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Robert A. Rosenstone has written that Oliver Stone’s films about the Vietnam War merit him the distinction of “filmmaker-historian.” Choose another director whose films have concentrated on war and conflict and assess the extent to which Rosenstone’s ideas are applicable to their work.
In this essay I will be critically analysing the dramatic biographical war film Jarhead, directed by Sam Mendes and released in 2005. Jarhead is based on the 2003 memoir Jarhead: A Marine’s Chronicle of the Gulf War and Other Battles written by Anthony Swofford about his time as a United States Marine Corps scout sniper in the 1991 Gulf War which began as Operation Desert Shield and later became Operation Desert Storm.[endnoteRef:1] The film follows Lance Corporal Anthony Swofford and to a lesser degree his spotter Corporal Alan Troy. Jarhead broadly covers the themes of American cinematic militarism post-Vietnam war, ‘rear echelon’ boredom, fears of unfaithful partners, psychological stress, and the futility felt by the soldiers alongside the horrors they witnessed in the desert. [1:  Michiko Kakutani, ‘BOOKS OF THE TIMES; A Warrior Haunted By Ghosts Of Battle’, The New York Times, (2003) <https://www.nytimes.com/2003/02/19/books/books-of-the-times-a-warrior-haunted-by-ghosts-of-battle.html> [Accessed: 18th May 2018] ] 

Sam Mendes is perhaps not the most obvious director to choose for this question, after all his previous exploits surrounding war and conflict are minimal. He was a producer on The Kite Runner, a film about two childhood friends in war-torn Afghanistan in the 1980’s and directed the Broadway play The Vertical Hour which deals with opposing views regarding the 2003 invasion of Iraq. I have selected Sam Mendes however, primarily because of the stand out nature of Jarhead; his sole directorial credit for a war film and in my opinion a film worthy of giving him the title ‘filmmaker-historian’.
Robert A. Rosenstone aims to explain how dramatic history films can relate to and create something that could well be labelled as a work of ‘history’, even if not in the traditional sense of the word. He argues that filmmakers such as famed director Oliver Stone can become ‘cinematic historians’. Rosenstone argues that this is done by creating a film that seriously attempts to generate meaning from the traces of that ‘vanished land of the past’.[endnoteRef:2] As mentioned previously, Sam Mendes may not be a director that immediately comes to mind for this title; his directorial work around war and conflict is not broad. Jarhead is his only film about the 1991 Gulf War and he does not continue to interpret this conflict through later films as Rosenstone would ideally like a filmmaker historian to do.[endnoteRef:3] However, with Jarhead, he does in my opinion render the experiences of frontline US Marines like Anthony Swofford in a meaningful way. Furthermore, as the film is based on Swofford’s own memoir of the conflict, it is based on a first-hand account of Swofford’s own deployment and is far more likely to be an accurate representation of the past than most ‘history films’. Also, Rosenstone somewhat contradicts himself in his definition of a filmmaker historian only a paragraph later when he says: [2:  Robert A. Rosenstone, ‘History on film’ in History on Film/Film on History (Longman/Pearson: Harlow, Essex, 2006), p.3]  [3:  Robert A. Rosenstone, ‘Film maker/Historian’ in History on Film/Film on History (Longman/Pearson: Harlow, Essex, 2006), p.130] 

“It is to accept the notion that history is no more (and no less) than the attempt to recount, explain and interpret the past, to give meaning to events, moments, movements, people, periods of time that have vanished.”[endnoteRef:4] [4:  Ibid., p.130] 

Under this definition, I think Sam Mendes certainly qualifies as a filmmaker historian. As Rosenstone has pointed out, ‘history films’ will always be less complex than traditional written history; they will lack informational content, theoretical insight and intellectual density, but they will render history in their own way, a more ‘experiential’ and ‘emotional’ rendering of history that has a contrasting, unique and non-traditional way of giving meaning to the past.[endnoteRef:5] Sam Mendes has done this incredibly well in Jarhead from his use of bloc aesthetics and his exploration of the psychological stresses endured by Swofford, to the continual narrative themes dotted throughout the film. [5:  Robert A. Rosenstone, ’Film on history’ in History on Film/Film on History (Longman/Pearson: Harlow, Essex, 2006), p.159] 

For example, Mendes creates a colour bloc scheme through the three stages of the film, beginning with an entirely Army green scheme as Swofford goes through basic training and sniper school in the United States, learning his ‘craft’ and repeating the rifleman’s prayer. Once the Marines get to Saudi Arabia the colour scheme changes to a desert beige everywhere you look, the beginning of a theme that stresses the desert expanse and how it seems to swallow the Marines whole, with multiple mirage shots of the hot air rising from the distant desert floor. This is best expressed by Swofford himself in the film when he says: 
“We hydrate, patrol the empty desert, and we dehydrate, throw hand grenades nowhere, navigate imaginary minefields, and we fire at nothing. Then hydrate some more. We look north toward the border, and we wait.”[endnoteRef:6] [6:  Jarhead. Directed by Sam Mendes (Universal Pictures, 2005), approx. 29:30.] 

The final colour bloc is the black crude oil aesthetic that establishes that Swofford and the other Marines are finally entering Iraq and that Operation Desert Storm has begun, after 175 days, 14 hours, 5 minutes in the desert.[endnoteRef:7] This aesthetic that Mendes creates is in effect one large metaphor for hell and death. The black crude oil mixes with the sand, and the blazing oil well infernos are the only source of light in this hellscape.[endnoteRef:8] The death imagery is blatantly obvious when Swofford, while walking through this oil-soaked hellscape, happens upon an oil drenched horse, its nostrils flared, anxious, it is a clear metaphor for one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse – death. It approaches Swofford and is one of a few genuinely emotional moments in the film, a moment when Swofford lets down his guard, his pent-up anger, to empathise with this poor creature. It is also a continuation of the metaphor, an acceptance of death. He whispers gently to the horse “it’s alright …you’re gonna be alright, …it’s alright”, until the horse once again wonders back off into the hellscape.[endnoteRef:9] A simple visitation, a metaphorical reminder of deaths constant companionship. This certainly fits with Rosenstones idea of a ‘historian’ being anyone who makes meaning out of the past by creating “works that vision, contest and revision history.” For example, Rosenstone argues that to revision history is to “utilize an aesthetic that violates the traditional realistic ways of telling the past.” [7:  Ibid., approx. 1:10:00]  [8:  Ibid., approx. 1:29:00]  [9:  Ibid., approx. 1:33:00] 

Another scene that certainly challenges those traditions is the use of a nightmare scene to highlight the psychological stresses that Swofford is under, especially regarding his unfaithful girlfriend. In the scene Swofford awakens during the night and walks to the bathroom mirror whereupon he finds his girlfriends staring back at him, this makes him physically sick and he begins to rapidly vomit a large amount of sand into the sink before waking up in a sweat; another example of the desert taking its toll on his psyche.[endnoteRef:10] The most disturbing scene however is easily the ‘Highway of Death’. During the scene Fowler enters a charred bus with the camera shot positioned at the back of the bus. Just to the bottom left, and only for a second or two, you can see the charred remains of a little girl in a blackened pink dress. This may well be responsible for Fowlers later disturbed behaviour. Soon after, Swofford splits off from the rest of the group to “take as shit” and comes across a group of charred corpses in a circular encampment. The bodies are still in life-like poses as they were when they died, one sitting upright. Swafford sits among the corpses, as though he is one of them, taking in the surreal horror of what he is witnessing. He vomits. He then begins conversing with one of the corpses. It is imagery such as this that can pull from the viewer an emotional reaction that no written history could ever hope to achieve. [10:  Ibid., approx. 49:00] 

Moving on to narrative themes, the Vietnam war is a constant narrative theme throughout the film. This is partly due to the fact the 1991 Gulf war was only 16 years after the fall of Saigon and as such many of the senior officers and NCO’s would have been veterans of that conflict at the time. Another reason for that recurring theme is the fact that Jarhead was written by William Broyles Jr., himself a veteran of that conflict.[endnoteRef:11]The Vietnam theme begins with Swofford’s drill instructor asking “Swofford, you the maggot whose father served in Vietnam?” to which Swofford replies “Sir, yes sir”. The drill instructor replies “Outstanding! Did he have the balls to die there?”. Swofford replies “Sir, no sir”. Shortly after this scene we cut to the entire unit watching the film ‘Apocalypse Now’ during a scene that shows Huey helicopters firing upon NVA/Vietcong positions to the soundtrack of ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ as the Marines cheer triumphantly at American success.[endnoteRef:12] The Vietnam narrative theme continues, especially regarding Vietnam films, however it begins to take a sour turn. The next scene shows the Marines once again as a unit, this time deployed instead of back in the United States; they’re watching ‘The Deer Hunter’, but this time it turns out to be a sex tape recorded over the film by one Marine’s unfaithful, vengeful wife.[endnoteRef:13] Next, Corporal Troy reference Vietnam while under fire[endnoteRef:14] and then, while digging foxholes in the hellscape, a helicopter goes overhead playing ‘Break On Through (To The Other Side)’ by The Doors. Swofford, upon hearing this says, “that’s Vietnam music man, can’t we get our own fucking music?”. The final reference is in stark contrast to the triumphant military jingoism of the beginning. As the Marines return home, deflated as they pass through a welcome home parade, a Vietnam veteran jumps on board their bus, shouting “Semper Fi, Marines!” and shaking their hands.[endnoteRef:15] He is dishevelled, his military style jacket, decorations and patches are worn and torn. This veteran is lost without his war, without the Corps, without a purpose. The veteran asks if he can sit at the front of their bus, he is dejected that his feigned positivity has been seen through by the Marines, who look on at him with a fear that they will one day become him. This narrative theme is Sam Mendes’ way of exploring the historical effects of the loss of the Vietnam war in microcosm, not only on the US military, but on the American psyche as a whole. This certainly ‘contests’ in a Rosenstonian manner, the jingoistic American nationalism around Vietnam by displaying a narrative about Vietnam that is counter to the generally accepted view of Americans, both personal (for the Marines) and national. It also in my opinion revisions the way in which America does, or at least should, view the Vietnam war.  [11:  Robert T. Eberwein, ‘Bodies, Weapons’ in Armed Forces: Masculinity and Sexuality in the American War Film, (New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2007), p.135]  [12:  Jarhead. Directed by Sam Mendes (Universal Pictures, 2005), approx. 18:00]  [13:  Ibid., approx. 50:00]  [14:  Ibid., approx. 1:13:00]  [15:  Ibid., approx. 1:49:00] 

As previously mentioned, Rosenstone argues that the best historical films create ‘history’ only in so far as they attempt to make meaning out of the past, utilizing trace elements from the past. Rosenstone argues that, just as written history utilizes pieces of the past to construct what purports to be a structure of factuality, so does the historical film. However, it’s rules of engagement with those pieces of the past are decided by the demands of the medium, its evolved practices and it’s need for more precise detail than historical research could ever hope to supply – the camera as a ‘greedy mechanism’.[endnoteRef:16] As such, the camera necessitates of the director to supply what we conceive of as ‘filmic qualities’; cinematic landscapes, sound effects and musical scores, as well as the key difference between written and filmic ‘history’ – invention – of characters, places, events, etc.[endnoteRef:17] In Jarhead the use of sound tracks such as the song ‘Soldier’s Things’ by Tom Waits for the concluding funeral scene and narration by Swofford and ‘Something In The Way’ by Nirvana during Swofford’s nightmare scene are designed to create an emotional response in the viewer to each of those scenes. As Rosenstone says, the issue of invention may be enough for many traditional historians to discount historical films as partaking in traditional ‘history’, but they cannot remove the idea of historical ‘thinking’ and ‘understanding’.[endnoteRef:18] This idea is after all what allows directors to create meaning from enfolding elements of the past into the creation of a historical film. As Rosenstone points out, the word ‘history’ is to mean, if it means anything, tackling the issues of the past that effect the modern day; issues such as war, ideology, nationalism and politics as they are dealt with in Jarhead. For example, the issue of the geopolitics of oil comes up briefly in the discussion between the Marines as Kruger states that it’s all about oil. Troy immediately cuts him off; “fuck politics, all the rest is BS”.[endnoteRef:19] It is as though Sam Mendes intentionally left the scene with no challenge to Kruger’s statement.  [16:  Robert A. Rosenstone, ’Film on history’ in History on Film/Film on History (Longman/Pearson: Harlow, Essex, 2006), p.161]  [17:  Ibid., p.161]  [18:  Robert A. Rosenstone, ’Film on history’ in History on Film/Film on History (Longman/Pearson: Harlow, Essex, 2006), p.162]  [19:  Jarhead. Directed by Sam Mendes (Universal Pictures, 2005), approx. 25:50] 

In conclusion then, I have attempted to explain how a historical film could create something that could be called ‘history’ in the traditional sense. I have attempted to justify my selection of Sam Mendes as a ‘filmmaker historian’ while looking at his use of cinematic aesthetics and narrative themes; and I have looked at the psychological stresses endured by Swofford and his fellow Marines. Finally, I have looked at filmic qualities and such a sound tracks and ‘invention’ in the Rosenstonian sense of the word. Rosenstone argued that film gives us a new kind of history, in the same way that the oral tradition of the ancient Greeks gave way to the empirical, increasingly linear, scientific relationship that written history has created.[endnoteRef:20] I believe he is correct in this assertion and that historical film is a valuable source of differing historical perspectives from traditional academic history.  [20:  Robert A. Rosenstone, ’Film on history’ in History on Film/Film on History (Longman/Pearson: Harlow, Essex, 2006), p.160s
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