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1. How does director Steven Spielberg use a real historical landscape at the film’s outset to influence the emotions of the audience?

2. Highlight three cinematic factors that you think made the Omaha Beach scene artistically and historically groundbreaking for its time.

3. Interpret the scene where American GIs execute surrendering enemy combatants. How do such moments convey the uncomfortable truths of war?

4. Describe an element of the movie you would categorize as historically authentic and why.

5. How are each of the major characters developed as individuals? With whom are we meant to sympathize and why?

6. What is the structure of this narrative? What are key turning points in this film?

7. How do the combat scenes in fictional Ramelle at the end contrast with those at the movie’s beginning? How do these two different settings signify the nature of Normandy fighting?

8. What is the significance of Captain Miller asking Private Ryan to “Earn this?” How might Miller also be speaking to the audience?

9. How can we reconcile the “sappy” beginning and end of the movie with its mostly unsentimental and violent storyline?

10. Why do you think this film found such a large audience in 1998? What does it say about historical legacy and remembrance of the past?
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Accompanying Primary Source:

Even to Land Was a Miracle: 
Sprawling Bodies Tell Mute Story of Death in the Murderous Fire 
by Ernie Pyle
Kingsport News, June 12, 1944, p. 1.
Due to last-minute arrangements, I didn't arrive at the beachhead until the morning after D-Day, after our first wave of assault troops had hit the shore. By the time we got here the beaches had been taken and the fighting had moved a couple of miles inland. All that remained on the beach were some sniper and artillery fire and an occasional startling blast of a mine geysering brown sand into the air. 
	That, plus a gigantic and pitiful litter of wreckage along miles of the shoreline. Submerged tanks and upturned boats and burned trucks and shell-shattered jeeps and the sad little personal belongings strewn forever on these bitter sands.
	That, plus bodies of soldiers lying in rows covered with blankets, the toes of their shoes sticking up in a line as though on drill. And other uncollected bodies still sprawling grotesquely in the sand or half-hidden by high grass behind the beach.
	That, plus an intense grim determination of work-weary men to get the chaotic beach organized and get the all-vital supplies and reinforcements moving more rapidly over it from the stacked-up ships standing in droves out to sea.
	Now that it is over, it seems to me a pure miracle we ever took the beach at all. For some it was easy, but in this special sector where I now am our troops faced such odds that our getting ashore was like me whipping Joe Louis down to pulp.
	In this column I want to tell you what the opening of the Second Front in this one sector entailed so that you can know and appreciate and forever be humbly grateful to those both dead and alive who did it for you.
	Ashore facing us were more enemy troops than we had in our assault waves. The advantages were all theirs, disadvantages all ours. The Germans were dug into positions they had been working on for months. Still, they were not yet all complete. One-hundred-foot bluff a couple of hundred yards back from the beach had great concrete gun emplacements built right into the hilltops. They opened to the sides instead of the front, thus making it very hard for naval fire from the sea to reach them. They could shoot parallel with the beach and cover every foot of it for miles with artillery fire. Then they had hidden mine-gun nests on the forward slopes with crossfire taking every inch of the beach. These nests connected networks of trenches so that German gunners could move about without exposing themselves.
	Throughout the length of the beach, running zigzag a couple of hundred yards back from the shoreline, was an immense V-shaped ditch, 15 feet deep. Nothing could cross it, not even men afoot, until hills had been made. And in other places, at the far ends of the beach, where the ground was flatter, they had great concrete walls which had been blasted by naval gunfire, or by hand set explosives after we got ashore. Our only exits from the beach were several swales or valleys, each about 100 yards wide. The Germans made the most of these funnel-like traps, literally sowing their bottom sides with buried mines. They connected to barbed-wire entanglements with mines attached, hidden duciles and machine-guns firing from the slopes.
	That is what was on the shore. But our men had to go through a maze nearly as deadly before they even got ashore. The underwater obstacles were terrific. The Germans had whole fields of evil devices under the water to catch our boats. Even now, several days after the landings, we have cleared only channels through them, and cannot yet approach the whole length of the beach with our ships. Even now a ship or boat hits one of these mines every day and is knocked out of commission. The Germans had masses of those great six-pronged "spiders" made of railroad iron and standing shoulder high in places just beneath the surface of the water for our landing craft to run into. They also had huge logs, buried in the sand pointing upward and outward, their tops just below the water. And attached to these logs were mines.
	Our first waves were on that beach for hours instead of a few minutes before they could begin working inland. Men were killed as they stepped out of the landing craft. An officer whom I know got a bullet right through the head just as the door of his landing craft was let down. Some were drowned. The first crack of the beach defense was finally accomplished by terrific and wonderful naval gunfire which knocked in the big emplacements. They tell epic stories of destroyers that ran right up into shallow water and had it out point blank with the big guns in those concrete emplacements ashore.
	When the heavy fire stopped our men were organized by their officers and pushed on inland, circling machine-gun nests and taking them from the rear. And so, we took that beach and accomplished our landing. We did it with every advantage on the enemy's side and every disadvantage on ours. In the light of a couple of days' retrospection we sit and talk and call it a miracle that we ever got on at all or that we were able to stay on.
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EXPLORING MYTHS AND MOVIES




