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Cillian Murphy: War Hero

History buffs and film fans alike will find great value in these pages as they explore the war genre’s greatest ever movies, and some of its best performances. In particular, Cillian Murphy: War Hero will shine light onto the famous Irishman’s career, the impact his work has made on some of the greatest war movies ever, and pieces of historical context with regard to each of his characters.

What’s more, he also provided indelible efforts on television as Thomas Shelby, a veteran and war hero in the hit series Peaky Blinders, while also playing soldiers in both stage plays and short films. Across three mediums in total, Cillian Murphy has portrayed seven active-duty soldiers, two veterans, and an essential figure of World War II. 


Foreword: A History of War Movies and 
the Genre’s Best Actors

Since the dawn of the medium itself, some all-time great filmmakers have carefully painted the brutalities of war on the silver screens of cinema. Just as one example, take a look at Samuel Fuller. He’s made some of the all-time greatest depictions of battle, such as The Steel Helmet (1953) and The Big Red One (1980). He’s perhaps the foremost authority on the genre, not just because of the aforementioned titles, but also by dint of his serving in the Second World War. 

An infantryman to the 16th Regiment, 1st Division, he traversed the trenches of WWII throughout Sicily, Africa, and Normandy, and for his service, Fuller was subsequently honored with numerous awards, from the Bronze and Silver Stars to the Purple Heart and Combat Infantryman Badge. To call him experienced would be putting Fuller’s status as a war director in the absolute lightest of fashions, and although genre lines are fine, he once defined the category at hand for historians and pundits to reference. 

According to Geoffrey Macnab of The Independent, the hardened veteran and famous filmmaker once said that, “a war film’s objective, no matter how personal or emotional, is to make a viewer feel war.” Simple enough, and with that being said, it’s worth noting that Fuller is only scratching the surface of directors who are known for their war films. 

Perhaps in more famous fashion—from widely recognized performers to more niche names of the industry—there are also plenty of actors who have become known for fighting on the battlefield. This is a common occurrence, actors being known for a particular type of title. It’s by no means exclusive to war films. Dozens of examples could be touched on from the medium’s most popular genres, like westerns, for instance. 

The performer most commonly associated with westerns is John Wayne. He’s essentially synonymous with the genre, having appeared in scores of films throughout his career that were set in the Wild West. Meanwhile, other examples of genre masters include Jamie Lee Curtis with horror movies, and Sigourney Weaver with sci-fi films. Now, thanks to his brilliant portrayal soldiers throughout various world conflicts, there’s also Cillian Murphy: War Hero.

Precise accounts of the first ever war movie are difficult to pinpoint, though most film historians settle on Tearing Down the Spanish Flag (1898) as the original. A short, it runs for just over ninety-seconds, and from there, hundreds of shorts and feature-length films alike were released throughout the silent film era. Comedies with Charlie Chaplin, epic dramas about World War I—no matter the essence of the respective project in tone, style, or setting, the battlegrounds of war became a hotspot for actors since the youngest years of the medium.

Perhaps the most prominent from the early days of cinema was The Big Parade (1925), a scathing analysis of World War I. Director King Vidor captured various themes in the sights of his filmmaking rifle, like his protagonist taking aim at a squadron of Germans from within the trenches of France. 

A highly revered take on the suffering of soldiers, The Big Parade influenced future genre movies such as All Quiet on the Western Front (1930). Quite the popular title, based on the novel of the same name by Erich Maria Remarque—and one of the earliest examples of a war film to be released within the pre-code era of Hollywood.

While other, well-known titles such as Wings (1927) feature prominent elements of the genre, the development of sound films brought about some of the truest representations of war that the medium had to offer. Take La Grande Illusion (1937), for instance. Often cited among the best movies ever made, La Grande Illusion was directed by Jean Renoir from a script he co-wrote with screen writer Charles Spaak. One reason the film was so lauded around the world was by virtue of its realism, which can largely be attributed to the history of the filmmakers themselves—particularly, Renoir.

During WWI, he was a reconnaissance pilot, and he parlayed that experience wonderfully into directing his magnum opus. It tells the story of Captain de Boëldieu and Lieutenant Maréchal—played by Pierre Fresnay and Jean Gabin—aviators for the French during WWI who are shot down by German Imperial Army and taken to a prisoner-of-war (POW) camp. They befriend some fellow Frenchmen while held within captivity, and thus, they all band together to escape.

The movie received widespread praise, and across the board of its cast, everyone’s acting was held in high regard, as well. Take Gabin, who went on to provide some explosive performances in several war movies down the line. After La Grande Illusion, he had a cameo in Napoléon (1955) as Marshal Jean Lenins, a military commander of the First French Empire, while a lesser-known war movie that featured Gabin as the lead was The Imposter (1944), which is set during World War II.

Another long-serving actor of war movies was Errol Flynn—in just four years, he appeared in five movies centered entirely around WWII. These were released throughout the conflict, too: Between 1942 and 1945, famous thespian Errol Flynn defined the genre alongside his greatest collaborator Raoul Walsh, who in turn is among the greatest director of the genre thanks to his pitch-perfect portrayals of the Second World War.

By far, that’s the most represented conflict in cinema, with speculative numbers in that regard ranging upwards of a thousand. And of all of those movies set between 1939 and 1945, Irish actor Cillian Murphy has played characters in four of them. This isn’t entirely uncommon, though the caliber of his performances undoubtedly fit that bill.

In the sixties, Charles Bronson appeared in multiple WWII movies, such as The Great Escape (1963) by John Sturges and The Dirty Dozen (1967) by Robert Aldrich. Both were highly successful, lucrative at the box office and well-represented at the most prestigious award ceremonies that the industry has to offer, from the Golden Globes to the Academy Awards. There are several other actors among their respective casts worth noting, on top of Charles Bronson. 

Bronson played supporting parts in both The Great Escape and The Dirty Dozen, two of the greatest war films ever. Let alone of the decade. In the former, Bronson co-starred alongside Steve McQueen, another war veteran of cinema. Also throughout the sixties, McQueen starred in titles such as Hell is for Heroes and The War Lover—both from 1962—that rendered him a household name, and a recurring soldier of cinema.

From that same decade, there’s also Dr. Strangelove (1964), and speaking of: Its director Stanley Kubrick is one of the greatest directors the war genre’s ever seen. His first (anti) war film, Paths of Glory (1957) is considered a cinematic masterpiece. He also directed Full Metal Jacket (1987) a couple of decades later. But back to the sixties: these pages would be entirely incomplete without the mention of The Battle of Algiers (1966), directed by Gillo Pontecorvo from a script by Franco Solinas.

Commonly cited among the greatest films ever made, The Battle of Algiers paints a picture of the eponymous excursion, but in the style of a newsreel, edited to appear as a documentary when it is in fact a work of fiction. This created an unrivaled sense of realism that few war films had seen before, while also giving the genre a chance to expand on the untamed prospect of guerrilla warfare.

Influential stuff, and it paved the way for one of the most prosperous periods in the history of war movies. For starters, just take a look at Patton (1970), directed by Franklin J. Schaffner. A widespread success both critically and commercially, Patton was written by Francis Ford Coppola. After his Godfather movies—and after other war movies like The Deer Hunter (1978), directed by Michael Cimino—the all-time great Francis Ford Coppola would go on to create one of the greatest war movies ever.

Often cited among the finest films ever made, Apocalypse Now (1979) is without a doubt an all-time great when it comes to cinematic depictions of battle. It also features an all-star cast of on-screen veterans, such as actor Laurence Fishburne. In his third feature film, that high-profile performer played a supporting part in Coppola’s master class of battle, and the director-actor collaboration returned to the battlefield a decade down the line thanks to Garden of Stone (1987).

From there, Fishburne led The Tuskegee Airmen (1995), a television film. But against all of his well-made war films, Apocalypse Now is the best of the bunch. Not even close, in full candor. Star actor Martin Sheen received common praise for his portrayal of Benjamin Willard, but at the beginning of that decade, he first showed up as a soldier by way of Catch-22 (1970). Well after his collaboration with Coppola to end the 1970s, award-winning Martin Sheen played Robert E. Lee in Gettysburg (1993). 

A few other war movies have featured Sheen throughout the years—he was the titular character in The Execution of Private Slovik (1974), for instance—but, again: Apocalypse Now is an all-time great of the medium, and easily Sheen’s best wartime excursion. The same can be said for Robert Duvall, who previously played a major in the war-comedy M*A*S*H (1970). 

He’s a true master of genre, and the renown of Apocalypse Now nearly transcends Duvall’s popularity in general. It laid the perfect landscape for more movie soldiers to traverse the battlefields in the following decade, with movies like Platoon (1985) cleaning up shop at the Oscar ceremonies. This was also a time for foreign films to get some shine, from Das Boot (1981) to Come and See (1985).

The nineties saw the release of the some of the genre’s most lucrative films, from The English Patient (1996) to Seven Years in Tibet (1997). Of course, there’s also Saving Private Ryan (1998), directed by Steven Spielberg. That world-famous creative genius is perhaps the greatest in the genre’s history, and often times, he’s considered among the best to ever do it. Much of that can be attributed to his contributions to war movies.

Of course, several actors throughout cinema have become associated with the genre, as well. For instance, take Tommy Lee Jones. He first appeared as a Master Sergeant in Rolling Thunder (1977), followed by a Captain in Fire Birds (1990). His first “Major” role in this regard was featured in JFK (1991), and then, he played a Gunnery Sergeant in Heaven & Earth (1993). 

He followed up with another Major in Blue Sky (1994), and yet another in Small Soldiers (1998). Quite the array of serviceman, and in the twenty-first century, Tommy Lee continued appearing in several, high-quality war films. He played a Colonel in Rules of Engagement (2000), a Special Forces Trainer in The Hunted (2003), a Colonel in Captain America: The First Avenger (2011), a General in Emperor (2012), and a Marine in The Burial (2023).

That’s an undeniably impressive resume, at least from a perspective of quantity. That said: some of Tommy Lee’s war movies run the gamut of reception, whereas every film in which Cillian Murphy portrays a soldier proves to be of the utmost quality. He’s outshined his contemporaries not just because of his output, nor the world-class caliber with which he performs, but also by virtue of the reverence that his respective titles have received. 

There are even more modern war actors with whom Cillian has fought alongside that are well worth noting, such as Daniel Craig. After he worked with the Irishman at hand—more on their collaboration in a bit—Craig went on to star in Defiance (2008), directed by Edward Zwick. That’s yet another filmmaker who’s a hardened veteran of war movies, with titles such as Glory (1989) and Courage Under Fire (1995) being famous examples of the genre.

Another war movie soldier with whom Cillian has appeared is Robert Downey Jr., who first made waves on the battlefield thanks to Tropic Thunder (2008). Definitely more of a comedy than anything, but still a critical darling, and RDJ stole the show. It granted him grand levels of experience when he appeared with Cillian in another war movie much later down the line.

One year after Tropic Thunder, films like Inglourious Basterds (2009) and The Hurt Locker (2009) were surefire critical darlings, blockbuster successes that boast monumental name value. In that same twelve-month span, theaters saw the release of a few underrated war movies, too, such as Brothers (2009) and The Messenger (2009). 

Already having established himself as a bona fide war movie hero, Woody Harrelson continued honing his prowess in The Messenger by Oren Moverman. In the following decade he appeared in Midway (2019), while before the current century, Harrelson co-starred in one of the greatest war movies ever made: The Thin Red Line (1998), written and directed by Terrence Malick. When accounting for Welcome to Sarajevo (1997), he’s undoubtedly among the greatest actors to ever step foot on the battlefield.

Among the most famous actors of all time, Woody Harrelson isn’t known for one particular genre. Not like George MacKay, an English actor who led the cast of 1917 (2019), and co-starred in Private Peaceful (2012). His war films aren’t just master classes of storytelling—McKay consistently puts forth career-defining efforts whenever portraying a soldier. The first foray for McKay into battle was Defiance, which was released during the most booming period in the genre’s rich history. 

Around this time, plenty of actresses began appearing in numerous war movies, such as Mélanie Laurent. A performer from France, she made a name for herself around the world by leading Inglourious Basterds, the satirical depiction of World War II by American filmmaker Quentin Tarantino. She appeared with August Diehl, a German actor who’s also put great work into the genre thanks to Come What May (2015), Allied (2016), A Hidden Life (2019), and Munich – The Edge of War (2022). 

Through all those titles, Inglourious Basterds remains the best war film of August Diehl’s career, and the same goes for Mélanie Lauren. But just one year after the release of that critical darling, Laurent starred in The Round-Up (2010), and even well before, she appeared in Days of Glory (2006). A pair of French films.

Those movies vary in popularity, but still. Three war movies in five years was historic for an actress, with only a select few like Meryl Streep standing out in history. In just her second on-screen appearance, Streep played a supporting part in The Deer Hunter, co-starring Robert De Niro and Christopher Walken.

All three of those talented thespians were recognized with nominations at the 51st Academy Awards: Best Actor for De Niro, Best Actress for Streep, and a Best Supporting Actor nom for Walken. The only winner among them Christopher Walken, who went onto appear in multiple, lesser-known war movies after the release of The Deer Hunter.

As for De Niro: Under the direction of Martin Scorsese, he played a veteran of the Vietnam War in Taxi Driver (1976). There are no combat scenes or battle preparations that can be found in the plot of Taxi Driver, but it may be the most famous film to ever explore the effects of post-traumatic stress disorder, and that’s largely thanks to De Niro’s efforts as the dynamic Travis Bickle. 

Up next for De Niro was The Deer Hunter, but his output on the battlefield has waned ever since. He’s added one more credit as a soldier thanks to The Good Shepherd (2006), in which he played a historical figure, General Bill Sullivan. That also marked his second stint behind the scenes as director, but again: The Good Shepherd is the last movie of prominence in which De Niro played a veteran. From there, he passed on the torch.

At the turn of the 2010s, one decade into the new millennium as a whole, the genre was at its peak. A few years after a historic 2009, one of the greatest periods for the genre, American Sniper (2014) became the highest-grossing war movie ever. Well, when adjusting for inflation, Saving Private Ryan (1998) was more successful. But in terms of gross, actual numbers accrued, American Sniper holds the record, raking in a whopping $547.4 million at the worldwide box office.

Based on Chris Kyle’s autobiography of the same name—penned in 2012 with the help of both Scott McEwen and Jim DeFelice—the adaptation of American Sniper was written by Jason Hall. His efforts received widespread praise, with Hall even being nominated for Best Adapted Screenplay at the 87th Academy Awards. Also nominated was Bradley Cooper, in contention for Best Actor. 

That renowned performer is also known for his famous portrayals of soldiers—aside Chris Kyle, the protagonist of American Sniper, he also played Templeton Peck in The A-Team (2010). A hero of the Vietnam War, that fictional soldier helps to render Cooper a recurring actor of the genre, even if The A-Team pales in comparison to the quality of American Sniper.

It was directed by Clint Eastwood, one of the most famous filmmakers in the medium’s history, who had previously made war films such as Flags of Our Fathers and Letters from Iwo Jima, both of which were released in 2006. All three render him one of the genre’s greatest directors, but that said: Eastwood is far from the only contemporary filmmaker to toil away on the set of a replica battlefield. From Hacksaw Ridge (2016) by Mel Gibson to Da 5 Bloods (2020) by Spike Lee, some of modern cinemas most popular all-time names have tried their hand at the war film.

Acting in numerous genre entries from Gallipoli (1981) and Braveheart (1995) to The Patriot (2000) and We Were Soldiers (2002), famous film figure Mel Gibson is among the best actors that war films have ever seen. He even holds auteur credits on Brave heart, with Hacksaw Ridge making him an essential director of the battlefield, as well.

As another example, refer to the career of British director Ken Loach. From Land and Freedom (1995) to Route Irish (2010), several of his films have been set against the backdrop of war, such as the United States invasion of Iraq that was initiated in 2003. In terms of Ken Loach’s war films, neither Land and Freedom nor Route Irish boast much name value today. Not like the movie he made with Cillian Murphy as the lead.

After hitting mainstream success for his acclaimed efforts on Kes (1969), director Ken Loach went on to collaborate with some of the biggest names of the industry, and in the process, established himself as an all-time great. However, he’s far from the only big-name director with whom Cillian has worked on a war film. The Irish actor has amassed a close collection of recurring collaborators ever since he made his debut as an actor—not on film, but with a stage play.


The Sons of Mr. Green Genes: 
Cillian’s Early Years

Born in Cork, Ireland, on May 25, 1976, famous actor Cillian Murphy has put in tremendous work across various mediums as an actor since the turn of the twenty-first century. He’s appeared in some of the most critically acclaimed and financially successful films of their respective decades—the same thing goes for television, albeit to a lesser extent. 

Before winning the Academy Award for Best Actor thanks to his titular performance in Oppenheimer (2023), he was mostly known for his role as Thomas Shelby in a period drama series called Peaky Blinders (2013–2022). Hardcore film fans have long recognized his efforts, as he’s collaborated multiple times with English filmmaker Christopher Nolan. What’s more, Cillian has starred in two movies that were written by Alex Garland and directed by Danny Boyle, and on numerous occasions, he’s appeared alongside such famous performers as Brendan Gleeson and Emily Blunt.

No matter their chosen craft, those are some well-known figures of the industry, and fans of Cillian’s can likely name several movies on which he’s worked with them each. Now with household name value, his movie roles are well-recognized by audiences around the world. However, little do some fans realize, Cillian actually began his career in entertainment by performing as a rock musician.

This was his first chosen craft, forming a love for music at a very young age. He was born to Brendan, who worked for the Department of Education, while Cillian’s mother was employed as a French teacher. The oldest of four, Cillian has two younger sisters: Sile and Ora. With his younger brother Páidi, he even formed a rock band, called The Sons of Mr. Green Genes, after the song of the same name by guitarist Frank Zappa.

Although the two Murphy brothers were offered a deal with Acid Jazz Records, they eventually disbanded—Páidi was still in school, and Cillian’s compositions were going to be taken by Acid Jazz for far less bang for their buck. Instead, Cillian turned his sights toward acting, and he’s hardly looked back since.

He’s continued his musical endeavors in various fashions throughout the years, but far and away, Cillian Murphy is most prominently known for his adeptness as an actor. He has enjoyed an eclectic career, as well, appearing in films of numerous kinds, and no matter the genre, almost every role under his belt has received widespread praise from critics. That said, there are a few types of films that seem to facilitate particularly poignant performances from the famous Irish thespian.

In spite of his recurring appearances under fan-favorite umbrellas such as horror and science fiction, Irish actor Cillian Murphy is at his best when on the battlefield. The war film he was first associated with was The Wind That Shakes the Barley (2006), which homes in on a pair of brothers from County Cork—where the film is shot, and where a majority of the Irish actors featured in the film are from. The brothers join the Irish Republican Army to fight against the United Kingdom for their country’s independence. It’s a famous plot, receiving widespread praise from critics and putting fans on notice regarding the prowess of Cillian Murphy.

That wasn’t his first experience on the battlefield, though. In The Trench (1999) by William Boyd, he plays a soldier for the British amid the bloody battles of the First World War. Since, he’s fought for both the Irish Army and the Czechoslovak Army, while also developing weapons for the United States of America. From Cold Mountain (2003) and Anthropoid (2016) to Dunkirk (2017) and Oppenheimer (2023), he’s played a part in several depictions of famous real-life wars. 

Four of his parts in war movies have been of the leading variety, while two were supporting and the other part was minor. But no matter the role, Cillian performs with a passion for peace, utilizing a powerful pair of iron lungs to chain-smoke cigarettes and deliver indelible dialogue. He’s the greatest actor the genre’s ever seen not just because of his volume of high-quality war movies, but also by dint of his skill, his prowess in front of a camera. Three of Cillian’s best performances were given in the genre at hand—definitely not a coincidence. 

There’s a reason that dozens of high-profile thespians have made a name for themselves in the war genre throughout the history of Hollywood and beyond, as
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