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of a line in time can distinguish ally from enemy,
there was nothing in the enemy that deserved to
die or the ally that deserved to live: on either side
of such a line, killing must be murder and war a
crime.

[t is appropriately Griff who tells the Sergeant
he didn’t know the war was over, for Griff’s story
is the obverse of the Sergeant’s, and he sees the
night just before the Sergeant sces the day. A
sharpshooter in target practice, he’s a washout on
the beach at Arzew: with another man’s eyes in
his sights, he cannot pull the trigger. After the
landing he returns to his squad from a visit to the
psychiatric unit. “I can’t murder anybody,” he
tells the Sergeant. “We don’t murder, we kill,”
comes back the response. But Griff can’t split
death quite so fine. He keeps pulling his shots,
wondering what the hell he’s doing in the war. It’s
not cowardice—though he does want to live—that
makes Griff bolt at Kasserine or think about it in
the cave on Sicily. 1t’s certainly not fear that

freezes him on the beach at Normandy: it’s those
eyes, those staring eyes that were once a man’s. If
for the Sergeant a man’s an enemy when conven-
tion makes him so, for Griff an enemy’s a man if
he can see his eyes. Both positions are perilous, for
the Sergeant’s, dependent on bureaucratized con-
sensus, leads him into murder, while Griff’s, wholly
individual, severs him from the group and leads
him to endanger it. Emblems may be inhuman,
but no man lives without some badge. Fuller’s
film is finally as tough as it’s supposed to have
been, but only with respect to the choices it prof-
fers its audience.

At Falkenau Griff chases a soldier into a crema-
torium. Smoke leaks from the chimney ; the ovens
arc hot to the touch. With his gun, Grift slowly
pries open an oven door. From the camera within
the oven, the door opens on . . . Griff! He is
shocked at the sight of the smoldering bones, and
moves to another oven. Again the door opens. . .
on Griff. And again. . .. In one the German soldier
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The incineration of Griff’s innocence: shooting the German soldier in the Falkenau crematorium.
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crouches, waiting. The door opens . . . on Griff.
The soldier fires . . . with an empty gun. Griff
smiles. And fires. And fires. And fires. And fires.
Close shots of Johnson—and the sound of Griff’s
gun—and dead Germans—and the sound of Griff’s
gun—and Vinci—and the sound of Griff’s gun—and
the Sergeant—and the sound of Griff’s gun. The
sound of his gun is the only sound, twenty-five
times, the only sound. When Griff finally closes
the oven door, it’s his own face it closes on.

With reason: in the heat of his fire, it’s his inno-
cence that’s been incinerated. If killing is no
grounds for murder, murder is no grounds for
killing. At the film’s close the Sergeant’s second
victim is discovered still alive. “You’re going to
live if I have to kill you,” says the Sergeant. He’s
not joking: having expiated his guilt in the saving

of a life he tried to take unsanctioned, the Sergeant

can rejoin the squad . . . and the human race. Shorn
of his innocence, so can Griff. Survivors, like you
and me, they claim no special glory, though it be
the only one in war. Freed of the vision their spe-
cial status gave them, Griff can overlook and the
Sergeant can forget that the Big Red One they’ve
taken as their badge started as a hunk of cloth
stripped from the hat of a murdered man.

A bloody badge. . . . Whose isn’t?

Denis Wood teaches at the North Carolina State University
School of Design. His articles on film have recently ap-
peared in this journal and in Film Quarterly.
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