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The War Film genre is seemingly as old as film itself. The very first winner of the Best Picture Academy Award, Wings (1929), was about World War I  and there has been an endless barrage of films about men and women at and dealing with war ever since. From the Great War, to World War II, to Korea, to Vietnam, to the Gulf War, the war film has attempted to capture the experience of life on the battlefield. At last count, there have been nearly three thousand war films made
 and applying a common convention, it is safe to assume that ninety percent of those films are absolute rubbish. Out of the ten remaining percent, some three hundred films, maybe twenty or thirty movies can be considered true masterpieces. And two films, Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan (1998) and Stanley Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket (1988), float near the top of even that selective pool. The two films are not similar – except in the fact that they are both about war – and take two very different routes in illustrating their respective points. They have, however, both been hailed as truly innovative productions, bringing something new to the screen and defying convention along the way. So what is so special about these movies and why have they been made as they have? Because the men at the helm were Steven Spielberg and Stanley Kubrick, respectively. Whereas Kubrick strove to portray a decaying humanity in his soldiers, Spielberg used his characters to tell a story about the triumph of the human spirit and the discovery of compassion under the worst circumstances.


In the fifties and sixties, after the propaganda-heavy era of the forties and before the days of the R-rating, films about war were not quite as gung-ho and pro-America as they were in the forties but also not as “real” as they would one day be. Writers and directors had to rely on a) great writing and b) the ever-subtle art implicit imagery to tell a great tale. Seldom did audiences see blood, much less a bullet wound. Films like Bridge on  the River Kwai (1957) and Kubrick’s own Dr. Strangelove (1964) were still able to capture an audience and tell a fantastic tale but they weren’t relaying war. Rather, they were assembling a story about honor, duty, loyalty and other elements of the human condition and sticking them into a war setting. These movies were no more about “war” than Citizen Kane (1941) is about a sled. War was simply a backdrop for the characters to play out their scenes. It wasn’t until the late seventies that common war film practice was rethought.


In the late seventies, two films came out that would forever change the way war films would be made. They were The Deer Hunter (1978) and Apocalypse Now (1979). No longer was war a backdrop for the characters’ stories; now the characters existed primarily because of and for the war on screen. This shift came hand-in-hand with looser restrictions on violence, language and other previously banned content. Filmmakers now had more of a spectrum to play with in creating war and there was no war more relevant than still-fresh-in-memory Vietnam. Into the late eighties, several very good Vietnam war films were produced. Hunter and Apocalypse were followed by Oliver Stone’s two films, Platoon (1986) and Born on the Fourth of July (1989). But stretching into the late eighties, the very Vietnam War Genre was becoming a cliché. It usually broke down like this: the story of a man or group of men fighting a raw battle in the jungle punctuated by a couple scenes back at camp or their transport where the men bond by smoking ganja and talking about how “SNAFU”
 the war is. It wasn’t until Kubrick’s ground-breaking Full Metal Jacket that any Vietnam (and war film) conventions began to fall away.


Stanley Kubrick was born in 1928 to an affluent family living in Manhattan. His father was a doctor and so owned several apartments around the city. Despite his boundless creativity, Kubrick did poorly in school and was often absent. He did, however, run around New York with his father’s camera photographing anything he could. He began selling his photographs to Look magazine at the age of seventeen. Look offered him a job and Kubrick worked at the publication, writing articles and taking photographs, until he was twenty-one. Because of his poor academic performance, Kubrick never went to college and enrolled in night school only to drop out very quickly. Though journalism interested Kubrick for a while, eventually it was his love of movies that decided his path in life. In 1950, at the age of twenty-two, Kubrick made his first film. Day of Fight, a mere nine minute documentary, was about a boxer getting ready to go into the ring. Always the perfectionist, Kubrick made sure everyone knew he was in charge from day one. “Stanley comes in prepared like a fighter for a big fight, he knows exactly what he’s doing, where he’s going and what he wants to accomplish.  He knew the challenges and he overcame them.”
 Kubrick’s hot-tempered and often abrasive style of direction would later become infamous.


After a few more short documentaries and eventually some feature length productions, Kubrick was cautiously entrusted with a big-name star. Kirk Douglas was offered a role in what was to become Kubrick’s break into the big-time. Paths of Glory (1957) was also the first of the eventual three Kubrick war films
. Kubrick’s first brush with the war genre was Paths starring Douglas. Set in World War I, the story centered about a French Colonel ordered to charge his men up a German-controlled hill, an attack considered suicidal. After insubordination, one man from each platoon involved is ordered to be executed. Though banned in most of Europe, the film received wide critical acclaim for both its attempt at realistic portrayal of warfare and its central theme, the futility of war. Both of Kubrick’s future war films would deal with that exact theme as well.


In 1964, Kubrick unveiled Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb. Hailed as a masterpiece of cold war satire, Dr. Strangelove would go on to become one of the true gems of its genre. The film tells the story of a deranged Army Colonel who orders a massive nuclear strike on the Soviet Union. Though most planes are called back, one is hit by a Russian missile, knocking out its radio. With a plane carrying nuclear weapons headed for Russia, the political battle rages on in Washington. Originally written as a taught political drama, the project turned into a comedy after Kubrick realized how funny some of the situations he had written were. Though Dr. Strangelove doesn’t exhibit the same dramatic tension as is felt in Paths of Glory, the message of the film is delivered far better. The entire film is about how utterly silly and ridiculous international relations can be and how pointless the arms race is. With two war films under his belt, Kubrick went on to direct four movies. 2001 (1968) is widely regarded as one of the best science fiction films ever made, A Clockwork Orange (1971) is a provocative and ultra-violent social assault, The Shining (1980) has been hailed as one of the best films in the horror genre and Barry Lyndon (1975) is a long and droning drama about some guy in Europe and a lot of wide shots of pretty scenery. After these came his final war film and, some would argue, final masterpiece, Full Metal Jacket (1987).


Released shortly after Oliver Stone’s Platoon, Full Metal Jacket offered a unique perspective on both Vietnam and the United States Marine Corps. The film is very clearly divided into two parts. Part one takes place on Parris Island and begins with a new group of Marine recruits shown getting their hair buzzed off. From this first sequence, the movie establishes itself as containing some standard Kubrick themes. The recruits are being stripped of not only their hair, but their individuality and any ties to the outside world as well. In fact, dehumanization, abandonment of individuality and the embrace of automated proficiency are the film’s chief themes. Throughout part one, we are treated to various trials and training inflicted on the recruits by the Corps, personified by Drill Instructor Hartman (R. Lee Ermey). “Sgt. Hartman is a poet laureate of verbal vulgarity. [He] is such a virtuoso of vile invective that the main response to his torrents of abuse is delight at a master at work.”
 And if the Corps is represented by Hartman, the spiral into inhuman madness is represented by Private Leonard “Gomer Pyle” Lawrence. In addition to being overweight, he is also slow-witted and highly susceptible to Hartman’s torture. He is the character Kubrick has the most fun with (He is even the one that gets to give the “Kubrick Stare”, a trademark device used in nearly all Kubrick films in which a character looks up at the camera as their face is slightly turned downwards. It is an unsettling look.). Suffering from mal-performance and constant ridicule, Pyle finally cracks after being beaten in bed by the entire squad with soap bars wrapped in towels. Pyle begins a descent into madness that ends only when he kills both himself and Hartman, sparring Private Joker, the protagonist, in the bathroom on the final night in the barracks. 


Kubrick’s way of telling the story of Marines, both in training and combat, is very unconventional. “Kubrick departs radically from the Marine Corps indoctrination film of classical Hollywood, a form that consistently subordinated battlefield action to melodramatic revelation, that stripped away layers of military insulation to get to the war human core beneath the officer corps.”
 On the contrary, Kubrick exposes the inner workings of the ultra-patriotic and propaganda-heavy Corps. The effect is started with the arrival of the new recruits and brought to a boil with the death of Hartman and Pyle, but is only fully realized in the second part of the film. Part two takes place in Vietnam. But this is not the Vietnam depicted in Platoon or Apocalypse Now, this is Kubrick’s Vietnam. “Full Metal Jacket exemplifies the Vietnam War film in its mature stage, a stage whose distinguishing quality is its reliance on cinematic, not historical, experience.”
 Jacket doesn’t look like Vietnam because it wasn’t filmed there or even on jungle terrain. Kubrick used abandoned urban complexes in England to stage his battle scenes, but that doesn’t matter. The important part is the effect of war, not the specifics of the war itself. War is bloody, messy, dirty, hellish, all-encompassing and all-affecting. And that is what is brought about in Kubrick’s film.

There is no gung-ho action, no bravado gun-play in Full Metal Jacket. Every soldier enters a firefight with the distinct goal of coming out alive. In fact, one of the best lines from the film is uttered by Animal Mother, a bullish Marine with an ever-ready, gargantuan arm-cannon of an automatic weapon. While looking down at a fallen comrade, he says “Better you than me.” Also, at the end of the film there is no silver lining revealed.. No one “becomes a man” or “comes to appreciate life” after the climax. On the contrary, the squad walks in formation through a dirt field while buildings and vehicles burn in the background singing the theme from the Mickey Mouse Club. In the final voice over, Joker says “I am in a world of shit, yes. But I am glad to be alive.” J.T. “Joker” Davis (Mathew Modine) comes into the film as a wise-cracking Private and leaves as a glad-to-be-alive, hardened soldier.

Kubrick’s career was filled with movies about the loss of humanity and the rawness of human nature. It is therefore no surprise that Full Metal Jacket was realized as it was. Another director, Steven Spielberg, has made a career of making “movies for the masses” and has come to be known for happy endings, tear-jerking drama and a common warm-and-fuzzy feeling for the patrons as they leave the theater. It’s not entirely astonishing, therefore, that Spielberg’s war film, Saving Private Ryan, would not only convey a totally different message than Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket, but also be told in a very different, yet equally unconventional and stunning way. 

Most will remember Saving Private Ryan for its harsh realism. In fact, the awe-inspiring reality of its war scenes is Ryan’s claim to fame. Spielberg set out to make “the most realistic war film ever made” and most will agree that this is as close as anyone has ever come to achieving that goal. From the twenty-plus minute opening sequence of  Allied troops landing on the beaches of Normandy, to the closing sequence, a battle to protect a bridge, Spielberg maintains intensity and, what seems to be, a juggernaut of emotional power. It’d be interesting to study how less frequently people blinked during the Omaha Beach sequence or any of the war sequences than during regular every-day life. It is nearly impossible to take eyes off the screen. Through both skilled cinematography and clever camera handling techniques, Spielberg creates an environment in which there is no safety. Soldiers are mowed down at the exits of their landing craft, they are shredded by artillery on the open beach and they are even pierced by German gunfire under water. Point-of-view shots from the bunkers looking down on the beach help add a feeling of total helplessness; it seems absolutely impossible for anyone to survive such a relentless onslaught. In twenty-something minutes, Spielberg lays war-film convention to waste as easily as the soldiers are cut down on his beach. But the film is also an emotionally powerful one because of the characters thrown into the dicing apparatus of war.

Spielberg, unlike Kubrick, is not one to create heartless characters. Any one character from Saving Private Ryan seems to outweigh any Marine from Full Metal Jacket in compassion by infinity. Spielberg’s characters are likable and always posses the “everyman” quality unlike Kubrick’s characters who range from crazy (Pyle), to brutal and single-minded (Animal Mother), to unnaturally and mechanically grueling (Drill Sgt. Hartman). “On a thematic level, [Saving Private Ryan] is a meditation on fulfilling one’s duty while trying to live a decent life in the midst of horror.”
 Though both films are about war, their themes and story-telling routes are polar opposites.

“The film’s most complex character is Capt. Miller, who personifies the decent Everyman tested in the maelstrom of war.”
 The casting of Tom Hanks in the lead role of Capt. Miller contributes to the propagation of the everyman ideal. Hanks has come to be identified as a “regular guy” and has nearly always been cast as a pleasant, upstanding and noble citizen. At the start of the film, when the audience is first introduced to Miller, he is revealed to be a level-headed and proper soldier. We also learn that no one in his squad knows anything about him outside of his war persona. As the movie progresses, the audience learns of his humble civilian life and later sees that he has a heart as he cries after the death of a second man under his command. A strange dimension to Miller’s character, however, is revealed when he becomes desperate for any information about Private Ryan and starts probing a long line of marching soldiers for anything they might know. Miller seems at the brink of madness. But unlike Kubrick-style madness, Spielberg’s treatment drives the human compassion point even further. This is not a man going crazy, it is a man out of options. Miller had never fully agreed with the mission and as he becomes desperate, the simple civilian man inside him begins to emerge and demand any kind of help.

“…what if by some miracle we stay, then actually make it out of here. Someday we might look back on this and decide that saving Private Ryan was the one decent thing we were able to pull out of this whole god-awful mess. Like you said, Captain, maybe we do that, we all earn the right to go home.”
 The soldiers in Saving Private Ryan start off as simple men fighting a war and end up caring more about something inherently trivial, the safety of one man, than the entire war effort itself. Spielberg reaches out to the audience by telling a story about identifiable people whereas Kubrick doesn’t reach out but still manages to intrigue the audience by showing them a world unlike the one they’re used to. Though both films are good, Ryan makes the audience watch by portraying an environment so horrific and populated by such likable characters that it’s hard to look away. Jacket allows the audience to look away but is so interesting in its unusual characters and environment that the audience wants to keep watching. This is a common contrast between Kubrick and Spielberg. The two directors did not always, however, remain on opposite sides of the emotional movie-making spectrum. 

No modern comparison between Kubrick and Spielberg would be complete without some mention of their love-child, A.I.: Artificial Intelligence (2001). Though some dismiss the movie as a waste of good film, it seems more and more clear that A.I. is too complicated to be either hated or hailed. “… this deeply thoughtful and thoroughly fascinating film about a mechanical boy who yearns to be real contains strong traces of both directors’ sensibilities: The intimate childhood connection and the gentleness of spirit often associated with [Spielberg and] the conceptual boldness and scientifically/philosophically oriented probing of [Kubrick]”
 A.I. was developed by Kubrick for a decade before directorial and screenwriting duties were passed on to Spielberg. Spielberg attempted to stay true to what the late Kubrick had wanted in certain parts of the film but his own touch is definitely felt. The film is a nearly perfect laboratory study of two styles infused in the same project. The movie contains elements of love, tenderness and compassion as well as dark imagery, unusual, un-Spielbergian characters and a clearly defined act structure (there are three very clear acts in the film just like there are two in Full Metal Jacket as well as varying other numbers in most other Kubrick productions.) Had Kubrick lived long enough to direct A.I., it would’ve been a very different film and probably a better one. Though both Spielberg and Kubrick are cinematic geniuses, their styles are in a constant battle with one another and never quite flow correctly.

It is because their two styles are so different that Kubrick’s and Spielberg’s respective war films are so unlike one another. Spielberg could never tell the story of Marines as honestly and brutally as Kubrick did but Kubrick probably could not have infused Saving Private Ryan with the heart it so desperately needed for its narrative. All of their projects were picked meticulously with their styles in mind and that is why A.I. is so strange to watch. Nothing flows, fits or conforms. It’s all jagged. It is still a grand achievement and Spielberg exemplified vast knowledge and skill in making it, but it would have been better had he gone back to the beginning and started his research where Kubrick had started his. A.I., then, would have truly been a work of one art rather than two fractured arts. Kubrick’s art of war is different from Spielberg’s art of war. Kubrick’s has inner drive and brutality where Spielberg’s has realism and heart. Spielberg’s has the discovery of humanity through a hellish ordeal where Kubrick’s has the abandonment of all things human and compassionate and the embrace of a killer instinct and a gun as guides. These are two wars told from two very different perspectives and for completely different reasons, but the expertise of Kubrick and the honorable treatment of Spielberg make the stories two of the best yet put to film.
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