
A Level Film Studies ‘Apocalypse Now ’  
(Coppola, USA, 1979)   

COMPONENT 1: VARIETIES OF FILM AND FILMMAKING  
Section A: Hollywood 1930-1990 (comparative study) 
Written examination: 2.5 hours 

35% of qualification  

 

 

AO1 Demonstrate knowledge and understanding of elements of film  

AO2 Apply knowledge and understanding of elements of film to:  

analyse and compare films, including through the use of critical approaches  

evaluate the significance of critical approaches  

analyse and evaluate own work in relation to other professionally produced work  

  

CONTEXTS 

Production | Social and Political | Critical 

Debate 

Vital to the eventual conception of Apocalypse Now was that by the mid-

1970s America had only very recently finished their intervention in Vietnam. 

The Vietnam War (1954-75) was complex in origin and in its development 

and final cessation.  

Anti-war and clearly offering a counter-culture view of American 

interventionist foreign policy and a hypocritical and ineffective military. 

A counter-culture classic – anti-war, anti - government, humanist and bleak. 

As a document of the Vietnam War (1955-1975) it is peerless. 

The film was re-released in 2001 with an extra 49 minutes’ worth of footage 

– so hardly a Director’s Cut but rather a film with missing sequences added 

by the director from the many hours of footage originally shot. 

The film won numerous awards, such as the 1979 Cannes Palme D’Or for 

Best Film and with 8 nominations at the 1980 Academy Awards it won Best 

Cinematography and Best Sound. It also did well at the box office on both 

its initial release and its Redux release.  

The film is also interesting in seeing two generations of ‘method actor’ 

(Brando and Sheen) playing opposite each other – although by all accounts 

neither actor was as focussed in terms of their method as they needed to be: 

Brando turned up on set overweight and without having read Conrad’s 

novel; Sheen had a nervous breakdown and a near fatal heart attack. 

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

SYNOPSIS 

Captain Benjamin Willard (Martin Sheen) is 

in Saigon, his tour of Vietnam duty over. 

Willard is divorced and has been waiting a 

week for details of his mission. He is called 

in by intelligence to undertake a mission 

to go upriver into the deep jungle of 

Cambodia (where America has no reason 

to be). Once there he must terminate a 

renegade American colonel named Kurtz 

(Marlon Brando).  

 

  

IDEOLOGY AND THEMES 

 
The themes that Coppola explores are about identity, the horror and 

chaos of war and spirituality. These are  regularly developed in his 

narratives and through his characters are commonly associations with his 

motifs. 

 

This is very much a film of its time representing clear anti-war ideologies 

and a running motif of the influence and effect of the drug culture at the 

time. 
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AUTEUR 

The director of Apocalypse Now is Francis Ford Coppola 

and at the time of developing the film he was the highest 

profile and, arguably, the most highly regarded of a group of 

American film directors now referred to as the American 

New Wave, all of whom came to commercial and critical 

prominence in the early 1970s. These filmmakers were: 

Terrence Malick, Martin Scorsese, George Lucas, Steven 

Spielberg and Brian DePalma. Critically, they had grown up 

during the age of the idea of the film director as auteur and 

they willingly inherited the idea, very clearly defining the 

films they directed by the directorial ‘personality’. 

 

Francis Ford Coppola is renowned as a leading figure of 

New Hollywood and an auteur; along with the Godfather 

trilogy (1972, 1974, 1990), Apocalypse Now represents his 

greatest work. It is also significant as one of the greatest 

anti-war movies and one of the first films to critique the 

Vietnam War. A film renowned for its production excesses, it 

remains evidence of a cult film phenomenon which nearly 

destroyed its producers and some of its principal cast and 

crew. 

 

Brando can also be seen as an auteur in this film – inflecting 

with his literal and metaphorical weight the whole project. 

As one of Hollywood’s first wave of method actors and 

certainly its most famous, Brando soon gained a reputation 

for being a difficult performer to work with. The intensity of 

his performances was, it seems, matched by an intense 

working relationship. This is clearly evidenced in his work in 

Apocalypse Now for in the few scenes he appears in he is 

magnetic despite having weight issues necessitating the use 

of a body double in some long shots. Brando’s eventual 

obsession with the character of Kurtz also contributed to the 

film’s budgetary problems. These started when a storm 

destroyed sets, the Philippine army requisitioned the 

helicopters they had loaned Coppola in order to fight 

insurgents and culminated with Martin Sheen’s near fatal 

heart attack. The arrival of a bloated and underprepared but 

subsequently obsessed Brando was the icing on a rapidly 

crumbling cake. 

 

 

 

  

LANGUAGE AND MISE EN SCENE 

Apocalypse Now combines the war film aesthetic that’s 

anchored in visual realism with a more florid visual style 

and some of the tropes of an adventure narrative. 

Willard is the story’s hero who has embarked on a 

quest. 

Apocalypse Now adheres to the Hollywood’s 
longstanding commitment to descriptive realism in 
terms of its depiction of the war. Uniforms, artillery, 
military lingo are based on what actually was.   

  
  
  
  

PAST PAPER QUESTIONS 
 

(a) Compare how far your chosen films reflect the 

auteur signature features of their filmmakers. [40] 

 

 (b) Compare how far your chosen films reflect their 

different production contexts.[40] 

 

KEY SEQUENCES 

Opening sequence 

The helicopter assault 

Playboy concert  

The sampan massacre 

The killing of Kurtz 

NARRATIVE | GENRE 
The narration that accompanies the on screen action is 

one of the highlights of the film and this material was 

authored by Michael Herr. The film is very much like a 

silent film and it is the voice over that contributes much 

of the film’s metaphorical weight and investigation.  

Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness suggested 

itself as a powerful framework and metaphor to 

enhance the basic concept with.   

SPECTATORSHIP 
 
In terms of Apocalypse Now, the film’s original 
audience would have keenly remembered the Vietnam 
War and would perhaps even have been directly with its 
legacy. When the film was originally released audiences 
made it a popular success, Coppola’s name as the film’s 
director drawing in viewers who had made his earlier 
films The Godfather and The Godfather Part II.  

 

 
 
 


