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A Critical Analysis of Oliver Stone´s Salvador (1986) and application of specialist film terminology.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Oliver Stone´s 1986 film Salvador follows American journalist Richard Boyle in his coverage of the Salvadorian Civil War, which took place between 1979 and 1992, and was fought between the Salvadorian Military Government and the FMLN (Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front), a coalition of left wing guerrilla movements. The political situation in the country was summed up rather succinctly by the Ambassador Thomas Kelly character, when he stated that there was ´A pathological killer on the right, God-knows-what on the left, and a gutless middle.´ [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Salvador. (1986)] 


Salvador was not a commercial success, [footnoteRef:2] especially when compared with how Stone´s other 1986 release Platoon faired at the box office. [footnoteRef:3] That being said, Salvador is generally viewed favourably in critical circles. [footnoteRef:4] Some criticism was also directed towards Stone for what was described as his biased retelling of the events of the Salvadorian Civil War, and in his 1986 review of the film, Goodman suggests that certain elements of the film that is ´based on a true story´ betray Stone´s own biases, by stating that ´one look at the youthful, idealistic guerrillas, accompanied everywhere by folk music, and you know where Mr. Stone's heart lies.´ [footnoteRef:5] [2:  Salvador - Box Office Mojo. (2020). Grossing just $1,500,000 in the United States  ]  [3:  Platoon - Box Office Mojo. (2020). Which grossed $138,530,565 in the United States. ]  [4:  Ebert. (1986) and Salvador (1986) – IMDb. (2020) ]  [5:  Goodman (1986)] 


The following passages of this essay will analyse sequences within the film from a number of perspectives using specialist terminology. 

Shot
Application of shot types will be analysed, and the cinematic and narrative effect of these shot choices by Stone discussed. Corrigan very simply defines shot as the ´single image you see on the screen before the film cuts to a different image.´ [footnoteRef:6] In Salvador, Stone uses various shot types to illustrate the differing power dynamics within various situations and as Corrigan states that ´when a conversation between two people is shot through a group of alternating high angles and low angles, … it could also say that one of the two is the more dominant.´ [footnoteRef:7] Stone´s shot choice within the (extremely difficult to watch) brutal rape and murder sequence of the missionaries by members of the Salvadorian National Guard is an interesting example of how shot choice can be utilised to illustrate dominance within an exchange between two characters. Stone (rightly) presents these men as primal and remorseless creatures, wildly salivating over their victims and his usage of high and low angle shots between the attacker and Cathy Moore´s character serves to exemplify this power imbalance. The final high angle shot of this difficult sequence, in which Cathy Moore makes the sign of the cross before being murdered perhaps shows her acceptance of the situation and of her fate. Religious significance aside, this final shot consolidates Cathy´s and by extension the other missionary’s position within the narrative as brave victims, accepting their fate at the hands of cruel men. Furthermore, Cathy´s association with the FMLN in the earlier parts of the film, it can be argued, communicates to the viewer very explicitly who the ´good guys´ and the ´bad guys´ are, as the appalling cruelty of the National Guard in this instance is irreconcilable with any noble or morally ´good´ regime.  [6:  Corrigan. (2014). p.76]  [7:  Corrigan. (2014). p.78] 


Stone chooses to place the rape and murder sequence directly before Boyle and other journalists are allowed to visit the FMNL camp in the mountains, which has clearly been done to present a juxtaposition between the FMLN and military government. Stone´s shot choice during this visit is interesting. Whilst showing off the natural beauty of El Salvador with shots of the mountains and rainforest, Stone also chooses to include shots of the FMLN fighters, who by contrast to the national guard, that is entirely made up of men, are men and women, young and old. These abnormally long lingering shots of FMNL fighters are what Corrigan describes as ´long takes´ when ´the film does not cut to another image for an unusually long time´, [footnoteRef:8] and they ´allow the viewer to really get comfortable in a scene, and absorb every detail on the screen without being taken away.´ [footnoteRef:9]. The viewer is given the opportunity to examine the faces of these people and what they are fighting for, whether it is family and legacy, in the case of an older lady stood with a rifle next to her young family or young love and the future, in the case of the young lovers kissing whilst armed. All of these shot choices elicit an emotional and empathic response in the viewer, which Roger Ebert suggests, allows us to understand what it is like to be in a grossly different position to our own. [footnoteRef:10] The shots contribute to the humanising effect of these people and we are encouraged to regard them warmly as they are like us and are fighting for things that we would all, if pushed as they have been, fight for.  [8:  Corrigan. (2014). p.44]  [9:  Anderton. (2020).]  [10:  Ebert. (2020). The full quote is “For me, the movies are like a machine that generates empathy. If it’s a great movie, it lets you understand a little bit more about what it’s like to be a different gender, a different race, a different age, a different economic class, a different nationality, a different profession, different hopes, aspirations, dreams and fears. It helps us to identify with the people who are sharing this journey with us.”] 


Non-diegetic sound:
Corrigan defines nondiegetic sound as having ´its source outside that world´ [footnoteRef:11] (that is, the world in which the film is set) and gives the example of ´background music of an orchestral score´ [footnoteRef:12] as being non-diegetic. Again, Stone employs non-diegetic sound very effectively throughout the film, and in particular makes use of a device that Corrigan calls ´ambient sound´ which is ´the background noises or music that surround the main action and dialogue´. [footnoteRef:13] Hockrow states that ´Ambient sound is atmosphere´, [footnoteRef:14] and through the employment of differing styles of ambient sound, Stone is able to create differing atmospheres that again, evoke emotional responses in viewers.  [11:  Corrigan. (2014). p.89]  [12:  Corrigan. (2014). p.89]  [13:  Corrigan. (2014). p.90]  [14:  Hockrow. (2015). p.160] 


If we look again at the two sequences mentioned previously, the murder sequence and the FMNL camp sequence, we very clearly see how Stone uses non-diegetic, ambient sound masterfully to create two very different atmospheres. 

In his Spectre of Sound, Donnelly states that a ´common feature (in Horror film music) is the use of melodic lines of deeply pitched strings, which are often slow´, [footnoteRef:15]  and during the aforementioned murder sequence there is a undercurrent of malevolent sounding music, which is characteristic of the typical horror music described by Donnelly. Whilst Salvador is not a horror film in the general sense, [footnoteRef:16] one could argue that this particular sequence does have all of the hallmarks of the horror genre, and of course is a horrific sequence to watch. Stone´s employment of non-diegetic sound characteristically found in the horror genre serves to place the audience in the uncomfortable position where slow music and low tones allow for tension be ´built through anticipation´. [footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Donnelly. (2005). p.90.]  [16:  Britannica - Horror film. (2020). That is a ´motion picture calculated to cause intense repugnance, fear, or dread.´]  [17:  Donnelly. (2005). p.90.] 


By contrast, during the journalist visit to the FMNL camp, the non-diegetic sound creates an entirely different atmosphere. Throughout the sequence, the inclusion of the song entitled ´El Salvador ta Venciendo´ by Yolocamba Ita [footnoteRef:18] (which translates as El Salvador is Winning) is a stirring folk song made famous during the civil war that was popular within the Salvadorian peasant community and was broadcast through FMNL Radio Venceremos (meaning ´We Will Overcome´). [footnoteRef:19] It can be argued that non-Spanish speakers (and even non-Salvadorian Spanish speakers) would not understand the gravity of the inclusion of this piece of music, but even still, the song itself is pleasant to listen to, and compliments the representation of the pastoral, egalitarian community that Stone has created for the viewer, and possibly further reflects Stone´s aforementioned bias towards the FMNL cause.  [18:  Musica.com - El Salvador ta Venciendo (letra y canción) - Yolocamba-ita. (2020). Lyrics and the song can be found here. The lyrics are a collection of calls to arm and the song begins and ends with ´¡Vamos muchachos, vamos pa´ arriba!´ which roughly translates as ´Let´s go guys, let´s go up!´.]  [19:  University of Texas Libraries - Radio Venceremos. (2020). ] 


Theme: 
Corrigan defines the theme of a film to be what it is actually ´about´, [footnoteRef:20] and what the ´main ideas in a movie´ [footnoteRef:21] are. There are a number of interweaving themes within Salvador, but the overarching theme will be discussed below, which it can be argued, is an overt critique of American foreign policy and of the military decisions during the Cold War period and also a criticism of the short memories that we have regarding the consequences of military intervention.  [20:  Corrigan. (2014). p.53.]  [21:  Corrigan. (2014). p.53.] 


Like many conflicts that occurred in what came to be known as the ´Central American crisis´ and other parts of the world (e.g. Vietnam, Korea, Indonesia, etc.), the Salvadorian Civil War was fought within the context of the Cold War in which the (right wing) military government of El Salvador was supported by the USA and its allies and the (left wing) FMLN were supported by the Soviet Union and its allies, and this is a central theme throughout the film. Although the film closely follows the protagonist Boyle and his erratic exploits, it can be considered a much broader cautionary allegory against US involvement in future proxy (or actual, for that matter) wars. Stone writes in his 1988, ´ We Were Not the Good Guys Anymore´ that ´moral amnesia has set in, because the guys who run the country … don't remember what war means, in terms of suffering, to the body and the soul,´ [footnoteRef:22] and it seems that Salvador is an attempt to remind the viewing public and by extension the ´guys running the country´ of this cost. Boyle´s regular mentions of Vietnam, e.g. ´Is that why you're here, Colonel? Some kind of post-Vietnam experience like you need a rerun or something?´ [footnoteRef:23] and Dr. Rock´s awkward exchange with a young service woman, who states that she was ´kind of young during all that´, [footnoteRef:24] serve to remind a US audience that, although these conflicts may have faded from the common consciousness, they still happened, and the same mistakes are still being made by those running the country. Stone himself writes that he had a flashback when he arrived in Central America in 1985, and when he ´talked to the young G.I.s in uniform, … they were gung ho, no doubts about it, they were fighting communism once again in Nicaragua. We were 'saving´ Honduras.´ [footnoteRef:25] It seems that Stone´s decision to create his Salvador can be viewed as an attempt to reacquaint the viewing public with the suffering of war and of the gravity of interventionist military foreign policy decisions, and fighting against what he terms ´moral amnesia´.  [22:  Stone. (1988). p. 425.]  [23:  Salvador. (1986).]  [24:  Salvador. (1986). ]  [25:  Stone. (1988). p. 425.] 
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