
During the Fall 2016 semester, Wagner’s History Department offered a course on The United 
States and World War II, taught by history professor, Dr. Brett Palfreyman. Students used 
various featured films and propaganda films to further their study of World War II.  
 
Saving Private Ryan, is a 1998 American war drama set during the Invasion of Normandy in 
World War II. Directed by Steven Spielberg, the film is notable for its graphic portrayal of war, 
including a realistic depiction of the Omaha Beach assault during the Normandy landings. 
Captain John Miller, played by Tom Hanks, takes his men behind enemy lines to find Private 
James Ryan, whose three brothers have been killed in combat. Surrounded by the brutal realties 
of war, each man embarks upon a personal journey and discovers their own strength while trying 
to survive.  
   

Saving Private Ryan Film Review 
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 It’s June 6th, 1944 and the beaches of Normandy, France are a chaotic mess of dead 

bodies, gallons of fresh dark red blood and loud cries of pain, accompanying the endless rounds 

of gunfire and bullets that tear through air, water and flesh. This is D-Day. Over 150,000 allied 

troops are storming the 50-mile coastline of Normandy in an attempt to liberate Western Europe 

from Nazi Germany.1 Almost half a century later in 1998, Oscar winning director, Steven 

Spielberg set out to create, Saving Private Ryan, his goal being to portray the most realistic 

																																																								
1	“D-Day	Overview,”	The	National	D-Day	Memorial,	2013,	https://www.dday.org/history/d-
day-the-invasion/overview.html.		



terrors and triumphs of D-Day and the days 

following. Inspired by the true story of the 

Niland family, who lost three of their four 

sons, Saving Private Ryan, captures both the 

intimate and emotional experiences of World 

War II by portraying both historical facts, as 

well as fictional realities, exposing many generations to the brutalities and raw realities soldiers 

and heroes like Captain Miller and his platoon experienced.  

 Saving Private Ryan affects audiences by exposing them to the raw nature of the war by 

positioning them directly on the front lines alongside Captain Miller and his infantry consisting 

of an Italian, a Jew, a pessimist from Brooklyn, a skillful sharpshooter and a last-minute recruit, 

an inexperienced translator who is fearful of having to shoot a machine gun, after being on the 

sidelines for years. Although the men are in no 

ways similar to one another, they all have one 

important thing in common, that they are all 

heroes. Despite storming the beaches of Normandy 

and being sent on a mission to find Private James 

Francis Ryan, the men never give up or turn back, 

regardless of how many men they have lost or how gruesome the path ahead of them appears. 

Eventually they find Private Ryan, who even after learning his three brothers are dead, is still 

reluctant to leave his platoon behind, since they are small in numbers and need manpower in 

order to fight the Allies when they came to storm the bridge. Making every attempt to protect 

Private Ryan, fighting alongside him and his makeshift platoon, Captain Miller and his troops 



give up their own lives, providing the final Ryan brother the chance to make it back to his 

mother alive. Despite the many enemy troops they shoot or blow up along the way, this act of 

heroism is a true display of the real camaraderie and brotherhood 

between actual soldiers, that American’s on the home front never 

get to experience.  

 According to Spielberg, "the horrors of Vietnam pushed 

people from my generation, to tell the truth about war without 

glorifying it."2 Saving Private Ryan does not commemorate the 

war in a glamorous way. Instead it memorializes the veterans and 

troops of World War II, exposing the real horrors and losses of 

combat. Spielberg went into the film, he says, “assuming the role of a combat cameraman, not 

assuming the role of an artist.”2 His desire was to achieve reality and so he sent the actors to 

boot camp, in order to recreate the most realistic combat scenes. His desire was specific to the 

1990s, as the current generation never experienced the horrors of combat and Americas never 

fully recognized the terrors and ferocity of World War II.  

 Consequently, in the 1950s and 1960s, the war genre was a celebration of World War II 

victories. In the 1970s, filmmakers began watching Vietnam and the harsh effects war had on 

returning soldiers. During this period war films were reflections of disappointment and cynicism, 

alluding to a belief that war was not important. Then in the 1990s, despite half a century passing 

since World War II, war films began to reflect war as more than just celebrations and victories. 

With cable and satellite television on the rise, brutal images and stories from the war became 

available anytime, day or night, in homes across the United States. 
																																																								
2	Jeanine	Basinger,	“Translating	War:	The	Combat	Film	Genre	and	Saving	Private	Ryan,”	American	
Historical	Association,	October	1998,	https://www.historians.org/	translating-war-the-combat-
film-genre-and-saving-private-ryan.		



  

 Nevertheless, Saving Private Ryan 

was for the approaching new millennium. 

With the 50th anniversary of D-Day 

around the corner, Hollywood 

screenwriter, Robert Rodat began writing 

the screenplay for Saving Private Ryan. 

Robert Rodat's script fictionalizes the particulars of war, but draws upon real history to tell the 

story of the soldiers who land at Omaha Beach on June 6, 1944. The actual landing at Normandy 

was a complete slaughter. The bombardment of the beaches was a failure in knocking out the 

German guns and heavily entrenched soldiers upon the hills of the beach, slaughtering the first 

wave of American soldiers. Spielberg transformed the actual scene; acknowledging World War 

II as the most significant event of the last 100 years, leaving audiences to reflect on Captain 

Miller’s final words, "earn this,” just as the older Private Ryan does at the end of the film.  

 After experiencing the film, audiences are left to ponder whether America as a nation 

earned the sacrifices of combat soldiers. Presented with realistic and brutal carnage, conveyed 

through sympathetic and recognizable characters, Saving Private Ryan reminds modern 

audiences that war is something that should never be forgotten and how drastically it can change 

lives, on and off the battlefield. Like Private Ryan, Americans are expected to live their lives the 

best that they can, remembering that they earned the freedom to live thanks to the bravery and 

courage of thousands of combat soldiers who fought on the front lines. 

	



 All in all, Saving Private Ryan looks at war as a chaotic and bloody carnage, serving as a 

devastating letter home. After years of revisiting the national shame of Vietnam in the war films 

of the seventies and eighties, Spielberg guided Hollywood to the pride and accomplishment of 

"the greatest generation" through Saving Private Ryan. World War II veterans continuously 

praise the film as providing Americans with a personal and realistic combat experience, feeling 

both the true physical and emotional tolls of war on individuals, families and an entire nation.  


