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Dedication

for Isaac, Grace, and Joe





Epigraph

“A war doesn’t merely kill off a few hundred or a few hundred thousand young men. It kills off something in a people that can never be brought back. And if a people goes through enough wars, pretty soon all that’s left is the brute, the creature that we—you and I and others like us—have brought up from the slime.”

—John Williams, Stoner (1965)

“The film is like a battleground. Love . . . hate . . . action . . . violence . . . death. . . . In one word, emotion.”

—Samuel Fuller, in Pierrot le Fou (1965)

A little panic-fear grew in his mind. As his imagination went forward to a fight, he saw hideous possibilities. He contemplated the lurking menaces of the future, and failed in an effort to see himself standing stoutly in the midst of them. He recalled his visions of broken-bladed glory, but in the shadow of the impending tumult he suspected them to be impossible pictures.

—Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage (1895)

“The enemy is anybody who’s going to get you killed, no matter which side he’s on, and that includes Colonel Cathcart.”

—Joseph Heller, Catch-22 (1961)

Houdini thought the boy comely, fair like his mother, and tow-headed, but a little soft-looking. He leaned over the side door. Goodbye, Sonny, he said holding out his hand. Warn the Duke, the little boy said. Then he ran off.

—E. L. Doctorow, Ragtime (1975), describing an impossible event that seems to have occurred in 1909

“Tyger, tyger, burning bright.”

—William Blake (1794)

“Contains scenes that some viewers may find disturbing.”

—CNN, every now and then
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I

Mobilization

In which, getting ready for this big subject—fashioning the board, some rules, and attitudes; and finding appealing tokens to play with (a top hat, a machine gun, and a Scottie dog?)—the idea gathers that war has become a game.
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Imitate the Action of the Tiger

No, I cannot hear the growling, not yet. But the other day, on Inisherin, I heard gunfire plodding across the sea, from the mainland.

This is a book about war, an attempt to describe the dynamic in film that has been so infatuated with battle. But battle and war are not the same: war is a malignancy in our nature and society, the deep expression of our fear; while battle aspires to adventure and a thrill, like going to a movie, and trying to believe that we can handle fear.

The book will be a history and a commentary, moving forward from the marker of 1914, as world war and world cinema came into being in the same burst of change. Like an explosion. It will try to tell our story while observing many of our finest war films. But we are as much intent on the future as the past, and this book is dedicated to grandchildren. Strict chronology can be a fallacy, so the book moves sideways sometimes, from one theater to another, taking in backstory along with speculation. Nineteen fourteen cannot be separated from 2023. For there are three lessons to start with on this project.

One is that war steadily repeats and digests its melodrama, not just in tactics and technology, but in the pattern of misguided hopes and brutal reality. War drags us down, so that we forget peace.

Another lesson—for a book written and published first in the United States—is the way America has seldom understood how marginal it is in this dark history. In two world wars, the American homeland was calm; its industry thrived; its stories swelled in grandeur. But it longs to be the leader and a star in war studies. So America has had few rivals in the making of exciting war movies, or in the ingenuity and expressiveness of its military expenditure. As if the young nation wanted to romance combat or make an advertisement for it.

The third lesson is the most far-reaching: as time has passed since 1914, it becomes clearer that, for so many of us, the most available sense of history is reappraisal through a movie. Later in this book, I will note how some potential viewers complained that The Vietnam War on television, a chronicle by Ken Burns and Lynn Novick, was too long. Whereas even at over seventeen hours it is too short. Because an attempt at understanding believes a war of thirty years deserves a lifetime of research. (And if you think it wasn’t thirty years, then you are victim to Hollywood condensation.) But there are many who think Vietnam was Platoon, or Apocalypse Now, or We Were Soldiers, three spectacular films that squeezed the totality to fit a glib story line. If we let the movies be our history book, we will only repeat the movies.

Still, it does seem exciting, doesn’t it, war on film, like butter on hot toast? Who could resist that side order with your scrambled eggs? As quick as a flash there will be images and sounds in your heads: the arachnoid churning of helicopters from Apocalypse Now and Colonel Kilgore’s surfer exuberance over the smell of napalm in the morning—just hope your scrambled eggs weren’t cooked in that oil.

The highlights are so many. Talk about coming attractions: the brilliant rearguard action for that bridge in Saving Private Ryan and the stress on Ryan earning the sacrifice that saved him; the incoherent skirmishing in the streets of Mogadishu in Black Hawk Down as bold adventure turned to chaos; the suave Russian captain in The Hunt for Red October asking for “just one ping” on the brink of a very bad bang; the way the sweet grassy hill is taken on Guadalcanal in The Thin Red Line; and even the pageant of knights on horseback whose green fields of Ireland masquerade as the mud patch of Agincourt for Olivier’s Henry V. These are spectacles in what has always been a dynamic for the film business. The slaughter of our fellows was big box office from the start—so long as it was done with an elegance fit to please pacifist audiences. For something in us has always delighted in the imitation of war’s tiger. So long as we don’t throw up in horror when we see its teeth.

Can you hear him yet?

That tiger comes from Shakespeare’s Henry V: “But when the blast of war blows in our ears, then imitate the action of the tiger.” Will could not have met too many tigers in his life, but he knew about pretending. That martial encouragement comes right after this appealing homily: “In peace there’s nothing so becomes a man as modest stillness and humility.” I hope that can cover the steady concentration with which film craftsmen, artificers at the big computer, compose scenes of immense battle (still elegant) that were not possible when you needed extras, uniforms, gunpowder, horses, and soft ground to soak up the blood.

That stillness before the tiger makes a riddle: It is there in the heartfelt way in which battle has been our thing, even if it terrifies us, as if we might be shot to pieces today, or as if our entire enterprise—the civilization project—could be charred debris before dinner. How do we stand that contradiction? Are we crazy?

Well, yes, of course, you say. But just calm down, so we can get on with good stories of battle.

WHEN WAR HAPPENS, IT EXPECTS TO BE EVERYTHING, NOT A GAME PLAYED in the next valley but a plan to rewrite geography. It is aiming a gun and determining the direction of life. In the twentieth century we learned that war unified the world, pressured it and accelerated it. We realized that “a state of war” affected every item of how we thought and what we hoped for. When world war “finished”—in 1945, we say—some preparedness lingered in the air, not just dread but purpose, a potency that would not subside. The tiger’s growl.

So we would have wars on poverty, forever; and others on racism, violence, intolerance, and even tolerance. Why not a war on guns? We had to rearm, and make movies that set out an absurd protocol for having a successful war. So hungry for war we invented combat games to play on Xboxes, and that audience soon surpassed the old fogies loyal to movies about war. The sofa-bound hostilities, wearing out triggers with kill counts, left actual war and casualties seeming archaic and humbled. Is it all theater now?

The war in Afghanistan might have been declared “over” at the end of summer 2021, but the previous two centuries showed how it only kept coming back, first as the romance of British cavalry patrols in the Khyber Pass, and then as whispering drone strikes and the damage that would be omitted from official reports. To go to war, sooner or later, is to realize that your government is lying to you. By the time you read this, there may be “boots on the ground” again in that sad, available territory. We may have gone back “in” just to end the landscape of starvation and inhumanity. We are sentimental about such things.

Of course, war is a cold, ugly game. I’m sure you want to be clear about that, even if the endless insistence may spell out our derangement. We feel that disapproving way every time combat is posited, in parts of the world we still hardly know. It is a source of immense destruction, of cities and nations, lives and hopes. So you wonder sometimes where our race and civilization might have been without war.

Or is that too great a stretch, and too close to a world possible for the common people who may be buried or lost statistically in centuries of rich mud? In going to war and giving up your life you will be complicit in a plan to overlook the rights of man. Is the stuff about “a bad thing” formulaic now, a cliché? Just our humbug habit?

Then ask why this terrible thing so entertains us that we cannot stop looking at it. This fun has gone so far beyond diligent attempts to record or re-create combat—the way real land is won and lost; the frailty of brave, uniformed men wilting under fire. That early stress on the physicality of war has given way to a cinematic takeover of combat in which the labor of engines and men in the mud has been supplanted by the smoothness of computers, the soaring of lethal flight, and the simplification of destroyed lives as animated shapes. This is how the acknowledged catastrophe in All Quiet on the Western Front (1930, and now again) turned into the childish zest of Star Wars (begun in 1977). But Star Wars was a long time ago already, and we have found new ways to do war that are as fabulous and exciting as a son et lumière of the Somme or Stalingrad. Do you know what those places looked like—or are they all movie now?*

Do you remember (this was only August 2021), the newsreel sight of some large military transport aircraft trying to take off from Kabul’s airfield, but having to tread delicately because of the desperate lives around the plane, striving to get on board, longing to escape? And weren’t there tiny figures clinging to the structure of the plane itself, when surely they knew they would have to fall away in the next few seconds? Were those human beings or digital leaves? Can you tell the difference?

Immediately, that image was recognized not just as a journalistic coup but as a summary of the misguided war in Afghanistan—or of the latest mishap in that battered nation. It was clear immediately—in the moment of seeing it—that that footage would be as much the emblem of American humiliation as those helicopters being tipped into the ocean at the close of the Vietnam affair.

Within a year of the desperate departure from Kabul, we had no easy escape from Matthew Heineman’s Retrograde (2022). That was a documentary in which the film and American support had been embedded with Afghan army forces fighting the Taliban. The Americans were Green Berets, young men, gaunt, scorched, and older than their years, having to listen to their president tell them that the Afghan project had been accomplished, so go home now, in honor. The guys do not smile, but we know how clearly they see their betrayal of the Afghan leader, General Benny Sadat, and the political convenience that has wiped away decades of service. Retrograde is a major work, one that teaches soldiers not to trust war or those pale faces who schedule it. You have to wonder how far the pale faces will continue to let people like Matthew Heineman be embedded.

BUT THERE’S MORE TO AGONIZE OVER. I DO NOT DOUBT THE DEPICTED events in that Kabul coverage. I am not seeking to undermine its tragedy or the panic. But I know that shots like these can be contrived and manipulated, without need of actuality. You have known this for years now. And that means you cannot exactly trust what you see, because the sophistication of movie has humbled and tricked our tragedies. In hurrying to keep up with the slaughter we have had to make a concession: that tragedy doesn’t quite happen anymore—we’ve had too much of it, or worn out our grief. That which can be duplicated and passed around for fun begins to lose its power. Did two million or x million perish at Stalingrad? Would it make a difference seventy-five years later?

We used to be so trusting. In our sleep we murmured, “Warn the duke.” But when Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie, were shot dead in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914, there was no film or photograph of the killing. There is a picture of the hapless couple earlier on that day; they are middle-aged gentry in their Gräf & Stift phaeton enjoying the feel of summer and looking forward to lunch, even if a rude grenade had been tossed in their direction by inept members of the Black Hand movement. They were parked on a back street to catch their breath, or feel safe. Then, by accident and providence, Gavrilo Princip happened to leave a café on the side street, and since he had a pistol in his pocket he thought, Why not? Give a lost soul a gun and he’ll fire it—isn’t that a movie law? When a group calls itself the Black Hand you guess it will drop the ball. Truly that Sunday was a mess, as if unscripted.

Still the world believed the telegraphed reports of the killings and began to act on them: a locomotive of hostilities was set in motion. Everyone soon knew it was the Great War. This spasm educated us in the existence of “everyone.”

A hundred or so years later, we are not as confident. There is ample coverage of what happened at the battle for the Washington Capitol on January 6, 2021, but political paranoia has made a ferment of dispute over that violence and its scripts. The factual images are repeated, but our culture is bored by how easily such things can be fabricated. Photography is no longer a record; it is an unsound assertion. The technological subterfuges of “recording” have made the morality of the real back off. Those who control the media have taken over the rights on history. The most influential innovation in the process of war was the onset of the movies because their smile said the damage didn’t quite matter.

I’m warning you. This book will not be comfortable; the tiger is not a kitten. Ask yourself whether you are up for it. Or are you one of those armchair generals who watches a massacre like a football match?

What can we do, then, in the name of decency? If you are reading a book, I feel you have the seeds of optimism within you. But if you’re writing it, you know the shadow of pessimism, and the inescapable conclusion that war is a big show.

Warn the duke. Don’t say it’s too late.

But in June 1914, the duke had been warned. He wasn’t quite the idiot we sometimes make him in our stories. The people—leaders and led—on the brink of catastrophe often seem sensible and diligent. Franz Ferdinand had thoughts on the governance of the empire and wanted to give more fairness to the Slavs. So he went to Sarajevo knowing the danger, and accepting the risk. He was one of us, waiting on fortune.

The point about warn the duke is that somehow or later we’ll feel like idiots, or worse, like the Green Berets sick at Kabul.
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At Ease

By the end of this book we will come to a moment where a man and a woman in an expensive hotel room observe what seems to be a war outside. “Looks like there’s a war on,” the woman says, and I think we understand that worry. It has a numb menace that seems disconcerting, but which really is quite normal, or one of our things. So be wary of growing indignant or soulful over war and its damage. Casual horror happens now, still ghastly but so matter-of-factly we take it for granted. Once its novelty wears off, horror humiliates the theory of our intelligence.

You will be saying, But that casualness is terrible, and of course you’re right. But that propriety gets staler year by year, as we prepare for the show. Isn’t war (as depicted, as viewed from our movie distance, as action on our screen) our game now, a rash way of signaling that we would like to be brave?

It is the custom of war movies to see combat as a field for courage and its prowess. But isn’t that dynamic pretentious now? I am not doubting that here and there in battle some of us do astonishingly brave Audie Murphy things, saving lives, winning a hill, or rescuing the princess. But don’t take that as orthodoxy. Wars are fought by people who are constantly afraid, and that state deserves to be honored and accepted. How many wars are started to deny fear? How many war movies share that delusion? The white lie in war movies is that we are willing fighters, deserving victory and validation. War is also the system in which poor and underprivileged people are ground down, and shamed for being afraid. To be incontinent at the threshold of a gas chamber is not indecent or unreasonable.

For nearly all our lives, we have wondered over the irrepressible urge of cataclysmic war to break out (as if it was the tiger). We fear it, and think of our young ones in jeopardy, but we have always been the dominating infants eager for inviting triggers. What bliss, to open fire—that sounds insane. But it is a steady pressure. You have to think the worse of us because of it, but we are so bad at closing down fire. So we labor on in the philosophy that war is a very bad thing. Yet we hunger for its banquet. Even now, I daresay, you are a touch impatient with this introduction and itching to get on to Black Hawk Down, The Thin Red Line, or . . . please add in your favorites, the ones you always pause for if they come up on TV.

AS I WAS WRITING THIS BOOK, I MIGHT FIND MYSELF AWAKE BEFORE DAWN calculating some fresh outbreak of hostilities in the world. There are many sites to consider as one imagines the board set up for Risk. I did think of Ukraine. But Taiwan seemed the next available flash point. Toss a coin? Or admit that that offshore island feels such a natural part of China that we can understand the Chinese wanting to keep their union in place? Without it, where would we be? Moreover, it is evident in any strategic military estimate that China could retake Taiwan quicker than Germany took Holland in 1940.

Are you shaky on the facts and the names—or as uncertain as millions were in 1939–40 about what and where the impregnable Maginot Line was? As you get into world war you have to appreciate how ignorant you were all along about most reaches of the world, as if you have never been to school.

Taiwan (or, as it calls itself, the Republic of China) is about 13,800 square miles and 23.4 million inhabitants, a little over a hundred miles offshore from the People’s Republic of China (1.4 billion people; 3.7 million square miles). Taiwan has an army of about 130,000; for China the number is over 2 million.

Taiwan (formerly known as Formosa) became the escape ground for the regime in China ousted by the Communist revolution of 1949. If it’s helpful, think of a cartoon movie (a kind of Tom and Jerry) where Mao Tse-tung boots Chiang Kai-shek off the mainland. In the time since, Taiwan has become prosperous and a significant part of Western economic life. It is in our world. No nation has done more to sustain that status than the United States, and we are treaty-bound to protect it if ever the People’s Republic of China thinks to invade. President Biden has the habit of saying “Of course” when asked if the US would really—truly, madly, deeply—do that. It is said we have a few military people there, “helping.” You hear the number 70. Warn the president?

But what could happen? Why did General Mark Milley (chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) seem so impressed in October 2021 by a Chinese hypersonic weapons test that “changed the game”? What happened when the French army and the British Expeditionary Force faced the German blitzkrieg attack of May 1940? The probability in warfare was amended with shocking speed as the constipation of the Great War blew up in military academic faces. With a similar thrust against Taiwan, the United States and the diplomatic fraternity would be deeply distressed. There could be brief, heroic resistance on the island and emergency debates at the United Nations, along with protest marches in many countries. But there’s not much more that the US or anyone else could do. Think of what has happened recently in Hong Kong, and ask whether anyone sees an alternative to some abrupt reunification of the two Chinas.

Unless . . . I am going to make a more modest proposal. Suppose (in the spirit of our board game Risk) the US and China resolved to go to war, but with a gentlemen’s agreement whereby the conflict would abjure the use of nuclear weapons. Instead, there would be combat by dice tossing, and the modern mayhem possible with computer-generated imagery—those soldiers made by a computer are never exactly killed; they are deleted (but with full cinematic conviction, bodies erupting, heads in smithereens, the full et cetera). This saving grace would come not just from humanitarian idealism or a wish to stop short of the unthinkable, but from the practical objection that you can’t have a satisfactory world war (with season ticket involvement) unless you draw the line at a level of conventional armament such as existed in 1945.

You are deciding that your author is preposterous—warn the publisher? But consider what a lengthy conventional war could do for two large yet insecure economies. Wasn’t 1939–45 (for all its catastrophes) the dynamic that replaced the Depression with modern prosperity? And we surely understand that modern prosperity can be more compelling than many rights of mankind, including fair play for all. So think about how a World War 3 (we need a better title) might do so much to reorganize this jittery world of ours. Full productive employment? Entertainment for all? Health care for the wounded and for all? Wouldn’t such a war promote our search for renewable natural energy? Think how it would galvanize artificial intelligence, and help us get rid of the antiquated human version.

I’ve no idea how it would conclude. I suppose the key to such a war would be that it not conclude, that a state of harmonious and profitable industrial hostility goes on, and on. What I am envisaging is a full-bodied war culture, exciting but regulated, destructive yet safe, as full of victory as defeats, a show for those of us who really don’t want to fight ourselves, but who are thoroughly exercised by the show of war, such as seems to dominate our most popular movies.

Am I dreaming, or do we have this already?

My guess would be that instead of invading China (the practicality of which is so far-fetched) a more beckoning theater of war might be what we still call the Middle East (as if we presided over the world and mapped it), and the territory to the east of it. I will not be astonished if we reinvade Afghanistan for an eventual battleground that might extend to Kashmir and the north of India. Even to Siberia, which has always seemed promising for a robust campaign in which artillery fire sets off outbursts of permafrost gases. This is spectacular open country for large troop movements—indeed, it is the kind of terrain already familiar not just from “realistic” films like Courage Under Fire (shot outside El Paso) or The Hurt Locker (filmed in Jordan), but from the multiplicity of futuristic, computer-generated combat epics. Just as in the old Westerns where a man wanted a prairie where his horse could gallop, now he delights in an unencumbered expanse where tanks and machines play. Where drones simmer in the skies.

There will be casualties? Of course. But don’t we do those numbers? Warn the casualties? Why spoil their last days? We are going to have to be grown-up about the casualties. That word turns on “casual,” as if the losses came by chance. Let’s give that up. Generals and presidents were counting them on their fingers—one for fifty thousand—in the dark.

It’s notable how far movies have reveled in this indefinite sandscape territory—it goes from Star Wars and Mad Max to World War Z and Warcraft to Dune—providing inviting desolation where rambunctious machines and demons may growl and swoop. The technology seems modern, but the atmosphere is as archaic as Risk or John Buchan’s Greenmantle (a novel published in 1916) where the English gentleman Richard Hannay (recovering from wounds suffered at the Battle of Loos in 1915) ventures into the broad area of “the East” to scupper nasty German plans for a jihad to put a cat among the Great War pigeons. (Mix metaphors to taste.)

I’m being facetious, to stress the degree of lived-out fantasy in that Great War, but Hannayism does resemble the theater of T. E. Lawrence, an Englishman in dress-up who could be close to forgotten now but for a movie.

Isn’t it still the case that even the educated among us don’t properly know where the places are, let alone the nature of the lives led there? How fatuous it was in 1962 to have Alec Guinness (born in the suburb of Maida Vale) playing Prince Faisal of Arabia—but how daft is it still to feel the thrill of Peter O’Toole’s ecstatic charge on “Aqaba!” in Lawrence of Arabia when I could not find that city on the map? Movie is too often a mask for ignorance, just as so many wars owe their energy to our knowing too little about faraway places. They thrive on the refusal to take history seriously. Thus the dilemma of a book that wants to be a history, not just in the chronology of what happened, but in trying to understand how the technology of film as a medium and its narrative constructs drove and directed our understanding of war.

So being playful with the thought of a war over Taiwan is not simpleminded or cynical. It is guiding us toward what has happened to war movies in, say, the past thirty years. I mean an inflation and a trivialization occurring in concert. We exist now in a culture of battle films where damage, death, and disaster are not much graver than tossing the dice to see how Risk armies can be destroyed over Kamchatka, Irkutsk, and Yakutsk.

Consider this example: In 1990, The Hunt for Red October opened. It was an engaging adventure movie, with a plausible sense of submarine warfare as it then existed. Taken from a Tom Clancy novel, scripted by Larry Ferguson and Donald E. Stewart, and directed by John McTiernan, it concerns a Soviet submarine captain, Marko Ramius, who wants to sail his missile-armed vessel to the Maine shore and defect. But only one headstrong American intelligence analyst, Jack Ryan, understands this motivation. The story is complicated, yet icy clear, and if you haven’t seen the picture I urge you to do so. It’s as if Gary Cooper was still running our high-tech show. You’ll feel better.

Red October (the sub and the film) depends on Sean Connery as Ramius: he is taciturn, Scottish-Russian, noble, and one of the most endearing officers ever put on film. With the US Navy’s encouragement, the project was able to photograph the most modern submarines to create credible sets for its cramped interiors. We feel as if we are seeing the real thing. That is a sweet trick in movies, and it matches Ramius’s dry candor. It made a rousing entertainment, well written and adroitly played—the impetuous Alec Baldwin is Jack Ryan, and there is excellent work from Scott Glenn, Sam Neill, and Courtney B. Vance in a laconic Hawksian world. But it seems old-fashioned now, like a Second World War picture dedicated to the steely nerves and professional acumen of our reliable guys.

The film is cunning: It has a Russian hero, but it arranges itself so that a “bad” Soviet sub can be outmaneuvered and blown to pieces. That’s the wow moment. It has an air of authenticity (and a trust in the real thing) so great that American naval security was alarmed that a few secret devices in their subs might have been let slip. Moviegoers love that genuine flourish (it stimulates our dreaming), and you may be amused to hear that the urbane Connery took the part of Ramius at about forty-eight hours’ notice after other actors had melted away. Of course, he could have done it in twenty-four. Minutes.

But there’s a deeper lesson, in hindsight. Red October was released just as the Soviet empire ended—I mean the Communist bloc we had grown up with in a mood of fear and loathing. With glasnost, the Berlin Wall (an old movie prop) came down. So the Cold War was “over,” and there were many reasons to rejoice and relax. As well as one large worry still not settled: For in cold triumph we, the West, were left to puzzle out what we were doing in the geopolitical world and where the future would take us. What was the story? Were we freer now to solve racism and poverty at home? Or could we put those things off? Can we say that in the thirty years since the wall came down, the US has done a good job at defining its new identity? Would Russia need war again?

Then add this: the benefits and the puzzle of the Cold War ending coincided with the rapid evolution of what I will call CGI cinema, or our ability to show anything we could imagine, as opposed to the state of nature. Thus in the thirty years since, our battle films have become teeming fantasies, lyrically violent, so that our sense of war gets closer to a reckless, uninhibited make-believe. Well, of course, you say, that is progress. But that complacency doesn’t let us off the hook. It is in our glorying over fanciful wars that we are losing touch with the Ramius ethos and integrity, and his looking forward to some quiet fishing if he can get Red October through all the bureaucratic barriers of homeland security.

Hannay and Lawrence now look like gaudy puppets on an exotic stage. But the cool Ramius may be closer to that ancient confidence than we suppose. Are we really smarter or more realistic when it comes to getting out of (or into) Kabul? Or in wondering whether to be there in the first place? Being in all these remote places is hard—not just getting there and establishing our own familiar eateries, but researching the factual texture of Somalia or Nova Zembla and deciding what to do with it. It may be easier to live in the dark, or in the air.
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Open Fire

I was at 34,000 feet, doing 520 miles per hour, coming in from Kennedy on JetBlue. It sounds like a mission, skipper. You can tell yourself your aircraft is sailing along, riding the clouds and the turbulence like a yacht at sea. But sitting in ticketed aspic you don’t feel the real friction of traveling or the cold outside; inside the plane you are breathing the air that, they say, is renewed every two minutes. No one disputes that claim, or tells the flight attendant offering theoretical pretzels that we will settle for nothing less than a dish of English trifle with fresh cream and black currant sauce.

This is not an aside. It is the heart of the matter.

Flying in a commercial aircraft is a form of military service, or doing as one is instructed to make sure everything will be “all right.” (The pressure in us to stay “all right” deepens as so many things go wrong.) You sit in your seat, belted up under orders; you do not get out of line—for the sake of the flight and its calm. Even now, the crew wears a kind of uniform, and the pilot is called a “captain.” There is talk about what to do in the unlikely case of an emergency.

In any event, flying along as part of the unit, at ease but paying attention, I thought I’d watch a movie on the screen in the back of the seat in front of me.

The available selection had titles I had never heard of, and I thought, Why not pick one of them? So many of the well-known pictures nowadays turn out so bad. There was this item, Nobody. The title meant nothing to me, but its star, its ragged face, was Bob Odenkirk, an actor I like. His face was suffering because for most of Nobody Odenkirk, as Hutch, is beaten up and treated badly. His life becomes a constant emergency in which his energy and identity are pitted against the unkind world. He plays an apparently plain family man (with a fond son and a lovely wife). But his inertia is broken one night when hoodlums enter his home intent on taking money, or whatever. And Hutch rather lets this happen. You can say he is timid or circumspect—afraid of violence, or simply a nobody, like us.

He regrets his reticence enough to recall that once upon a time he was an enforcer, an assassin or discourager hired by respectable intelligence agencies. Odenkirk was Arnold? So many white lies hover over this scheme: intelligence agencies, for instance, when “unintelligence” might be more credible; the notion that this expert in violence has become meek and dull without undue medication; or the proposition that the role is fit for Bob Odenkirk and his bitter, victimized view of life. He is not an actor who has faced the world with AK-47s in his hands. So Nobody draws on a forlorn but ubiquitous fantasy, known to every stooge sitting in seat 12D or whatever, that his compressed, dutiful, and uncomfortable service might be cover for valiant outlawry. Ready to open fire.

Nobody may not be “good,” as in a seal of approval, but it has stayed with me long after landing. In an hour and a half Hutch takes the wicked world of Russian gangsters apart, not just to protect his family and innocent women on the subway, but to get into an orgy of firing. I sat there in 12D entranced by the flare and the rattle of Hutch’s gunfire as he trashed every enemy he could see. You can say that Nobody is not really a war film, but tread carefully. We typecast oligarchs and thugs from Russia now in a way that would be vetoed if those guys were Welsh or Zulu. It is a film in which the humble and abashed viewer is granted the liberty of opening fire endlessly in his dreams. At 34,000 feet, my trigger fingers were flexing to keep up with Hutch’s kill count: it was like playing Call of Duty: World at War as a video game with one’s son and being wiped out by his nonchalant speed.

And even if the quantity of licensed firearms in the United States is unseemly (and evidence of fear in the home of the brave), I do not believe your everyday JetBlue flight is crowded with shootists. It’s just that in the darkness of the enclosed flight (perversely shutting out the glow of the West) so many of us could jerk off in our minds at the glee of opening fire.

Here is a structure in understanding that is vital to the disconnect movie has always indulged between what we do in life and what we might want to do, despite knowing that the dream could be dangerous, and illegal. It has never seemed coincident that films and guns are both shot, and that they concern contained explosions. It may seem an awkward proposition, but in taking a picture and firing a weapon there is a level of sexual metaphor, a kind of self-expression that is heady but risky. Both cases contain an attempt to take over reality, to make it our play. Our sexual explosions are, similarly, plans to possess nature and a moment with our desire. The passion of one seems more creative or wholesome than the urge in the other. But sometimes the results are as mixed as motives. So often the storm of power is in play. That affinity goes all through this book, and we may find it embarrassing having to reconsider this beside such things as the Second Amendment and the philosophy that Americans believed they were so surrounded with dangers that they had to be armed. And ready to open fire. “Opening” fire is so suggestive and liberating. Makes you feel good to be alive.

I understand that some readers may be perturbed by the equation of sexuality and shooting. So I will offer the link in a broader way: Suppose shooting is an expression of individualism and the urge to be oneself. Is it just a spurt of ego or the liberty in which a man can stand up? That is where movie has been so influential, for it has made shooting a source of fun for people who would not think of belonging to the National Rifle Association or indulging in open carry. And there we are again with this pickle: that we who hope to be enlightened and unarmed can make six-shooters of our fingers in a trice for our kids.

Do moms do that as easily as dads? One vacuum in war films is the nonparticipation of women. This is not constant, and I will make as much as I can of women at war. But isn’t it extraordinary that so popular a genre should depend so little on female agency? We should not forget the possibility that wars are declared and fought as a blunt projection of male necessity, with rape as one of the regular spoils of war.

As such, we are at the brink of asking ourselves about the deepest gendered impulse in film itself. More or less, the history of movies indulged a pattern of our longing (or the male urge) to see sex and violence. The various censorship measures meant to restrain that withered in the sixties and seventies. It seemed as if we might have our fair share of both. But that didn’t work out. Sexuality on movie screens has receded: Was it an embarrassment to large family audiences? Were ardent filmmakers disappointed that the new orgasms (or last tangos) didn’t change the world or their endorphins? Was the access to tenderness and intimacy against the manly grain? Did pornography (a generally power-driven genre) take up the slack? But violence has known no limits, and the computerization of film fantasy has become its energy and its madness.

Back at 34,000 feet, I finished Nobody with fatigue but was sure that the busy film had met its targets. The carnage of its story “worked,” and one could conclude the film, in some exhausted faith, at how law and order are meant to operate. So why not have retired enforcers as avenging angels (and flight attendants)—even if the face of Bob Odenkirk (or Saul Goodman) is not quite angelic?

Still, I was surprised to discover that Nobody had done so well. Costing $16 million, Nobody had earned over $56 million. That prosperity affected Odenkirk in ways beyond simply acting in a hit: he was a coproducer on the film, which meant he had decided to accommodate its brutal subject matter.

Now, here’s the bonus of coincidence—like that phaeton stopping where Princip would see the Duke. Heading into San Francisco, my JetBlue flight was crossing the West on Thursday, October 21, 2021. I don’t think we got into the airspace of New Mexico, but we came close. And the day of my flight—even the moment—was the one on which 34,000 feet beneath us, a mishap occurred on the set of a film called Rust, in Bonanza City, New Mexico, when the actor (and coproducer on the project) Alec Baldwin accidentally fired off a prop gun and killed the movie’s director of photography, Halyna Hutchins. Also, the director, Joel Souza, was injured.

I won’t explore what happened on Rust, a matter destined for the courts, where Baldwin’s role as a coproducer could be more significant than his inadvertent firing of a gun. But the revelation of elaborate protocols on film sets for the use of guns and ammunition reminded us of how much firing there is in modern cinema—which means that those explosions are reckoned to bring us gratification and a kind of fulfillment.

After the Rust accident, there was talk of real guns and props, hot guns and cold. At the same time, news was breaking of a surge in “ghost guns” in America, weapons assembled out of spare parts purchased online, without serial number or old-fashioned identification. Wild guns meant to express desire and need.

It was in the sixties and seventies—before computer imagery, but thanks to the new craft of implanted blood and membrane sachets—that fictive bodies began to erupt to satisfy another desire. You can trace that in Bonnie and Clyde (1967) and the films of Sam Peckinpah. Morsels of wild flesh in the air, all approved, but seldom splashes of ejaculate. If that contrast is indelicate, which item is most problematic, the coming or the going? Perhaps those questions require cross-examining our own pleasure and the medium’s mix of peril and entertainment. The film business will protest that such solemnity spoils the fun. But for a century that business has gotten away with murder.

We are accomplices, screen gazers who play the tricky game of watching immediacy from a safe distance. It’s a matter of technical superiority, the essential military advantage. In his 1955 novel, The Deer Park, Norman Mailer has his hero reminisce about his air force days:

Sometimes on tactical missions we would lay fire bombs into Oriental villages. I did not like that particularly, but I would be busy with technique, and I would dive my plane and drop the jellied gasoline into my part of the pattern. I hardly thought of it any other way. From the air, a city in flames is not a bad sight.

That was Korea, but the stress on technique covers so many other theaters.

This is not an aside: you have to ask what your hand is thinking reaching for a gun, and what provides satisfaction.
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Black Hawk Down

Here is a favorite, a film that leaves one feeling like Mailer’s flier in The Deer Park, so many thousands of feet above the pattern of life below. Warn Somalia.

Say “black hawk down” and feel the ambiguity. You can hear it as the urgent report of a loss, one of ours plucked out of the sky. But the cry can be exultant, too. It could come from an untrained fellow on the African street who got off a lucky shot with his antique antitank gun, and shouts with triumph, “Black hawk down!” as the whirlybird spirals to the ground. Of course, the phrase goes both ways: a black hawk may be a trusted scout, or a bird of prey. Isn’t it poetry to call a helicopter a “Black Hawk” instead of a Sikorsky UH-60 (estimated unit cost $5.9 million)? Hasn’t war always been a breeding ground for poetry (and engineering), as if creativity is spurred by fear? Wasn’t that helicopter named after a warrior chief in the Sauk nation from the nineteenth century?

In every taking aim there is an implicit desire for accuracy and lucidity. That can amount to poetry. To make a movie is to frame and focus, to select and arrange, to fix an instant; and in that pressure of exactness, eloquence and meaning may emerge. It is like aiming a gun and hoping to hit the target. The accuracy can be beautiful. Just read this passage slowly, and feel its heartbeat of intent:

His head low, he swung the gun on a long slant, down, well and ahead of the second duck, then without looking at the result of his shot he raised the gun smoothly, up, up ahead and to the left of the other duck that was climbing to the left and as he pulled, saw it fold in flight and drop among the decoys in the broken ice. He looked to his right and saw the first duck a black patch on the same ice. He knew he had shot carefully on the first duck, far to the right of where the boat was, and on the second, high out and to the left, letting the duck climb far up and to the left to be sure the boat was out of any line of fire. It was a lovely double, shot exactly as he should have shot, with complete consideration and respect for the position of the boat, and he felt very good as he reloaded.

I know, you are ready to sigh for those birds, put the book down, and abandon Julia Child’s recipe for roast duck—and this is just page 5 from what for its first seventy pages is a piercing novel about military paranoia, the besieged mind-set of an old soldier. Don’t read past that, because Hemingway’s Across the River and Into the Trees (1950) then introduces a fantasy heroine who reduces the aiming to dreamy blindness. Tough colonels and earnest authors can turn to mush. But understand the passion for order and prowess that exists in shooting.

IF I PRESENTED YOU WITH AN OUTLINE MAP OF THE WORLD—THE CONTINENTS and the countries as unnamed shapes—could you find Somalia? Do you have a secure idea of how “old” Somalia is and what life was like there, centuries before Christ or Netflix? If that seems facetious, can you appreciate how easily “ancient” and “primitive” are steps in our dark? Do you take refuge in the theory that Somalia is somewhere on the eastern shoulder of Africa, troubled, unstable, a likely hot spot for Madam Secretary or the latest American administration?

Now consider 1993 in Somalia. Do you know what was happening, beyond the “instability” that we often assign to remote places in an imperialist and racist way? Not that Somalia believed it was remote. It felt sure it was the center of activity that might quickly be converted into “action”—that movie scan of life. Of course, thirty years later, with everything passing on, it’s hardly useful to spend the time it would take to understand what Somalis felt in 1993. Haven’t we given up on researching and fretting over what was happening there in ’93, or a thousand years before that? During the Second World War, it was called “British Somaliland,” though it was occupied by the Italians.

There was more turmoil or political conflict within Somalia in 1993 such that the rest of the world—or the parts prepared to take responsibility—called it “a failed state.” Somalia had split, north and south, and Mohamed Farah Aidid and Mohamed Ali Mahdi were rivals for control. There was fighting between their factions, and what communiques call human distress. So the United Nations passed resolutions (733 and 746) calling for humanitarian relief and for restored order in the country.

That was an urge to redirect the nation, to give it a new, or positive, story. So long as the positivism matched Western requirements. But see how that feeling comes close to the desire to make a new movie out of a muddled world. The military impulse often aims at the appearance of order instead of untangling the confusion of a situation. Soldiers say they can’t be expected to do that difficult thing. So in a movie you’re going to get the show in two or three tidy hours. That’s a package for denying that some issues require many years. Thus movie narrative structure has done a lot to dictate the popular sense of history.

Aidid challenged Pakistani troops who were under UN charge, and thus American forces (Rangers and Delta Force) were inserted in Somalia, leading to a raid on the capital, Mogadishu, that was meant to isolate and extricate advisers to the troublesome Aidid. This climaxed in October 1993 in an action where nineteen US troops and over a thousand Somalis were killed. That was hectic and regrettable; the United Nations soon withdrew its forces, largely at the behest of an embarrassed President Clinton.

In other words, Black Hawk Down.

I love this film, but I marvel at my pleasure over its clarity and its absurd grace.

I have never done any military service; I have not aimed, let alone fired, a gun. (I only responded to the prose of Hemingway’s Colonel Richard Cantwell at dawn in the marshland near Venice.) But that aspiration is strong and a current learned in childhood.

I like to believe I am averse to physical cruelty or force of arms. I am timid every day and climatically apprehensive. At the same time, I was born in February 1941, in a London being bombed, and I was told by everyone in my childhood that it was a good thing “we” had won the war. Because, otherwise . . . ? To the extent that I understand the political situation in Somalia leading up to October 1993, I suspect it was a dubious thing that United States troops were sent there ready to fight. It has been a steady part of our education to weigh the impertinence of sophisticated white armies going all over the world to impose order on countries of color, other languages, and dissenting views of history.

Yet I am always thrilled at this movie’s view of Black Hawk helicopters flying low over the shoreline of Somalia, basking in the late sunlight and the authority of overview. There is a kinship between the advance of those Hawks and the tide of time and story. It is the motion in cinema that prompts emotion. And when the time comes, I will be gratified by the way a shooting can take out an enemy. He may be shot to pieces, in anguish, but I feel no pain, except theoretically. And that is only a minor offset to the contentment of firing accurately and being adept enough to counter an ambush and protect my buddies. Those men who had no life for me to know or share in. Except as being a vicarious member of their group, the unit.

We may be fighting for “liberty”; that has a good track record. But in going into battle we will pick up the same weapons and the clothing—the garb we call uniform, as if aware that service involves the dissolution of independence and becoming part of the group project. Black Hawk Down will end up rueful about what Americans were doing in Somalia. But it never backs down from its constitutional faith in the unit, and its avoidance of responsibility.

I am talking about accomplishment or prowess, things that seem far away in mundane life—though I can come close to its well-being if I write a clear sentence or just type out a word correctly on my keyboard. I sometimes think of the keypad as the inward model of my being, my weapon, and admire its chance of targeted accuracy—take aim and fire, as opposed to numb fingers reducing “vicissitude” to “vcisssiturd.” That example seems foolish, but small details of accuracy are close to our pulse in the new age of technology. Trying to live up to the ethos of our best machines, we take quiet pride in getting our password right.

Are you the same way?

AFTER THE ACTUAL GUNFIRE, BLACK HAWK DOWN BEGAN AS A BOOK, SUBTITLED A Story of Modern War, written by Mark Bowden and published in 1999. This is a coherent narrative of the frenzied events in Mogadishu. Not that Bowden served there, but he was a journalist who researched the action carefully and talked to many of its participants. His book was a finalist for the National Book Award. Then the producer Jerry Bruckheimer purchased the film rights and oversaw the complicated scripting process. Several people did drafts or versions—from Bowden himself to Steven Zaillian and Stephen Gaghan—but the final credit went to Ken Nolan, who had lasted the longest of the writers. Even so, the film is about action, so its authorship can also be found in how it was cast, set, shot, and edited. Many of the best films are “written” as a plan ready to be executed. Or a weapon waiting to be fired.

Ridley Scott was engaged to direct Black Hawk Down. There may have been argument on who should get that job, but the decision now seems obvious, as if to say, well, Scott was the man for the job—or for any tough job. He was the son of an army officer. By 2001, when the film was made, Scott had acquired a reputation for getting difficult and novel adventure pictures done. That did not mean his every picture had been a commercial success, or flawless. But they had been delivered, and many had been widely enjoyed and appreciated: from 1977 to 2001 he had made The Duellists; Alien; Blade Runner; Legend; Someone to Watch Over Me; Black Rain; Thelma & Louise; 1492: Conquest of Paradise; White Squall; G.I. Jane; Gladiator; Hannibal—those are his films before Black Hawk Down. His flag hangs in the regimental hall.

I like many of those movies, but I appreciate how their reliability and fluency amount to impersonality. Anyone would appreciate Scott’s capacity for showing brave men in dangerous action—Blade Runner, Gladiator, Black Rain—but he is as comfortable watching women in similar situations: Alien, Thelma & Louise, G.I. Jane—without reaching for a “feminist” label. In most of these films, there is a respect for service and a code of honor; the unit has a certain glamour. That honor is the obligation that consumes the two hussars (Keith Carradine and Harvey Keitel) in the superb and demented The Duellists.

Scott does not reveal himself, or believe in that egotistical need. You cannot watch his films and sum up the nature of the man. Rather, it is as if he has decided that exposure is as foolishly vain in directing a film as it would be in carrying out a military mission. Decades later, with Scott at eighty-six, I don’t feel I know him, or that he needs to believe I know him. There have been directors in the history of film as self-effacing as they are efficient and open to nearly anything—Michael Curtiz, who made The Charge of the Light Brigade and Casablanca; William Wyler, who did Mrs. Miniver and The Best Years of Our Lives, and Ridley Scott. So Scott handles Black Hawk Down in a way fitting two of its characters—Sam Shepard as General Garrison at the US base trying to reconcile the plans with the emergency radio messages of mishaps from the city; and Tom Sizemore as the sergeant hacking his way out of the labyrinth of Mogadishu. Those men are unsentimental and committed: they mean to get a dirty job done as well as possible, and they do not reflect on whether they and the men should be there in Mogadishu.

They had faith in maps of that city, in Intelligence, and their orders; they know not to trust strangers; and they will fight with those that confront them. But Mogadishu is a city like all the others a soldier has to fight through, and not so different from the Normandy town in Saving Private Ryan (1998) where Sizemore played another sergeant trying to fall back on a crucial bridge. There is a code of service in which the sergeant is a saving link, a model, and Sizemore could be that man in many circumstances. This is an attitude to cinema that sees the sergeant as a kind of director, expert and committed, yet uninterested in the nature of the mission. This works very well, and leaves us feeling that battle is mere weather.

Filming a battle is so demanding—you have to manage the men, the actors and the extras, the gunfire and the explosions, as things seen and heard; the uniforms and the equipment; and you have to organize those elements so that the tender audience at home or in the dark can follow the whole thing, and be excited, without having one hair out of place. I am talking about the congruency of danger and safety that affects every combat film.

Black Hawk Down concerns a failed mission by our guys, and it is faithful to what happened and went awry. But take a step back and recognize how (like any movie) the order of battle resembles the process and the scheduling of a film. To make Black Hawk Down required the correct uniforms and equipment; it called for a daily schedule where streets, extras, costumes, and gunfire were all on call; the explosions had to be vivid but safe; it necessitated physical damage to its characters, but not to its players—the rhetoric of blood and body parts—while making sure that everyone on call got a hot lunch and the proper rest periods. To say nothing of the budgetary provisions: invading Mogadishu and doing it on film both had bottom lines, with clerical officials nagging at the loose edges of infrastructure and per diems. In short, the mishap of the Mogadishu raid looks and feels tidy and brilliant.

I have seen Black Hawk Down half a dozen times. I do not watch it because I support war, or recognize it as a trenchant antiwar statement. But something is gratified by the film’s resolve to make shape out of disorder. The operation in Mogadishu turns into a miscalculation, with two helicopters down, some men isolated or lost in the dense city, and an overriding urge to get the hell out without leaving casualties or prisoners, and doing your best to keep some scrap of honor intact. Not that this is a rowdy patriotic film that asserts Americans are the best of men. Let’s settle for their dogged instinct for cleaning house after spoilage. In defeat, the American effort seems to succeed.

Black Hawk Down is a job for which the shooting script has to be translated into filmed shots cut together so that they are lucid and frightening without being hideous. We are talking about grave wounds, the cause of death, and shattered bodies, and Scott and his crew must deliver those things without being what is called stomach-turning or beyond the limit of an R rating. He cannot upset civilian ticket buyers so deeply as to frighten them away. But he must stay true to the experience of veteran soldiers who may see the picture and be wary with their approval. After all, the army provided Black Hawks for the picture and took the cast in hand for a week of basic training so that the actors could get a taste of esprit de corps. The army had confidence that even with this famous fuck-up event, Ridley Scott was going to make you proud of the armed forces in which you had no intention of serving.

I will not glamorize the army, its leaders, or its servants. But I am trying to acknowledge the appeal of authority and action in war films. I need to see how it works in my own response to this film. The American mission quickly breaks apart: Was it always naive or unrealistic? It becomes hard for General Garrison back at headquarters to understand what is happening. There are Somalis in the streets who are terrified onlookers, men, women, and children who have no choice but to live in the cockpit city; and there are soldiers of Aidid who long to bring down helicopters and kill Americans (because these visitors have had the temerity to invade their home).

In 1993, let me ask you, was Mogadishu a city of 1.3 million people, 2.8 million, or 5.5 million? I didn’t know the answer until I looked it up, and I don’t expect better of you. Mogadishu was simply a place, a question mark, a warren for impoverished people trying to survive, whether Stalingrad or Bramley End, the fictional village in the 1942 film Went the Day Well? That description fits most invaded communities. And they are places you do not want to be, even if the fifty or so feet separating you from the movie screen may seem like an effective buffer.

As I began watching Black Hawk Down, I had difficulty identifying many of the soldiers, or the actors. I recognized Sam Shepard and Tom Sizemore, but most of the guys wore helmets and goggles, so they felt identical or interchangeable. I gave up on distinguishing Ewan McGregor, Josh Hartnett, Ewen Bremner, Hugh Dancy, Jason Isaacs, Tom Hardy, William Fichtner, Eric Bana, and many others. This is not to say those actors give insipid or invisible performances. They all move as intently as footballers in a key game. But the movie believes in their uniformity and the way they are atoms in a body of water or iron. Isn’t that the imperative of corps ideology? Isn’t it the impacted anonymity of ourselves, the audience?

The implications of this condition are immense. For they suggest linkage between the technology of movie and the fantasizing or the conscience behind war.

But what do we know or care about Somalia, and its need for humanitarian assistance? Just as you may have been uncertain over the population of Mogadishu (go for two million eight), you are likely confused over what is happening in Somalia today, thirty years after the failed raid on Mogadishu. How can we care about every city and failed state? The situation in Mogadishu may be changed now, as we keep watching the movie. But if we have given up the ghost about concern for Somalia, that is a disgrace. It leaves the feeling that the movie was never more than a game.

Do we care about the picture more than the place? Is Black Hawk Down an imperialist gesture? Was the justification for the troubles in Somalia toward the end of the twentieth century that they should provide for the pleasure of Black Hawk Down? How do we live with that grim conclusion? This feels outrageous, but if I say “Somalia,” don’t you think of this movie?

You are probably not surprised to hear that the movie was spun off as a first-person shooter video game, Delta Force: Black Hawk Down, developed by NovaLogic and sold for Microsoft Windows. It did well, though not as well as some other combat games. Still, you should digest this approbation from Maxim magazine:

Drink in your fill of military realism in crowded, confusing war zones where you can drown in rivers, kill civilians, and partake in friendly fire—just like we did—before heading to boot camp to apologize. If that’s not enough carnage, you can also engage in 32-player (50 on Xbox Live) online deathmatch missions, which is technically twice the bloody chaos of Halo 2. See, foreign policy can be fun!

BREAKING NEWS: BEING BRANDED WITH A FAMOUS ADVENTURE MOVIE HAS not brought rest or quiet progress to Somalia. By October 2021, it was revealed that the US and its CIA were still caught up in that country, doing whatever they could to contest al-Shabab, “one of Africa’s deadliest militant groups,” and a branch of al-Qaeda. On October 25, the New York Times ran a lengthy article, starting on the front page but extending to two inside pages, on the new troubles in Somalia. I read it carefully, but it was not easy to follow. I felt that labels were being employed to cover journalistic hedging. The Times story had this subheading: “Long After ‘Black Hawk Down’ Disaster, U.S. Battles Offshoot of Al Qaeda.”

I’m not complaining: few other papers attempted to be as thorough, or aware, and the story made it clear that no one had reason to relax over Somalia. Not that the causes of the upset were examined. So many angry indigenous peoples are still written off as bloody-minded extras instead of living characters.

Of course, it would have seemed comical for Hollywood to do Black Hawk Down again. Been there, done that would be every moviegoer’s refrain. In the years after the classic film, Ridley Scott (a knight since 2003) had turned his eye to other battles—American Gangster, Robin Hood, Prometheus, and still valiant with The Last Duel (2021, even if without much audience). He seemed forever embattled and still an authoritative commander of big action movies. He might smile to think his films now stand as markers, not just box-office events but signposts for digesting history. Yet he did have what seemed like an elderly episode with House of Gucci where command
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