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The trouble with war movies

By Lawrence Weschler

K

ity i 2004, 3 little mone than ten years af-
ter the conclusion of the Firse Gulf War—which
is 1o say the shaorr, fast, clean, clear, and ever so
painlessly rriumphalist one—and on the very
brink of whiag waz r.apujl!, SECMINE the inevitable
I.:Ilu'll.'a'l-l II‘I 1ks Gir more !.-\.":l'lril:-\. .|EI.'I.‘I ‘-l.'I.IUI'I ~ .i.l.'l r
thony Swalford, a Manne sniper veteran of that
st conflicr, publshed a powerfully bleak mem-
oir of his experiences there in the Kuwaiti am-
phithearer back in the carly nineties, a bimerly
cautionary screed, utterly pithed of illusion or
easy consalations. OF all the revelations i Swof-
fond's briske chronicle, one of the moen startling oo
cumed near the book's very ourser, a5 he described
how Marines on the verge of being sent into bar-
the poosed themselves inte a blessed-out state of
readiness by screening videos of movies depicting
1.'i|:.||.!'r WilTs, :|:H.I 14} ]":l ic l.l].lr l":lt‘ Il.' SOENes |n:‘11|
several of the bleakest Vietnam movies of all

some of the most thoroughly illusion- and
consclation-pithed films ever made—scenes, for
example, like Robert Dhvall’s celebrated and mo-
toriously bBlood-drenched Valkyrie helicopter mad
in Francis Ford Coppala’s Apocalypee Now,
There i talk,™ Seolford noted, “that mans
Vietnam hlms ame antivar, that thie mesege s den
war (5 inhumane. .. . Bt aciually, Viernam hlms
are all pro-war, no matter what the supposed
message, what Kubrick or Coppola or Stone in-
teneded.” Swolford went on to allow as how Mr
and Mrs, lohnson in Omaha or San Francksoo or
Manhattan might well watch such films “and
weep and decide once and for all dhat war is in-
humane and rerrible, and they will rell dhede
triemds ar church amd thear famaly thas, bug Cios-
poral Johnson ar Camp Pendleton and Sengeant
Johnson at Travis Air Force Base . ., and Lance
Comporal Swalford at Twentynine Palms Marine
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Corps Base warch the same films and ame excir-
ed by them, because the magic brutalivy of the
films celebrares the termible and despicable beau-
ty of their fighting skills. Fight, rape, war, pil-
lage, bum,” Swolford went on, starkly. "Filmic im-
apes of death and camnage are pornography for the
military man: with ilm you are stroking his cock,
tickling his balls wech the pink feather of histo-
ry, geteing him ready for his real First Fuck. It
doesn't matter how many Mr. and Mrs. Juhn-
soms are antiwar—the actual killers who know
how o use the weapons are nos."”

"The sppesedly antiwar films have failed,”
Swofford concluded, a few parmgraphs bater, char-
acterizing his euphoric state that distant after-
noon. “As o young man raissd on the films of dhe
Viemam War, | want ammunition and akeohol

and dope, | want o

screw some whores

whvo i this connext has himsel been having 1o

harrow the distincrdy unsenling rask of revisiving

and revisioning a scene he labored over for

maonths almost chirey years ago as a crucial mem-

ber of the original Apocalyfae Now ream, this
tirree, abas, in an entirely new and even
more disturbing light

“ 1 5
A.t tirmes | get o feeling like I'm inside my
own Escher drawing,” Murch admitted to me o

evening, One hans, as it were, drawing the oth-
er into being: his past decisions shaping his cur-
renmt ones, anad vice versa.

| was somewhat sympathetic to Murch's plight.
Adfter all, | was reporting for 2 magazine thar had
ieself nun an excerpt from Swofford's book during
the rum - 1o the current war in the hope that it
mighn heelp peoplbe come o their senses {a gambi
that hadn't ended up proving all thar effective ei-

and kill some [ragi ther). At any race, I'd bepun dropping in on Murch

M AYRE TRYING TO SET SUCH AN

motherfuckers.” at the film's tion studics in Manhat-
ACCOUNT AS SWOFFORLYS TO FILM One might have  tan's West Village (conveniently located roughly

bald appraisal would nin haunts and those of Mendes in London ). Tall,

THE MIDST OF A NEW WAR

have given o new
generation of film-
makers paise: mavhe
rying oo ser such an account as Swofford’s o
film might not be a good idea afrer all, especial-
Iy in the midse of & new war, with its fresh cadre
of voung men and women likewise being prepped
for bartle; maybe the viscerally immediste (medi-
wiraless ) mediom of cinerna & amply incapable
of projecting such measured and rentarive
recomsicerations.

And yet—such cautionary warnings be
damned—a new team of Alnmakers has taken on
precisely this challenge. As that then-impending
new war became fully engaged, producers
Dicnaglas Wick (Gladiosor) and Lucy Fisher com-
milssioned Viemam-ver soreenwriter Bill Broyles
Ir. {Apodia |3, Cast Away, etc. ) and English stage
director Sam Mendes { American Beaury and Rood
g Perdition) to attempt to mransfer Swolford's
deeply distressing vision to the screen. With
filming already complete and postproduction
well under way (aiming for a Movember 4 re-
lease), the ream has chosen to confront the chal-
lempe head-on, positioning that scene of battle-
ound young Marines goaded into a lusty frenzy
by a screening of char Valkyrie helicoprer raid
right near the beginning of the Blm as in some
witys its central fulerum, the very hinge of their
entire new effort. And the result s indeed one
of the most deeply affecting and desconcerting
scenes in recent flm history, thanks in no small
part to the lavish ministrations of the film's ed-
itor, the legendary Walter Murch { The Conver-
s, The movies, The Linbearable
Ligheness of Being, The English Pacient, erc., etc.},
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slim, hunched, unflappable (s if Zen centered),
Lhﬂhuu.ﬂdpm&mﬂhmq:mﬂw.llhhﬁl,
riffling through the oniginal ssquence from Apec-
abyrse Nose, booped onto one of the little moninors
above, and then Mendes's rich tove of reaction
shots, keoped onto another monitor, meticubows-
ly interleafing the two for eventual projection
onto the larger plasma soreen over to the side.
The original scene: Duvall, plaving Colonel
Bill Kilgore, darling of the Firn Air Cavalry,
maturally dapper, gung-ho, buff, complete-
mhmﬁl in his new assignment (o deliv-
er the Mavy speadboar ferrying Martin Sheen's
Willard chemcter to the Y- trfested mout of the
eiver they i nim would presently be nesding to
ascend as pam of their Conmdesque mission)—
completely uninterested, that iz, unfil he finds
out that Sheen’s team inchides a spacey young
Mavy seaman whe just happens o be a southern
Califomian surfing phenom, and thar dhe dela
beach in question, furthermore, just happeis to
sport the ¢leanest breaking waves up or down the
entire Vietnamese coast. Kilgore (5 a troe afi-
ciomado, and, o8 he memorably shoots back, self-
evidently, when one of his junior officers coun-
sels against am assault on such o well-deferded
Vier Cong stronghold, Why should they care
abour any VT defenders! "Charlie don't saerf.”
The next momning, his feet of choppers idling at
the ready, Kilgore has one of his boys let rip with
the eraditional bigle charge from every cavalry
westemn you have ever seen. The helicopers peel
off, thrillingly, and a few miles ouwt from the vil-
lage, Kilgore orders another of his men o en-
gage the pey-ops loudspeakens, from out of which
will soon come welling Wagner's *Ride of the




Valkyries.” “Scares the hell out of the slopes,”
Kilgore dhours out, by way of explanation, to his
new surfing buddy, “My bovs love it.”

A hiow could rthey not? The music swells
with the throbhing menace of propulsive in-
evitability. Suddenly, though, the Wagnerian
sounclirack cuts out, and we are in a calm, al-
most pastoral, seaside village, peasants and teach-
ers and their school charpes padding about, intens
o thieir variows TTROET iR h!'.l.alb\., 'A']"d.'f'l "-"'L- |."l.l.=|l'n.ll-:~
come barreling o the village's central square,
radsing an ungent akam. Everyone tries 1o scatter,
ps back to the Fast-scudding chopper fleer we go,
the Valkyrie theme in full lussy throteke, rockets
opening out as the village comes into view over
the horizon, machine guns faring—all hell break-
img loose, Carnage and mavhem, the scene goes
o for what seems like ever, the VO and their
peasart hoses suffering relentless casualvies, as
presently do some of Kiksore's men as well (“Fuck-
iy savages,” mutters K'il;{-.l’r. surveving the scene
Eroan aboy l.'.-::l.I[l“.'IHl.'d at the |.5].1|.uf'.l.n {*nrrn'.-'ll:m
deigms o oppose him). Talk about horror: in
Conradian teems, this is the homor before The
Hoeror—and Coppola and Murch are complete-
Iy undflinching in their gaze.

feanwhile, over on the other monitor, Murch
‘En.tmp.lﬁ T I.J r'a!l,'l'h.‘ll."'llﬁ 119 E‘I'.'l'l IJI'lrI.II.'II'..:Ill:E e
action ﬁ:-u:.lg.:, and if anyt hin;,; it 1% more ko
Fying vet. Bush péve has juss announced that Hus-
seim's invasion of Kowait will nos be allowed to
wand, and the Marines screening the Vallkyne
scene there in their base suditoriom {soores of ex-
ras, alongside Jake Gyllenhaal in the role of
Swodford ) are in a veritable parcoovsm of ecstasy
It's like a midnighe showing of The Bocky Hommor
Piceure Shows they know every line, they mime
every gesture (one grinning grunt, for example,
aps o box of Hot Tamales :q.;.ai.r.:-: his shawven
hl:l.lll as, up o0 the SCPREn, an :||.r|!'~|.1rl'||.' -.:-Idu-:r
Raps 3 e of fresh ammo ageirst his helmet),
they scream oul encouragement | El Nifo!™ ome
of the hovs cries out disconceringly as a Viet-
namese toddler momentarnily hesitates in the
st of iz class's humied evaoumtion), they mar-
vel at the technigue (hand-banking along with
e swery g Hl.u."g.:q.:l and exule at the |::-:F'|rd|.1'.|.:
badies, ehasy souar witks the saelling msse (pey-ops,
indeed—rhough. one iz glven o wonder, on just
whom is it intended to opsi—ecstatically they
imbibe the smell of napalm in the moming and
v, it does, it does: v smells ke . .. Vicnoey

And patiently, meticulousty, Murch keeps in-
terleating the scenes. "[t's probably bese thae '
the one doing this,” he avers one evening. "I it
weren't me, some other editor would either be
overly protective of the original—wary of break -
ing amvy of the precicas china—or else just reat-
ing it aill likee rvwe material ™ Every ransition evolbes
a rush of memory, For insmnee, thar sudden cur

hlssidtills P Apovidsns Sow B LUndiod Ao i) Flasoled [5op],
il B Lopinugpn{Llasied AursityThe Kohal Collecton [botiom b

s ehie villkage, the music momentanily Galling away:
*Uiriginally,” Murch recalls, *Francis wanted o
have the tape in the coprer-bome player simply
snuap, the spool failing spasmodically as the mu-
sic went suddenly silent and the soldiers nushed
frantically 1o repair the damage. | pleaded with him
st i s thhaar, i1 fele too clundidly contrived, and
W wend rongrid and mound -.:uh-rl\'l.'b l.'r|[|'| 'I]"n.il
omie—but | coukd see his poine, he was diesd sighe
in his basic imteition, and eventually we were
able to come up with this altemative momentany
change of focus pmed shift in sand densiog.” Mow,
though, in the MendesMurch version, the mu-
sk poes silenn, and, uncannily, the auditormuembul
of Marines simply takes up the slack, chanting
aborg i the place of
the momentarily ab-
hl!\.'l'll l'IlI.'.II.‘-l.‘I'.I'. .'\II.I!
B B VE r1 IEI.I.'I s
member of the our-
rent audience, in
2005, vou don't
know whether m be
roused or appalled:
ir Fact, you ane both
o1 once {and boch oz
each ather),

“The essenirial ar-
fratuie of that Ofed-
inal soene” Murch
recalled for mi on-
other evening, "that
combimation of the
surfing mania and
the Wagner, came
directly ot of fohn
Milius's  scripr,
thouph there it was
only a fow pages at
most, and Francls
elaboeared ie all ineo
thar vast extended battle soquence, langely by im-
corporating the sones he was hearing out there
o the set in the Philippines.” Murch went quict
for a moment, rejigpering the ous betwesn two of
the takes he'd just been studying, forwamd and
back. "lr'sa s I|1|1|n.: abonat Frameis amd '."'».uu."
he resumed. “Both ol dvem were thirey-nine @
the vime they were shiooting their respecrive films,
films that in both cases were attempting to come
1 terms with milizasy actions ven years prios than
were only just then beginning 1o emenge, in pan
thanks w the hlms themsslves, from an extend-
ed period of public occlsion.

“And there are other add funny coincidences.
For example, back in the kate seventies, | was re-
gponsible for the sound design on the Valkyrie
scenie, nnd for months 1'd been using the Georg
Solti version with the Vienna Philhasmonic, We
were just aboiur 1o lock on the sequence when
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somehody had the sense 1o sk whether anhody'd
sicufed permdsaon to use that pasticolas version,
arwl mayhe becise the whole editing process had
been a bit of a dapdash madhouse, in fact we
hadn'e, nobody had bothered, and presensly it
became apparent that Decea Burope had no in-
tention of granting permisston for its deployment
in such o potentiadly controversial context, Dis-
aster. We mushed over o Tower Records and
brought back nincteen separare versions, only
one of which remotely rracked with the thythms
of the editing we had done with the vissbs: Leins-
doef, with the LA, Philharmonsc. But after we
fesathered Leinsdon s vemsion i and l"l‘l’lil_‘l:lt\!
thie resules, it too turmied ouwt to be all wrong, o
so much because of
thie meter as because
of the colorarion:
Leirsdor emphasized
the strings whereas
Solni had browsghe the
hrﬂeﬁ'l-:rl!k‘lt'fl.ll'u, amndl
the scene really criad
out for thae acidie
bruss. S0 eventually
Framcis himself flew
out o0 meet with
Soled, and Solri said,
O course, Diear Bloy,
why didn't vou ask
me i the first place”
He ondered Decea to
release the righes,
only this all hap-
pened so late in the
process that we
weren' 1 able to make
use of the master
tapes, we had oo lifr
the music off a disc,
which, acrually, |
SUpPOSE, is APPIopri-
ate, since Kilgore probably did the same.

“Bus, a5 [ say, funny coincidences: Becase ini-
tially Francis was refising the Jobead team the
rght to use any footage from ot of Apwcabyfse
Meow—he appsarenitly ween't pleased at the prospect
of his complex film being reduced so namowly o
the aspect of its use o milicary pomography—
and in the end, Sam had o plead with him per-
sonally to secure his teneative approval for wse of
the Valkyrie sequence. Though Francis seill retains
thee right o refuse its wse in the end, which would
be a real dissster™ Murch winced briefly, before

resuming his oustomary fen calm: 1
o expect it will be okay.”

ilm is such a curious medium,” Murch
commented another afternocn, leaning with his
long legs spread out from his high chair, his
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hack to the digital arbed console. "The central
dilemma of flm compared o all other naees-
tive media i thar ic's liceral, in thar whar you see
is what was lirerally there, and yver we as film-
makers in processing the narrative have to cre-
are a spaciousness, 3 sketchy ambiguiry, that al-
lows the audience themselves o plece it all
rogether and make iv powerfully their own.” He
paumsed for a moment. T he danger of a well-
made bad movie, in this sense, i that it crush-
s the imagination of the aodience.”

He wae tighening that scene of the Marines ec-
static before the Valkyries yet further (four and
i half minutes of Apocalypse Now time would
evenmaally ger compressed to just aver one and a
half minutes in Jarhesd), and he now recalled
how “Ride of the Valkyries™ had played a key
role at the very outser of film hisory, thar ar the
clim of one of dhe first feanure films ever mode—
the execrably racist and phenomenally success-
ful 1913 pacan 1o the Reconstructionist South,
The Birth of a Narton—D. W, Griffith had Ji-
rected the orchestras secompanying his fillm o
plu.',.' Wagmer's mousing anthem a I'B:kn.lmp 1o hiix
depiction of the galloping Klan raids on those
uppity Megroes and their carpethageer allies (2
precedent, Murch assured me, of which he and
Coppola and Milius, all good film students our of
LICLA and USC, would certainly have been
avane a8 they conurived the Duvall scene, with ies
sy replacement of one set of Colored People by
ancher). Thar in arm got him w calking abour
the sheer marvel of the development in a medi-
urm that is bess than a hundred years obd. “How did
thase guys do it back chen, with cheir ddicubously
limired resources—or even us, with our compas-
.|.l|'|.'r:|.1_,' better Jﬂﬂ.-]rq'lnl array. A least now we
hane compuderns, I fuylize rii'ﬂ'sl: im thee middle of ity
youi can lose sight of the marvel of ir all, how &
couple hundred people can peel off for a year and
cmerge on the far side with this mirsculowusly in-
valving and coherent thing, a two-hour movie.
| imaginge a hamachred VeI froem mavar, p-mp]l: will
look back om these things and regand them the
way we marvel at Gothie cathedrals, Charrres
and the like, cach more marvelous than the one
before, and yet how could rI"LL'!.' have done i, in
their case with nothing more than human mus-
cle and, I.il:ﬂ'ﬁ”'r', h.l.u:mtm‘r:r.'" 1l ocenrred o
me im this comtext, reversing the terms of Munch's
analogy, that the cathedrals themselves had been
buiilr to awe-strike the masses, that they were in
a serse the Apocalspse Nows of their day, and
thar even as they sought o bring people choser o
the god of love, they'd also, quire explicidy and
eHectavely, served as recruitment devices for wars
of inguisitional carmage. For thar marrer, cathe-
draly, wath their hidden orpnise s totitl-woek -
of-pod Weltanschaamp, were Wapnerian projects
in their own right—or else mayhe Wapner win

Folim st il foin Apuscatipse o 10 Mlandes Nayrhone, Oy Images
Crop b, ] 10 Foscavope/Lonined A riseaThe Kobal Collecton {bonn )



simply trying to tap back into their originary
power in a subsequent, far less godly age.)

A few moments Later, Murch descended (or
should [ say ascended ) am octave 1o his theory of
the Three Fathers (for a richer elaboration of
which, see the writer Michael Ondaatje’s book-
bergth inverview with Murch, The Conversagions),
his own idiosyncratic genealogy of film, the no-
tion that cinema rises ar the intersection of Edi-
son, Flaubert, and Beethoven. Edison, of course,
sranding im for all the innovarions on the wech-
nical side; Flavbert, for the upsurge of realism
{and specifically “closely observed realism,” the
way the French master could spend a whole page
evoking how lght and sound fell scross an emp-
ty room, only in onder to pet a1 something far
grander); and then Beethoven, with his expan-
gion and exploitation of the idea of dynamics
{thie notion that “by ageresively expanding, con-
tracting and transforming the thythmic and or-
chestral structure of music, you could create un-

ted emotional resopance and power™},
All of it leading to flm, a rechnology ideally

surited eo the dyramic representation of

chosely ohserved realiny.

¥, 80 somewhere in there [ spent a
weekend watching the original Apocalypse Now
again and again, gnawing at this problem of
whether it's even possible to imagine creating
an antiwar film, or whether any depiction of
war in film mecessarily lends ieself 1o military-
pomographic exploitation,

[ shioubd perhaps note here thar 1% been one of
thise who'd reststed the blandishments of the
flm when it first came out, in 1979%—or rather,
merybe the clutms made on behali of it and Michael
Cimino's virmually simultaneows, equally ambi-
vious, and stmilarly touted Deer Himter, There
was 2 ot of ralk ar the time about how these flms
muhmlnuﬂiﬂm:ﬂnmﬂ&mr
ity of the Yietnam War, “It was my thoughs,”
Coppola had said, "that if the American audi-
ence could book at the heart of what Vietnam
was really like—what it looked like and felt like—
then they would be only one small step away from
putting it behind chem.” There was something
scrange in the xr, chis sense that we were some-
how colleceively going ro be able to pet Vietnam
beehind us by merely going o see Apocabpes Mo,
o, even more tenuously, by belongeng toa coun-
try in which such a film could be created (even,
or maybe especially, in the face of the povern-
ment’s opposition ). What exactly was it that we
seemed to be hoping that Coppola could do for
us! There was moral hubris in Coppola’s aspira-
tion to single-handedly confrone the Vietmnam
experience with such ferocioms lucidity thar he
might wrest penance for the entire country in
the process. And chere was moral vacuousmess

in our secret vearning that he'd be able 1o do s

In the event, furthermose, there always seemed
o e @ Baw at the b of both Cimino's and Cop-
pola’s efforts. | mean. it seemed 1o me kind of im-
portant o note that, in the case of the former,
there were actually no recorded instances of Vier
Cong or any Vietnamese engaging in Russian
roulette human cockBghts—or, 10 the case of the
atter, of bands of Mortagnard eribesmen, dazed by
suffering, lining up behind a demented Special
Foroes afficer, elevating him to podhiood, and then
following him over
the precipice into or-
giastic violence and
debauchery from
which, umalde o res-
cue themselves, they
had to be delivered
by the arrival of an-
other, albeit differ-
ently conflicted,
white mam. [f you complained along these lines at
the time, 25 | remember doing to a friend of mine,
you were Likely to be cold thar no, no, you didn'c
underseand, Vietnam was merely the lnmching-off
pone, thar Cimino and Coppola were after iome-
thirg maich bgger than Viemam—the taproots of
masculinity, the abyss of existential dread, the
lure of violence, etc., eve.—ALL THE BIG
THEMES—and presently names like Nietmche
and Schopenhauer and of course Conrad {or in the
case of Cimine, Hemingway) would sant petting
rossed aroumd. And | just remember thinking, But
walr, there is noching bégger chan Vietram., Vier-
ncaary, ] whar we did dhere, is @ big as we are ever
poing to get b our peneration. Vietnam was all the
theme a director could possibly hope to encomgpess.
A there was something fundamentally faowed m

a response that wsed it s a bunching-off point for
larger significations. (Wasn't that, after all, the
origin of the Vietnam disaster in the first place? For
Johnson and Rostow and Mixen, Vietnam had
never been just sbout Viernam either. It was alwanys
abour Something Much Bigger. God save those
poor souls, | remember thinking, from Americans
tracking Big Themes. )

Having said that, even then | could ac-
knovaledge the evidens power, the fierce integrity,
and even the ferocious hicidity of much of the
Elmmaking in Apocabypse Now, especially acros
the first half of the picture—in particular the
Walkyrie scene and, even more so, the sequence
detziling the catastrophically botched meeting (a
mini My Lai) of the Navy spocdboar wicth that
peasant sampan on the river. (It vumms our, inci-
dentally, that the latter scene was never in the
original scripe, and char it pot conceived and in-
served only as the Blm was being shot, and, ac-
cording to Coppola himself, at the specific urg-
ing of Walter Murch.)

THERE WAS MORAL VACUOUSNESS
IN OUR SECRET YEARNING THAT
COPPOLA COULD WREST PENANCE

FOR THE ENTIRE COUNTRY

L]
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And one’s admiration bor the flm—over and
bevorad the Bdg Theme terms its admirers set for
i when i hiest come out—only increases with
teme, of 0 | found myself feeling, watching it
agaan el again that weekend.

And damn, Bt domn: thas Valkyrie scene

Kilgore's boy raises the bugle 1o his lips and
lets rip with that cavalry charge, and 1 feel
myself falling through a trapdoor of history,

into, | suppose, an altemate gene-

T alogre . .
he year being 1876, back in the nJ.L'!.'b when

cavaleies srill charped our on horsehack . ..

July: Liewtenany Colonel George Armitrong
Custer—preternaturally dapper, gung-ho, buff:
ok |emls several mu uu.'ltn:i hurr,:.lmm qi'rl'u:
Seventh Cavalry info wretched debacle at the Lir-
tle Bighom.

Toward the end of that same year, the Unie-
ed Seates will see its most tightly contested pres-
idential election o date. Bamuel Tilden will ac-
mally win the popular rally and come within a
singhe electoral vote of claiming the prize, only o
see his mandate stolen by Rutherford B. Hayes,
who rriumphs by promising the Southern states
that e will withdraw the federal army, thereby
u-.‘:hlr'rll\g: the Klan dream of i.-ndm,; Recon.
SrrLction, an outcome immoalized not quate
forry pears later. ..

.. [he Brth of & Nanoa, I W, Grtheh's oan
lavish Cesamkimatuenk, featurning, s we have
seen, ab ity climactic moment, the Klan riding on
horseback 1o the rescue of embattled Southern
white purity to the rowing strains of Wagner's
“Ride aof the Valkyrie"

a thiemie taken up once mone twenty-five years
affter thar, Back spmin in Germany, nooumides Bas

Augst: In Bayreuth, Richard Wagner inongu-
rates his stupendous Festsplelhas wich the woeld
premlene of his full Bing cvele, the way he has al-
ways intended it be performed, with armor-
plated, horse-borme Valkyries seriding powerfully
onte the stage at the opening of the third act of
the secomd play, a perfect manifestation of the
Master's doctrine of Gesamtumstwerk, the all-
aroand, all-convergent happening, with all the
arts {music, stagecralt, painting, litersture) com-
baned (nome claiming precedence over the oth-
er—in act, as he specibeally sespulates, wath the
orchestra removed from s radinional posicbon
arid hidden awsay down below, such char ies sourds
will seem o be rising from all ever) in oeder 1o fav-
ish the .L'.h.]iﬂ'.n' in a verstable debasch of =nso.
Iy EXpersnce

That same year, milroad evooon Leland Stan.
ford purchiases an estate in Palo Alto and, hav-
ing done perhaps more than anyone else to ren-
der horses obsolete as mansportation, ms m
ratsing them for sport, having enlisted the pho-
tographer Eadweard Muybridge in a novel effort
to capture their stampeding gait in the fullness of
s I"-L'LI.'LF,. Within a -::ﬂ.q*i-r of YT, ."-‘t1|'|'|.‘1'ri..i.;r will
dix juse that cheough his inmevation of animal-
motion studies, for all mtents and purposes -
venting cimema abong the way,

propaganda newsreels—the Lufnwaffe in vighe
lofmalon famimg .".:{I'I[l.' Gis [effof l\.!L'l'-l-l'I
upon all the opponents of Aryan purity—therehy
bearing out Theodor Adormo, who, a5 early as
1937, had been decrying how in "Wagner's case
what predominares is already the votalitarian and
seigneurial aspect of atomization; thas devabuation
of the individual vis-3-viz the r|1h1|.i|:'9.'1 which ex-
;l:pjﬁ all .'||.|r|'u_'n|:|; dindeciscal InEermcti 1 =t b
composer-comductor [ Andreas Huyssen re-
cently chamcterized marters in his remarkable es-
say “Ackomo in Reverse™) beating the audience in-
to submission through orchestration thas has "the
tendency 1o drown out the individual instrument
in Bvor of . .. large-scale melodic complexes,” all
culomifad AR i ]'I!'uml.a:ln:lp.lruj. u'l'lul]'. 18 O B3,
i Aulormio’s wonds, “rhe llosion of the sbsolute re-
adity of the unreal,” with (Huysen againd “the
drama of the future, as Wagner called his
Urgsamelamstwerk,” prehguring “that nightmarish
regression into an archaic past which compleres
{5 erajectory in fascism, " Having thas nailed Wag-
et and Mazism. Adomo would go on o seek
refuge, through the war years, in southern Cali-
fosrmuta, whese he would while sway his days, sourly
surveying what be came o see as Wagner's lega-
v in the machimations of the entire culture in-
Jusery, and Hollvwood movies in partioular

D'y [ i ohe Ll Fighaew | i), by Ko S A Nison 8 0ORRES: ShooncE o ihe seape Semgm of Bschard
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Which i mum brings us oo the flm schools of
southern California, a peneration after that,
steeped i some of the Mew Left crivigue of the
Hollywood syscem thar was Adormno's legacy, as
well as in a whole ser of snaningly Gesamtiamst
werk: Sensurround ambitions of their own, Fom
ouit of which would emerpe the likes of Coppola
and Milis and Murch, who, a few vears after
that—as a matter of fact m 1976, exacily one
hundred yvears after Custer’s debacle and
Bayreuth's premicee and Stanford’s purchase and
Hayes's deal—would begin work on their own
shattering masterpiece, complete with its ironi-
-|.':|||1.' inverbed |‘1||rr|.:u.:¢' &) []:1f‘|1|!||.. I!Iul hurr'.l'i{
Walkyrie raid of the choppers of the aichorme cav-
alry, a scene that less than a genertion Later
wineld be being deployed (pithed of all trony) 1o
stiffen the resolve of an audivoriunviul of jarheads
Ak T'“'l'l.'ll'_l'nl'l![‘ F‘illml HATIIH.' E\J.'r[' l'":l'.ll:I'IJ F\.:" o

whole fresh war of thelr own, in @ scene thar,
less than a penerarion afver that, and b the mads
sl yel wmither u.'l.'l-.ll.-:' REW Wi, would itself be
torming the hilcrum, the very hinge, of yet an-
other effort to nail down the whole self-

immalating, slf-devouring, apmized]y

I churming monster of a perplex

rype out an abbreviated version of the above
and ermnadl it to Muarch, and |'r|. Wiy of n.'rl'!.' b
s dryly how seross his sty here i Manhattan,
ws b continuies edining the pionure, e has been a
guest at the National Arts Club, off Geamency
Park, which i 1o =y, thee odd Sarmsel

I Tilden mansion. So. po figure.

1ok to mying to contact some of the other
prncipals in the story, For example, Coppola
hameelf, who proved o be traveling in Burope, mis-
ing money for a new project, and not terribly
drawn, when | finally was able to track him down
by email, to pursuing my variows lines of inquiry
"Sorry,” he explained. *I'm far oway both geo-
praphically and every other way and not really
imterested anymore.” Seill, he did rouse himself
from such disinterest enough to note how he
didn't "really accept char AN is prowar, though |
can see that i vy depice such vialent acts in a stir-

Film el froees They Berek il @ Masen coaaneis Kins leetnarsemil.

Phuwograph of Ladfresgiv S dive-hombaen. € Keyone ey munpes

ring cimematic way, its hand o avosd glonfying
war, But that & only ome thread in the ol -
pestry. | never really thought of the flm as an an.
viwar Blm soomwch e a film about the dilemma of
‘meorality’ im certain modern situations and more
of an “ante-lee’ il 1 ;|.'1||."c-.." b o luded, “thar
1o make a Blm that B rraly anemear, it woudd not
be st anywhere near batelehelds or theaters of
war, but rather in homan sinstions S from chose”

John Milius, om the other hand, proved al-
mest impossible oo stopper, once | reached him
by phone., Mor did | have any desire to do se. Fa-
meously voluble, with a kegendary reputaticn for
being borderline unhinged in the lavishness of his
macho-patriotic self-presennations (in an early
group steot of the team ar Coppola’s Zoetrope
Soudio, he cast himseli’ as a Mexican bandine,
with a big sombrero atop his beaming face and a
belt of ammunition sashed round his ample

belly; his subsequent credits included Conan the
Barbvrian, Red Dawn, and now the HBOY sedjes
Hl:l'l'l'l.". iﬂHJ tIE lill'l'll'lhl'f H'I'ur"II'L"I! j::l'.“{‘ﬂ':hjmilnl'ﬁ
character in The Big Lebowskr), he also tums out
to be immensely likable, though | kept being re-
minded of the similarly bearish and larper-than-
life artist Bd Kienholz, of whom the dealer Irving
Blum cnece confided 1o me, “A quarnter um of the
SCrew, fust & quiarter e of the sorew, and we coubd
have had Adolf Hitler all aver :4.,;..1i.n."

“I'm abways being portrayed as this extreme
right-wing nutease,” Milius interrupted me at
one point, perhaps sensing the way my assocea-
tions were tending, "and chough | happily ademic
to being a flagrang jingoist, | am just as much a
seething Marxist as anvthing ebe—don't pet me
going on corporate greed or the so-called policies
of the neocons.”

I asked him abour his inspiration for che
Walkyrie scene. 'Was it true, as | had heard, dhar
he had been banking off The Bith of @ Nazion!

"Monsense,” he nsisted, "I!I-.r-ugh it true |
ihhl e JI'H! hlll.lil,"l.l iIIII.I ET‘HII;!H- :II,II'I'IlF:"d rh:,lr
fibm in school, and was incidentally pust about the
only person in the room during the screening,
Murch's and Lucas’s and all their subsequent
recollections motwithstanding. Bur, as it hap-
pens, it was a silent screening, there was no or-
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chestral erack, as | recall, so thar wouldn't have
heen where | got it or whar [ was referencing.”

{Murch stands by his version. )

“Mo,” Milius conrinued, it simply had 1o do
with my being a surfer, surfing being my enrire life
in those days. Scratch the surface of any surfer
and you'll ind a marsuding Viking at heart, if
I!|'|.-|:'."1[ |l||l'.' .lJ:Il:lIr BL. .'"|.|‘u‘| phat was the e
sereaming theough oy besd out there on the woves
during those years: Wagmer and The Doors.” Mil-
ns defmitely doesm's serike one a5 & Beach Boys soet
of gy,

“1 weaes amususal im thar crowd at flm school, be-
canese |'d have given anything 1o be a Magine. As
& surfer I'd spent @ bot of time hanging out with the
Marines off Pendleton, and I'd had every inten-
tion of joining up, in fact | mied, but [ got reject-
ed on health grounds, and | was devasmated, | fele
like I'd been rejected as a human being ...~

What healbch grounds?

on ance we lelt the caves. Only there was no WaY
| eould found my own unit, so 1 did the second
bese, whuich was v wrire it Every writer wishes he
could acrually be doing the thing he writes about.
And that Valkyrie scene came from a vision |
theadl of the exhibanstion of war—nght alongside the
terron and the hormor and the fear of being snuffed
out. The .[#rrv clfn!.' an:n;l:l','!—-l,m]i-i:l: du.nng; the
Victorian era, when the glory was all that gor dis-
cussed—nowadays it's the horrar thar always gers
talked about. And either one by itself, of course,
is & ridiculous half-statement.”

It tumaed ot that Milius's specific vision (and
its accompanying score) had a rather surprising
origin. “By 1967, which is when we are talking
abowt here, the Vietnam War had already umed
fruserating: the soldiers being sent chere had the
same dedication as those who'd gone o Bghe in
the Second World War, but it was becoming
clear this was a borched job, they were being

O account of oy asthma, just like my hero
Teddy Roosevele, who stamted a war as assistant
secretary of the iy, then resigned so i o be alble
to fght in bt, only to get rejected owing o his
asthmia, at which point he went and founded his
e umit— "o, 20, his wiffe siid, “mantbe you'll
et it out of your system —headed down to Cu-
ba and ended up leading the most critical action
in the most extraondinary way, the only man on
horseback for the entire charge up San Juan Hill,
getting shot at from all sides and surviving vo rell
rh.l.- ril]t' i -

{Mow, there's a trapdoor for you: Teddy Roo-
sevelt began serializing his best-selling account of
those Rough Rider exploits in January 16899 the
very nest month, in February 15899, Joseph Con-
rad began publishing a novelistic rendering of
an earlier set of adventures of his own, up the
Congo River, albeit in an entirely different tem-
per: Hewt af Darlres, )

“Thai's what | md\'inﬁl:l b b iy din,™ Ml
s comtinued, “to go prove moysell i bartle—rthe
same a5 all young men long to do, i they are hon-
st with themselves, whether it's night or wrong or
even sane, which is a debate that's been going

wisted, it was becoming a furile exercise. The
myth of invincibility was crumbling: "Juse wair wll
the Marines ger here!' people used o say, endy
they'd been there for several years already, and it
clearly wasn't working.

“And then, in the midst of all that, came the
Six-Chay Whar—ths small beleyuensd nation, 1s-
e, vastly outnumbered, completely surrounded
by a host of enemies who were themselves being
ourfitted by the same Sovier Union that was owt-
fitting our enembes in Vietnam, and their elite
forces st slsced IJ1r|.lu.;.:h therm all. And | was be-
side myself, transhxed, | couldn't stop imagming
the exhilaration of being moa tank mcing theoisgh
buming Arab villages, like a descendant of King
Dravid himself. And tracking that victory day by
day, | was throbbing to The Dooms—"Light by
Fire" was the big hit that summer—and of course
to Wagner..."

To Wagmner!

*Siure, ﬁhullu[l_‘"'. i

Woaymer: a8 thee sounderack for an [smaeli army
wictory!

“Absnhutely. The lameli Army [ll‘I.JL‘L'I iself on

its Tewtonic tactics. Sharon—and these were the

RKongh-Riuders, Col, Thesadore Roourety { deesell], cowrtpry Library of Congeen, Pring &
Phacographs Do, [LC-LPER0S- DELEE The Ride of the Vialkorin € Mary Evaom Picios
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days when Ariel Sharon becamse cne of my great-
est heroes—had spent his time ar Sandhurss®—
the Brivish West Foint—"studying Rommel's
desert tarik ighting methods almost exchasively.”

Are you, | asked Milivs—1 didn't quite know
how o puc this delicately—yourself Jewish?

*Alsolurely,” he replied. "My family came here
inn 18127 | had amesgons whe sode with uantrill”
(W illiarm Clark Quanerill: the fearsome Confed-
erate guerrilla fghrer who cur a swarh through
Bloody Karsas, sacking Lawrence ar the height of
the E.'m Iﬁﬁi—ﬂ:}m;w{ﬁil happers, of
the first concert performances, in Europe, of
the *Ride of the Valkyrie"—a Klansman avart
la letere if ever there was one.) “My family always
sy | maust be a product of regressive genes.”

| read him the pasage from Swofford™s book
about the afterlife of ilms like Apocalypse Now
and ssked him abour his own feelings about the
film’s begacy.

“I'm prowd of it, are vou kidding! Prowd, ['m
prosd that we helped give the boys who came af-
ter @ lamguage. | bove it how a few years after-
wards, when the copters came barreling in on
Cirenada, they were playing the 'Ride of the
Walkyries.” How, for that matter, vou can’t hold
an air assaulr amywhere in the world today with-
out playing thar music. A commander in a tight
spat in Kabul calls in air support, and a few min-
ures later—I saw this on TV —he turms o the
camera and says how he kves the smell of napalm
in the morning. | know that sometimes | come
off sounding like a fend, but | love it that we gave
him that mantra.

“I'm prowd to join the long line of military
pomographers,” he conchuded with a dramaric
flowrish, “right up there with Homer and Shake-
speare and Talstoy and Hemingway.”

| asked him how he would feel, though, if his
mantras started being wsed to jazz up voung re-
cruits for a stupid war, one unworthy of ..

“It would be great"—he didn't even let me fn-
ish my question—"completely fine with me.
Those boys need mantras like thar, they need 1o
be juiced, They constitute the point of the speas,
and the point needs o be jubced. 1o be alled, 1o
be kept ready, whether i for a good war or a bad
war. And we, the rest of us, in tum need people
like that who will be willing and eager to con-
stitute the point of that spear. Otherwise we
will just end up like Bome, with the barbarians
coming pouring in over the gates, That's always
been the case. Always will be,”

He subsided for a moment and then resumed,
somewhat mysteriously ar first. “Homer,” he pro-
nounced. “Homer. Can you believe whar those
assholes did ro him with that lm Trov.” He was
clearly taking a fellow pormographer’s umbrage.
*Comphetely embarrassing. Me and my kid, we
wanted to take a DVD of the thing, tie it by a ca-

hle to onar cor's bumper, and drag it up and down
Hollywood Boulevard.” He fell silent for anoth-
er moment. “Hollywood,” he resumed. “The
only thing | can think of remotely as homrible as
war; there are stories, things | have seen in that

town that, believe me, [ woukd never

tell anyone.”
Haw'!.mcuﬂamuil'pllmmdmﬂxm

the Valkyries are singing at one another as they
riche out oneo the stage amid all that surging mu-
sic! Or, for thar macrer, thought abour whar
they are actually do-
irg! They are bear-
ing all these barrle-
shugghrered soldiers
up bo Valhalla so
that, revived to ;om-
biehood, they can be
conscripted  into
puarding the fortress
of the gods through
all eternity {chis & what anphody Longs somediay o
he ahle g do?} . . . and, a5 such, the goddes sisters
are calling M[tﬂmtﬂnﬂt}'rﬂ'

Hirposoho, hovotsha! Heiohat Helha! Here Helwige,
bring wner horse here—Put vomr sallion neat s On-
linde's mare, yiner bay will enjey grazng wick my
m—mnuhm#uﬁ'm;uwﬂﬂ-!-—nﬂﬁﬂ the
Hegekmp—Then take your bay anoay from vy mare,
Cirdnde's s ceories Whinig the rming—1 ohumes sow
thern at enemizy, Smiodt and Wietig—Heinha! My mare
is being jortded by che stallion—The warrior’s quarrel
even ampzgomizes the horses—Chiet, Brima! Dom't
dizzurh the peace—[rao the woods with sour horses for
grazing and resting—Keed the mares far apant uned
iy hevoes’ hatred has calmed —Hovoeohn, kevowho!

Really inspiring stuff.

[ Though, actually, if you stop to think about
it, maybe those jostled horees are a nice linle
touch of closely observed reality in venms of what
actual wars are actually like, which is to say, ns
barring as all hell. Indead, that such banality could
be rendered s exciting may be the esence af

Wagner, whether or not he understood
o hiis cwn milsslon as such.)

s true,” Anthony Swoiford was acknowl-

one aftermoon when | went o visic him in

the Chelsea studic where he was putting the fin-
ishing rouches on his next book, a2 novel, " When
you witch thar whole Valkyrie episode in the
original movie, there is indeed, righe in the mid-
dle of it, this incredibly bloody and rerrifying
scene of one of Kilgore's men, this black soldser,
terribly wounded, stretched out screaming in
agony as the medics try to tend to him—but
later, you don't really remember him. Ie's Kilgo-
re who vou remember, at beast if you're young and
impressionable, with all his manly bravado, Him

Mivuus FeLL sienT.
“HOLLYWOOD,” HE RESUMED. “THE
ONLY THING [ CAN THINK OF
REMOTELY AS HORRIBLE AS WAR®
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.III.] |EII\.:I'-|.' CaCINgL I‘In.":l. L. -” HWEE (ET rl e TGS
that bave kids enlisting, thar and the whole gen
el wenae of heiphtened clarity and vividness
which, incidentally, = troe: ot times life cm be
clearer ancd more viedd in che militsny, Ar anoth-
er peint in the film, Martin Sheen's chamcrer
HINE "-III!'II."‘E!I"_: :I:':-c;, "'I-'llll! NEVED I"|l-_| LR .||'i- NN
'||||-r-.-|;|1 Illh:l_" this v x".:r:._' i s | ;l,!..:|'||,= fnCE-
v im Ohhio™—and there's something o thiax toso
""-I'|.i 8 |.:| u.l'l-c'l'l (N | I-\.IL Al ||."u. rI:._-
bmnper-temm veterans rmzr the newhics—and there's
n kot of that bath in my book and in the Glm—
parehy it’s just standard fratermicy hazing, bur part
of it oo I'm convinesd, 5 thar ey can't believe
phuese kids were so stupid as o fall for all thar cragp
and end up in this hellhole, and they're punish-
ing them out of thelr own projecied sense of ever
been such fools & o fall for it themoelves.”

B
I askeed buin if e worried] about the |--||::-|:'r'1|
rescmances and tlve afverlife of the film they were
now maaking of kg book,
“Well,” hee said, Sadhle it's e that 15 was in par

my hope, i writing faread, thar the horros of war
r\l-'..;.ll\. =i% Il :__":l'.'| FETIFCAIE 3 I"Ir LT RO E0 €

ture, 1'm not sure that it should be the po

narrative film, for example, fo fum people
war. And while ant should expand mth

constrict people’s mosal mange, as an artlse you
can'T control the s bence, ondy the am.™ He mook
i ddeep breath “And Fankly, | woulds't be o all
i P years from mow, when the DV

surprised
coMmees o, you were o find a roomdul of Manines
at the Twentymine Palme Base screenang the damn
thing and working themselves into their
OWTL ecstatic rapiure.”
He p.ll.h'l.';.‘l

I's (RN o 1T B,

II'- an enudless oyele,” Bill Broyles |r., fos-

LARPEE = ki o8] )

head's sereenwriter, concurred, a tew days Later,
when | reached him by phone ar his Wyoming
home. “(der men write abour the orath of war
a4 0 canfiomary tale, Bt yourg men hear the sto-

e, th i resid the books sind see the hlms, and

FeLRERIBER S0

ithiey just can't o 5 the WAIming, its -|||.|'-|-. L
the part that gets through. Those bows who wena
off to the Second World War, for example, had
been raised on a sveady stream of Firsr World
War mowvies, all theough the owenties and dhirebes,
films like AR Owier on che Western Frome, with
thedr shattering exposés of rench warfare, but
all chey rememberad, when the vime came, were
thie parades and the resed Howers and the swoon

g mrls ar the ourser. And we loe our pan wene
priened with Sands of o Jima and all thiose cah
er mecond Workd War alms.”

Birovphes served as a Heuvenane with the Mamines
in Viernam in 1969 and 1970, the hra half of his
veren with a platoon west of Danang, the second
hali @ 5 geneml's aide. “1 spent mest of my com
bat toner in Vietnam trudging chrough ies jungles

and rice paddies without incider = wriibe A0
a remarkably searchirng cover ooy on “Why Men
Livee War” in the Movember 1984 Espure, “but
I have ween emowgh of war 1o know that | never
want o hght again and chat | would do everything

in my power te keep my son from hghting.” The
riece, |l.|'.|-\. Il_ MiiC Y |.'|'|1|.|r|.|||'||_' II‘l L - -\.I-l r}:-: n

WEnt on [0 anatoamize fhe ¢ .'\II"lrl.'”II'l|: |||r-.' (1.}

wir—ithe sorts of th M, b axclomitted, thar vet-
erans hove a termible time erving o explain o
their frfends and families when they come home,
and that most don't even ory—~feamred a haumit-
g ot of Baoyhes and his then young child be-
neath a leoming war monument. Thar boy i o=
day on his chied tour of dury in lrag. “Yeah,”
Broyles adrmimed, when | poined owr the irony

of the satuatson. *A Lot of the time | spctil work
ing oo this progect, 1 kept thinking about me {n
Viemam in 1970 amd Swoffoed in thee Gulf twen
v vears Later and my own son chere noae, amd
rhere were davs when | indeed pot to feeling like
BOHTHE =0T |".I-I|.'H.:II|I'.I -

He'd preatly admired Apocalvise Mow at the
TiEE Of fre rl.';\'.l-\..'. _||'|.| WS ||.l'l."|l.'|'\-t' .|'&-r||r|'-:'.'
[if not entirely surprised) by the depiction of
s reCeplinnm Years laver by the Marines at




Twenrvnine Palms in Swofford's book. | asked
him whether he wasn't wormied that a stmilar
sort of reception might greet their current work
years from now, 1§ kids ac Pendleton get intox
icated by some of the things that they will e
SCEITIE I Guar !'|||:'|. 1% meof o Fanle.™ Bat
womldn't it bather him! “Absobetely, bur we
wonlbd still have to create scenes that are true.
Otherwize you end up in a sinetion like those
obd Hirerary rials in the Sovier Union, wormying
whether something is socially constructive or
not, and everything descends wo the level of
farce. And the much s that while normal civl-
ian life exists along a sor of specorum, war
]".lh'!:.t'h th SpCCliem Gul ar both ends—ir is
both much more horeible and much berrer
than anything else. And if you are poing o de-
pect it bssely, that s hiow it b godng to be.”
Even s, Broybes chose ro foreground rhe dis-
tincely unsertling and problemanic aspects of
that Valkvrie screening at Twentynine Palms in
his un-{-nph-.' o Swolford’s book. [t comes @t

rouaghly the same moment in dhe blm of farhead,
structurally speaking, 55 does the Valkyrie soene
im Apocahgise Niw, and it carmes much the same
wallop {of course, in some senses, liverally so)
And it fearures all sorts of mimorines bevond thar
obvious one. For one thing, the sudience in the
theater watching lavhead i momencarily forced 1o
idenrify, m an audsence, wath the audience on the
screen, an as such to be owsed rght alomg with
it {and then o be appalled at that arousal, and
maybe even more so at its pesistence ). Then, as
well, 2 Broyles points out, the scene really cleaves
Sworltord’s wory in twor =1t comstineres ohe ran-
sition between their thinkimg they may vet be
going to war and their knowmng they ae going o
war, and the screen i this context is both prepar-
ing them and shielding them. The exuberance
aned the passion surging through the room masks
a terrible fear: it's as if they can exulr that Game
Day is finally here, and ver this & mo gasme, and
l:hl:'.' Lll-l'.- e And of all the emotioms |.]5.||..'|'|||5.._'

through that coom, if fear (= the beast overtly
expresied, it is nevertheless the

b I dominant one.”
was never i the army mysell,” the hlm's

diveceat, mam Mendes, was |:|_-;|||_||_' T 3 D -.|.I.'r-
lazer, when [ paid a call on him st the sound sou-
dlics whene e and Murnch and their ream were by
ing i a temporary dub, prepping the Blm for pee-
views. “MNor was | ever particularly drwn to war
meovies as distinet from movies per 22" { His come-
ment reminded me of that of a frend of mine,
'.|.|'|||_ l.'.'l‘||_'l'| I .\E.'I!-\I DI ST -'\l. I:I‘p,' rhen'u_-a- ] Was
pursuing with this piece, noted how Apocihpse
Now had never made him want to po out end
rcekee wear, thouh i had made him want oo go o
aned make movees. } *As it happens,” Mendes con-
vinued, “in 2001, a pevchic told me thar my nex:
project was godng to be a war movie, and ar the
pime | just said, Mo way," But then | was senc the
Jarhead book, and | was partscularly drawn 1o the
ways Swolford was laving blame for war cultre

om popular culture, or af least exploring their
soroes in each other, and them, too, the way he
wis s poweriully evoking the relationship be
rween war and sex, for example, the mpture of the
Marires during che screendng of Apocabges Now,
||| rI'-m.- S ||_:|_r|_-|:|‘||_-.'_1:.-_-'.1 it realh 0l [0 |\:'||Li.'
a pood roush feck for them.”

Dt off the comer of his eve, he'd been waich:
ing the screenimg of 2 few altemative versions of
a later sceme on the sound studio’s screen—a blast-
-l;\.l. |‘||'w-|-rr-|.'.|:~|,' Wi :1"- & =IITEd I I":.'Il.'l: AT '\-t L[ |||1
I'iL"ﬂ-:""-'l'il-"ﬁ:'-'r' peysers of fiee and smoke in dhe dis-
rance, .|nd &M -::I--irt-l'n'h-.d I-'-'|'|I!-..' hlll'd.' [!:' -
pering into the foreground—and ke relayed a se-
ries of quick respomses over to Murch before
resuming. =1 mean, my own segee of war, such =
it ks, amd in particulas of the Vietmam War, ws
shaped by Viernam movies." Fom in England in
1965, Mendes would have been ten s the Vietnam
W eruled, aewd not ver ifteen when Cloppola’s film
came out. "] remember getting involved inoa de-
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bate in collepe as towhether Apocabspse Now was
proe o antiwsir, which was silly in @ sense, since it
is 0 obviowsly antivar; but obviously part of its
power came from the way it evobed the atrac-
tions of war, the virually genetic pull, the way in
which war may be the closest men get to something
approaching the intensity of childbirth.

"Moot that way, the other way, the way we had
it before.” he welegraphed over to Murch, who
stabbed ar a few butnons on his console. “An-
other thing thar really appealed to me in Swof-
fomd's book,™ he went on, “was it evocation of that
theme of waiting, of these highly trained,
testosterong-buzed Marines, prepositioned and
then stranded out there in the desert for weeks
and presently months on end, all hepped up with
nothing to do but slowly go mad. As it happens,
back in 1990, in the months leading up o the
Guli War irself, 1 had been rehesrsing a produsc-
tior ol Troiss and Cressida widh the Roval Shake-
speare Company, and there, too, in what is afrer
all Shakespeares major take on Homeric mare-
riatl, a considerable burden of the play falls around
this theme of waiting—with everybody standing
around waiting for Achilles 1o rouse himself from
out of that epic funk of his—or so it came o
seem to mse at the time, and | shaded some of
our readings in that direction. Of course, things
eventually went so fast that by the time we fnally
gt the thing onstage, the war was already fought

over.”

| shaded oer comversation over 1w Swofford's
other theme of war films as necessarily milizary-
pornographic. *l scrually disagree with Tony
there,” Mendes indicaved. *[ can think of sever-
al war films where thar wouldn'r really apply. |
maean, for instance, the fiss twenty minates in
have come out wishing that he could ke 2 walk
on that beach.™ Bug what about the mest of the pic-
ture! “Well, yeah," he concurned. “I smipposs s
And there is the old problem of ies being hard to
make a picture about the doanside of the pormio
industry, say, withowt slipping in a kit of crilla-
tion. There simply are people whao find this kind
of st a mim-on,”

I asked hiem if he worried abourt the potential
afterlife of his imapes.

“Nox really,” he replied, “m part because this was
a different sort of war. You look at the Vietnam
films, andd it's as if they have LSD coursing throagh
their veins, and the kids raised on those fibnes wers
fully expecting asimillar sort of nsh when they got
sent off o war. Instead, they got sent out to the
desert, and all they really got was horthed water at
PO Cemmperatune, with room temperature often
hovering arcund a hundeed degrees.”

He laughed mildly and then got up to return
tor huis sear by Murch's side ar the central console.
O ehe screen, the oll-drenched horse stared
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dolefully mur in momentary freese frame, all four
legs planted solidly on the ground,
hooves sinking into the muck.

he nest night [ joined the team on the oth-
er side of the Hudson, at the Edgewater Multiplex,
for n screening of the current version of the flm
before a preview audience of ordinary potential
customers. When the press guy from Universal,
with whom I'd spoken i advance, asked me about
the general drift of my article and | proceeded o
hint at some of its probable themes, he inter-
nupted 50 35 to make me understand, in mo un-
cettain rerms, that “the studio is definitely rot
positioning this as an anciwar flm.” When | now
proceeded to mention that comment o Murch,
he bughed indulgently. “Yezh," hie said, “they're
defmitely peming a lirke anesy with this one.™ |
asked Murch how close the ream was ro the Bnal
finished versaon of the film, and he potnted o thar
the current iteration featured fller music in spots,
srandiing in for the final score Thomas Nenmmon wis
still busy compesing, and there were special of-
fects, expecially mwolving the oil-well fires, that sill
needad to be Laid in, that in fact they'd likely be
twenking it right up fo the end, the editor Bamousdy
being, as he quipped drolly, “like the sus-chef
wha's still sprinkling pepper oneo the main course
s they ferry it out nto the dining room.™

The lights darkened and the Universal logo
scrolled onto the screen in ies full Wagnerian
glory, after which the hall went Black and the film
proper began with Gyllenhaal Swofford's unin-
flecred woice-over welling up from out of the
darkness. "A sory. A man fires a rifle for mamy
years ... " And we were off.

And a5 the film continued o unfurl, | became
imcreasingly convinced thar, actually, Mendes
and Broyles and Murch could well be pulling off
the unlikely achievement of a war film that might
in fact mever be susceptible to milimey posnoe-
graphic co-opeamion.

This was in pan due 1o the Gerceness with
which that very tssue had gotten kaid our early on
in the Valkyrie sequence, which in ies larest irer-
ation was implicating the theater sudicnce all
the more forcefully by staring out from behind the
Marines, over thedr showlders, our rows of seats in
the movie theater blending righn ineo theies up
there on the sereen in an uncanny llusion, widh
that densbling someliow magseally serving o in-
oculate the Alm against any sionibar form of even-
tusl co-optation.

Furthermone, that scene iself began to rami-
fiy in all sorts of important wiys through the rest
of the flm—specihcally this question of war & sx,
or, o phirase it more directly, who gets o fuck and
who gets fucked in war. As it happened, the First
Gulf War did not include the usual retinue of
broghiels and prostitutes along the sidelines: once




posted in the remote desert, the grumis (and they
were all men o that war, or at beast in this Glm
renition} were simply stuck there, and smuck,
specifically, 1o stew anxiously over the increasingly
sppect icdelity of their loved ones back home: all
sorts of fevered speculation continucusly swiding
arouarsd thies thems s if in Erirn l'ug'l.h:'r| ke conifi-
EErpaHnt £ the similarly repeated Marine moto
of “Semper ™), culminating in pasticular in a
devastating scene (conspicuously bookended, ns
it were, to the eardier Apocalyse Mow homage ) in
which one of the grunt’s wives sends him a video
of The Deer Hunter, and evervone gathers round
the VR all excired for a reprise of their carlier
pornographic rapoure, which only increases in
enlensty when it fusns out that the wife has in fscr
spliced some actual hard-core pornographic
footage into the reel, which presently fums out
o be of her herself ostentationsly fucking the
slob next door as a way of getting even with her
hushand for all his imagined infidelities. From
deer hunter o cuckold in one sickeningly fell
swoop: homed revelations, indeed.

Bevond that, this particular war turned oug to
be umlike virually any other in chat che ground
forces didn't even et to follow dhrough with any
rriumphalist fucking-over of the enemy. After
months of preparation, most of it with the granes
grimly languishing out there in the sweltering
desert, the war, when it fnally did come, proved
an entirely one-sided affair, the side i question
being the sky, from which the uncontested allied
gir forces rined down unutterable hoeror upon the
vastly cutgunned bragi conscript army, with the al-
lied ground forces held in abeyance tll the war was
almost entirely over. In the film, one of Swof-
ford's unit’s only rwo acrual engagements, and far
and away the more remifying one, tumns out to be
with friendly fire. Later, as they march i, a heli-
copter poes sanoping by overhead, plaving a song
by Thie Diooses over ies lu:uiq:eu]mn, amad o of the
gruns shouts bicterly thar they can’t even have
thaeir own music! The Swolfond characrer in par-
ticular, a sniper honed and mmained within an inch
of hiss life, liverally never gets to fire a shot. *Yeah,
thete was Jask B0 lintle war e K around with
thieat -.'u'l-L'." o b M alias ]':u:-nd ke & o, e
pathetically, when we spoke abour the Rt Gulf
War. Broyles, for his pare, noted how with thar
war, umdike Viemam or most any other, both sides
of the specrnum, the death-terror and dhe killing-
glory, pot squeesed way in.

B pct the hiorroe. For it turms ot chie Manines
in this instance, though they ended up doing
hardly any fighting of their own, were neverthe-
less conscripted into the role of wimesses and
forced, Buchenwald-like, o stumble in upon the
appalling afrereffects of some of those air raids
(the famous rurkey shoos, as they were referred
v &t the time). A mini-version of the notorious

Highway of Death, a bumi-out traffs jam of twist-
ed metal and chamred human remaims, stands in,
i this film, for the mini-My Lai of the sampan
massacre in Apocalipse Mow, and there is nothing
the dighuest bt glorious abour it The footage left
the Edgewater audience as gut-punched as the
sorldbers up there on the screen., At one point, the
Swolford charscrer wanders off on his own over
a berm, coming
doin upon i scene
of yet more un-
spenkable camage;
when he returns
and  his - seaif
serpeant asks him
what he saw, he
shakes his head
blankly amd mum-
bles, “Mathing.”
iI"ve alwavs been
comvinced that Au-
den meant it in an
ACtive sense whhari
he said, “Poetry makes nothing happen,” and that
sCeme serves as A perfect instance. )

And Nothing, too, is what you see in the
pithid-out face of the homeless, washed out Viet-
nam ver—haunted vereran himself, one wonders,
of something very like Kilgore's Yalkyrie shock
frseces!—whio roward the end of the film clamors
omitor the bus ferrying our retuming henoes through
thedr rm'.'l.ﬂ',' |'|41rn¢1;|1rni:r|,g ]'x-l:..h]e amd Ihll‘l‘ll‘l“:l.".‘
thanks them for having done the country proud
and restoned the Marines to their former honor.
Semper 2, semper fi! Hiryotoha!

Samue] Fuller once sadd that for a film o be
trully mae 10 the actual namre of war, bulles would
need to be spraying out from the screen, taking out
mesmbers of the audience at random, one by one,
in scattershot carnage. This, of course, & mot that
film. But to the extent thar Coppala was right in
his insight that an anciwar flm mighe of necessi-
iy mood o exchude the depiction of war fighting it-
self (at the time I'd thowught he had been referring
tin nmrrhing bike Ciromd Hhation or '-."n'lgf.l_l' Heas),
thie Crulf War of 1990 may tum out to have been
al et unyiss in ||.'ru]|n,gi"_'|eﬂ' tes bk st of et
ment (at least from the American side).

Alas, irs follow-on war, the one in which we
are enmired moday, is nothing like rthat. And as
the hased vereran Swolford chamerer hemself
-L'I.t".lrll.' realizes ar the end of this movie, stafd-
ing ten years on ancd Saring out from his middle-
American suburban studio window into a scene
that seems to transmogrify before his and our
very eyes (0o cransmogrify and then to ramify
with yet furcher Ber inrensity with each pass-
ing month since Broyles and Mendes and Murch
sy l.'-::-:ml.'i.ﬁrJ the scene), we are still, ves, e
are all still tn vhar desere. =
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