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1. “the what, the how, and the why:” Introduction

————————————————————
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What’s your problem? You want what? An introduction? To exchange phone numbers and visiting cards? We don’t need an introduction. Next time we see each other, it’ll be through a gun’s sight.

—Čiki (Branko Đurić) in Ničija zemlja
————————————————————

1.1. Aim and Primary Materials

“Dink,” “Charlie,” “Chuck,” “Gook,” “Ghost,” “Zipperhead”—these are just some of the names the US soldiers used to refer to the enemy they encountered and fought in the jungles, fields, rice paddies, and forests of Vietnam (Clark 164).
 It comes as no surprise that the enemy was mostly hated, loathed, and feared. Surprisingly, however, emotions of sympathy, respect, and even admiration sometimes appeared among American GIs (Frey-Wouters and Laufer 114-116, 118-121). This is a record of history, a “hard fact” attestable by dozens of interviews with Vietnam veterans, memoirs, non-fiction books, and documentary films. This thesis aims to be a case study of how this “hard fact” of history has been transformed by one of the most potent cultural representations of the Vietnam War, by Vietnam War films. It attempts to answer a single question: How do the Vietnam War films depict the enemy and how does this image change over time?
To examine this aspect of Vietnam War films, primary materials have been chosen to fulfill several criteria. Firstly, since this is a fairly specific research question, the number of primary sources must be higher in order to draw a satisfactory conclusion. Secondly, for the conclusion to be as representative as possible, the films chosen attempt to represent the entire time spectrum of Vietnam War films, starting with the 1968 hit The Green Berets and ending with Randall Wallace’s We Were Soldiers (2002).
The selection of films has also been influenced by two other important factors. Some of the films (The Deer Hunter, Apocalypse Now, Platoon, and Full Metal Jacket) are considered to be what Anderegg calls “essential” Vietnam War films—well-known, widely watched, and generally considered as “providing the most compelling statements about the war” (1). These films have been chosen since they have impacted a great number of people, significantly shaping their view not only of the enemy, but of the Vietnam War as a whole. As pointed out by Lanning, “the major influence on [people’s] perception of the Vietnam War has been Hollywood’s motion pictures” (ix). Other films (most notably We Were Soldiers) have been chosen for their topic relevance, being important due to the fact that their depiction of the enemy is significantly different from other pieces and therefore noteworthy, even if the films themselves might have escaped the general audience. Naturally, due to the practical limitations of this thesis, many films have not been and could not have been included, such as those falling within the “superhero genre” (the Rambo and Missing in Action series), horror films, musicals, comedies, and TV mini-series. Some films were not included since they are neither “essential” nor topic-relevant. This is the case of two films from 1978, The Boys in Company C (Sidney J. Furie) and Go Tell the Spartans (Ted Post).
Applying these criteria, the following films have been chosen to serve as the primary material to be analyzed: The Green Berets (John Wayne, 1968), The Deer Hunter (Michael Cimino, 1978), Apocalypse Now (Francis Ford Coppola, 1979), Platoon (Oliver Stone, 1986), Full Metal Jacket (Stanley Kubrick, 1987), Hamburger Hill (John Irvin, 1987), 84 Charlie Mopic (Patrick Sheane Duncan, 1989), Casualties of War (Brian De Palma, 1989), and We Were Soldiers (Randall Wallace, 2002).
1.2. Methodology, Sources, and Thesis Structure
Films, as basically any other work of art, can be analyzed in two different ways, using either the textual, or the contextual approach.
The textual approach (similar to what literary scholars came to label as the intrinsic approach [Wellek 139]) looks at films as text, finding meaning only within a given film itself. This approach, however, can be a very complicated one and requires extensive knowledge of “how to read a film.” A brief look through such “how-to-read-a-film” guides as Monaco’s book of the same name or Giannetti’s Understanding Movies reveals that reading a film involves many different techniques and strategies. It also requires a detailed knowledge and understanding of many aspects of the film, such as its photography, mise en scène, camera, music, color, structure of the narrative, or acting. In the introduction to his book, Giannetti uses the term “cineliteracy” (xi) to suggest that reading a film is in certain aspects similar to reading a literary text. Following an analogous line of argument, Monaco points out that “people who are highly experi​enced in film, highly literate visually […], see more and hear more than people who seldom go to the movies.” For this reason, he continues, “an education in the quasi-language of film opens up greater potential mean​ing for the observer” (121). Thus, here lies the essence of the textual approach—to look at films attempting to read them as text, often aided by other disciplines, such as narratology or semiotics.
Within the textual approach, two further ways of looking at a film can be distinguished. The film can be read for explicit and implicit meaning. Explicit meaning refers to what is directly said about a given issue by the characters and what they communicate by their actions. Implicit meaning, on the other hand, is communicated via the cinematic techniques and devices employed in the film—the use of the camera, photography, music, mise en scène, etc. In certain films, the implicit and the explicit meaning are in accord, in others, they are in contrast. The relationship between the implicit and the explicit meaning is another important aspect of a film, and in certain cases a culturally significant one.
The contextual approach (similar to the extrinsic approach to literature [Wellek 73]) attempts to place the film within its historical, cinematic, and cultural context, using information and data provided by other fields, such as history, art history, economics, sociology, and many others.
This may include looking at such aspects as the time period when the film was produced and examining the general “spirit of the age.” According to Giannetti, once a film is made, it is “inexorably fixed on celluloid” (299). A film, unlike a play, cannot be readjusted for a changing audience or time period; although black-and-white films can be colorized or the soundtrack can be re-mastered into hi-fi quality, the film’s basic style remains the same. Thus, in their manner of acting, in the construction of the story, and in many other aspects including the general “image of the world,” films can capture (or reflect) the Zeitgeist of the era when they were made much more accurately than a play ever could. Thus, for example, Griffith’s representation of the American Civil War in his 1915 classic The Birth of a Nation will be diametrically different from the war as depicted in a more recent Glory (Edward Zwick, 1989) or Cold Mountain (Anthony Minghella, 2002).
But the contextual approach examines more than just the time when a film was made. It is also very often concerned with the people who made the film, most notably with the director. This approach known as the auteur theory became very popular in the 1950s and 1960s. Its basic claim is that it is very important to consider the director along with the films s/he made, since, as claimed by Sarris, it is not possible “to honor a work of art without honoring the artist involved” (562). The auteur theory thus stresses the role of the director, claiming that films by a given director share certain qualities because they are all made by the same person. This approach is often applied to such well-known names as Stanley Kubrick, John Ford, or Ingmar Bergman.
Along with the director, the contextual approach also examines the impact certain actors might have on a given film. This is the case if the actor achieves what is called a personality star. A personality star, according to Giannetti, means that the audience has come to associate certain actors with specific types of characters they portray. In addition, the “private” personality of the actor might become associated and often equated with the characters the actor plays, resulting in the fact that “a personality star tends to play only those roles that fit a preconceived public image” (Giannetti 541). To exemplify this phenomenon, Giannetti uses two iconic Hollywood figures: John Wayne has become the archetypal “man of action—and violence—rather than words” whose “name is virtually synonymous with masculinity” (268-269). Marilyn Monroe, on the other hand, has become a Hollywood sex symbol, either as portraying “sexy dumb blondes” or as an actress able to combine “the mind and soul of a little girl in a body of a whore” (Giannetti 266).

The contextual approach, however, extends far beyond the analysis of the Zeitgeist, the director, or the stars of a given film. The film’s relationship to reality is another often discussed and often analyzed aspect. This does not only include the believability of a given film, i.e. how accurate a given picture is or how authentically it depicts a given event. In reality, most feature films are anything but an accurate image of the events they try to present to the viewer and at times it is very difficult to label even documentary films as “objective.” Lanning fills nearly 200 pages (159-356) of his Vietnam at the Movies by listing how inaccurate (and in what specific ways) the majority of the Vietnam War films is and finds only a few exceptions which would pass as being reasonably accurate.
But it is not only the question of the actual accuracy of a given film. Despite the extreme precision with which a film camera can capture reality (when compared to literature, painting, theater, or still photography), just few from the audience would actually believe that what is happening on the screen in front of them is real. Films are images of reality, not reality itself and they are seen as such. Most people also not only realize that what they see on the screen might have never happened the way it is presented to them, but most likely never happened at all.
This is even more so in the case of historical films. As White points out, all of them—no matter how accurate—tend to “fictionalize […] the historical events and characters which serve as their referents in history,” presenting a mixture of what did happen, might have happened, could have happened, should have happened, and—most certainly—did not happen. The events, White continues, are presented as “both real and imaginary” (19), thus it comes as no surprise that “the ‘historical film’ was seldom considered to be a conduit for any believability and legitimate sense of history” (Lindy 7).
Thus, in relationship to accuracy, believability, and realism of films, it is not so important to what extent these films are realistic, but—whether realistic or not—“what do these films tell us as artifacts about ourselves, [and] our culture” (Dittmar and Michaud 10). Films are not records of the past. They do not provide the information as to how it happened, but much more often they provide an insight into how it was thought to have happened. Consequently, the accuracy of the films analyzed is not at stake in this thesis.
The Zeitgeist, the auteur theory, the personality star, and the accuracy of a given film are just some of the aspects which constitute the focus of the contextual approach. There are other issues which might be examined as well, such as the film industry in general (including the shooting and the development of a given film, the budget, or the studio system), the various aspects of genre, the film’s reception by the public and critics, the development in technology and the role of special effects, etc.

Employing all these various approaches to all the primary material analyzed in this thesis would be neither practical, nor manageable. Thus, the methods used will differ from one film (or group of films) to another, stressing what is believed to be most relevant for a given film or a group of films. Thus, focus might shift from a mostly textual analysis of some films (84 Charlie Mopic) to a broader contextual approach towards others (The Green Berets). In general, a flexible approach will be the norm, since it can provide a much deeper insight into the problem than either a strictly textual or contextual approach ever could.
A note concerning the sources used should also be made. There is no single source this thesis would be based on, as indeed, there is no single book touching the topic of this thesis. There are, indeed, “big books” dealing with Vietnam War films in general, such as From Hanoi to Hollywood: The Vietnam War in American Film, Inventing Vietnam: The War in Film and Television, or How the War Was Remembered: Hollywood and Vietnam. These works, most notably the last one, proved indispensable for this thesis. Yet, as all books tend to do, they focus only on certain films, briefly mention some, and totally disregard others. More recent films like We Were Soldiers or lesser known ones like 84 Charlie Mopic have so far escaped the attention of scholars. Thus, the extent to which the subsequent text relies on and draws from secondary sources will vary, according to the number, quality, and nature of the sources available. Consequently, it was necessary for certain parts of this thesis (most notably the chapter on Wallace’s film) to rely much more heavily on first-hand analysis of the primary material itself, rather than draw from works of other scholars.
In addition, an MA thesis is believed to be more than just a compilation. It should bring something new, provide a fresh insight, or challenge an existing claim. Thus, an attempt was made to strike the most perfect balance possible between “old” and “new” ideas presented on the following pages.
As for the structure of the thesis, the films will be analyzed according to a certain image of the enemy they tend to cerate. Some (e.g. Apocalypse Now or We Were Soldiers) will be analyzed separately and fairly thoroughly, as they are believed to be very specific in their treatment of the enemy and therefore important. Others, exhibiting certain trends and tendencies, will be analyzed as a group, thus the combat films of the 1980s might incorporate Platoon, Full Metal Jacket, Hamburger Hill, 84 Charlie Mopic, and Casualties of War. It is important, however, to keep in mind that these categories are strictly arbitrary, made for the purpose of this thesis. Some films might be more “fluid,” fulfilling certain criteria from one category and certain criteria from another. As far as chronology is concerned, there seems to be a chronological pattern as well, thus the time when a film given film was made and how long after the Vietnam War this was also seems to play an important role in determining the image of the enemy.
*
*
*

The following chapters will attempt to sketch this trend, if—indeed—there is a trend at all. As every reading of a work of art, what follows will always be subjective to a certain extent, probably to a significant extent. Despite all the guides and guideline on how to approach films, this subjective reading will always be present. The best effort has been made for this subjectivity to be the strength and not the weakness of this thesis.
2. “Fuckin’ Savages:”
 Vilification of the Enemy in The Green Berets and The Deer Hunter
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————————————————————

All I remember is that I was with Custer’s Seventh Cavalry riding towards the Little Big Horn and we were struck by the Indians. After we crossed the Rosebud, we made it to Ridge Red Boy and then we were hit. No. I must have my wars confused, That was another time, another place. Other Indians. 
—Clancy in The Bamboo Bed, qtd. Bates 9
————————————————————

The story of Vietnam War combat films begins in 1966 with Will Zens’s To the Shores of Hell. However, in was not until 1968 that the war was brought to the silver screen in a manner truly worthy of Hollywood, in a piece analogous to the films of the First and, even more so, of the Second World War. The Green Berets (1968) was the only Vietnam War fiction film of any real significance which was made while the conflict in Southeast Asia was still in progress. This development in itself is noteworthy since it demonstrates not only how very different the Vietnam War was from its predecessors, but also attests to the fact that it was seen as being different by its contemporaries.
 Hollywood, probably fearing that “any profits would be mitigated by offending the mass audience in confronting such a divisive and controversial conflict” (Auster and Quart, How the War xiv) opted for silence on the topic of Vietnam. It chose rather to offer the moviegoers the time-tested and well-received classics about “the Good War” of 1941-1945 such as Hell to Eternity (1960), The Longest Day (1962), Battle of the Bulge (1965), Hell in the Pacific (1968), or Patton (1970). Despite the fact that some oblique references to Vietnam were made, “Hollywood could neither fit the Vietnam War into any of its old formulas nor create new ones for it” (Auster and Quart, How the War 34). Thus, The Green Berets is the only noteworthy piece that captures the Zeitgeist of the late 1960s.
As such, the film must be seen within the broader historical context of the era. The first important fact is that from the very beginning, it was intended to be a strictly pro-American, pro-government, pro-involvement piece. In 1965, in a personal letter to President Johnson, John Wayne proposed to make a film that would “inspire a patriotic attitude on the part of fellow Americans” (Hillstorm and Hillstorm 142). Understandably, the Johnson administration and the Department of Defense agreed, officially sanctioned the film, and assisted during the filming. The Pentagon alone spent over one million dollars on the film, “providing 85 hours of helicopter flying time and 3,400 man-days of borrowed military personnel” (Cawley 74).
Another important fact is the co-director and the star of the film, John Wayne. Although dubbed “the hero with a thousand faces,” the range of characters he had portrayed throughout his career was fairly limited. Wayne was always “the hero who moves from alienation through trial to victory and return” (McGhee). This image was widely known and well-rooted in the American culture of the 1960s. So much so that “more than one Vietnam War memoirist wrote that they joined the armed forces because they saw themselves as ‘charging up the beach like John Wayne in The Sands of Iwo Jima’” (Auster and Quart, How the War 31). Wayne became the “symbol of American patriotism and can-do spirit,” the man of action, the one who would get the job done (Hillstorm and Hillstorm 142). This fact, coupled with Wayne’s personal opinions about the Vietnam War (pro-American, hawkish, anti-anti-war) made him the ideal person to portray Colonel Kirby, despite the fact that in his early sixties he was too old for the part and some consider him “badly miscast as the Berets’ commander” (Holsinger 392).
Given these circumstances, the image of the enemy is not surprising at the least. The Green Berets is a Vietnam War film constructed according to the formulas of other films starring Wayne. Thus, it is all very simple: “The Americans are the good guys, the Vietcong are the bad guys, and the peasants are the frightened townsfolk who need protection and the rule of law” (Cawley 74).
The enemy as depicted in The Green Berets has several basic characteristics. He is brutal, barbaric, and deceitful, yet unable to pose any serious threat to the US soldiers, being easily (literary in dozens) gunned down by superior American firepower. These characteristics reemerge throughout the whole film and are presented both explicitly (by what is said and done) and implicitly (by the cinematic devices used).

The enemy’s brutality is one of his most pervasive features. One of the first explicit comments is made by Kirby. He attempts to convince George Beckworth (a journalist played by David Janssen who is fairly skeptical as to the conduct of the US military in Vietnam) that the harsh treatment of a Vietcong suspect (VCS) was justified. In a previous scene, a VCS was uncovered in an ARVN
 unit. In response to Beckworth’s claim that the treatment of the Vietnamese was brutal, Kirby produces a silver Zippo lighter inscribed “Sgt Led D. Seabright, 5th Special Forces” and shows it to Beckworth, saying
I want you to keep that lighter. It belonged to a medical specialist in Captain Coleman’s team. After delivering a Montagnard baby, on his way back to camp a month ago… his friends found him about 3 clicks out… beheaded, mutilated. His wife couldn’t have recognized him. And that VC in there did it! (The Green Berets)
But the enemy’s brutality is not only mentioned in relationship to the US army. It is also pointed out that the Vietcong soldiers are behaving in a similar fashion to the civilian population of Vietnam. In one scene, while the Green Berets’ medic (Sergeant McGee played by Raymond St. Jacques) treats a Montagnard
 girl, the chief of the tribe complains to Kirby that “the Vietcong takes all the rice, pigs and chickens, and forces all the young men to fight for them” (The Green Berets). This, although not involving any atrocities directly, is to be considered a more brutal and inhumane act, since it is aimed at the civilian population and not the legitimate military targets.
It does not take long, however, before the full brutality of the enemy is brought out into the open. After the Montagnards ask Kirby to provide protection for their village, they schedule a meeting for the next morning. As the Green Berets enter the village, they find it in disarray, with houses burned down and several villagers, including the chief and his daughter, killed. The American soldiers learn that this was done by the Vietcong “as a reminder to anyone who resisted them” (The Green Berets). After a few moments, Kirby adds another story:

The last village that I visited they didn’t kill the chief. They tied him to a tree, brought his teenage daughters out in front of him and disemboweled them. Then forty of them abused his wife. And then they took a steel rod, broke every bone in her body. Somewhere during the process she died. (The Green Berets)
The enemy, is, however, not only brutal. He is also deceitful and treacherous. His unconventional fighting tactics includes ambushes (the ARVN patrol was ambushed and suffered several casualties), sneak attacks, using spies to more accurately direct mortar and artillery bombardment, and the use of booby traps. It is noteworthy that almost all the casualties suffered by the Green Berets result from some kind of a deceitful action carried out by the enemy. The first American is killed by a mortar barrage. The Vietcong are able to directly hit a US bunker, killing a Captain inside. This success, however, is only due to the fact that they have a spy in the camp. Another American (after successfully defeating five enemies in hand-to-hand combat) dies from a stab in the back. The last casualty suffered by the Green Berets comes at the very end of the film. As the squad is returning to base, one soldier is snagged by a rope snare concealed in the grass and impaled on bamboo sticks.
Yet despite these triumphs, the enemy is not able either to defeat the US soldiers or to pose any serious threat to them. In a conventional battle, the Vietcong soldiers fall like flies, by the dozens, maybe even by the hundreds. In one of the first scene where such an encounter is shown, a US combat helicopter flies over an enemy camp. In a style truly worthy of any John Wayne film, the enemies are gunned down by a rocket barrage. The soldiers armed with rifles not only pose no real threat to the helicopter (which—given the situation—would be reasonably true to fact), but they simply stand still, waiting to be killed, without taking cover or disappearing into the jungle.
During the film’s principal battle (a night Vietcong attack on the US camp), the enemies are killed in waves, most notably in the last scene. After the camp is overrun by the enemy, the Green Berets pull back and call in an airstrike on the camp. A C-47 Dakota plane armed with several miniguns covers the camp with a hail of bullets, the Vietcong soldiers hitting the ground in scores. It is possible to notice that even those who do not appear to be hit fall dead.
It is here that the cinematic devices come into play. If and when the enemy soldiers are shown (very little camera time is dedicated to the enemy), they are captured in a long or an extreme long shot and the camera rarely approaches them any closer. Photography done primarily in long or extreme long shots can signify the fact that the general picture and not the individual is important. Long shots “dwarf humans into visual insignificance, making them appear unimportant and vulnerable” (Giannetti 11). The entire film is shot in this fashion. The enemy soldier is always seen only as a silhouette or a dark figure somewhere in the distance, most often in a larger group of enemies. Thus, no place for individuality is provided and the enemy remains removed from the viewer.
Given the fact that this is a John Wayne film, another image of the enemy is very strongly present and presented, and this is what might be called the “Indian image.” The practice of paralleling the Vietnamese with the Indians and Vietnam in general with the American frontier of the 17th, 18th, and 19th centuries was widespread during the Vietnam War. The phenotype of the Vietnamese (straight dark hair) and even more so the actual physical conditions of Vietnam meant that the war (and the country in general) made more sense when it was compared “not to the United States of the 20th century but to America as it existed in the 1750s during the French and Indian Wars” (Bates 10). The parallel between Vietnam and the gone-by frontier era also manifests itself in the language used. Military operations were named “Daniel Boone” or “Crazy Horse,” the enemy-controlled territory was known as “Indian country,” going on patrols was “playing cowboys and Indians,” and armored or airmobile units were nicknamed “Cavalry” (although this last practice has been used since the Second World War). The used of these linguistic terms clearly echoed the American frontier experience.
The Green Berets in particular invokes this parallel at two points during the film. As Kirby and his men arrive at the Special Forces camp, they notice the camp’s name being “Dodge City.” This is a two-fold reference. Firstly, it refers to the actual place, Dodge City, Kansas. Founded as a fort in the late 1850s, the city boomed thanks to cattle trade in the second half of the 19th century and a its history is “a pure definition of the West” (Trauer and Laughead). Secondly, Dodge City is also a 1939 western directed by Michael Curtiz. This “landmark western […] has often been credited with revitalizing what had become a stagnant genre” (Deming). Deming also lists Dodge City along such well-known films as John Ford’s 1939 classic Stagecoach in which John Wayne portrayed The Ringo Kid. Thus, “Dodge City” (as the name of the camp) can also be seen as a multi-layered reference back to Wayne’s early acting career of the 1930s. Given the “pervasive intertextuality in the Vietnam discourse, where everything seems to refer to everything else, allusions bouncing from text to text in a seemingly endless sequence” (Fuchs 16), seeing the Dodge City reference in this “extended” manner might not be that far-fetched. The reference—regardless of how extended it is—nevertheless establishes the basic setting very clearly—the Special Forces camp as a frontier outpost surrounded by the Indian wilderness.
The second scene where the enemy is presented as the Indians of the frontier era comes after the Green Berets withdraw from the camp which is then overrun by the Vietcong. As the Vietcong soldiers enter the camp, they destroy what is left of it, strip the dead of their clothes, and hoist their flag on a flag pole. All this is accompanied by a very distinctively ethnic “Indian music.” In this scene, as correctly observed by Cawley, “the Vietcong gives war whoops” (75).
Overall, The Green Berets treats the enemy as most American war films treated the enemy during the time of war. The brutal, deceitful, and barbaric (or savage) picture of the Vietcong is a resurrection of “the ‘beastly Hun’ stereotype” which dominated the films made during the First World War, where the Germans were depicted as “absolute barbarians who attack women and murder innocent people” (Auster and Quart, How the War 3). Similarly, it is not very different from the films about the Second World War made in the 1940s. Given the racial factor, the Vietnamese in The Green Berets are reminiscent of the Japanese; both are “arrogant, vile, and totalitarian, and had to be destroyed” (Auster and Quart, How the War 7). Many scholars see The Green Berets as a hybrid between Wayne’s war films and his westerns, hence the addition of the “Indian image.” Summarized in the words of Auster and Quart, “Wayne’s Green Berets are nothing more than muscular, war-loving cavalrymen.” By the same token, the Vietcong get to play the modern-day Indians, lacking “any redeeming human qualities,” being depicted as “a herd of faceless, endlessly dying barbarians” (How the War 33).
Given its more than obvious pro-war and pro-American slant (the film was released on July 4, 1968), it comes as no surprise that The Green Berets received a fair share of negative response. Renata Adler of The New York Times described it as a film “so unspeakable, so stupid, so rotten and false that it passes through being funny” (Auster and Quart, How the War 34). Later, historian Philip Taylor described it as “the most blatantly propagandist contemporaneous American feature film made about the Vietnam war” (Hillstorm and Hillstorm 139).
 Despite such reactions, the general public received it well and the film enjoyed a marked financial success.
Overall, given the circumstances of 1968 and, more importantly, the circumstances under which the film was made, it would be very difficult (and probably even naïve) to expect The Green Berets to be anything other than it was. The image of the enemy is a perfect imprint of the era when the film appeared. It is, however, noteworthy that basically the same image can be found in a film made a decade latter, in Michael Cimino’s The Deer Hunter (1978).
Cimino’s film is not essentially a Vietnam War combat film. Within the body of Vietnam War films, it falls rather into the “coming home” sub-genre, alongside such works as The Ballad of Andy Crocker (George McCowan, 1969), Coming Home (Hal Ashby, 1978), Birdy (Alan Parker, 1984), or Born on The Fourth of July (Oliver Stone, 1989) and many others (see Lanning 65-73). As very succinctly put by Berg, the film is “less about Vietnam and more about the American community that fought the war” (60).
Yet despite its focus, two of the film’s five “blocks” (one distinctive cinematic feature of Cimino’s picture is that “Vietnam” and “America” as locations are very strictly separated: they do not overlap, they mutually exclude each other, and are in direct contrast, virtually mirror images) are set in Vietnam and within the first “Vietnam block,” a surprisingly large amount of attention is given to the enemy. Thus, this film is noteworthy both due to its topic relevance and due to the fact that it is considered to be one of Anderegg’s “essential” Vietnam War films.
The enemy in The Deer Hunter shares one basic feature with the enemy in The Green Berets—he is similarly brutal, showing no respect for the proper conduct of war. This is established within the first few moments after the enemy appears on the screen. An NVA
 soldier enters a Vietnamese village,
 approaches a dugout shelter where a family is taking refuge, “casually lifts the trapdoor and rolls in a grenade; explosion” (Wood 242). A few moments later, just before he is killed by Michael (Robert De Niro), he shoots a Vietnamese woman with a small child in her arms. What is noteworthy in this scene (and in the entire “Vietnam block”) is the fact that the brutality of the enemy and the atrocities he commits are explicitly presented on the screen rather than just being described by the characters as was the case of The Green Berets.
But the enemy’s brutality does not stop there. Its full extent is presented (again much more closely, immediately, and vividly than in The Green Berets) during the Russian roulette scene.
 The scene where the Vietcong captors force the American POWs to play the deadly game of chance against each other establishes the general image of the enemy, an image that is a very familiar one: the enemy is sadistic, brutal, and malevolent, using helpless prisoners to satisfy his lust for violence and suspense. As brutality towards civilians is considered worse than brutality towards soldiers, brutality towards prisoners might be as—or even more—deplorable, thus the monstrosity and wickedness of the enemy is as great or even greater than in The Green Berets.
What is striking and noteworthy about the Russian roulette scene is its cinematic rendition. The enemy is often captured in medium shots and also close-ups (at times even extreme close-ups), which in general tend to “elevate the importance of things” (Giannetti 13). Here, the enemy is no longer just a blurry dark silhouette somewhere in the distance, he is in focus, important, immediate, near, and—what is totally new—dangerous.
Despite the fact that that Michael—the “larger than life” superhero (Auster and Quart, How the War 63)—manages to free his friends and to escape, what the three friends went through lingers and haunts them even after the war is over: Nick is dead, Steven is to spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair, and even Mike, the “superhero,” is not unscathed, despite the fact that physically he is unharmed. In The Deer Hunter, the enemy is now able to cause permanent damage. In the specific case of Michael, Nick, and Steven, he is responsible for “a story of traumatic captivity,” in general he is responsible for “Vietnam as a collective American trauma” (Desser 58-59).
The brutality of the enemy and the damage he is able to cause are central to The Deer Hunter. Essentially, the film is again very distinctly black-and-white, at least as far as the image of the enemy is concerned. The attempt at “making the Americans innocent and guiltless victims and the Vietnamese brutal aggressors” (Auster and Quart, How the War 61) caused the film to be labeled as “racist, jingoist, and manipulative” (Hillstorm and Hillstorm 79), or even as “Fascist trash” (Berg 60) that treats the Vietnamese as “demonic and decadent variation of the ‘yellow peril’” (Quart 165). Within a broader ideological and political framework, the film was seen as blatantly propagandistic and racist, with its Vietnam sections “pervaded by racist and Cold war stereotypes: images of ‘the yellow peril,’ of ‘Russian roulette’ as a routine form of Communist torture and an expression of oriental decadence” (Klein 23).
After 1975, the view on “what a film about Vietnam should be like” was fairly unified. “Such a film was expected to be single-minded in opposing our involvement in Vietnam, […] to portray a literal, even documentary-like, record of events and […] demonstrate overtly and with no ambiguity our moral failure as a nation” (Hillstorm and Hillstorm 87). Given these views, The Deer Hunter was mostly condemned for its portrayal of the Vietnamese which has not changed much since times of The Green Berets. Nevertheless, the film was a cinematic success—it won five Academy Awards, one Golden Globe, two BAFTA Awards, and was very popular with the moviegoers.
The significance of The Deer Hunter is not so much in the image of the enemy per se, since this is not new or unusual. What makes the film interesting and noteworthy is that this image is basically the same as in The Green Berets. The fact that between 1968 and 1978, the enemy remains essentially unchanged testifies to the fact that Vietnam “was different.” This difference manifests itself in the fact that the ten years spanning The Green Berets and The Deer Hunter had basically no effect on how the two films treat the enemy. The mantra of the brutal, sadistic, and (most importantly) thoroughly evil Vietnamese remains. However, despite these general similarities, there are important differences which should be noted.
What the two films do differently is not so much what they show, but rather how they show it. What in The Green Berets is only spoken about (the mutilation of US soldiers) or—at best—shown only ex post (the destroyed Vietnamese village, the murdered villagers), The Deer Hunter brings directly in front of the camera, in sharp focus, up close, across the entire screen. Yet the fact that the enemy is “closer” does not mean that he is made to appear any more human, on the contrary; even when “the camera gets sufficiently close to personalize, it sees evil and contemptibility” (Auster and Quart, How the War 64).
Another principal difference is the “Indian image.” Many scholars (Bates 26, Cawley 71, Quart 160) have noticed the fact that Cimino’s film is strongly influenced by James Fenimore Cooper’s The Deerslayer, essentially aiming for “the presentation of the Vietnam War through the popular genre […] [of] the western” (Desser 56-57). Thus, both The Deer Hunter and The Green Berets share some common narrative and stylistic features of the western, such as the black-and-white rendition of the conflict so common for the genre. But the “Indian image” varies greatly. In The Green Berets, it is presented so overtly that at times this becomes either comical, stupid, insulting, or all three at once. The Deer Hunter leaves out the “Indian image” almost entirely. Rather it focuses on other features of the western—the conflict between civilization (the American town of Clairton) and wilderness (Vietnam), a story of Indian captivity (the “Indian image” might be implied via this theme), or it attempts to present Michael as the typical hero of the western (Desser 56-67). If the “Indian image” of the enemy is present in The Deer Hunter, it is only very subtly and indirectly hinted at, whereas in The Green Berets it is so overt that it is nearly impossible to miss.
One final difference should be noted. Due on the fact that the result of the Vietnam War was more-less clear by 1975 (even if not realized and understood for years to come), The Deer Hunter no longer depicts the enemy as being absolutely harmless. While in The Green Berets the whole war is basically a live target practice at an exotic open-air shooting range, in The Deer Hunter it has changed into a desperate fight for one’s life. The enemy is powerful, very close, and very dangerous.
The two films—with their similarities and their differences—have established a point of reference. Not so much for further analysis as such, but to be able to see the transition that followed. What is interesting is the fact that after The Deer Hunter, for a very long time, the enemy fades from the screen and throughout much of the 1980s, which might be indeed called the “decade of the Vietnam War combat films,” remains almost absent. Francis Ford Coppola’s 1979 epic seems to anticipate this development.
3. “We’ve got Enemy fire coming from the TreeLine…” The Invisible Enemy in Apocalypse Now
————————————————————
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In these war games, everyone wanted to be the Allied troops—the fearless, conquering white male heroes who had made the world safe for democracy, yet again, and saved us all from yellow peril. […] So the enemy became or, more rightly, remained invisible, lurking in bushes we shot at with sticks we pretended were rifles and stabbed at with make-believe bayonets.

—Ducille 46-47
————————————————————

Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now is considered to be “one of the most controversial works ever to be made about Vietnam in any medium.” Some praise its cinematic brilliance, its profoundness, and multiplicity of possible meanings; it is seen as “the ultimate war movie, […] a searching and deeply committed probing of the moral problem of the Vietnam War” (Hillstorm and Hillstorm 13). Others, on the other hand, condemn it for paying little or no attention to “the ideological implications of a very political issue—the Vietnam War” (Tomasulo 154), claiming that the film focuses rather on its stylistic and cinematographic aspects. Others still, precisely because of the film’s over-stylization, see it as being nothing more than pure “intellectual muddle” (Canby) of superimposed images, eerie soundtrack, and special effects.
Despite these conflicting opinions about the quality of the film, both its critics and supporters alike consider Apocalypse Now to be “one of the most influential depictions of Vietnam in American culture” (Hillstorm and Hillstorm 14). It is another of Anderegg’s “essential” Vietnam War films. But Coppola’s work is important yet for another reason. Unlike many other Vietnam War films, Apocalypse Now cannot be taken merely at face value. As pointed out by Coppola himself, “on one level, the film is an action adventure story, it’s a story of a journey into a strange and unknown area, but it also hopefully will exist on a philosophical and allegorical level.” He also stated that his aim as a director was to create a film which “has to have some answers, but by answers, I don’t mean just a punchline, but answers on about forty-seven different levels” (Hearts of Darkness). It is of course possible to look for “answers on different levels” in all Vietnam War films (and indeed in all films), but in Apocalypse Now symbolism is preeminent and much more important than in other Vietnam War pieces.
These different levels of meaning, be they symbolic, allegorical, or allusive must be taken into account when looking at (and watching) Coppola’s film. Reading Apocalypse Now literally will result in “a cartoon, arguably the most wonderfully photographed cartoon in film history, but still a cartoon” (Hillstorm and Hillstorm 13). The film attempts neither a realistic depiction of the conflict,
 nor an accurate adaptation of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Rather, it aims for “the development of the broad symbolic outline of Conrad’s classical novella” (Desser 68), merging it with a surrealistic rendition of the Vietnam War. As George Lucas summarized it, “what we’d done is strung together all of John [Milius’s] anecdotes and some of the things that he had from his friends who had been fighting over there” (Hearts of Darkness). Thus, to a certain extent, the film is a patchwork of absurd stories, rumors and factoids, and should not be read for “what Vietnam was really like,” since this is not in the film; and what is in the film is as inaccurate and stylized as it can be, with only the helicopter assault being reasonably true to fact (Lanning 169).
Considering these specificities of Apocalypse Now, it will be much easier to analyze and to comprehend the image of the enemy this film presents. And it is in this very image of the enemy that Coppola’s picture differs so markedly both from films which preceded it and from those which followed. The enemy is simply not there at all. Directly, he is only shown once, for no more than thirty seconds,
 in the middle of a very chaotic combat scene, the now well-known and famous helicopter assault on a Vietnamese village. As far as literal depiction is concerned, this is all the camera time the enemy is allotted. For the remainder of the scene (and indeed, for the remainder of the entire film), the enemy is only represented via the damage he causes (or attempts to cause) to the US military. During the helicopter assault scene, the only hint indicating that there is an enemy is given by the occasional mortar shell exploding in the background, by US soldiers shooting wildly into the bushes, or by small (and inaccurate) rockets being fired from the jungle. It does not take long for this invisible enemy to be annihilated by a napalm airstrike. The (cinematically) implied fact that the US soldiers never get to see their enemy is explicitly confirmed by Lieutenant Colonel William Kilgore (Robert Duvall) who is leading the assault. As the napalm hits the trees, he tells his men: “I love the smell of napalm in the morning. You know, one time we had a hill bombed for twelve hours. And when it was all over, I walked up. We didn’t find one of them, not one stinking dink body” (Apocalypse Now).
In cinematic terms, the rest of the film is rendered in a similar fashion. At one point, the boat that is taking Captain Willard (Martin Sheen) up the fictional Nung River comes under enemy fire—a hail of tracer rounds comes flying out of the lush jungle undergrowth on the riverbank, but not one enemy soldier is shown. In a scene following shortly after, small arrows coming from the fog shower the boat, yet again, the enemy remains unseen. These two scenes clearly derive from Part Two of Conrad’s novella (57-67), yet they keep in accord with the general cinematic trend of the film not to show the enemy.
The last point in the film where the enemy is only hinted at is the Do Long bridge sequence. As the boat takes Willard upriver, it stops at the last American outpost where an endless battle is being fought over a bridge which is destroyed every night by the Vietcong only to be rebuilt again every day by the Americans. Here, Willard encounters “an officer-less platoon of sweating, anxious, drugged black soldiers shoot[ing] into the darkness at an invisible enemy” (Auster and Quart, How the War 67). This is the only scene where the enemy is given a voice (shouting profanities in bastardized English at the GIs), but still remains off screen. What is noteworthy about this scene is that it actually references the fact that the US soldiers are shooting at someone they never even get to see. After a machinegunner fails to kill the enemy, another GI takes a grenade launcher, aims at a sixty-degree angle, and fires into the air. An explosion punctuates the scene, silencing the insolent opponent.
The invisibility of the enemy is not new. Most combat films (regardless of the war they depict) allot very little space to the enemy. Yet in Apocalypse Now this trend becomes emblematic of the film. The exclusion of the enemy is so overt, he is so conspicuously absent that this takes on a symbolic value and a signifying dimension. The camera neither shows the enemy, nor, and this is important, the US soldiers are ever shown to see him. The enemy is left out, the enemy is not there, the enemy is not important. The film is not about the Vietnamese, but about the Americans, just as the war in Southeast Asia was never either about Vietnam or the Vietnamese. As Schulzinger points out, “Americans and Vietnamese fought a twenty-year war to define themselves. For the Vietnamese their war was never about the United States” (328). It is possible to extend this claim and to say that, similarly, for the Americans, the war was never about Vietnam. Indeed, “most Americans always saw the Vietnam War as an American war” (Draper 82). Vietnam was not a distinct country, it was just another battlefield, a different setting where a war involving American soldiers happened to take place.
But this aspect in itself would not make Apocalypse Now exceptional. All films about the Vietnam War are told from the American perspective (Tomasulo 155) and do not focus on the enemy. But in Coppola’s film, both the camera and the characters never even glance at the enemy; they are totally “blind.” This blindness can be seen on a symbolic level and can be read as “darkness, error, [or] ignorance” (De Vries 52). Within the context of the film, ignorance is probably the most appropriate symbolic value. It can be seen directly in relation to the enemy—the Americans do not know who they are fighting against, or what the enemy is fighting for. Coppola symbolically draws attention to the fact that the United States of the 1960s and early 1970s was only partly (to what extent remains a debatable matter of opinion) or not at all able to understand “the political or historical bases for the war, the Vietnamese perspective of the conflict, […] North Vietnamese nationalism, Marxism-Leninism, or the character of [Vietnamese] culture” (Auster and Quart, How the War xv).
As a historical fact, this ignorance can be seen on several levels of the American society. On the upper-most level of military command, the ignorance as to who was the enemy reached such proportions that CIA operative General Edward Landsdale stated that “we really didn’t know any of the leaders on the other side. ‘We’ meaning not only the American people, but probably our presidents and our leadership in Washington” (“The Guerilla Society”). The same can be said of the “average American” fighting in Vietnam. As one Vietnam veteran recalled, when he went to Vietnam he “knew nothing about the religion… the religions of Vietnam, the language, the people, or the land” (“The Village War”). But this ignorance did not stop there. Even among the anti-war protesters and activists, some “admitted ignorance of the [Vietnamese] people and their culture” (Frey-Wouters and Laufer 150).
Put simply, what Apocalypse Now symbolically mediates through its overt exclusion of the enemy is the fact that the US soldiers are “blindly impervious and unconscious of the environment they have been thrown into” (Auster and Quart, How the War 65). So is their government, so is America as a nation. Overall, as far as its cinematography is concerned, what Apocalypse Now does not show is in symbolic terms more important than what most other films (to a limited extent) do show. The almost total absence of the enemy acquires a symbolic value precisely due to the fact that it is so conspicuous and overt.
What is left off screen is, however, more than compensated for by the explicit comments made about the enemy. On the one hand, Apocalypse Now echoes some of the notions which appeared in previous films, such as when Killgore’s speaks about the “fuckin’ savages;” the “Indian image” is also present. It should be noted, however, that the “Indian image” is different from that of The Green Berets. The Vietnamese are not presented as the Indians explicitly via war whoops or ethnic “Indian” music, but rather, the US military is a vulgarization (and to a certain extent an over-the-top parody) of the American frontier cavalry: Killgore wears a cavalry hat instead of a helmet, a US soldier plays a very distinctly “cavalry” trumpet solo before the beginning of the attack, etc. All this can be read more like the critique of the US Army than the “Indian image” of the Vietnamese.
What makes the film unique, however, is the fact that for the first time, the enemy is also praised and—to a certain extent—even admired. Two such instances occur during the film, with the earlier one being fully developed and explained only by the one that follows later.
The first occurs when Willard reaches an army base. Here, a performance featuring “Playboy bunnies” is staged to reward the GIs for a successful military operation. As Willard watches the show, in a voiceover he muses over the very nature of such events. At one point, he stops to think about the enemy, saying: “Charlie didn’t get much USO. He was dug in too deep or moving too fast. His idea of great R&R [rest and recreation] was cold rice and a little rat meat. He had only two ways home: death or victory” (Apocalypse Now). This image of an ascetic, persistent, and highly motivated enemy contrasts strongly with the US soldiers as presented in the film—surfing, sunbathing, drinking beer, waterskiing. At this point, the image of the enemy might not appear to be extremely positive or glamorous, but this hint of admiration changes into overt praise in the last section of the film, as Colonel Walter E. Kurtz (Marlon Brando) enters the scene to tell Willard a story. He recalls a mission when his Special Forces team inoculated Vietnamese children against polio. As he recounts the mission, he tells Willard:
We went back there [into the village] and they [the Vietcong] had come and hacked off every inoculated arm. […] And I thought, “My God, the genius of that. The genius.” The will to do that. […] And then I realized they were stronger than me, because they could stand it. These were not monsters. These were men—trained cadres. These men who fought with their hearts, […] they had the strength to do that. […] You have to have men who are moral and at the same time who are able to utilize their primordial instincts to kill without feeling, without passion without judgment […]. Because it’s judgment that defeats us. (Apocalypse Now)
Kurtz’s words are unique in ascribing several features to the enemy which have never appeared in a Vietnam War film before (and, probably, so explicitly never after as well). Firstly, Kurtz considers the enemy to be stronger than him. It is important to realize that Kurtz was a member of the US Special Forces, the elite of the American military and that throughout the film Willard’s voiceovers describe Kurtz as an outstanding soldier: “Third generation West Point, top of his class. Korea, Airborne. About a thousand decorations, […] groomed for one of the top slots of the corporation. General, Chief of Staff, anything,” (Apocalypse Now). And yet this man, this outstanding soldier admits himself that the enemy is stronger than he is. Is then—by extension—the enemy stronger that the elite of the US military? If Kurtz’s words are read in this way, Apocalypse Now provides probably one of the most positive overt comments about the enemy ever made in a Vietnam War film.
Kurtz soon reveals to Willard what he believes to be the strength of the enemy. In his opinion, it is the Vietnamese’s full dedication to the cause, their ability to “fight with their hearts,” to be brutal and ruthless when this is needed. This contrasts strongly with the American soldiers, who—as Willard described them—“weren’t looking for anything more than a way home” (Apocalypse Now) and again echoes Willard’s thoughts about Charlie having “only two ways home,” making the contrast even more obvious. In this respect, the enemy is defined negatively: not in the sense of “bad,” but by being everything the American soldier is not. While the American GIs are—as Willard put it—“rock and rollers with one foot in their graves,” (Apocalypse Now) smoking marijuana and eating cold cuts while enjoying a beach party, the enemy is fighting, not distracting himself by unnecessary luxuries and comfort.
But Kurtz goes one step further. He does not only point out the courage, the dedication, and the military skill of the enemy, but he also acknowledges his morality (“men who are moral”) and at the same time opposes Killgore’s “fuckin’ savages” view by saying that “they were not monsters” (Apocalypse Now). This is a total reversal of one of the basic premises found in both The Green Berets and The Deer Hunter. The enemy is no longer the beastly, evil, sinister, and vile “other,” but a morally superior opponent, who—unlike the US—is wholeheartedly committed to his cause. It is, however, important to realize that Kurtz acknowledges the moral superiority of his enemy only due to the fact that the Vietcong soldiers are fighting for their cause with dedication and resolve. He does not consider their cause (a Communist government) in itself as being moral, so any expectations of a pro-Marxist (pro-Communist) left-wing character must remain unfulfilled. This is more than clearly demonstrated by the fact that Kurtz is still fighting the same enemy. He did not change sides—only his tactics are different. Moreover, he does not want to abandon his (America’s) cause in Vietnam. On the contrary: he wants to promote it by using the most effective methods available, even if they are deemed “unsound” by his superiors. He does not grant his enemies any more humanity than previous films, but pays them respect he believes they deserve. He does not admire his enemies as people, but only as excellent soldiers.

It is interesting to note that this view—although definitely not the norm of the day—is an actual historical fact. Some Vietnam veterans have indeed expressed admiration for the enemy. One of them said that he admired his enemies because “they were very strong fighters and very strong willed. Even stronger than Americans […]. I thought they were extremely strong to stand up to us. They did not give up. […] Nothing would stop them.” Another remarked that the Vietnamese managed to defeat the US not because of their superior equipment, but due to the fact that “they had good intelligence units and they, most of all, had the determination that they were right.” Still another veteran admitted having “a very deep respect for their discipline, [their] tenacity, and just [their] wherewithal” (Frey-Wouters and Laufer 117-118).
But Coppola’s film does not merely mirror these facts of history. It moves them yet one step further. Kurtz actually proposes (on two separate occasions during the film) that the US military should emulate the enemy as much as possible and to adopt the Vietcong tactics in order to win the war. In a report to his superiors (mediated via one of Willard’s voiceovers), he first outlines what he believes to be the problem: “As long as our officers and troops perform tours of duty limited to one year, they will remain dilettantes in war and tourists in Vietnam. As long as cold beer, hot food, rock and roll, and all the other amenities remain the expected norm, our conduct of the war will gain only impotence.” But he has more to offer than just criticism. He has what he believes to be the solution. “We need fewer men, and better. If they were committed, this war could be won with a fourth of our present force.” In the final scene, he reveals to Willard where he wants to get these “fewer and better.” After praising the enemy soldiers for their brilliance and genius, he boldly states: “If I had ten divisions of those men, then our troubles here would be over very quickly” (Apocalypse Now). What Kurtz is saying is that in order to defeat the enemy, the US military must utilize the methods and tactics used by the Vietnamese. He himself has been using such methods employing the Montagnards to fight for him and has been very successful. As Willard states in a voiceover, “the VC knew his name by now, and they were scared of him” (Apocalypse Now). What is essential here is the fact that Kurtz’s monologue elevates the enemy from the beastly and unimportant “other” to a position of moral and military superiority, a position which the Americans can gain only by mimicking their opponent.
Coppola puts into direct contrast the implicit and the explicit, the indirectly mediated and the directly said. On the one hand, the enemy is entirely marginalized and almost totally absent from the screen. On the other hand, certain explicit comments are among some of the most favorable expressions of admiration and praise ever to appear in a Vietnam War film. As noted by Tomasulo, “Coppola was no stranger to the concept of an ambivalent war movie” and he wanted to have Apocalypse Now “both ways” (157-158) so as not to antagonize either the pro- or the anti-war portion of the audience. The larger question of whether the film communicates a pro- or an anti-war message remains open to debate; as far as Coppola is concerned, “all war movies are anti-war movies in that they describe horrible incidents and the most profound thing of all, to lose a young person” (Keegan). Be this as it may, what Apocalypse Now is noteworthy for is the fact that the vilification of the enemy à la The Green Berets or The Deer Hunter is a thing of the past. It is true that the enemy is almost totally absent from the screen, but what is explicitly said about him is mostly positive. This trend of “admiring the invisible,” however, is short-lived. As the true combat films begin to appear in the second half of the 1980s, they construct their own image of the enemy.
*
*
*

Apocalypse Now addresses one additional issue which should be mentioned since it is partly related to the research question of this thesis. Coppola’s film is one of the first to draw attention to the guerilla-styled nature of combat which dominated the Vietnam War and made it so very different from the conflicts of 1914-1918, 1939-1945 or even 1950-1953. Given the fact that the Vietcong soldiers did not wear any uniforms, that they operated dispersed among the civilian population, and that civilians often supported (or were forced to support) the Vietcong units operating in their areas, the US soldiers were faced with a very difficult situation. They were not able to tell who is (or can become) the enemy and who is a friendly or at least a neutral civilian.
 The nature of combat in Vietnam meant that “the smiling mamasan, the street urchin, or the seemingly indifferent peasant plowing a field in the daytime could become the remorseless Charlie of the night” (Auster and Quart, How the War 78).
It is true that earlier Vietnam War films such as The Boys in Company C and most notably Go Tell the Spartans allude to the fact that in Vietnam, the line separating civilian non-combatants from enemy soldiers was razor-thin and very blurry (“The Village War”). Yet Apocalypse Now, simply by being more widely-known than the other two films, delivered this message to a mass audience. There are two moments where the film tackles this “civilian/enemy” dilemma—the helicopter assault and the sampan massacre.
What is shown in the helicopter assault is the fact that a peaceful village can in a matter of moments change into a heavily defended enemy base camp. As the helicopters of the US Air Cavalry approach, the tranquility of an early morning (intensified by the absolute silence as Vietnamese children gather in front of the school) is suddenly broken by anti-aircraft fire from a 12.7mm machinegun. It is here that (for the first and the final time) the enemy is directly shown in front of the camera—as villagers grab their weapons and begin to fire at the helicopter. The transition from the civilian to the enemy is crucial and Apocalypse Now is probably one of the few films which shows that what differentiates a civilian from an enemy soldier is not the uniform, but merely whether he (or she, as women often fought both in the Vietcong and the NVA) is or is not holding a weapon. During the Vietnam War, this was often the only item that distinguished many Vietcong soldiers from “someone going to the market, doing the laundry, or working in the office” (Conard 38). Later in the scene, this “fluidity” of the enemy is again stressed as a Vietnamese woman destroys a helicopter using a grenade concealed in her hat, killing several American soldiers. Of course, this act makes her the enemy and as such, she is then immediately killed by a burst of machinegun fire.
The sampan massacre is an extension of the helicopter assault. As the boat takes Willard upriver, it encounters a Vietnamese sampan and the helmsman (Chief, played by Albert Hall) decides to search it for contraband. As tension and agitation mount, it takes only one quick move (a Vietnamese woman runs across the sampan to prevent an American soldier from looking into a basket) for the civilians to be gunned down by the edgy GIs; it is then revealed that the woman was trying to save her puppy. This scene shows what prolonged combat stress and constant fear can lead to. Whether it accuses the soldiers of murder, excuses their conduct, or merely points out a fact is a matter of opinion.

Other Vietnam War films (such as Casualties of War and most notably Platoon in its “My Lai” scene) also address this “civilian/enemy” dilemma and the resulting problems. It is necessary to note this recurring theme, since it partly relates to the research question of this thesis as far as the question of “who is the enemy” is concerned. Yet, analyzing this issue would widen the scope of this thesis to unmanageable proportions. Thus, for the sake of clarity, focus, and due to technical limitations, a decision has been made not to focus on this issue and only concentrate on the depiction of the enemy, i.e. the Vietcong and the NVA.
4. “Shadows and silhouettes:” The enemy in Vietnam war Combat films of the 1980s
————————————————————

We’re all scared. One can easily see this emotion in the eyes of each individual. One might hide it with his mouth, while another might hide it with his actions. But there is no way around it, we’re all scared.

—Vietnam veteran in a letter, qtd. Dear America
————————————————————

4.1. “Vietnam at the Movies:” The 1980s and Vietnam War Combat Films
As the Vietnam War was slowly receding into the past, the films of the 1980s attempted to create a different image of “America’s largest, costliest, and most mysterious war” (“America in Vietnam”). These films, as most and probably all films, must be seen “in the context of their culture, as living ideological entities” (Wood 2). The image of the Vietnam War they created was conditioned by the political and social atmosphere of the 1980s, most notably by “Ronald Reagan’s serene, amiable personal style and [his] right-wing politics […] built around aggressive anticommunism and an antagonism to big government and the welfare state” (Auster and Quart, American Film 137). Palmer highlights the interesting fact that the 1980s were in many respects a repetition of the 1950s; if anything, both decades “had the previous decade’s war to remember and get over” (ix). And the Zeitgeist of the 1980s directly impacted films in general and films about the Vietnam War in particular.
In the first half of the 1980s, Vietnam on the silver screen took the form of the superhero action film which tried to promote the idea that “America did not really lose the Vietnam War and that the war can be re-fought and re-won in places such as Grenada, Central and South America, or the Middle East” (Palmer 21). This “rewriting or reconstitution” (Studlar and Desser 101) of the Vietnam War was epitomized by such actors as Sylvester Stallone or Chuck Norris and it materialized in such films as Rambo: First Blood Part II (George P. Cosmatos, 1985) or the Missing in Action trilogy (1984-1988). This development represented what Palmer calls “the comic book phase” of Vietnam War films (21).
The change came in December 1986 as Oliver Stone’s Platoon ushered the movie-going public into “the year of Vietnam at the movies” (Palmer 37), with Stanley Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket and John Irvin’s Hamburger Hill (both 1987) following shortly after. As the decade drew to a close, Casualties of War (Brian De Palma) and (the relatively unknown) 84 Charlie Mopic (Patrick Sheane Duncan) appeared in 1989. These films (especially the first three, the more well-known members of the group) provided “an antidote to dangerous patriotic cartoons like Rambo and metaphysically muddled works like Apocalypse Now” (Auster and Quart, How the War 137).
They also shared another common feature. Distancing themselves (or attempting to do so) both from the symbolic (and surrealist) epics of the 1970s and the superhero comic-book nonsense of the early 1980s, they attempted to depict the war “as it really was” (Sullivan) and these aspirations are visible in every one of these films. Platoon was directed by a Vietnam veteran, the cast went through a mock two-week “basic training” under the command of a former US Marine Dale Dye who also served as the military advisor during the filming (Haflidason).
 These painstaking preparations resulted in what was perceived by many veterans and non-veterans alike as “the first really authentic portrayal of the war” (Auster and Quart, How the War 140), even though Lanning claims that “a little truth [contained in the film] and good film making still result in what may be the unkindest movie yet made about the Vietnam War,” criticizing Stone for presenting “extremely biased history” (293). In a similar manner, Kubrick managed to “anchor the most accurate Vietnam-era basic training on film” (Lanning 229), bringing in a former drill instructor (R. Lee Ermey) to portray Sergeant Hartman. Both Hamburger Hill and Casualties of War are based on actual events: the attempt to take Hill 937 during the Battle of the A Shau Valley in May 1969 framed Irvin’s film (Clark 215-216), and an article by Daniel Lang entitled “Casualties of War” which appeared in The New Yorker in October 1969 inspired De Palma. 84 Charlie Mopic took this quest for authenticity one step further. Using cinematic techniques seldom employed in combat films and hiring Captain Russ Thurman, an ex-Marine, to serve as the film’s military advisor, Duncan managed to produce “the most accurate portrayal of a Vietnam patrol filmed to date” (Lanning 208). Whatever the actual outcome, all the films wanted to be an actual representation of combat and aimed for maximum authenticity.
These attempts to approach the war as closely as possible also manifested themselves in the iconography and imagery of the films. The unprecedented TV coverage of the Vietnam War provided “narrative cinema with a storehouse of authentic iconography on which to draw” (Dittmar and Michaud 2). Thus, the filmic war was (and still is) mediated to the public via the icons and images the public associated (and still associates) with the actual war, further intensifying the “having been there” feeling.
There is one additional aspect that connects these five films. Being Vietnam War combat films, they draw heavily on combat films about the Second World War and “owe aspects of their narrative structure, character construction, and cinematography to their 1940s predecessors” (Dittmar and Michaud 4). However, in contrast to some of the films about “the Good War” of 1941-1945, Vietnam War films do not focus on the “big picture.” They are small narratives which “avoid historical specificity, [and] repress politically sensitive issues” (Dittmar and Michaud 6), e.g. the reasons for US military involvement in Vietnam. This is seen by some critics as one of their major flaws, since “no film has yet depicted the broad historical complexities of the entire conflict” (Hellmann 115).
While it is questionable whether such a “global” film will ever appear and, indeed, if it is even possible for such a film to be made about any historical event, the combat films of the 1980s, represented here by Platoon, Full Metal Jacket, Hamburger Hill, Casualties of War, and 84 Charlie Mopic present certain new developments relevant to the research question of this thesis. These manifest themselves both implicitly (in cinematography) and explicitly (in what is said about the enemy). The combination of these techniques creates a new portrait of the enemy, one that has not been seen before in Vietnam War films.
4.2. “You Would See a Shadow Very Rarely:”
 Cinematography
Within the body of Vietnam War film, the combat films of the 1980s seem to move back to the cinematic techniques used in The Green Berets, The Boys in Company C, and Go Tell the Spartans. Despite certain new cinematic features, the general trend is to show the enemy only very rarely, although the almost absolute exclusion of Apocalypse Now is no longer the case.
In general, Platoon, Full Metal Jacket, Hamburger Hill, and Casualties of War are mostly constructed using full and medium shots. A full short “barely includes the human figure in full, with the head near the top of the frame and the feet near the bottom,” while a medium shot “contains the figure from the knees or the waist up” (Giannetti 12). In addition to showing individual American soldiers (full shots) or a group of soldiers (medium shots), long shots are sometimes (but rarely) utilized to provide a panoramic view of the battlefield; this, however, remains an exception to the rule.

In the case of Hamburger Hill, Lanning praises these cinematic techniques since “the camera does not pan the battlefield, but rather focuses on extremely small areas of the fight, which moves the viewer into the action and the emotion” (240). Similarly, Auster and Quart credit the realism of Platoon. Most of the film (with a few exceptions of panoramic long shots) is photographed “in tight closeup and medium shots [and] this powerfully evokes the murderous immediacy of the world into which the GIs were thrust” (How the War 132). De Palma’s Casualties of War renders its combat scenes in the same way: close-ups and medium shots are mostly the norm, these two types quickly alternating to intensify the feeling of chaos and confusion. Correspondingly, the second (“combat”) part of Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket which takes place during the Battle of Hue
 is photographed in a similar fashion. The camera focuses on the US soldiers, framing them individually or in small groups in full or medium shots. For a few moments, as the soldiers advance into the city, a point-of-view shot is used: here, the cameraman runs with the soldiers from cover to cover, bringing the viewer directly (if only for a few moments) into the midst of battle.
The point-of-view shot and the immediacy it conveys was perfected in 84 Charlie Mopic, one of the lesser-known Vietnam War films. Its cinematographic rendition is probably unique to the whole genre of war films, although it has been used in Lady in the Lake (1947), a film noir directed by Robert Montgomery who “attempted to use the first-person camera [i.e. point-of-view shot] throughout the [entire] film” (Giannetti 402). While Giannetti credits this idea for being “an interesting experiment,” he points out that, nevertheless, it was a failure, since it caused numerous technical problems during the filming.
84 Charlie Mopic reused this technique (which was in turn reused again in The Blair Witch Project [Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sánchez, 1999]) and managed to create an extremely believable, even documentary-like film about a squad of American LRRP
 soldiers in Vietnam. The entire film is shot by an army motion picture (Mopic) specialist (played by Byron Thames), using one hand-held camera only. There is no music used in the film, except that listened to by the soldiers on their field radio. Additionally, there are no opening credits, except a short dedication screen—the film begins as soon as the actual film starts rolling in the camera. In some respects, 84 Charlie Mopic resembles what later became to be known as Dogme 95, despite the fact that certain rules are not observed
 and that there is—most likely—no direct connection. Employing these cinematic techniques, the film attempts to recreate the actual combat footage that often appeared in TV news covering the war, thus again aiming for the “having been there” quality.
Due to these techniques, very little space is given to the enemy. In this respect, the films do no better (but, similarly, no worse) than most combat films depicting other wars. As far as the cinematic rendition of the enemy is concerned, he is mostly presented only for a very short time during combat scenes. In these scenes, most attention is given to the American GIs while the enemy is indicated only by muzzle flashes from his weapons. Typically, the US soldiers are shown as they shoot at the enemy, but the enemy remains hidden. The camera is mostly positioned in such a way that it captures the American GIs in profile (i.e. the characters are looking off frame, either to the left or to the right), in a three-quarter turn (looking partly into the camera and partly off screen) and in full front (looking into the camera). Consequently, the soldiers are aiming and shooting somewhere off screen (profile or three-quarter turn) or directly “into” the camera (full front). But in each case, the enemy is mostly left out.
He occasionally appears as the camera switches into a point-of-view shot, showing what the US soldiers might themselves see. This technique is used in Full Metal Jacket. During an enemy attack on the Da Nang Marine base, Joker (Matthew Modine) and other soldiers take a defensive position inside a bunker and as enemy soldiers enter the compound, the are quickly eliminated by precise machinegun fire. The Vietnamese remain in the distance, black silhouettes against a bright yellow glare of a burning truck.
In Platoon, similar camera setup is used in the first combat scene, as a US patrol is ambushed by a group of NVA soldiers. Taylor (Charlie Sheen) who has guard duty notices them as they approach silently through the jungle. These few moments of extreme suspense (the sound of quickening heartbeat is heard in the background) are rendered from Taylor’s point of view: he sees the enemy soldiers, dark figures with camouflage nettings on their helmets, as they move—without a noise, ghost-like—ever closer. Yet the very moment the fighting starts, the camera quickly cuts to show the American GIs defending their position, leaving the Vietnamese off screen to be shot at. As for Hamburger Hill and Casualties of War, these two films do not employ the point-of-view shots at all, thus the enemy has even less space in which to appear.
Each film, however, does present a very brief sequence when the perspective switches and the camera focuses on the enemy—this is the most notable change since the times of The Green Berets. In Platoon, NVA soldiers are shown preparing to assault an American base. They fasten their belts and straps, load their weapons, take additional grenades, and affix a wooden arrow onto a tree to guide those who will follow them. In Hamburger Hill, the camera captures a group of NVA soldiers up close as they take cover from an American napalm airstrike or as they desperately defend a machinegun position from the attacking US forces. Full Metal Jacket switches the perspective during the last portion of the film, as the Marines come under fire from an enemy sniper. It is noteworthy that Kubrick does not simply show the enemy shooting at the GIs, but presents a portion of the scene directly from the sniper’s point of view. The camera captures the action from behind the gun sight—as the sniper slowly aims and fires at the GIs. Even Casualties of War, while keeping the enemy very far from the camera, switches its perspective for a few moments, tracking actions of a Vietcong soldier who tries to backstab an American GI with a knife.
Thus, in cinematic terms, the four films contain mostly shots which capture the enemy somewhere in the distance as small, blurry, shadowy figures. This is essentially The Green Berets two decades later. However, what is new, for a few brief moments, the camera changes perspective and approaches the Vietnamese more closely, showing them as they prepare for battle or as they fight. This is a new development, one that differentiates the Vietnam War combat films of the 1980s from their predecessors.
These characteristics are valid for all films, with the exception of 84 Charlie Mopic which is constructed differently. Attempting to present Vietnam War first-hand, being an imitation of the actual combat footage, there is—paradoxically—very little actual combat shown in the film. This reflects the nature of fighting during the Vietnam War. The cameraman would not expose himself to enemy fire just to capture a firefight on film, not to mention the fact that very few would be willing to join combat units in the field (Lanning 88-89). Thus, in the film, the enemy is seen only once. As the GIs observe a group of enemies building a base camp, the cameraman captures a group of Vietcong soldiers on film; the image is out of focus and shaky, but it is the closest any cameraman might have got to actually filming the enemy in Vietnam. As for the rest of the film, the enemy soldiers are never shown directly, they are only spoken about as being seen by other members of the squad. The only point in the film when they appear in focus is after a firefight, as they lie dead (or dying) on the ground.
Having analyzed the basic cinematic structure of the five films, it can be said that (with the exception of 84 Charlie Mopic) they do not differ much from The Green Berets or other war films in general. Yet, within the body of Vietnam War films, they employ one cinematic technique which is new—the change in perspective. Despite the fact that this changed perspective lasts no more than a few moments, this development is significant, since it will be further developed in Wallace’s We Were Soldiers.
4.3. “We’ve Got Wounded Here!” Confusion, Casualties, and Chaos
What differentiates the combat films of the 1980s from their predecessors are not so much the cinematic techniques used to show (or rather, not to show) the enemy, but the overall rendition of combat. Palmer calls the Vietnam War films of the 1970s such as The Deer Hunter and Apocalypse Now (it is also possible to include The Green Berets in this group) “exercises in romanticism” while the combat films of the 1980s try (and in some cases manage) “to pierce the hard armor of realism” (36). The driving force behind these films is “the attempt to understand what happened to a soldier in-country” (Palmer xiii). The films of 1980s no longer posses the neatly structured and carefully choreographed combat scenes à la The Green Berets with the always-calm-under-fire Kirby or the indestructible Air Cavalry of Apocalypse Now with Killgore too macho (and too much interested in surfing) to even take cover from enemy mortar fire.
Despite the fact that the enemy remains concealed in the bushes and hidden behind the trees, a new aspect has entered the battlefield—chaos, panic, and the dead and wounded Americans. This trend is not entirely new—it is already present in Go Tell the Spartans (during the last battle, the ARVN units and their US advisors suffer heavy casualties) and The Boys in Company C. Yet, the Vietnam War combat films of the 1980s take it to the next level and—aided by technological developments—create the illusion of combat as real and as close as it has never been before.
Platoon aims to recreate as much chaos and confusion of the actual war as possible. Palmer notices this quality of the film, claiming that “the dynamism, the fluidity, the nonlinear, almost vortextual, motion of that aesthetic realism is the film’s major contribution” and he continues, saying that “more than anything else, however, Platoon is about confusion” (28-29). There are several levels of confusion present in the film: class confusion (Taylor rejects the middle-class values of his parents and instead tries to adapt to the working-class milieu of the platoon), moral confusion (is it right to treat all civilians as potential enemies?), or ethical confusion (is it right to kill a fellow soldier if he killed another American soldier?). But there is another form of confusion—the actual physical and mental confusion of combat.
This is probably rendered at its best during the final combat scene, as an NVA division attacks and overruns an American base camp. The scene is composed of short shots alternating very quickly using jump cutting. This technique uses “an abrupt transition […] which is disorienting in term of the continuity of space and time” (Giannetti 536) and thus creates a very strong sense of confusion and chaos. The camera captures two soldiers taking cover in a foxhole, just to deliver a picture of the US command post being overrun by NVA suicide bombers a moment after. Taylor remains probably the only focal point of this scene, appearing again and again with what might be called certain degree of regularity. But even this “center” of the scene created around Sheen’s character is distorted as he is shown against different backgrounds and from different camera angles, all this adding to the overall perplexity. This is further intensified by the lighting of the scene—the shadowy night jungle rendered in dark blue and green is pierced by the bright fires of napalm airstrikes, the whole scene “exploding into a blazing inferno of heat and flames, radiating red, yellow, and scorching white” (Giannetti Color Plate 14). Placed against this background, the soldiers of the opposing armies are often difficult to tell apart, and with the base perimeter breached, the confusion is made absolute as the two armies clash, mix, and engage in a man-to-man struggle for victory.
All combat scenes are constructed in this manner, with all of them conveying the intense chaos and confusion of the battlefield. At one point, it reaches such proportions that Lieutenant Wolf (Mark Moses) calls an artillery strike on his own position by mistake, an error resulting in several US casualties. The fact that chaos and confusion of such considerable proportions is caused by the enemy manifests that the war is no longer a harmless target practice as depicted in The Green Berets. The US soldiers must now face an opponent capable of much more than just waiting to be shot dead.
Kubrick takes a different approach and rather than filling the screen with confusing battles and chaotic firefights, Full Metal Jacket details the fear and panic the enemy per se, i.e. as a person, can instill in the American soldiers. Unlike Platoon, where chaos and confusion steadily increases with every combat scene, Full Metal Jacket features an abrupt transition from the order of boot camp into the chaos of the Vietnam battlefield. As noted by Lanning, Kubrick delivers two films “for the price of one” (228) and this dichotomy is indeed central to the film. As Conard points out “one of the important themes of the film, which underlines the stark differences between the two halves, is that of chaos and order” (33).
In the first half of the film, Sergeant Hartman (R. Lee Ermey) molds civilians into professional killers of the Marine Corps, in this manner “attempting to impose order on chaos, to introduce sameness or identity into the flux” (Conard 37). In the second half of the film, these professional killers encounter the chaos of war and the enemy who causes this chaos. At first, despite the fierce resistance they encounter as they are entering Hue, the platoon suffers only two casualties and the operation is a success. This changes towards the end of the film, as the squad comes under fire from a Vietcong sniper. This provides Kubrick with the possibility to portray, as Klein terms it, “the disintegration of the American military war machine in combat” (29).
This, once again, is a new development. In previous films, the enemy might have caused chaos and confusion (Platoon), or even heavy losses (Go Tell the Spartans), but never before was he able to make the US soldiers as “panic-stricken, ill-disciplined, and decisively un-heroic” (Klein 29) as when Kubrick’s sniper traps them in the scope’s crosshairs. There are additional reasons why Full Metal Jacket is noteworthy. While in Platoon, even when the soldiers are scared and baffled by the chaos around them, they are still able to fight and, eventually, to win. In Full Metal Jacket they panic more than swiftly as soon as the first wounded Marine, shot in the leg, falls to the ground in agony. The others overreact and start shooting randomly and wildly (with every weapon they have, including a grenade launcher and an anti-tank weapon) in the direction of the invisible opponent. What is even more important is that they suffer three casualties. The fact that these are all caused by a single enemy soldier is a total reversal of the usual kill ration found in most war film.
 In addition, for some time the US soldiers are unable to proceed with their mission and consider aborting it. This is not simply chaos and confusion of battle, but panic and combat ineffectiveness caused by the enemy as never before presented in a Vietnam War combat film.
The fact that a single enemy is able to cause this much damage and within three shots manages to render a squad of American soldiers almost totally ineffective stands in such a stark contrast to most other films that it did not go unnoticed. Klein succinctly summarized the scene: “Somewhere in the distance, a Vietnamese person has intervened to destroy the cohesion and the confidence of the elite fighting force of the ubermenschen” (31). The fact that all this was managed by a woman, a non-white, non-Christian Communist is also noteworthy. The sniper is “as ‘other’ as ‘other’ can get” (Klein 32). She has nothing the Americans (or Westerners in general) would associate with power and military skill, yet she triumphs, at least partly. Put simply, what the sniper scene mediates (along with other allusions present throughout the film) is that “the seemingly colonized culture [of Vietnam] is more resilient than the [American] occupiers realized” (Klein 32).
Platoon and Full Metal Jacket provide an insight into what the enemy is able to do and what his skills are. In Platoon, he is able to cause the uttermost chaos and confusion imaginable, in accord with the well-known “war is hell” saying. In Full Metal Jacket, he (in this specific case she) is able to instill a great amount of fear in the US soldiers, up to the point that they are almost unable to fulfill their objectives. Here, the enemy is presented as a skilled warrior, an opponent that should not be underestimated.
It is important to bear in mind, however, that this “chaos” v. “fear” image of the enemy is not a mutually exclusive one. In Platoon, for example, during the first combat scene, Taylor is so overcome by fear that he is unable to attack the approaching enemies. Similarly, in Full Metal Jacket, one combat scene is rendered in fairly chaotic terms, the US Marines firing somewhere into the distance at an invisible enemy to the nonsensical lyrics of The Trashmen’s “Surfin’ Bird.” Yet, to a certain extend, the chaos-fear dichotomy is valid since the chaos of Full Metal Jacket never reaches that of Platoon and Stone’s soldiers are never as scared and panicky as Kubrick’s Marines.
The remaining three films fall broadly somewhere in between on the “chaos-fear” scale. Hamburger Hill provides probably the most evenly proportioned balance between the two. The chaos of combat scenes in Irvin’s film does not reach the proportions of Platoon, mostly due to the fact that the battles in Hamburger Hill are fought on a smaller scale, hence they do not seem so chaotic. Yet, chaos remains an important aspect of the film’s combat scenes and, as in Platoon, at one point results in friendly fire, as an American helicopter kills several GIs by mistake. As regards fear, this is changed into respect for the skills of the enemy. These are explicitly acknowledged—and warned against—as new recruits are being briefed by Sergeant Frantz (Dylan McDermott). The short scene is built around an NVA deserter who joined the US Army via the Chieu Hoi program
 and is asked to demonstrate to the new recruits what he is capable of. While he sneaks past the soldiers to make his way through a barbed-wire obstacle, Frantz tells his men:
This is Han. Those of you who are foolish will think of him as gook, slope, slant, or dink. He is your enemy. […] And he will be hunting your young asses in the A Shau Valley. Now forget about this Vietcong shit. What you’ll encounter out there is hard core. NVA, North Vietnamese, motivated, highly trained, and well equipped. lf you meet Han or his cousins, you will give him respect. And refer to those little bastards as the Nathanial Victor. Meet ‘em twice and survive, you will call him mister Nathanial Victor. […] People, l am tired of filling body bags with your dumb fucking mistakes. (Hamburger Hill)
While the new recruits are being briefed, the NVA soldier manages to sneak past them and as Frantz ends his speech, “Han” aims his weapon at the recruits, as if to stress once again the words which were just said. While Frantz’s words might resemble those of Kurtz, there is one crucial difference. Kurtz prizes some metaphysical morality and dedication, while Frantz highlights the actual combat skills of the NVA soldiers and orders his men not to underestimate them. What Full Metal Jacket (maybe) mediates implicitly in the sniper scene, Irvin’s film states very openly.
Respect for the enemy (this time not so much for his skills) is once again explicitly expressed near the end of the film. As the GIs walk up the hill to prepare for another assault, a TV crew attempts to interview them as they pass by. At one point, as no soldier is willing to talk to the reporter, Frantz stops and tells him: “You’re waiting here like a fucking vulture. Watching for somebody to die, so you can take a picture. I’ve got more respect for those little bastards up there. At least they take a side. You just take pictures” (Hamburger Hill). This praise echoes to some extent Kurtz’s admiration of the Vietnamese dedication, but it also illustrates the tension that existed between frontline units and “rear” troops. What makes Hamburger Hill noteworthy is the fact that for the first time since Apocalypse Now, the skills of the enemy (be they dedication and willingness to fight or the actual combat skills) are, if not praised then at least acknowledged.
The fact that the North Vietnamese are formidable opponents is mediated by the film as a whole. The ten-day battle for the hill, the eleven assaults, and approximately 500 American casualties (Clark 215-216) testify to the fact that those who the Americans saw through the iron sights of their weapons were more than just cardboard targets popping up on a firing range. The combat skills of the NVA, explicitly acknowledged before the battle, are again and again confirmed with every American dead and wounded.
De Palma’s Casualties of War reintroduces the “fear factor” in its purest form; obscuring everything else, it leaves no room for any other feelings towards the enemy except mistrust and hatred. This fear enters the stage with the very first combat scene. As Erickson (Michael J. Fox) is setting claymore mines during a night patrol, he discovers that he might be standing on a Vietcong tunnel system and as enemy mortars open fire the next moment, the whole squad gets more and more unsettled. It is not the fear of combat (the patrol does not suffer many casualties), it is the fear that the enemy might be everywhere (in the trees, underground) that materializes here. It is the omnipresent enemy that scares the American soldiers more than combat itself, the fact that, as one soldier tells Erickson, “we’re out here with the Cong hanging in every tree waiting to grease us” (Casualties of War).
Very soon, the fear that the enemy might not only be everywhere, but also everyone is added into the equation. Squad leader Sergeant Meserve (Sean Penn) warns Erickson (who is new to Vietnam) that “these people are themselves confused. Are they Cong or not? They’re schizophrenic. Depends on who scared them last” (Casualties of War). What again transpires here is the “civilian/enemy” dilemma of Apocalypse Now and Platoon. Since soldiers in Vietnam were never sure whether they were dealing with friends or foes, some of them decided to regard all civilians not only as potential, but actual enemies, with this rationale being cynically expressed in a saying “anyone who runs is a Vietcong, any one who stands still is a well disciplined Vietcong” (Clark 28). This attitude shared by nearly all character in the film except Erickson dominates the view the soldiers have about the Vietnamese. They simply do not differentiate between civilians and soldiers. At its most extreme, this attitude is expressed by Meserve. After a squad member is killed in an ambush, Meserve, drunk with beer and saddened by grief, yells at his men: “Torch this fucking place! This place is bullshit man, I hate this fucking place. They ought to blow it up and pave it over.” After a short pause, Meserve elaborates on his approach, explaining to his men that
these fucking gooks are shit, man! They’re lowlifes! Every motherfucker in that ville. Every man, woman and child knew about the fucking mortars. They knew about the snipers, and they just let them zap Brownie. They’re slugs. They’re roaches, and total destruction is the only way to deal with them. (Casualties of War)
This is probably the most negative and emotionally charged explicit comment made about the enemy (or rather of the Vietnamese who are all seen only as enemies) found in a Vietnam War film. This explicit presentation of the soldiers’ view of the Vietnamese serves as the explanation why the American GIs were able to commit the acts they committed—not only in this film, not only in this particular case of kidnapping, rape, and murder, not only in My Lai, but in Vietnam as such. Given these circumstances, it would be very difficult to expect any explicit manifestation of sympathy or respect to be present in the film. The only exception—the man who regards the Vietnamese as people—is Erickson. He is also the only one who does not participate in the rape, and who eventually decides to report the whole incident to his commander.
As far as the enemy is concerned (the “civilian/enemy dilemma” is much more central here than in Platoon), the film remains probably the most distant, the one showing the enemies as treacherous and deceitful “scum” who stab from behind and offer poisoned food to the US soldiers. Yet this image must not be confused with that of The Green Berets or The Deer Hunter. In these films, the vilification of the enemy was a result of the circumstances the two films appeared in (during the war and quite soon after it) and served either to justify the war (the enemy is brutal, therefore, we must defeat him) or to explain what caused the trauma which followed the Vietnam War (the enemy was brutal and thus many veterans were permanently scarred). In Casualties of War, this image serves to explain why the events which happened did happen and how this was possible. But, given the fact that for the first time ever, the film “made a war crime the centerpiece of the story being told” (Hillstorm and Hillstorm 65), the similarities between the works of De Palma, Cimino, and Wayne are only superficial and must not be confused with the actual message of the film. De Palma puts the Vietnamese into the position of the victim, not the perpetrator of the crimes. This is a complete reversal of the message found in The Deer Hunter.
Contrastingly, 84 Charlie Mopic manifests probably the most unemotional attitude towards the enemy. The special cinematography of the film has already been pointed out. As far as the enemy is concerned, the film does neither present him as an admirable and resolved opponent, nor as a deplorable sub-human being, but strikes somewhere in between with an enemy who is not a beast, but should be approached and dealt with cautiously since he poses a threat to the US soldiers.
The fact that the enemy is indeed dangerous is stressed by the leader of the squad Sergeant O’Donigan (Richard Brooks), known to his men as OD. He talks to Lieutenant Drewry (Jonathan Emerson), nicknamed LT, about basic training. At one point, OD explains to him: “That stateside Mickey Mouse shit don’t cut it here, sir. This is Charlie’s game, his rules. We learned how to play it, that’s why we’re out here” (84 Charlie Mopic). In fact, the whole plot of the film is a metareference to the fact that the enemy is dangerous and what US soldiers learn in training is of very little (if any) use in the field. LT and his cameraman join a group of soldiers in order to document their mission, to bring the actual combat experience back to soldiers in basic training.
The fact that caution is the norm is presented throughout the whole film. The soldiers observe noise and light discipline (a fact disregarded in almost all combat films and thus highly praised by Lanning [208-209]), move cautiously through the battlefield, carefully observe their surrounding, take guard duties, prepare traps for the enemy, etc. The fact that combat is not as easy and simple as presented by Hollywood is conveyed by a mini-scene inserted before the first firefight in the film. As the soldiers prepare to engage the enemy, OD draws a small sketch of the area in front of the into the dirt. He then assigns a role to each members of his squad. The fact that is noteworthy here is that six Americans (there are seven soldiers altogether, but Mopic does not have a weapon since he is a non-combatant) face six Vietcong soldiers, the ratio being one to one. What in other films would usually be presented via a straightforward rambosque attack (and not only in films such as Rambo or Missing in Action; Elias [Willem Dafoe] in Platoon manages to outmaneuver and kill a number of opponents before he himself is wounded and shot dead), in 84 Charlie Mopic changes into a difficult strategic challenge which must be tackled first; only then combat begins. The GIs manage to kill the Vietcong solders, but very quickly they suffer their first casualty, and—before the films finishes—another three Americans (including Mopic) are killed. In terms of what the enemy is capable of, this echoes Kubrick’s sniper scene in Full Metal Jacket. The message is clear—the enemy is dangerous, the enemy is capable of causing considerable casualties, and as soon as caution stops being the norm (soldiers pause to discuss what they should do with a wounded Vietcong soldier when they suffer their first casualty), losses quickly follow.
Coupled with the fact that the enemy is able to causes losses (the soldiers are well aware of this), fear very soon enters the scene. This permanent fear and constant unsettledness is one of the most notable issues dealt with in the film, conveyed at its best via the character of Easy (Nicholas Cascone). Due to the fact that Easy has just a few days left to serve in Vietnam (in words of the GIs, he is “short”), he wants his last mission to go as smoothly as possible. Consequently, as matters are becoming more complicated and the mission is getting more dangerous, he is the first one to admit his fear openly. He expresses his uneasiness during his guard duty as he tells Mopic about shadows. The stresses to Mopic that it is important to memorize the terrain and the shadows a person sees, since
[…] then at night, those shadows, you know what they are. They’re not the bad guys, you know? But then you think, the little dink fucker replaced the bush with himself. You know it moved, you know it did. […] See that little berm, looks like a crawling gook, don’t it? Freaky shit. Stare at it long enough, it’ll move, I wouldn’t shit you. (84 Charlie Mopic)

Progressively, as the Vietcong soldiers tighten the noose around the GIs, Easy’s fear grows. He starts to think that “there are gooks everywhere” and as the situation deteriorates further, repeatedly asks OD to “watch his back” and not to let him die. As casualties rise, so does Easy’s fear. Towards the end of the film, as the four remaining soldiers are waiting for the helicopter to evacuate them, Easy starts praying and as the enemy opens fire, he breaks down and is so overcome by panic that he only reaches the helicopter after LT carries him there.

But Easy is not the only one who is afraid, although he is the one expressing his fear most openly. Other soldiers are also scared. After they very closely avoid a Vietcong patrol, they talk about what they felt and thought as they were lying on the ground, waiting for the enemies to pass by. Easy is the first one to speak, expressing the opinion that things are getting worse with every passing minute. “Man, that was something. I mean, fuck me, Alice. First the booby traps, last night the ARVN’s shit gets flaky. Now we just about get a Ho Chi Minh sandal on our backs” (84 Charlie Mopic). Cracker (Glenn Morshower) is the next to add his comment: “I tell you, it gave me one mean pucker factor”
 (84 Charlie Mopic). After they discuss how scary various combat situations are, Cracker concludes that “back there on the trail, that was an eight,” with other soldiers providing different numbers (84 Charlie Mopic). Whether they say “three” or “nine” (Easy), they all admit they were scared.
In Duncan’s film, fear becomes a universal entity, always present, always there, something that must be reckoned with, something that cannot be escaped. In this respect, the film partly echoes Full Metal Jacket and Casualties of War. Yet again, there is a difference. Here, neither do fear and panic prevent the soldiers from fighting, nor do they materialize in cruelty and war crimes. What should be noted is also the fact that despite being scared and constantly threatened by the enemy, the GIs do not demonize or deplore their opponent. In fact, they do not directly talk about the enemy at all.
Some Vietnam War combat films of the 1980s, however, do, explicitly or implicitly, approach the enemy via what might be referred to as vistas. This is one of the most important (and interesting) features which the combat films of the 1980s bring into Vietnam War films.
4.4. Vistas: Approaching the Enemy

The two preceding trends as manifested in the Vietnam War combat films of the 1980s were to some extent carry-overs from earlier film. The cinematographic rendition of the enemy (after the deviation of Apocalypse Now and The Deer Hunter) returned to the trend set by The Green Berets or The Boys in Company C. Chaos and confusion have already appeared in Go Tell the Spartans, as did dead and wounded American soldiers. The combat films of the 1980s developed these trends, most notably in scale—battles were larger, firefights more confusing, soldiers more scared, casualties higher; in short, the films were made to appear much more realistic, despite the fact that at times they were far removed from what actual combat looked like (Lanning 88-89). The explicit mention (and admission) of fear is probably the one truly new development.
Yet these films have another new feature. As Palmer characterizes them, they “opted for exploring the Vietnam War in more complex, human, and unexploitive ways” (23), in this way negating (or reacting to) the films of the “romantic” period of the 1970s and the “comic book” period of the early 1980s. These “complex, human, and unexploitive ways” included—to a certain extent—the Vietnamese as well.
Naturally, the films do not switch their perspective and do not tell a story from the Vietnamese point of view. (This comes only later, with Stone’s 1993 Heaven & Earth, a film telling a story of a Vietnamese girl during and after the Vietnam War.) Yet, to a certain extent, they attempt to recognize the Vietnamese as subjects and acknowledge the suffering they underwent during the war. Platoon (in its “My Lai scene”) and Casualties of War (with the exploration of war crimes) are the two most notable manifestations of this trend. The remaining three films also attempt to approach the Vietnamese, this time the soldiers, in what might be called vistas.
 These are very short segments of the film (much shorter that a scene, sometimes lasting only a couple of seconds) which grant the enemy a certain degree of humanity. Vistas must not be confused with sequences in which the US soldiers acknowledge the skill of the enemy or show respect towards their opponents. Kurtz or Frantz explicitly acknowledge the military skill and the wholehearted dedication of the Vietnamese, yet they still remain the opponents who must be defeated. Vistas, on the other hand, do not (or might not) mention skill and respect. They choose rather to show that the enemy soldier is also a human being, not so much different from the main protagonists of the films—the US soldiers. The first film of the 1980s to admit this was Full Metal Jacket.
The vista is incorporated into the sniper sequence near the end of the film. Even before the vista itself, the viewer is offered the chance to observe the battlefield from the sniper’s point of view. Since viewers generally tend to identify with the camera (Metz 824-827), for a few seconds they are offered the chance to identify with the enemy. The camera switches perspective every time the sniper fires at the Marines, thus the identification with the enemy is steadily reinforced or at least renewed.
But the true vista comes as the Marines are standing over the wounded sniper, thinking what to do next. During this sequence, the wounded woman is captured in a closeup, the camera focusing on her face and most notably her eyes. Klein notes that via this scene, the sniper is “bounded in common humanity” with one of the soldiers, since “there is fear in her eyes and in the eyes of our figure of reference, Corporal Joker” (33). This “bounding in common humanity” elevates the sniper, even if only for a few seconds, from the opponent to, if not a friend then at least a human being, a human being with emotions and feelings. Joker is moved to such an extent that he decides to ease her pain and ends her misery with one shot from his sidearm. This act, called by Falsetto “at once brutal and merciful” (73) contrasts sharply with the fact that the other soldiers want to—as Animal Mother (Adam Baldwin) proposes—“leave the gook for the mother-lovin’ rats” (Full Metal Jacket). Klein also notes that Joker is the only one who lets fear show in his eyes, while the eyes of the other soldiers “blaze with sadistic energy” (33). Joker is the only one touched by the plight of the enemy, the only one who recognizes her as a human being. It is also noteworthy that the sniper’s last moments before she is shot are rendered in a way similar to the last moments of Sergeant Cowboy (Arliss Howard) who happened to be the sniper’s last victim. Both characters breathe heavily due to their wounds. They both die suddenly—Cowboy’s death is silent, the death of the sniper is punctuated by Joker’s shot. And both characters are captured in a closeup, with the main focus being paid to their faces and their eyes. This parallelism as if suggests that death, whomever it befalls, friend or foe, is always the same.
84 Charlie Mopic also offers a short vista through which the US soldiers (and the viewer) can approach a dying Vietcong soldier more closely than most other Vietnam War films would allow them to. After the first firefight, a wounded Vietnamese is left lying on the ground and the GIs decide to take him with them for intelligence purposes. But as they themselves suffer their first casualty, they need to decide whether to take the dead American or the wounded Vietnamese. In accordance with the Ranger Creed, they decide to take the dead.
 Having made this decision, they need to determine what to with the wounded Vietnamese. Since he poses a security threat (he can tell his unit about the US soldiers being wounded, low on ammo, etc.), they decide to kill him. As LT was the one who originally proposed to take him for interrogation, OD decides that it should be LT who will kill the Vietnamese. And, since noise discipline is the norm, a knife would have to suffice. What follows is a very short vista, yet it approaches the enemy very closely, both in physical terms (Mopic films the whole mini-drama from just a few feet away) and in terms of “humanizing” the enemy it goes fairly far, at least within the context of the Vietnam War films of the 1980s.
As OD hands LT the knife, he tells him that “the knife makes it personal.” Since LT hesitates before stabbing the wounded Vietnamese in the chest, OD makes the whole situation even more difficult. He empties the pockets of the wounded soldier and reads the documents saying “you might want to know who you’re killing. His name’s Trường, Nguyễn Trường. He’s 19. Got a family, looks like… wife, cute kid” (84 Charlie Mopic). As OD finishes, he throws the documents onto the chest of the wounded man, the camera capturing a black-and-white photograph of a woman and a child. Despite the fact that OD does many thing on purpose, just to make the whole issue as difficult for LT as possible (throughout the film, these is deep animosity between the two men), the scene does humanize the enemy to an unprecedented extent—the soldiers along with the viewer learn his name, age, and the fact that he has a wife and a child. The photograph captured by the camera just as LT raises his hand to stab highlights the fact that the person who is about to die is a human being, not much different from the American GIs. Another minor detail worthy of attention is the age of the Vietnamese soldier. he is 19 years old. The average age of the American soldier in Vietnam was also 19. This is again a kind of parallelism, highlighting another aspect the soldiers of the opposing armies have in common.
The photograph functions as a signifier here. Throughout war films and through actual wars, soldiers have carried pictures of their loved ones to remind them of home and of the safety and normality this home came to represent. But the photograph is a cultural signifier as well as a filmic icon. A photograph of a loved one a soldier carries (and very often shows to his friends) has become a frequent topos in countless war films, but has mostly appeared in the hands of the “our boys,” i.e. the ones from whose perspective the film is narrated.
 84 Charlie Mopic presents one of the few moments when an object of such symbolic value is possessed by the enemy, or rather shown to be possessed by enemy as well.
A mini-vista involving a photograph of a loved one is also present in Hamburger Hill, despite the fact that its humanizing power is much more implicit and covert, since it lasts only for a few frames. After one of the first firefights, as the American GIs are checking the bodies of the NVA soldiers for documents, they come across a photograph of a young woman one of the dead has in his pocket. Here, nothing is said, the photograph is entirely disregarded by the Americans and they continue their patrol. Given the very brief space in which the photograph appears, this mini-vistas is nowhere as near as strong as that of Full Metal Jacket, let alone the entire “introduction” of the enemy present in 84 Charlie Mopic. Yet, given the immense pervasiveness of the photograph as an icon in war films, there is undoubtly a hint at least.
The vistas present in these three films have a common characteristic: they approach the enemy only as he is dying (Full Metal Jacket, 84 Charlie Mopic) or when he is already dead (Hamburger Hill). This is understandable. As soon as the enemy is unable to fight, he does not pose a threat anymore. Thus, he can now stop being the beastly, dehumanized “other” and his humanity can be—at least partly—acknowledged. This is a common feature of nearly all vistas—they only open when the enemy is no longer the enemy. Yet, despite this limitation, vistas attempt to do something that has not been done before—to humanize the enemy, to present him as a human being, not just an opponent who must be defeated.
4.5. Distant but Neutral: Conclusion

The Vietnam War combat films of the 1980s share certain features, both as films in general, and with regard to the way they portray the enemy in particular. Their attempt to present Vietnam “the way it really was,” showing what the soldiers were mostly likely to have gone through.
In terms of the portrait of the enemy, they exhibit a distant but neutral approach. The overt vilification of The Green Berets and The Deer Hunter is not present; if it is, as in The Casualties of War, it is not the main message of the film, but serves only as an explanation why certain events happened and what made them possible. The over-the-top praise à la Apocalypse Now is also absent. The combat skills of the enemy and his military potential is acknowledged, either explicitly (by warnings as in Hamburger Hill) or implicitly (by the losses he is able to cause or by caution and fear the US soldier demonstrate, as in Platoon, Full Metal jacket, and 84 Charlie Mopic). Yet the admiration of some unspecified metaphysical morality is not present, despite the fact that at times, respect for the enemy’s dedication appears.
Yet despite the distance these films tend to keep from the enemy (most notably in terms of their cinematography), at certain points, they approach the enemy at a personal, almost human level. In these vistas, they present the stock characters of the Vietnamese soldiers as human beings, complete with emotions, feelings, and their own identity. Of course, these moments of closeness are very fleeting, lasting only a few seconds; yet, compared to earlier Vietnam War films, they represent a significant shift. Where the enemy soldiers remained only the objects for the Americans to shoot at (The Green Berets, Apocalypse Now) or the beastly and evil “others” who torture and abuse the innocent American prisoners (The Deer Hunter), they are now elevated—if only for a very brief moment—to the level of human being.
These new developments present in the Vietnam War combat films of the 1980s are just hints, sneak previews of what might follow. However, it takes more than a decade (the 1990s being conspicuously devoid of Vietnam War films) for these trends to materialize in a more palpable form, in effect portraying the enemy as he has never been portrayed before in a Vietnam War combat film. This new trend (or deviation from the norm?) is represented by Randall Wallace’s We Were Soldiers.
5. “They were soldiers… too…” the enemy as equal in We were soldiers
————————————————————

The Germans were… I’ve thought about this often. That man and I might’ve been good friends. He might’ve liked to fish, or to hunt. You never know. Of course, we were both doing what we were supposed to do, but under different circumstances, we might’ve been friends.

—Shifty Powers, member of Easy Company, 2nd Battalion, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division, qtd. “Why We Fight”

————————————————————

After the scores of Vietnam War films appearing during the 1980s, the war fades from the screen, with only Heaven & Earth (Oliver Stone, 1993) and Forrest Gump (Robert Zemeckis, 1994) being concerned—in the latter case only partly—with the topic. In terms of quantity, the new millennium does not appear to change this trend. In terms of quality, however, the Vietnam War films of the twenty-first century seem to differ from their 1980s predecessors. Epitomized by Tigerland (Joel Schumacher, 2000) and We Were Soldiers (Randall Wallace, 2002), they are “conservative war films, harking back to narrative patterns and representations of masculinity more typical of World War II films” (Clarke 19). Clarke believes that this shift is most evident in what the more recent films take from their predecessors of the 1980s and what they leave aside.
On the one hand, the recent films again strive for the maximum authenticity possible, with “the saturation of violence, the chaos of the combat, the attention to detailed settings, and often an unknown cast of young men in which no one emerges as the hero [this is the case in Tigerland].” On the other hand, these films tend to “erase all of the self-criticism and reflexivity apparent in several of the 1980s films” such as Platoon, Full Metal Jacket, or Casualties of War (Clarke 20-21).
Wallace’s We Were Soldiers abides by both these rules. Based on We Were Soldiers Once… And Young, a non-fiction book by Lieutenant Colonel Harold Moore and a former war correspondent Joseph L. Galloway, it portrays an actual event, the battle of la Drang Valley (or, more specifically, the battle of LZ [landing zone] X-Ray) that took place in November 1965 and was the first major encounter between American forces and the soldiers of the North Vietnamese Army (Clark 51). Not only does the film attempt a documentary-like approach, but the painstaking preparations and measures taken during the filming (the usual “mock” basic training, a number of actual soldiers starring in the film, multiple military advisors, extensive historical research of the actual event, etc.) to get everything as accurate and as real as possible (Hasenauer) testify to the fact that what Clarke calls “hyper-realism” (20) was one of the main aims.
The second rule of “non-criticism” is also fully observed. As noted by Hasenauer, “before signing over movie rights to their book, the authors wanted assurance that the movie would not focus on the politics of the war.” The film was not to question the conflict, “but [to] serve as a tribute to the many brave young men who fought and died in Vietnam” (Hasenauer). This is probably one of the reasons why the film is set in 1965 and not, like most other Vietnam War films, in 1968 or later. 1965 was the year when the first combat troops were deployed to Vietnam, when the war was still a small-scale conflict, when the draft resistance was not a wide-spread phenomenon, and when the anti-war movement was still a marginal issue. As excellently summarized by Prats, We Were Soldiers attempts to
recall a time before the American combat soldier in Vietnam could be called victim or criminal, before he could feel betrayed by his government or unwelcome in his own country, before he would be charged with the only loss that America has suffered in a war—a moment, then, when he could still hope to fit the heroic mold in which cultural memory had cast his forebears. (103)
What can be seen here (or rather, what some critics see here) is again a kind of historical revisionism of the Vietnam War, where the conflict is “shaped into traditional WWII narrative patterns and tropes, such as the brotherhood of soldiers” and where “[while] the American soldiers are the main focus of the subject matter, […] the emphasis is on the brotherhood that emerges from the situation in combat” (Clarke 24). Via the “brothers in arms” image,
 an attempt is made to present the Vietnam War as another instance of “the Good War,” or at least, as a well-meant war gone wrong.
Given these facts, the film received its share of critical reviews for being riddled with “guts-and-glory clichés” and full of “square-jawed officers who weep at carnage and fresh-faced GIs who use their last breaths to intone things like I’m glad I died for my country,” presenting “a fake picture of war’s stark reality” (Sterritt). Another reviewer stated that the war is painted in “a mixture of brutal, personal, heroic, tragic and, at times, corny and clichéd terms” (McCarthy).
These objections are justified. The film will most likely not be remembered for a revolutionary stylistic feature, a breakthrough narrative technique, or an unexpected twist in the story. But few combat films are memorable for bringing an entirely new feature into the genre. As Palmer states about Hamburger Hill, the film “has no plot. […] It is a slice-of-life movie with no story, no structure, no favorites (stars) played” (48). Much the same can be said about many war films. In general, they have a very simple story: a group of soldiers has a mission, they go and fight, winning or loosing in the end. We Were Soldiers is no exception. Yet, the film is noteworthy within the body of Vietnam War films for its depiction of the enemy which is so unlike that found in any other Vietnam War combat film that it served as the primary inspiration for this thesis. And despite the fact that it might not be overtly evident at first, a closer analysis will reveal the exceptional features present in this film.
“Some will object,” writes Ebert in his review, “that the battle scenes consist of Americans killing waves of faceless, non-white enemies.” This is, of course, true. However, it is important to realize, Ebert continues, that “almost all war movies identify with one side or the other.” Even in this respect, We Were Soldiers is not exceptional and the identification with the Americans is very strong and at times very emotional. Yet despite this, the film treats the enemy as no other Vietnam War combat film has ever done before. There is an attempt to humanize and to “give a face” to the faceless Vietnamese and this attempt is evident from the very beginning.
The story opens with Galloway’s voiceovers which inform the viewer that what follows are “the true events of November 1965.” What is striking about the voiceover is the fact that Galloway does not present the film only as “the testament to the young Americans who died in the Valley of Death” (remembrance and commemoration appears often in war films, e.g. in Hamburger Hill, Platoon, 84 Charlie Mopic, etc.), but also as “a tribute to the young men of the People’s Army of Vietnam who died by our hand in that place” (We Were Soldiers). The explicit mention of the enemy, at the very beginning of the film, in direct connection to something as central as the dedication of a film undoubtly is, is the first sign that Wallace’s film will treat the enemy differently from previous Vietnam War pieces.
The enemy is also mentioned during another principal moment of the film. The evening before Moore (Mel Gibson) and his men are to leave for Vietnam, he stops at a church to pray. He delivers what might be called a “typical soldier’s prayer,” asking for luck on the battlefield and for victory in battle. Yet again, he finds time to mention the enemy, saying “our enemies too, according to their own understanding, will ask for protection and for victory.” Despite the fact that he ends his prayer asking God to “ignore their heathen prayers and help us blow those little bastards straight to hell” (We Were Soldiers), the fact that the enemy is given a place in a prayer before the battle is again unusual. And the enemy is not only mentioned in a prayer. Later in the film, he is given the opportunity to pray himself. The prayer of Lieutenant Colonel Nguyễn Hữu An (Don Duong) is shorter and he only thanks “for the courage of those who have died [and] for those who are about to die” (We Were Soldiers). Yet the mere fact that the enemy is granted this opportunity is significant.
This is the first of many vistas which appears in the film. What in the 1980s appeared once in each film at best, is here repeated several times. Another vista is opened after the first day of the battle. For a few moments, it shows Nguyễn as he thanks his men, saying “we fought well today. We tested their tactics and learned their capabilities” (We Were Soldiers). This vista also captures NVA soldiers as they talk, read, write letters or diaries—all activities which until now only the American soldiers were shown to do.
Another short vista is opened towards the end of the film. As the Vietnamese face their defeat, Nguyễn is shown in his underground command bunker. As his men gather up the maps and documents and take a big North Vietnamese flag off the wall, he stands up from his chair, is given a few moments to be captured in a full front closeup, and disappears into a tunnel behind him. The whole scene plays against a background of a string ensemble, rendering the moment a tragedy for the Vietnamese and for their commander personally.
But this is not the last time the viewer meets Nguyễn. In the last “Vietnam scene” of the film (the final scene takes place back in the United States), the Colonel returns to deliver what might be regarded as the moral of the story. As his men take care of the wounded and carry their dead to be buried (it is again noteworthy that the enemy is shown as taking care of his dead and wounded, a similar scene is not present in any other Vietnam War film), the Colonel contemplates the result of the battle, saying “they will think this was their victory. So this will become an American war. And the end will be the same, except for the numbers who will die before we get there” (We Were Solders). The fact that the final “Vietnam shot” is “given to the enemy” is in itself significant, since “the final shot—because of its privileged position—is often meant to be a philosophical overview of some kind, a summing up of the significance of the previous material” (Giannetti 345). Thus the enemy and not the main protagonists get the chance to articulate the only hint of any political or historical analysis present in the film. The more personal and emotional closure is provided by Galloway’s voiceover during the final “American scene” which concludes the film (see Appendix 2).
But it is not only what the enemy says,
 but also what is said about the enemy by the protagonists that is important. These statements are not as revolutionary and as novel as the previous features (they are mostly carry-overs from the 1980s Vietnam War films), yet again, they are developed as never before. The main, and basically the only, explicit statement about the enemy is the mantra of the well-trained, well-equipped, and battle-hardened—and hence dangerous—opponent who should not be underestimated. This in itself is not new, yet the way this message is repeatedly presented in the film and the fact that it is so pervasive is a significant shift from the films of the 1980s.
The first to acknowledge the fact that the Vietnamese have a war record (they managed to defeat the French army in 1954) are the military officials in the Pentagon. Despite the fact the French army is not seen as an adequate indication of the Vietnamese strength (“The French army? What’s that?” [We Were Soldiers]), the enemy is not an unknown foe and his war record is acknowledged as a fact. The nemesis of the French defeat starts to haunt Moore even before he leaves for Vietnam. He spends his evenings and his nights over Les Guerres en Indochine, pondering over a photograph which captures a French unit being massacred at the Mang Yang Pass in summer 1954. As the camera pans over his notes, among other things Moore lists as the reasons for the French defeat, it is possible to read “underestimated the enemy.” More is determined not to repeat the same mistake.

Very soon, however, another nemesis comes to haunt Moore. This time, it is Custer’s Last Stand during the Battle of Little Bighorn (1876). This is introduced when Moore learns that his unit has been re-designated as the 1st Battalion of the 7th Cavalry Regiment. To this news Moore responds: “The Seventh? Same as Custer’s” (We Were Soldiers). From this point on, the shadow of Custer’s defeat hangs over Moore and his men. As noted by Prats, the story of Custer’s Last Stand “lives on more as a product of cultural memory than as a historical (or even historic) event. […] Custer’s Last Stand today is a reference not to history but to myth.” This is the myth of “a man standing tall in a western hill, oblivious to personal danger, facing a swarm of Indians who will in a matter of seconds annihilate his whole command” (112). The fate that befell Custer at Little Bighorn never materializes for Moore, yet the possibility is open—as a threat—until the end of the film.
These two “lessons of history” (the defeat of Custer and the defeat of the French) are seen as warnings not to underestimate the enemy. Explicitly, caution is advised several times by Moore himself. As he speaks to his men before they leave for battle, he concludes his speech saying “we are going into battle against a tough and determined enemy. l can’t promise you that l will bring you all home alive” (We Were Soldiers). Thus, as in the films of the 1980s, war is no longer a game, a shooting range full of cardboard targets. War is dangerous. As Moore puts it in three words, “men will die.”
These are the main explicitly mediated images of the enemy. The fact that the enemy is given a chance to speak—to say a prayer and to state the moral of the story—are in themselves unprecedented in earlier Vietnam War films. The fact that his skills and his combat record are acknowledged is not new, yet the haunting (almost fatalistic) quality it acquires is certainly a new development. The possibility of defeat is presented here as being more likely, since it has already happened twice—to the Americans at Little Bighorn and to the French at the Mang Yang Pass. It can also happen for a third time.
But the implicit (the cinematic) mediation of the enemy is equally significant. The rendition of firefights and combat scenes might not be very different from other war films, yet it stands out among Vietnam War combat films, since the “camera time” given to the enemy is significantly higher than in previous pieces about the Vietnam War. The combat scenes are composed of short alternating segments of which some concentrate on the Americans and some on the Vietnamese. The camera captures the NVA soldiers as they charge the French unit in the opening sequence of the film, shows the Vietnamese commander (Nguyễn, then a Lieutenant) as he leads his troops to victory and after the French unit is defeated, the Vietnamese are for a moment made the main protagonists of the scene, having their first speaking (and subtitled) role.
During the main battle segment of the film, the Vietnamese are shown as they rearm, prepare for battle, rest, or take care of their dead and wounded. There is even a short switch in perspective, when the camera follows an NVA soldier who tries to bayonet Moore in the back; this, of course, does not happen, but is again a warning, since similar faith befell the commander of the French unit in the Mang Yang Pass. Despite the fact that these “Vietnamese” segments are shorter and less frequent than the “American” ones (put together they might be approximately ten minutes long), they are a significant shift from the combat scenes of the 1980s (and earlier), where the enemy was almost totally invisible.
Another cinematic technique used throughout the film is that of cross-cutting, also known as parallel editing. This editing technique cuts between two (or more) locations and conveys “the idea of simultaneous time” (Giannetti 145), i.e. that what is distant in space is unified in time. During the main portion of the film, parallel editing is often used to cross-cut between Moore and Nguyễn. In one scene, the Vietnamese Colonel is ordering his troops to attack the creek bed. At the same moment, at his own command post, Moore is ordering his troops to defend the creek bed as he expect the enemy to attack there. In the scene, as Nguyễn “puts the radio down, the shot cuts to another hand holding a similar radio […] [which] belongs to Colonel Moore who instructs his own troops to protect the creek bed” (Clarke 23-24). This is just one instance of paralleling the two commanders.
The technique is also used later in the film, during the first night of the battle. The camera captures Nguyễn in a full front closeup, then, using a slow transition, the moon is shown, and then, using slow transition again, Moore is framed in a similarly constructed closeup. This juxtaposition of the two characters (they are both looking at the same moon that shines over the battlefield) again reinforces the parallel between the two men. As Clarke notes, We Were Soldiers is noteworthy for “aligning Moore and the Vietnamese Colonel, two men raised in different cultures, taught to fight different wars,” where Nguyễn “functions as [Moore’s] double throughout the film” (22-24).
But the presentation of the two opposing sides as “mirror images” is not limited to their commanders. It is present on the level of ordinary soldiers. This is again achieved by cross-cutting between the two armies. For instance, as the US soldiers approach the landing zone, they “lock-and-load”
 their weapons and prepare to exit the helicopters. At this point, the camera cuts to the underground bunker to show the Vietnamese taking their weapons, loading magazines, taking grenades, and preparing defensive positions. A similar paralleling is used after the battle, when both sides are shown as they take care of their dead and wounded. In this way, the Vietnamese are not confined to the position of the passive objects the Americans shoot at. They are seen as equals, as being the same, only standing at the other side of the divide.
This “parallelism” of the two opposing sides and their equal standing throughout the battle is once again highlighted as the helicopters take the American forces into battle. At this point, Galloway states in a voiceover: “It was a Sunday, November 14th 1965. Before that day, the soldiers of North Vietnam and those of America never met each other in a major battle” (We Were Soldiers). This voiceover is noteworthy for two reasons. Firstly, it mentions the Vietnamese (and mentions them first) as active participants of the battle. Secondly, it presents the battle as a “meeting” of the two sides in combat. It is not about the US soldiers going to fight the enemy, it is not about the US soldiers engaging the enemy, it is not about the US soldiers going into battle; it is about both sides meeting in combat. This again reinforces the trend to present the two sides of the conflict as equal. This parallelism present throughout the film opposes the typical “active-passive” dichotomy of most Vietnam War combat films where the Americans are depicted as the active combatants and the Vietnamese as the passive targets or victims. Here, the battle is a mutual contest, with both sides playing an equal part.

But one scene of the film (or rather the soundtrack accompanying the scene) goes even further and can be read as questioning the “active-passive” power dynamics altogether. As the American soldiers board their helicopters to fly into battle, “Sgt. MacKenzie,” a lament song by Joseph Kilna MacKenzie plays in the background, with the following lyrics being heard:
Lay me down, in the cold cold ground,

Where before many more have gone.
When they come, I will stand my ground,

Stand my ground, I’ll not be afraid. (MacKenzie)
On one level, this haunting lament can be a prelude to the battle ahead. On another level, however, it can also be read in a different way. Given the fact that the US soldiers are in a foreign country, they have no attachment (emotional or otherwise) to the physical realities and to the “ground” of Vietnam. On the other hand, given the great importance the Vietnamese attach to proper burial (McLeod and Dieu 45-48), the first two lines of the lyrics can be read as referring not to the Americans or to the upcoming battle in general, but to the Vietnamese and specifically to their request for a proper burial. Similarly, the two following lines might be read form the Vietnamese point of view. In this case, given the fact that it is Moore’s men who are going into battle (are the attacking force), the “they” might be read as referring to the US forces while the “I” (the person who will stand his grown) is a reference to the Vietnamese.
Whether this reading of the song is valid is open to debate. Nevertheless, the main trend of the film is clear even if the lyrics of “Sgt. MacKenzie” are not taken into consideration. We Were Soldiers provides the most favorable depiction of the enemy to date. It provides more cinematic space for the enemy than has ever been given to him in any previous Vietnam War film. This is mostly done via parallel editing which splits the film into short segments, some concentrating on the Americans, some concentrating on the Vietnamese. The cinematic rendition of combat scenes is similarly “split” and the enemy is shown preparing for battle, attacking, defending, retreating, or taking care of the dead and wounded. Of course, the amount of “camera time” given to the Americans is much higher than that given to the Vietnamese. But since this is an American film, this should not be surprising. Even so, the amount of time the enemy is allotted contrasts sharply with the trends of earlier Vietnam War films.

It is also equally significant that for the first time ever, the enemy is given a voice via subtitles being provided for the scenes spoken in Vietnamese. In addition, the enemy is not only someone to be shot, but is also present onscreen during some of the key scenes of the film—the viewer sees Colonel Nguyễn as he prays and praises his men and as he utters the prophetic moral at the end of the film. The enemy soldiers are shown as they fight, die, relax, or write letters. The topos involving a photograph of a loved one is also present: A diary of Vietnamese soldiers is recovered towards the end of the movie and as Moore turns over the pages, a black-and-white photograph of a woman falls out. There are additional vistas present throughout the film.
It is also noteworthy that there is no vilification of the enemy and the “Indian image” (despite many references to Custer’s Last Stand) is also absent. An attempt is made even to explain the infamous practice of the Vietnamese to shoot their enemies rather than take them prisoners. In the first scene of the film, a Viet Minh unit ambushes a French patrol. As the Vietnamese are standing over the dead and the dying, a soldier asks his officer whether to take prisoners or not. The officer replies: “No. Kill all they send and they will stop coming” (We Were Soldiers). Here, the shooting of prisoners is presented as a brutal, yet a pragmatic measure. This image contrasts strongly with the abuse of prisoners as portrayed in The Deer Hunter.
In general, Wallace’s film tends to present the Vietnamese as skilled warriors who should not be underestimated. As the actual Colonel Moore said about the film, it shows “the Vietnamese soldier as a damn good soldier, who fought well” (Hasenauer). This is indeed the case. The enemy is no longer as distant as he was in the combat films of the 1980s, nor is his image as emotionally charged as it was in The Deer Hunter or The Green Berets. Wallace’s film attempts to approach the Vietnamese soldiers more closely, showing them not only as the skilled soldiers they were, but as human beings. If the film is to be remembered for nothing else, this one aspect is worthy of attention.
6. “Stages of grief…” Conclusion

————————————————————

Since nothing we intend is ever faultless, and nothing we attempt ever without error, and nothing we achieve without some measure of finitude and fallibility we call humanness, we are saved by forgiveness.
— David W. Augsburger
————————————————————

In her 1969 book On Death and Dying, the Swiss psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross introduced the “five stages of grief” model. This theoretical construction attempts to describe how a person deals with grief or trauma (the loss of a family member, for example), or how a dying person deals with the prospect of their own death. Kübler-Ross lists the following five stages in the order they tend to appear: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance (Kübler-Ross). As surprising as it might seem, these five stages—although coming from a totally different area of scholarship—can be loosely applied to the preceding analysis of Vietnam War films and the portrayal of the enemy these films provide. Vietnam, after all, still remains a trauma.
The “denial” stage is the first one and might be delimited as lasting throughout the 1960s and the first half of the 1970s. Hollywood simply denied that there was a war in Vietnam, producing only one noteworthy film about the conflict, The Green Berets. Here, the “denial” stage overlapped with the “anger” stage as the film, in accord with the interest of its benefactors, provided a strictly pro-American, pro-involvement view of the conflict. For this purpose, the portrait of the enemy was painted in the bleakest, most unfavorable terms. The film transplanted the Indians of Wayne’s earlier westerns into Vietnam, showing the Vietcong soldiers as demonic, treacherous, and savage beasts who charge the American positions in a frontal attack, dying by the hundreds under the weight of the superior US firepower. The Americans were to feel anger towards the enemy who kills civilians, shows no respect for the proper conduct of war, and stabs the US soldiers in the back. Yet, this enemy was to remain a faceless horde, a mass of shadowy figures who die before they can pose any real threat to the American military.
The “anger” stage also continued after the war ended. Cimino’s The Deer Hunter made the Americans feel anger towards the enemy (now captured fully in sharp focus on the screen) who tortured and abused the helpless and innocent prisoners, satisfying his twisted need for violence and suspense by a game of Russian roulette.
As the 1970s drew to a close, Apocalypse Now initiated what might be called the “bargaining” stage, balancing between “denial” and partial “acceptance.” The enemy was almost absolutely absent from the screen throughout the entire film, yet despite this invisibility, the film provided probably the first comments about the enemy which can be labeled as positive. The enemy’s dedication to his cause was acknowledged and his tactics used in combat were praised.
The combat films of the 1980s tipped the scale still further towards some sort of recognition. They attempted a more neutral presentation of the enemy, neither totally excluding him, nor presenting him across the entire screen as an evil and sadistic maniac. The enemy was neither explicitly demonized nor overtly praised, yet his combat skills were acknowledged, either implicitly (Full Metal Jacket) or explicitly (Hamburger Hill). Gone was the horde of incompetent savages seen in The Green Berets who were not able to pose any real threat to the invincible American war machine and thus had to rely on sneak attacks and stabs in the back. Gone was the beastly savage seen in The Deer Hunter who could only triumph over a helpless prisoner tied to a chair. But what was truly revolutionary and new about the combat films of the 1980s were the vistas they open, allowing the viewer (if only for a few brief moments) to perceive the enemy also as a human being—a human being with feelings, emotion, and a picture of his wife in his pocket.
Can the 1980s be labeled as the “depression” stage? Possibly. Palmer calls this phase the “symbolic-nihilist phase” of Vietnam War films (21). The films exhibit a strong sense of loss, meaninglessness, and futility, probably best epitomized by the eleven assaults depicted in Hamburger Hill and the fact that the captured position was abandoned several days later (Clark 215-216). The films of the 1980s do not show any real purpose; the sacrifice is meaningless, and the ultimate goal is to get back home safely, since, as Easy says to OD, “I’m too short for this shit, man” (84 Charlie Mopic).
Yet these films are not without their meaning. In general, they attempted to tell the movie-going public what the Vietnam War was really like, aiming for a realistic depiction of combat. Platoon and films which followed provided “a new yardstick by which one could measure [Vietnam war] films” (Auster and Quart, How the War 140). Specifically, they started a new era of looking at the enemy—a more neutral, less emotional, less prejudiced view was slowly entering the scene.
What was started in the 1980s was further developed in the first decade of the twenty-first century in We Were Soldiers. This film might be rightfully described as representing the “acceptance” stage, or if not that, at least its beginning. The enemy was given a chance to speak and via the subtitles provided, for the first time ever the audience was given a chance to understand what the Vietnamese were saying. The enemy was also allotted more space on the screen, often being captured very closely. The vistas of the 1980s were multiplied and the North Vietnamese were allowed to pray, to cry, to fight courageously, and to grieve over their dead and wounded. They were accepted not only as formidable opponents, but also as human being, as equals.
This is the basic trend the films under question seem to exhibit. As the war fades more and more into the past, reconciliation becomes easier, the picture of the enemy less emotionally colored and less biased; it appears that acceptance slowly enters where before there was only hate and loathing.
It is important to realize, however, that the portrait of the enemy is not the main issue for the critics and the movie-going public. Despite its racism and strong bias, The Deer Hunter is one of the most favorably received and critically acclaimed of all the films about the Vietnam War, as attested by the five Academy Awards Cimino received for this picture. Similarly, the most reconciliatory and positive image of the enemy did not manage to make We Were Soldiers a widely known or a critically acclaimed piece.
Since the Vietnam War is often considered to be so unlike any other war the United States has ever fought before (Auster and Quart, How the War 77-78), what remains is the question whether these films are so different from their counterparts about other wars. The answer is yes, but only to a certain extent.
The Hollywood image of the enemy the United States faced in the First and the Second World War shares many common features with that of the Vietnam War films. During the Great War of 1914-1918, the Germans were presented as “coarse and brutal villains, a separate race characterized by a lust for power and an uncontrolled desire to rape, pillage, and murder” (Auster and Quart, How the War 3). Films such as The Kaiser, the Beast of Berlin (Rupert Julian, 1918) or The Prussian Cur (Raoul Walsh, 1918) did not even try to hide their anti-German agenda. Similarly, during the Second World War, “the rage and sense of betrayal [after Pearl Harbor] placed the Japanese above the Nazis (race clearly played a role) in the gallery of World War II villains.” The films of this period stated unambiguously that “the war was a just and necessary act, fought against an evil enemy who threatened civilization” (Auster and Quart, How the War 6). The depiction of the Germans or the Japanese in these films is no better than that of the Vietnamese in The Green Berets. In this respect, the films are not different.
What makes the films about the Vietnam War different from their counterparts in not what does appear, but rather what does not. The anti-German and anti-Japanese slant did not outlive the actual wars and after the conflicts ended, a more favorable image of the enemy appeared. In 1930, just little more than a decade after the armistice in Compiègne, Lewis Milestone decided to adapt Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front to tell a story about German soldiers who fought in the trenches of France during the Great War. Similarly, films about the Second World War provided some place for the Japanese, even if this took a little longer. Twenty years after The Enola Gay returned from its mission over Hiroshima, None, But the Brave (Frank Sinatra, 1965), the first American-Japanese film about the Second World War, appeared. It tells the story of two units, one Japanese and one American, who must work together in order to survive while stranded on a Pacific island. In 1968, John Boorman’s Hell in the Pacific told a similar story, this time involving only two soldiers, one American and one Japanese. Two years later, a joint Japanese-American film attempted to explore the attack on Pearl Harbor in Tora! Tora! Tora! (Richard Fleischer, Kinji Fukasaku, Toshio Masuda, 1970). As the Second World War became more and more historically distant, two films by Clint Eastwood looked at the battle which gave birth to one of the most famous photographs in history. Flags of Our Fathers and Letters from Iwo Jima (both 2006) depict the same event. What is new is the fact that while the former film is told from the American perspective, the latter one is told from the Japanese point of view.
All these attempts to capture the war from “the other side” are absent in Vietnam War films. The political and historical implications clearly play a role. While the wars against the Germans and the Japanese were won, the one against the Vietnamese was not. While the regimes that were established in Berlin after 1918 and in Tokyo after 1945 accepted the defeat, made a clean break with the past, and to a certain extent accepted the American way of life or at least supported American interest (Hane 21-34, Passant 150-171), it took more than thirty years just to renew the diplomatic relations between Hanoi and Washington in 1995 (McLeod and Dieu xix). It is also noteworthy that the regime that established itself in Vietnam after 1975 was seen through the ideological scope of the broader conflict which did not end until 1989. Thus only after the Cold War was over, was it possible to take a more neutral look at the Vietnam War. Similarly, since Vietnam came to represent a “collective American trauma” (Desser 58-59), it is not surprising that the nation (and Hollywood) was in no hurry to look at the whole issue from the other side or to provide much space for the “other opinion.” This reconciliation can start only slowly and understanding will follow. It is not the question of “if,” but “when.” There are some hints in the films that the “when” has probably already begun.
*
*
*

The preceding chapters attempted to sketch a trend within a few selected works of art. They do not aspire to provide definite answers. Even more importantly, they do not aspire to judge the films as being “better” or “worse” due to the image of the enemy they create, since the overall quality of a film can be fairly independent of this specific issue. The British historian Eric Hobsbawm writes that “[the] major task [of a historian] is not to judge, but to understand” (5). As I feel this holds true for cultural history and cultural studies as well, I hope this thesis has managed to live up to this creed.
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8. Appendices

8.1. Appendix 1: Vistas in Selected War Films

Black Hawk Down (Ridley Scott, 2001)
In one scene, Sergeant Eversmann (Josh Hartnett) is attempting to sneak past the Mogadishu militiamen. He hides in a house and when he thinks the soldiers are no longer following him, he attempts to exit through the back door. Two militiamen, they appear to be father and son, wait by the back door to ambush him, each standing on one side of the doorway. As Eversmann exits the door, he slips on the threshold and falls to the ground. The younger of the two militiamen panics and, wanting to shoot Eversmann, kills his father by mistake. As he realizes what has happened, he runs to his father, kneels on the ground, and hugs the dead man. Eversmann aims at the child, but seeing him cry, he lowers his weapon and runs away.

“Points” (Mikael Salomon, 2001; from the Band of Brothers mini-series)

After the fighting in Europe has ended, the paratroopers are stationed in Austria. During one scene, they are to receive a surrender from a Wehrmacht General. Before the officer surrenders, he asks for the permission to speak to his men one last time. His words (in German, translated into English by one of the American paratroopers) are:

Men, it’s been a long war, it’s been a tough war. You have fought bravely, proudly, for your country. You are a special group, who found in one another a bond that exists only in combat, among brothers of shared foxholes, who held each other in dire moments, who have seen death and suffered together. I am proud to have served with each and every one of you. You deserve long and happy lives in peace.” (“Points”)

As the German officer speaks these words, the camera cuts between him, his men, and the US paratroopers. Given the pervasiveness of the “brothers in arms” image present throughout the whole series, what the scene mediates is the fact that a similar “band of brothers” existed even between the German soldiers, that what the German officer is saying holds true for soldiers of both the US Army and the Wehrmacht.

Stalingrad (Joseph Vilsmaier, 1994)
During a battle for a factory complex, a German soldier manages to mortally wound a Red Army conscript. As the Soviet soldier lies on the ground, with his last breath he starts praying, asking his mother not to let him die. As the German soldier sees this, he lovers his weapon, takes of his helmet, and watches the dying man in amazement.
Saving Private Ryan (Steven Spielberg, 1998)
During their mission, a groups of American GIs take a German soldier prisoner. Since they cannot take him with them, some Americans propose to shoot him while others want to let him go. During this scene, the German prisoner is offered cigarettes, and attempts to persuade the Americans not to kill him by repeatedly saying “fuck Hitler” in what little English he knows. After a heated argument, the American soldiers decide to let the prisoner go.

8.2. Appendix 2: Joseph L. Galloway’s Voiceover Concluding We Were Soldiers
In Saigon, Hal Moore’s superiors congratulated him for killing over 1,800 enemy soldiers. Then ordered him to lead the men of the 7th Cavalry back into battle again. He led them and fought beside them for 235 more days. Some had families waiting. For others, their only family would be the men they had bled beside. There were no bands, no flags, no honor guards to welcome them home. They went to war because their country ordered them to. But in the end they fought not for their country or their flag. They fought for each other. We who have seen war we’ll never stop seeing it. In the silence of the night we will always hear the screams. So this is our story. For we were soldiers once… and young. (We Were Soldiers)

8.3. Appendix 3: Joseph Kilna MacKenzie: “Sgt. MacKenzie”
Scottish Version (Original)
Lay me doon in the caul caul groon

Whaur afore monie mair huv gaun

Lay me doon in the caul caul groon

Whaur afore monie mair huv gaun

When they come a wull staun ma groon

Staun ma groon al nae be afraid

Thoughts awe hame tak awa ma fear

Sweat an bluid hide ma veil awe tears

Ains a year say a prayer faur me

Close yir een an remember me

Nair mair shall a see the sun

For a fell tae a Germans gun

Lay me doon in the caul caul groon

Whaur afore monie mair huv gaun

Lay me doon in the caul caul groon

Whaur afore monie mair huv gaun

Whaur afore monie mair huv gaun
English Translation

Lay me down in the cold cold ground

Where before many more have gone

Lay me down in the cold cold ground

Where before many more have gone

When they come I will stand my ground

Stand my ground I’ll not be afraid

Thoughts of home take away my fear

Sweat and blood hide my veil of tears

Once a year say a prayer for me

Close your eyes and remember me

Never more shall I see the sun

For I fell to a Germans gun

Lay me down in the cold cold ground

Where before many more have gone

Lay me down in the cold cold ground

Where before many more have gone

Where before many more have gone

9. Summary

This diploma thesis aims to examine how selected American-made fiction feature films about the Vietnam War depict the enemy (i.e. soldiers of the Vietcong and the North Vietnamese Army) and how this trend has changed over time. The films analyzed cover the period since the late 1960s until the more recent films from the beginning of the twenty-first century.

The thesis is divided into six chapters. The first chapter provides the theoretical framework and background, examines the relevant aspects of film theory, and delimits the methodological approaches used. The following four chapters analyze the selected films, either individually or in groups, according to the topic-relevance of each film. The final chapter concludes the findings and attempts a generalization.

The analysis of the primary materials has shown that the image of the enemy has significantly changed with passing time. The films released during or shortly after the Vietnam war (The Green Berets [1968] or The Deer Hunter [1978]) tended to demonize the enemy, often employing racial stereotypes to this end. With the appearance of the more recent films, the image of the enemy began to be more neutral and less biased. The films made in the 1980s and the most recent films from the first decade of the twenty-first century attempted to approach the enemy on a more personal level. They acknowledged the military skills of the Vietcong and even more so that of the North Vietnamese Army, and despite the fact that they still leave the enemy more-less excluded, “mini-stories” about the enemy soldiers appear in the more recent films.

It is possible to generalize that as the actual historic event (the Vietnam War) receded into the past, the negative images of the enemy slowly disappeared and a more neutral and at times even a positive portrait became common.

10. Zhrnutie

Magisterská diplomová práca sa zaoberá americkými hranými filmami, ktoré sa dotýkajú vojny vo Vietname. Na približne desiatke vybraných filmov skúma obraz nepriateľa (t.j. vojakov Severovietnsmskej armády a príslušníkov Vietkongu), ktorý tieto filmy vytvárajú a prezentujú divákom, ako aj premeny tohto obrazu postupom času. Vybrané filmy preto reprezentujú dlhší časový úsek, od najstarších (Zelené barety, 1968) až po najnovšie (Údolie tieňov, 2002).
Práca je rozdelená do šiestich kapitol. Prvá kapitola približuje teoretické východiská a zbežne načrtáva základné aspekty filmovej teórie. Ďalšie štyri kapitoly sa zaoberajú jednotlivými filmami, ktoré sú zoskupené tematicky, t.j. podľa toho, čo o nepriateľovi vypovedajú a aký obraz nepriateľských vojakov vytvárajú. Posledná kapitola slúži ako zhrnutie a zovšeobecnenie.

Analýza primárnych materiálov ukázala, že pri pohľade z chronologického hľadiska je možné vybadať pomalý trend postupného „približovania sa“ k nepriateľovi. Filmy, ktoré vznikli počas alebo bezprostredne po vojne vo Vietname (napr. Zelené barety alebo Lovec jeleňov) vykresľujú nepriateľa ako beštiálneho, úskočného a zákerného vraha a démonického šialenca. Filmy, z 80. rokov (Čata, 1986 alebo Olovená vesta, 1967) sa snažia o neutrálny obraz nepriateľa. Dokonca sa objavujú náznaky istého poľudštenia. Tento trend ďalej rozvinul jeden z posledných filmov, Údolie tieňov (2002). Vykreslil nepriateľov ako šikovných a zdatných bojovníkov, ako ľudské bytosti a pokúsil sa ich postaviť na roveň Američanom.
Ako postupom času slabol pocit horkosti a zatrpknutia po porážke po Vietname, bolo možné sa na celú udalosť pozrieť triezvejšie a bez emócií. Tento trend odzrkadľujú aj filmy. Zo zákerného a beštiálneho nepriateľa sa postupom času stáva obyčajný vojak, statočný protivník, človek.
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� By no means was this practice unique either to the US soldiers or the Vietnam War. Practically in every conflict, derogatory terms were used to refer to the enemy. In the First World War, the British referred to the Germans as “Huns,” during the Second World War, the Germans were known as either “Jerries” or “Krauts.” The Germans knew the British as “Tommies” after the famous M1 Thompson “Tommy” submachine gun carried by many British soldiers. On the Eastern front, the various nations and nationalities comprising the Red Army were simply “Russen” or “Ivans” for the Germans, while the Soviet soldiers nicknamed their enemy “Fritz.” In the Pacific, the US soldiers knew their opponents as “Tōjōs,” naming them after Hideki Tōjō (1884-1948), a general of the Imperial Japanese Army and Japanese prime minister during the Second World War. (Davies 205, Bishop 220, Gailey 25)


� Colonel Killgore (Robert Duvall) in Apocalypse Now talking about the Vietnamese.


� One third of all films made between 1942 and 1944 dealt in some way or another with the Second World War (Auster and Quart, How the War 6). Between 1965 and 1975, just two films dealing directly with the Vietnam War were made. The contrast is crystal-clear.


� ARVN (Army of the Republic of Viet Nam) was the South Vietnamese Army, known to the US forces as “our Vietnamese.” ARVN units fought alongside the US forces, first under US advisors, later alongside American combat troops, and later still—as the number of American combat troops began to decline—under US advisors again. The combat record of most ARVN units was not good and many American GIs despised their “allies.” The phrase “search and avoid” (a reference to “search and destroy”) was often used by American soldiers do describe the nature of many ARVN operations. (Clark 35)


� The Montagnards is a generic term for a number of aboriginal tribes living the Central Highlands of Vietnam. The majority Vietnamese society strongly discriminated against these people. The Montagnards often aided the US Special Forces, working as scouts and interpreters. (Clark 332)


� Given the fact that The Green Berets was basically the only “contemporaneous American feature film made about the Vietnam war” it is not surprising that it came out as “the most blatantly propagandist.” If there was nothing to compare Full Metal Jacket to, it might also get a similar label.


� NVA (a.k.a. People’s Army of North Vietnam) was the regular North Vietnamese army. Professionally trained and well equipped, it contrasted starkly with the guerilla-styled Vietcong. (Clark 397)


� Wood (242) claims that this is an American-trained South Vietnamese (ARVN) soldier destroying a North Vietnamese village. Given the historical context of the Vietnam War (the South Vietnamese Army never invaded North Vietnam), the soldier’s uniform and his equipment (AK-47 Soviet-made assault rifle, the standard of the NVA), it is more than clear that this is a North Vietnamese soldier.


� Despite the fact that there is no historical evidence that the Vietcong ever actually played Russian roulette with American POWs (Lanning 92, 201), this is not the main issue in the film. As stated by Wood, “if it were proved tomorrow that, after all, Russian roulette was practiced by the Vietcong, this would not make The Deer Hunter in the least a better film than it is, nor would conclusive evidence that it wasn’t in any way diminish it” (244).


� Coppola is often noted for what he said about Apocalypse Now at the 1979 Cannes International Film Festival: “My film is not a movie. My film is not about Vietnam. It is Vietnam. It’s what it was really like. It was crazy. And the way we made it was very much like the way the Americans were in Vietnam. We were in the jungle. There were too many of us. We had access to too much money, too much equipment, and little by little, we went insane” (Hearts of Darkness). Many critics pointed out that despite these claims to authenticity, the film failed to present the war in a realistic fashion. Yet, Coppola’s words might have been misunderstood. They do not relate to the film as being “like Vietnam,” but rather point out the fact that the filming was so strange and confusing that it resembled the chaos often associated with the Vietnam War. The problems encountered during the filming, the fact that Coppola started merging his film, his life, and reality, and that everything that could have gone wrong indeed did—all this became almost legendary and very closely associated with the film and its making. So much so that, as pointed out by Lewis, “by the time Apocalypse Now opened nationwide, the production, as opposed to the film, had become the subject of virtually every article and review” (45). Given these facts, it comes as no surprise that Coppola might have considered the filming to be “like Vietnam.” This, however, has nothing to do with the authenticity and actual reality of the film itself. (Hillstorm and Hillstorm 8-13)


� The film is 153 minutes long, the extended “redux” version is 202 minutes.


� This permanent uncertainty created such imaginary weapons as the Portable Truth Detector (PTD) which, according to the GI mythology, “could be attached to the end of a rifle […] [and] when aimed at the Vietnamese [it] could instantly identify them as either friend or foe” (Clark 533).


� This scene references the tragic and infamous event which occurred in the hamlet of My Lai near the village of Son My in March 1968. Here, an American army platoon massacred approximately 200 unarmed civilians, mostly women, children, and old people (Clark 338). The idea behind this scene came from the actors who proposed to Coppola to incorporate a scene of this sort into the film. Albert Hall recalls in Hearts of Darkness that “we all decided that we wanted to do sort of a My Lai massacre. We thought an interrogation of a boat that ended in a firefight and the loss of many lives. We wanted to experience something like that.”


� Dye also worked on Saving Private Ryan (Steven Spielberg, 1998) and Band of Brothers (2001).


� Vietnam veteran Tim O’Brien talking about the Vietcong (“The Guerilla Society”).


� During the Tet Offensive (1968), the combined Vietcong/NVA forces seized many towns and cities in South Vietnam. The battle of Hue (the cultural capital of Vietnam) became extremely protracted and it took the US and ARVN units “31 days of house-to-house fighting” to clear the city. (Clark 238, 506-507)


� LRRP (Long Range Reconnaissance Patrol) were small units of soldiers specially trained and equipped to operate deep in enemy territory. They were mostly assigned special tasks such as sabotages, POW rescue missions, raids, assassinations, ambushes, or intelligence gathering missions. (Clark 287).


� 84 Charlie Mopic is not shot on location, does not depict contemporary events, special effects are used, and the films does contain “superficial actions” (i.e. weapons, murder, etc.). This would not be acceptable according to the Dogme 95 rules (Von Trier and Vinterberg 88).


� The average kill ratio during the Vietnam War was 3-7:1 in favor of the American troops. Some Korean and US Special Forces units attained kill ratios as high as 10:1, and at special occasions even higher. (Clark 265)


� The Chieu Hoi (meaning “open arms”) program was an initiative started by the South Vietnamese government during the 1960s. It aimed to draw support away from the Vietcong by offering protection and granting amnesty to those who would desert the communist and join the South Vietnamese government. The deserters (known as Hoi Chanhs) often served alongside ARVN and US units, working as scouts, spies, and interpreters. Many of them changed sides several times during the war, moving back and forth between the two sides. (Clark 98)


� Easy suffers from “short-time fever,” a mental condition peculiar to soldiers who were “short” and had just few days left in Vietnam. For these soldiers “fears and anxieties about making it out of the field, and getting home, greatly increased” as their remaining time decreased. Soldiers who were due to leave Vietnam often talked of home and in many cases were “reluctant to take chances, became overcautious and, in some cases, acted extremely paranoid” (Clark 466). Easy clearly exhibits these symptoms.


� “Pucker Factor: A field measurement of the amount of fear [on a scale of 1 to 10] anxiety, nervousness or stress associated with a given situation or mission. The scarier the circumstances, the tighter your asshole puckered, as it tried to withdraw into the safety of your body.” (Clark 417)


� Vistas are not limited to Vietnam War films of this period. They appear in other war film, and are present in films made both inside and outside the United States, in films dealing with different wars and different enemies. For several examples, see Appendix 1.


� The unit depicted in the film is a LRRP (Long Range Reconnaissance Patrol) unit. In 1969, all LRRP units became part of the 75th Ranger Regiment (Clark 288-289). A part of the oath all Rangers take states that “I will never leave a fallen comrade to fall into the hands of the enemy” (“The Ranger Creed”).


� The “picture of that special someone” appears in other war films, such as The 9th Company (Fyodor Bondarchuk, 2005), Jarhead (Sam Mendes, 2005), Black Hawk Down (Ridley Scott, 2001), Saving Private Ryan, Platoon and many others.


� This image of brotherhood forged in combat is popularized at its best in the 2001 HBO miniseries Band of Brothers. Its ten episodes document the journey of an airborne company and its members as they progress from the beaches of Normandy through France, Holland, Belgium, Germany, and into Austria.


� Another new feature that differentiates We Were Soldiers from other Vietnam War films is the fact that the Vietnamese sections are subtitled in “hard subs,” i.e. the text is directly a part of the onscreen image and therefore is always present, whether DVD subtitles are enabled or not.


� The order to “lock and load” is issued whenever soldiers leave the base camp or the base area and enter the combat zone. For security reasons, soldiers do not carry loaded weapons in camps or while on bases and they only load their weapons once they expect to engage in combat. (Clark 285)


� It is interesting that We Were Soldiers Once… And Young does not only include accounts of the battle provided by Americans soldiers, but also those given by the commander of the Vietnamese troops, Nguyễn Hữu An (Prats 101).
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