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Comparative Film Review: Apocalypse Now (1976) & Patton (1971)

This essay will review two war movies, “Apocalypse Now” and “Patton”, looking at how they may have influenced American perceptions of warfare and the historical impact of the wars depicted. I chose these two movies because of the sharp contrasts not only in terms of content and film style, but in terms of historical context well. While both films were released within the same decade, they could not be more apart in their overall messages and the themes about warfare they convey. 


While Patton began the decade with a nuanced yet still rather patriotic viewpoint of warfare, Apocalypse now seemed to move the 1970s towards a more critical appreciation for conflict and a somewhat hostile approach towards the military establishment. This is interesting because Patton itself was made at the height of anti-war protests, while Apocalypse Now was released after the war had finally ended. This suggests that even during an unpopular war, Hollywood was hesitant to openly criticize American war fighters and war itself. Still, though we see that even in Patton, some deliberately critical elements are shown. For example, Patton is depicted as being coarse, brutish, and  insensitive to the suffering going on around him, even his own men. At times it seems like George C. Scott is playing a caricature of Patton, as the quintessential pompous general. For the most part though, the film is a rather straightforward war movie, with grand battles and powerful speeches. The film uses  bright colors and lighting, with simple sounds and grandiose music. This is reflected in one of the main battle scenes where Patton's Army confronts Rommel in the deserts of North Africa. We see large formations of tanks attacking each other in open combat, with movement being deliberate and orderly. If we compare that to a scene in Apocalypse Now, the differences are startling.  The scene where we see Robert Duval's character, Col. Kilgore lead an air assault on a fortified Viet Cong beach, is depicted as extremely chaotic and even random in the way the soldiers prosecute the battle. Targets are chosen on opportunity and the helicopters indiscriminately fire on what appear to be civilian areas. It employs deep, dark shadows, and subdued colors. The music is Wagner's “Ride of the Valkyries” which adds to the sense of madness presented in the movie. 




If we look at both battles with a more historical eye, and apply some logic, it seems reasonable to think that Patton's actual battle with Rommel was more chaotic than depicted in the movie. Similarly, we can infer that actual air assaults on Viet Cong positions were more coordinated and disciplined than depicted in Apocalypse Now. What we see then is not a real difference between WWII warfare and Vietnam warfare, but rather a difference in perception. Those perceptions can be said to have been shaped by the attitudes of the time towards the two conflicts. While WWII was still considered a necessary and even moral war, Vietnam was largely seen either as unnecessary and by some, highly immoral. Thus Patton is a movie about the virtues of the military, how the disciplined and controlled use of force can being about good and just ends. Patton himself exemplifies this as the general “par-excelance”, representing self sacrifice, and dogged determination. His somewhat arrogant demeanor in the film is seen more as a charming quirk than a dangerous fault. That is in direct contrast to Col. Kilgore in Apocalypse Now, who is so unconcerned with danger, and so egotistical, that he deliberately puts his men in general. Also, the soldiers themselves seem to be deserving of their leadership as Patton's men are brave and forthright, while Kilgore's are either scared kids, or blood thirsty rogues. 


In conclusion, the stylistic elements and cinematography of both films contribute to the differences in the way warfare is seen depending on the war being fought. That helps to make each film what it is, one that proudly displays the fighting spirit of the American serviceman, and the other that comments on the utter insanity and futility of the war in Vietnam. In many ways, both films have contributed to ongoing perceptions about the righteousness of WWII and the folly of Vietnam by showing Americans what they already believe about each war. In that can lie the main criticism of both films, with their overt messages they are guilty of failing to show the full story about war. One overly glorifies it, and the other makes it seem totally arbitrary, neither capturing its full significance for the human experience. 
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