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Fotografie und Film !

Guy Westwell: War Cinema. Hollywood on the Front Line
London: Wallflower Press 2006 (Reihe Short Cuts), 132 S.. ISBN 0-8204-

7115-1, £ 12.99

After watching the first few twenty minutes of the Normandy landing sequence
in Saving Private Ryvan (1998) 1 was convinced there was no cause. reason or
justification to legitimise such unnecessary loss. If the film had ended there, or at
least before the deux-ex-machina ending. Spielberg would have created a powerful
afltl-\var statement. Of course, as a Jew, he clearly saw the stand against Nazi
Germany to be necessary in order to prevent the Holocaust. World War H was a
JU§t war, fought for honourable reasons. What Guy Westwell reminds us in War
Cinema. Hollvwood on the Front Line is that there are vested interests which
have an incentive to depict war in a certain way. and that there is a “thoroughly
entangled relationship between war, films about war and the cultural imagination
a.bout war” (p.2). This cultural imagination of war is shaped by the various depic-
tions of war appearing in many contexts ranging from television news, news-
papers, photojournalism. documentaries, film. art exhibitions, war memorials,
games and so on. “These representations provide common ground upon which a
collective, shared sense of war is worked out, articulated and sometimes contes-
ted. With time. this collective sense of war becomes a pattern of thought ..
Constrains the very ways we think about war” (p.3).

In Spielberg’s case, the motivation is clear. However. one must never forget
lh; symbiotic relationship between the military/political establishment and films.
Did the Department of Defense lend equipment for the making of the film and
therefore gain leverage over the script? Was the release date influenced by political
events? Was the Christian rhetoric of sacrifice deployed to disguise the imperia-
listic design of war?

Westwell presents a contemporary description of the cultural imagination of
war but does so by first looking at the precedents and imaginings of war in earlier
cycles of Hollywood war films. He strikes a balance between approaching these
ﬁlims as a distinctive genre but also as “products of cycles responding opportuni-
stically to historical and cultural change in a fast-moving capitalist marketplace”
(p.9). B )

His first chapter “Early War Cinema. 1898-1930" sta
turn of the century, which mostly reconstructed famous battles. Early examples
of shot/reverse-shot and cross-cuts draw the spectator into the dramatic space of
war. This immersive sense of combat has remained a feature of war cinema. At
the beginning of World War I film producers made films which supported the
government’s policy of neutrality to the warring European nations. However, as
the war progressed the USA became more partisan. In the 1920s, a wave of anti-
war sentiment encouraged Hollywood to produce "anti-war” films such as The Big

. that

rts with war films from the
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Parade (1925) and Al Quict on the Western Front (1930), although they do con-
ceptualise war as a positive process eroding social demarcation and overcoming
class antagonism. Soldiers are shown as victims but there is no discussion of the
causes of war,

In the second chapter on the films between 1930-1961, Westwell concentra-
tes on World War 11, and in particular on Baraan (1943), as he feels films trom
this period have become central to the cultural imagination of war and a key
point of orientation for the wider genre. Cinema of the fate 1930s mimicked the
government’s isolationist stance. and with the exception ot Warner Brothers,
continued to make non-divisive films distributed into Nazi Germany and its ter-
ritories. The “conversion narrative’ later became a common theme depicting the
main protagonist (and the audience) moving from setfish neutrality to selfless
sacrifice. The Production Code Administration (PCA) had overseen Hollywood
since 1934, but in addition the newly created Office of War Information (OW1)
telt the best way to inject propaganda into the minds of the people was through
the medium of entertainment. These agencies ensured that selfless patriotism and
moral propricty would be the central themes in this cycle of filins,

The way in which Baraan “pieces together its patrol stands as a veritable para-
digm tor the nature and composition (ditferent classes and ethnic backgrounds) of
the combat unit in subsequent films. and also for the ways in which the experience
of the combat unit becomes a cipher for the experiences of war in general™ (p.35).
Each burst of intense action prepares the men for turther acts of comradeship
and bravery whereas the Japanese are simply shown as monstrous. The audience
leaves the cinema desiring revenge. Women are relegated to roles supporting men
on the home front as nurses or factory workers. seldom on the field of battie.

The template tor World War 11 war film was then applied to the “police action’
in Koreca. but two new ideological strains were interwoven: that of cynicism -
fighting a bitter small-scale war under the threat of nuclear war. and conformity
— as the genre responded to the perceived communist threat of expansion. The
next cycle of films in the late 50s and carly 60s, such as The Longest Day (1962)
or Battle for the Bulge (1963), articulate a straighttorward patriotic version of
World War 1.

In his penultimate chapter Westwell discusses Vietnam films from 1961-1989.
The limited nature of the war, and the lack of a clear strategy to attain victory,
resisted Hollywood's ready-made storylines. Hollywood executives didn’t see the
war as a suitable product for the youth market. The military was also reluctant
to lend equipment to productions which might be critical of the war. One notable
exception was John Wayne's staunchly patriotic The Green Berets (1968) which
failed at the box office. Films which addressed the Vietnam war cynically but
obliquely like Soldier Blue (1970), or not so obliquely such as M*4*S*H (1970).
were much more successtul. Later Coming Home (1978). The Deer Hunter (1978)
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and Taxi Driver : . .
vete ?-"-"'D’I\U (1976) dealt with the problems of reabsorbing the returning
. rans into American society who were ambivalently located as simultaneously
agent and victim of imperialistic politics.

vest )hcgmxt L).Llc of Vietnam War films was started by the introduction of Syl-
Ro, L/r tt{ll(}nc s John Rambo in First Blood (1982). followed infamously. by

nbo: First Blood Part 11 (1985). America gets to fight the war again and win.

ing with Platoon (1986) and Full
acsthetic of Rambo with
r to mediate

Then came a cyele of Vietnam War films start
i\]/h:‘,a/ J(:F'k_t'/ (l“‘)87) which resisted the cartoon-like
O]Llcrl ‘&“p‘!::lll:"if:t;ts élllg]llif)l] to detail and use o‘fthc combat soldi‘e .
personn] ahi\-mn’mr??] at‘ m;(? our memories of Ihg war. These hlms‘lmp‘ly a
the Viet . > ‘ . l‘-lunm l’mt can be ovcrcgmc, diy erln}g OL.H'. attention trom

etnamese victims. They allow a successtul process of revision.
in lgggﬁ;}i‘;—‘gii&; ;itea.l‘s W‘ ith contemporary war films fr01'n Sm'ing?f {Jl'i\‘lﬂt’ Rvan
‘greatest generation” ;:5 absense t{mt Worlq War Il was a “just war fqught by the
and lheircbra\‘er ﬁ.c' 1:3 ¢ rl‘lltalv} iolence .(ill'(?C\(Cd towar_ds the il\.merncan troops.
Films about acu{ql(orm? such violence. justifics thc' wider mlhtz{ry campaign.
with verv little h(istor' t(;nlempo_r'flry wars. are relatively rare, often AOIIC-SldCd
War 11 film has re ‘qclfftlof\r;plltlcal cqxt;xt. Th; contemporary period World
imagination s replaced the Vietnam War in shaping our contemporary cultural
1ratia(})nct{:;;’i’;?llrSﬁaln echellem.book. It is well writte‘n._ente‘naining and concen-
and overview o‘t‘ then:S. ?rTa} lel_am'ely ‘short book. it is a first-rate 1qtr0dug10n
film like Catch-22 (lze_/f(l)r)t. '10 }Ssue of race and what makes .a classtc antlh-war
any case. this bo—(:k e “a‘ntl-\'\ ar could h.ave been analysc‘d in more d(?tal]'. In
when ou; })oiitici'x : v cr? a t‘lm.ely warning to us to consider the implications
ans suggest 1t Is imperative to go to war.
Drew Bassett (Koln)
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