Coppola also hits on the intentions of

reality. "What

those who had gone through the war.

Coming Home) were

soldiers at



fig. 24 Poster for Apocalypse Now 1979
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he showsflying over the sunrise to 'The Ride of the Valkyries'

24). Onethe War (f ig-

I could be i n"I

f reeflying

above the confines of the trees, the green prison." (18 pg- 99).

is used to illustrate the breakdownHe outlines the language that

of moral and mi 1 i tary code, "the shit was pi I mg up so fast you
Willard). Above a 1 1 he

shows that the only ones to truly thrive

love the smell of napalm in the morning...." (Lt-col Kilgore)."I

Coppola has fictionalised Vietnam, work

of fiction, Joseph Conrad1 s Heart of Darkness. Naturally there

are pros and cons as regards fictionalising fact but overall I
feel this is the only honest means by which and

should, approach such topics. However in doing so Coppola has

avoided any true criticism of the expansionist American ideology.

Yes he shows the ineptness of American values imposed on Vietnam,

take the Playboy scene for example, but the emphasis a 1way si s

than Amer tea as

in that a innocent looking hat destroysyoung woman with an a

heli copter, but this Heli cop te r attacking but rather

rescuing wounded. Secondly Kurtzs' heart of darkness exP1 a i nedi s
as an attempt to be as evil as the Vietnamese, this shown byi s

49

v i 1 lage Coppola acknowledges the success of Vietnamese resistance

needed wings to stay above it," (Captain

soldier writes

is based on a

is not

c t nema can ,

in Vietnam were insane.

from the standpoint of American failure rather

looked up at aircraft, wishing

the initiator. Like Cimino, Coppola has unwittingly imposed the

indeed i t

actual 'evi 1' onto the Vietnamese. Firstly in the attack on the

them, flying above the mud, mosquitoes, and leeches:

us the heavenly role helicopters played m



wh i ch

his men innoculated.

Throughout the film our expectations of Kurtz

sucked upstream and we hope we will discover i nthe true Vietnam

d idhim and the conclusion of Willard's actions. Though Coppola

not know how to end the film, he had three endings and claimed to

critics that a 'worki t was i n

"that we knew we were fated,... to hear about one ofalso writes:

Ma r1ow's inconclusive experiences." (19 pg. 32). To some extent

mg wi th no titles and 3 im Mor r i son

1 ly get there Kurtz has gained

the status of a mythical giant and to direct to how weus as are

i nterpret the finalto copies of S i r fame ssee

Frazer 's The Go Iden Bough and From Ritual to Romance, by Jes s i e

Weston. In The Golden Bough "a candidate for the priesthood could

only succeed to office by slaying the priest, and having slain

him, he retained office till he was himself slain by s t ronger."a

(20 pg. 17). Thus we are to assume that Willard takes

spirit of Kurtz and as we have seen the film through his eyes we

see the true nature of the as being one of a state of mind.war

to the audience are

manifested in a film that identifies Vietnam as a mental state It

to create "a film experience that would g i ve

the horror ,it's the

(20 Pg-

50

he put the end al the begin

singing The End. So when we f ina

sensuousness and the moral dilemma of the Vietnam War."

his praise of their ability to chop off the arms of babies

scenes we

Coppola's aspirations to explaining the war

progress'. In Conrad's story he

the madness,

increase as we are

sense of

on the

audience a

was his intent ions



■

fig. 25 Jack Nicholson in Chinaown 1974

fig. 26 Hliot Gould in The Long Goodbye 1972
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he has suceeded and

tha t filmthei t

Coppola has returned to the visual motifs of Forties FiIm No i r as

with many other films of the seventles (The Long Goodbye Rober t

1974). Wi 1 lard i s

Marlowe in a seedy office with cheap whiskey and taken of f toi s
his client who, though not the dark mysterious Femme Fatale, uses

Willard as 'an errand boy'. al I usion s
important key to Willard. Unlike the other Sevent
(Jack Gittes in Polanski's Chinatown or Marlowe

f igs.25/26) who were portrayed as modern passive,Long Goodbye,

helpless i nd i vidua1s, Willard does have those i s

sucessful the angel who enters the cave

tested ('are you man
sent on a mission to destroy a

fallen angel, Kurtz. (One might speculate whether a connect ion 1 s

being made between when the General asks 'whats on the menu' and

Nixons bombing campaign in Cambodia, which was called 'Operat i on

Menu ' ).

If it was Coppola's

then he has suceeded shroud i ng its 'mo r a 1i n
d i 1 errma' in all the literary allusions. Indeed the best iinsight
into this film can be found in Heart of Darkness. To Conrad ' s

narrator :

"The yarns of s imp 1ic i t y,

the whole meaning of which lies within the shel 1 of a

52

s uceed s.

These c i nema t i c

17). In as much as War can be called sensuous

intention also to portray 'the moral dilerrma'

are an

i s on a

ies detectives

of the. Gods (the Gene r a 1 s mob i 1 e home) i s

enough for the prawns') and is

seamen (filmakers) have a direct

in his quest. Wi 1 lard is

wings and

Altman 1972 and Ch_i_na£own Roman Polanski

visually cinematic level

i n Al tman's The

t r ue spec i f i c



fig. 27 Gene Hackman as Harry Caul in The Conversation 1974
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not typical (Coppola) ....

inside like a kernel butthe mean ingof an episode was not

enveloping the tale which broughtoutside,

thesethe likeness ofglow brings i n

that sometimes are mademisty halos

illumination of moonshine." (16 pg. 30).

the director'sThis echoes

and the filmseamen1

avoids:

"Better his cry - much better. a

bymo r a 1 innumerable defeats,

a victory!" (16 pg. 113).
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In the novel Conrad offers us the conclusion Coppola

v i c t o r y ,

visible by the spectral

out a haze, one of

It was an affir ma tio n,

cracked nut. But Marlow was

it out only as a

wish to rise above 'the yarns of

is indeed surrounded by 'these misty halos'.

paid for by

abominable terrors, by abominable satisfactions. But it was
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The Eighties



Platoon

"We fought ourselves and the enemy was
the child borne of those two fathers the

posession of my soul those of us who did make i t have an
obi iga tion to others what we

know., to find goodness and meaning to this I i fe."

Chris parting words as he leaves Vietnam in Platoon.

Stone, actually fought there. In a lenghtly article in Ti me, 2 6

January 1986, this point was emphasised to underline the films

authent ici ty. true that it was the first successful combat
film based on Vietnam. There is none of the inflated metaphor of
f i 1ms like Apocalypse Now The Deer Hun£ep here, ratheror

insects. It shows the inept soldiers weighed

ours....

nights." (21 pg. 14). The only truly sucessful soldier is El las,
who dumps all his gear and runs alone through the jungle. He i s
killed by Barnes. These two characters fight to guide Chris; the
struggle central to this short morality tale.

the search f or patriarchal guidance,conf 1 ict,This i s a

56

guerilla tactics of the Vi e t namese: "Under the ground wa s his,

to build again,

down by their gear. We see,

inflated heroics. The film tells its story through the jungle,

It is

- fighting for

we had the days and (Charlie) had the

to teach

its noi se, fol tage,

but dont see, the success of the

i n us.... I felt like

Much was made of the fact that the director of Platoon, O1 iver

above i t was



fig. 28 Scorsese and de Nero in Taxi Driver 1976

fig. 29 Jodi Foster and Robert De Niro in Taxi Driver 1976
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t hetheme in Americanrecur ring

thedominant themes were of

picture of Harry Caul at the end of The Conversat (Francision,
fig. 27), huddledCoppola 1974, the corner suckingi n

I n A C i mema o fthe embodiment of allsaxaphone, these fears.
Lonl mess R.P. Ko Ike r i den t i f i es how the films of this period,

and ending with defeat i n

a mixture of anger, guilt, and frustrated
aggressiveness." (22 pg. 240). In these films there
patriarchal , (Mar tin

Scorsese 1976, figs. 28/29), asks Wizard for adv i ce and when he

your job' all "That s just abou t t heare say i s:

Wizard." (23 pg. 56). As with

identification these filmi n

ado 1escence. The American New Wave was one of adolescence.

Unhappy with Scorsese's adaptation of h i s screenplay Paul

an adolescent, immature mind struggl mg

It has no maturity except at the talent

(24 158). So theextentt o who 1 ePg-

counterculture movement to have been one of adolescence.

the peace movement with popular music, image and drugs negate any

true political discource, their ideology one of defiance rather

than reintegration.

i on
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level ."

is a 1 ack o f

isolation and impotence. Consider

cinema. During the seventies

Adolescence as we know is only transient, therefore reintegrat

on h i s

is seen

recieves a babble of incoherent platitudes 1 ike 'you I i ve.. you

Vietnam, articulate "

Bonrue and Clyde,

starting with Kennedy's assassination

Travis can

is with

dumbest thing I've ever heard,

Schrader claimed: "it is

Easy Rider, Bonnie and Cl yde, Tax i Dr i ver, the identification of

to i dentif y itself.

a ma j o r

guidence. Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver



So we

return to the necessity of patriarchal gut dence, in films like

(George Lucas) and The Karate Kid (John G.the Star Wars trilogy,
Av i 1 dsen 1984). the comfortable middle class
kid who chose to go to the war, "1 saw myself as a product - an

East Coast socio-economic product - and I wanted break out ofto
the mould," (Oliver Stone, Time 1986). "Mayby f rom down here I

up aga i n and be someth i ng I can be proud of, " (Ch r i s ).can start

These sen timen t s tell u s

into manhood. On his way the two forces of good andinitiation

1 (or rather good-evil and evi1-eviI) f ightmg for inf1uenceev i

are manitested Elias and Barnes respectively. Stone hasi n

divided the into Dopers and Juicers, Doper s being t hearmy

predominantly Black soldiers, who, in their attitudes to the war,
are like the army uniform. Juicers are thepeace movement i n

"moron white element", who, like KiIgore,

th the Dopers, smok i ng his first joint down the
barrel of In this scene we
offering the same ma Ie bond as in The Deer Hunter and The Best

XS2L2 21 22£ klY.22 to Chris. Stone has however gone beyond the
traditional buddy image see soldiers dancing in what couldas we
be a cliched gay bar emphasised by the phallic analogy ofscene,

Chris smoking Elias' gun.

They are rarely glimpsed in the fighting scenes and the majority

of American deaths come from either American mistakes

59

Chris aligns wi

a gun f rom El ias.

In E121222 the enemy is

see this group

into an ideology the counterculture opposed is inevitable.

In Platoon Chris is

exist for the war.

is all abou t Chris'

unseen, literally and metaphor i ca11y.

that this film

or booby



fig. 30 Platoon 1986
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1ttraps.

traditional ' wa r he! 1 'Th i s Hemingwaywithasi s a story

the true macho spirit and his dramatic death,

atrocities such as the one depictedIn this hellwas destroyed.

Stone was. We have to accept the wo r d s ofi n

Barnes, ' 1 am real i ty'. I t is the definitive description of 'the

grunt', we are given grunt's eye view so to speak. thisa

emphasis real ism which 1 i kef i Imupon

PJ.at.22J2- As w 1 t h The Dee£ Hun ter the film's real ism gets wound

and confused, with accep t Stone'sup,

The T.V. adsviewpo i n t.

"It's too late to do something about Vietnam. See Platoon andnot

(25 pg. 194). With such claims one must takeunders tand." into

the messages of heroism andaccount

that the film gi ves. These are to be read

Stone stated that he :
II.'wanted to show that Chris came out of the war stained and

soiled - all of us every vet. I want the vets to face up to

it and be proud they came back. So what if there is some
bad in us ? thats the pr ice you pay."

(Time, 26 January 1986).

filmi f this. So t s
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rehabilitive and Stone's

struggle but America's.

this as reality,

or crucifixion (with outstreached arms),

(a conscious reflection of the Mai Lai

is not about the Vietnamese

truth and w'e mu s t

i n a

for Platoon's video release claimed:

rites of passage to manhood

arise and far be it f rom u s

massacre, fig. 30) w i I I

to be read as

as the positive forces

to condemn it, we were not there,

It is

outlines how this spirit

based on a criticism of these notions. In his Time interview

in this film and 1 feel that any true criticism of a war must be

is p rob 1 ema t i c

machismo. Elias is



i nheren t

then the repetition,'badness',

to repeat the traumatic experience." (25 pg-as

179). In Vietnam the Remake J. Hoberman equates this desire with

o fFreud's studies t he Idreams of traumatized World War

veterans.

Full Metal Jacket

Stanley Kubrick however goes to distance himself fromto pains
the war, there. In Full Metal no t
afforded a grunt's eye view, rather an Auteur's eye
Stone humanizes his soldiers Kubrick prepares his for a lobotomy,

(the opening scene is of the soldiers having their heads shaved
opera t ion).i f for Kubrick i nteres tedas an noti s i n any

corrmentary on the Vietnam war I t

could be said he exploited the war as America attempted to

exploit Vietnam. He has taken the war and squashed it into his
narrow view of mankind.

He takes as his starting piont The Short Timers by Gustav

Has ford, who co-wrote the screenplay with Michael Herr. Whereas

relatively little of dedicated to thethe book i s

sequence, Kubrick dedicates over half the film to it. So thi s l s

a film about conditioning. i s abou t how man11

shaped by his environment. around

(a Kubrick invention,Gomer Pyle, the obese recruit, in the nove 1
he is described as 'a skinny redneck') and his treatment by the

62

reasoning for the atrocities he depicts being man's

training

a "compuIsion

is u1timate 1 y

it serves as a means to an end.

he was not

The Parris island scenes centre

Jacket we are

view. Whereas

on screen, of the war can be read



fig. 32 Hartman roars in Full Metal Jacket 1987
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UM VIETNAM
THE WHM© DOESN'T BLOW 

ETT SUCKS

Stanley Kubrick's

FULL 
METAL 

JACKET

r-.-.-'J.

fig. 31 Gomer gives us that Kubrick stare in Full Me tai Jacket 1987



Oswald and other psychopaths whom he considers ultimate marines.

reduced to the same basic primeval act (fig. 31).

t heme s of i s a
theme I ike The Shining (1980) and Lol i tarecur r mg

(1962). The 'head' can be read as Hartman's temple, "what a^e you
my John ?" he roars at Pyle. Hartman's whole language i s

a resuIt of this points

out Kubrick has taken upon himself to "catalogue, Cyranoi t

style, the largest possible number of verbal permutations and

variations on the word 'shit', possible." (9 pp. 172-3). Hartman

being the most lyrical: "I will unscrew your head and shit down

your neck." (fig. 32). Later at a press conference Vietnam i s

described as: "one great big shit sandwich, and were al 1 gonna'

Kubrick has s ucceeded portraying the armyi n purelya s

insistance on this apart from
any other traini ng-comba t film. To a certain extent Kubrick i s
guilty of what he is condemn ing. He cast this film by video and

there he

he
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sings the praises of Lee Harvey

have to take a bite."

environmental conditioning and as Adair

He proceeds to turn Pyle into such and the only conclusion can be

seen as

doing in

in his fi 1ms

This setting

for this weapon to go off in his face as Frankenstein destroyed

his creator. This takes place in the 'Head' or

"If you survive recruit training, you will be a weapon."

the ultimate institutional environment where we are all

has also erased any sense of individuality. In his early films

drill seargent Hartman. Hartman

i s what sets it

' John' wh i ch is

is only an ounce of characterization, as with Hartman

suits Kubrick's ignoble savage andman a s

totalitarian, his



fig. 33 Peter Sellers in Dr. Strangeglove 1964

fig. 34 Dr. Strangtglove 1 964
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o f

33/34) andcharacters f igs.

Loli£a). Thus Kubrick's depiction of a totalitarian army goes

above reflection and becomes a production. He is totalitarian i n

the theins titu tiona1 forces which shape

the film. These are Kubrick's themes and he follows

them dogmatically regardless of

sensibi1ities.

Kubrick

C_[yde, to an explicitly cynical level. The soldiers are made
s1eep with their rifles: "my rifle is my best friend.

I i fe." They march, one hand with rifle other crotch shouting,on

"this i s my rifle this for fighting, thisi s i s

for fun." Kubrick has painted picture of a totally ma 1e wor 1 da

where the only females are prostitutes. It would seem then that

the ending is a destruction of this world, where a sniper wipes

out half of Jokers platoon, i s a woman. But thisthe sniper i s

not the end. The final shot the soldiers marching chantingi s of

"m-i-c-k-e-y m-o-u-s-e," proving their

male world to have remained intact.

These are themes central to Kubrick, what about the war? The on 1 y
scenes where any true analysis of Kubrick's depiction of the war

as i n
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training and thus their

can be made i s

to (the casting of Peter Sellers who plays

shows us that the notion of individuality is not one he aspires

in the fighting scenes. These are depicted,

characters in

popular analogy between gun and penis, suggested in Bonnie and

in this dehumanised inst i tutut i on has taken cinema's

is my gun, this

it is my

his portrayal of

in both Dr. §££angeg£ove (1964,

a variety

his source or the viewers



fig. 3 5 The Wild Hu neb 196 9

fig. 3 6 I be r. Hd Bunch 1969

fig. 3 7 Dustin Hoffman in Straw /Jogs 1971

'KIjli is
K



fig. 38 Full Metal Jacket 1987

fig. 3 9 Full Metal Jacket 1987
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I nin siow mot1on.

Peckinpah in The W^j_d Bunch (1969, 35-37) i t seems that

the

any reality (figs. 38/39). I n Di spatches Michae1 Herr describes
how soldiers, war ,

"were actual 1y making mov i e s (2 1 pg.6 1 ). The

who 1 e thrust of h i s

inability to offer any other discource other than nihilistic

cynicism. Platoon attempted to involve the viewer the foil agein

offering t raditiona 1 notions of heroism for

reintegrat ion.

Do we get to win ?

Another body of fi1ms were developing around these not ions of

1977),

prisoners. The basic thrust of these films (Missing in Action I

1985,)George Cosmatos

an

appearance In Rambo _H as advisors to the Vietnamese). This t s
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violence pioneered by Sam

f igs.

in their heads."

created. The steadicam sequence of the soldiers advancing on

heroism, cl imax i ng in Rambo. These 'revisionist' Vi e t nam films

sniper are c inemat ically quite beautiful and are detached from

and Joseph Zi to 1984, and Rambo, First Blood Parts I and II

folowing the tradition of slow motion

tricked by corrupt pol it leans to return to Vietnam to recover

P.O.W's remaining in Vietnam. Good Guys Wear B£ack, (Ted Post

of Vietnam,

distancing and underlines

A Clockwork Orange (1971), with detatchment,

the film is

take as their basis the unproven fact that there are still

involve a group of soldiers, led by Chuck Norris, being

Politicians and Vietnamese, (curiously the Russians make

is that there were two enemies

in an attempt to distance themselves from the

Kubrick wishes to detatch himself from the violence he has



fig. 4 0 lime 1 986

fig. 42 Time 1 975 v 1981
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also the twohas

'makeenemies,

his day1 Wearwea r s

Black asks:

"Whatever happened to the good old days when Randolph Scott

and John Wayne where happy to have the forshot off
the good old U.S. of A."

These films portray

time," (Rambo in First Blood 11). This theme of returning and

the second wave of

with his natural surroundings, able to down a helicopter with bow
and arrow. In his

response to the contemporary green awareness !

Rambo is every cultural a
large pectoral phallus, seeking ecstacy in explosions. Reagan

said he "would know what to do next time" after viewing Rambo

1985). Rambo has achievedcrisis i con1 n o f

Reaganomics and the eighties

the neo-conservat i ve eighties (fig. 42).
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i n Good Guys

a perverse and perverted

or psychological analysists dream.

ir asses

outsider who cannot be accomaoated into any community by the

a peace badge). One soldier

a return to Vietnam in order to "win this

bureaucracy and criminals (the first psychopath to

winning the war can now be identified as

protect that community. Rambo eschews all the technology of

own way Rambo is

40/41). Gone is the i nar t i cu 1 a t ne s s of the sixties, replaced by

F££S_t B_[ood (he was referring to the Middle East hostage

spirit of entrepeneurship (figs.

Vietnam films. Rambo is the embodiment of the true Hero. The

modern warfare and becomes the modern eco-warrior, fully in tune

case in the Dirty Harry cycle, Dirty Harry

nature of his psychotic acts, which he only does in order to

status as an
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Conclusion

While Rambo can be seen by most as overblown heroics,
Dirty Harry, while offering the same dose as Rambo, be

viewed with as parody or as distanced as Rambo. We can now see

how these latest films form the second
the

Anerleans forget the experlence, (take the liberal

the overblown pyrotechnics of Apoca 1 ypse Now) the

second offers a cinematic victory. In these films the war was not

The aggressive fantasies of i nd i viduaIs fighting, and winning,

the war, in films like Rambo First Blood are matched by fantasies

f i 1msi n

like Star Wars (George Lucas 1977, fig. 43) and Jaws (Stephen
Spielberg 1975, figs. 44/45). these themes of domest i c

harmony which are central to the most successful director of the

Reagan administration, Stephen Spielberg. In Jaws and Greml i n s

(1984) but

rather as belonging to a collective community) overcoming huge

obstacles and achieving a m the

these films can be found inthe roots ofsixties,

1 ike The Pose id ion Adventure (Ronald Neamedisaster films 1972).

Speaking of f i 1ms summed

frustrated inarticulatness:

condemns and
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wave of Vietnam f i Ims.

seventies

victory which was unattainable

roman t i c i sm o f

UP their

Coming Home or

"So much contemporary American film exposes or

of domestic peace being gamed over massive obstacles

Whereas the films of the first wave were involved in helping

seen as a loss rather incompleted act.

we see

I t t s

individuals (not individuals as outsiders

from the sixties Kolker

will not

his twin,



fig. 43 A new hope in Star Wars 1977

fig. 44 Jaws 1975

fig. 45 Jaws 1975
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then stops, refuses to re-integrate the viewer into s ome

other mo ra 1 offerstructure

amelioration rather than isolation." (26 pg. 329).

t het oreturn

of theremtegrat ion

adolesecent sixties into the family. A film which chronicles this

is Atp££J_can Graffit i (George Lucas
46). This film follows the fortunes of1 973, I ig-

teenagers on their last day of before they split up. Thesumme r

film is imbued with the popular fifties nostalgia of tailfins and

drive-ins, this i s Amer tea's Eden. The c red i t hassequence

captions of where these characters ended col lege somei n
Vietnam shows how they failed to fulfil theiri n aspirations

out 1i ned in the fi Im.

One of the effects the war had on Holl ywood was the collapse of
the western.

as

was

Viet nam has for what can be considered 'pulp ci nema' (fig. 47).

The 'frontier' where Chuck Norris and Sylvester Stallone can

prove themselves is now Vietnam.

With Dances w_i__th Wolves (Kevin Kostner 1990) Americans have
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lost. A trip to your local video store will show the popularity

conservative values of the fifties and a

collapse into the sixties

a group of

i n a

'convulsions' of this genre was manifested in westerns dubbed

The begmings of this deconstruction of old genres

anti; post; spagetti; revisionist. The notion of the frontier

i s seen i n f i 1ms 1 i ke The Long Goodbye and Chinatown.The final

that might

up, some

or political

Spielberg's films offer amelioration



fig. 46 American Graffiti 1973
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the western has

been laid to rest. Will I Io I I ywood r ecogn ise the Viet names e

decade ? Dances with Wolves is similiar to a popular Ho 1 1 ywood
the 'loop' film. Back to _the Future (Robernotion,

1985) is the ultimate loop film where Michael 3. Fox can return

to guide his father. Kevin Kostner returns to atone the sins of
his fathers.

credible' in Vietnam a parallel
cent ra I to this

policy," (27 pg.

Ho I 1 ywood. The languages of war and filmaking are linked, one

shoots and cu t s the

d i rec ting of a film , tsel f (fig. 48).i s

And Now. . .

In a neat piece of retortc-twisting George Bush, while announcing

would "not be another Vietnam". As regards people getting killed

public, rather to the media. The media has not experienced any of

and the only casualties
given full coverage have been sea birds. In mentioning the

ish to point to how, with films like Top Gun

(Tony Scott 1986), Holl ywood has rebuilt the image of the Army.

the ultimate recruitment film. The video game images,
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present conf 1ict 1 w

the start of the land battle in the Gulf, claimed that this war

Top Gun i s

that remains to be seen, but he was not talking to the general

a military campa i gn in

i n a

the freedom they were given in Vietnam,

t Zemek i c s

If it was America's intention to make it's 'presence and power

acknowledged the culture of 'native Americans',

can now be drawn, one that is

essay, between this "image-making as global

and to some filmakers

176), and the whole image-making process that is

reels of film;



pop music and g 1 amour appea 1 of this film are s i m i I i a r

dis t a need andthe Gu1 f i n

' t echnowar'reality of warfare. The

strategy has been taken to new levels.

f t he

proof that Hollywood is a reflector of the dominant ideology from

conservatism of the eighties

"The ideas of order that (the culture industry) inculcates

guide for the helpless and deceitfully presenting to them

conflicts that they must perforce confusewith their own,

for culture industry does not resolve these conflicts except

impossib1e forin appearance

them to use to resolve their conflicts 1 i ves . "
T. W. Adorno, The Culture Industry (28 pg. ^2).

"The mood of this country has changed from that of Easy
Rider to that of Dirty Harry."

George Bush on his 1988 campaign trail. (29 pg. 21).
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Hollywood's representation of the war

it's 'solutions' would be

role Hollywood plays in American society.

which it arises, showing the alienation of the sixties

to the

that we are

or the

is a good example o

The fi1ms offer solid

anaesthetized from any

are always those of the status quo... Pretending to be the

T.V. coverage of

in their own
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fig. 48 Kubrick lines up a shot for Dr. Slrangeglove 1964
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