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Movie Review
M*A*S*H
Release Date: 1970
Ebert Rating: ****    
By Roger Ebert / 1970
One of the reasons "M*A*S*H" is so funny is that it's so desperate. It is set in a surgical hospital just behind the front lines in Korea, and it is drenched in blood. The surgeons work rapidly and with a gory detachment, sawing off legs and tying up arteries, and making their work possible by pretending they don't care. And when they are at last out of the operating tent, they devote their lives to remaining sane. 

The way they do that, in "M*A*S*H," is to be almost metaphysically cruel. There is something about war that inspires practical jokes and the heroes (Donald Sutherland, Elliott Gould, and cronies) are inspired and utterly heartless. They sneak a microphone under the bed of Major "Hot Lips" Hoolihan, and broadcast her lovemaking to the entire camp. They drug a general and photograph him in a brothel. 

We laugh, not because "M*A*S*H" is Sgt. Bilko for adults, but because it is so true to the unadmitted sadist in all of us. There is perhaps nothing so exquisite as achieving (as the country song has it) sweet mental revenge against someone we hate with particular dedication. And it is the flat-out, poker-faced hatred in "M*A*S*H" that makes it work. Most comedies want us to laugh at things that aren't really funny; in this one we laugh precisely because they're not funny. We laugh, that we may not cry. 

But none of this philosophy comes close to the insane logic of "M*A*S*H," which is achieved through a peculiar marriage of cinematography, acting, directing, and writing. The movie depends upon timing and tone to be funny. I had an opportunity to read the original script, and I found it uninteresting. It would have been a failure, if it had been directed like most comedies; but Ring Lardner, Jr., wrote it, I suspect, for exactly the approach Robert Altman used in his direction, and so the angle of a glance or the timing of a pause is funnier than any number of conventional gag lines. 

This is true, for example, in the football game between the surgeons and the general's team. The movie assumes, first of all, that we are intimate with the rules of football. We are. The game then becomes doubly funny, not just because the "M*A*S*H" boys have recruited a former pro as a ringer for their side, but because their victory depends upon legal cheating (how about a center-eligible play?). The audience's laughter is triumphant, because our guys have outsmarted the other guys. Another movie might have gone for purely physical humor in the scene (big guy walks over little guy, etc.) and blown it. 

The performances have a lot to do with the movie's success. Elliott Gould and Donald Sutherland are two genuinely funny actors; they don't have to make themselves ridiculous to get a laugh. They're funny because their humor comes so directly from their personalities. They underplay everything (and Sutherland and Gould trying to downstage each other could eventually lead to complete paralysis). 

Strangely enough, they're convincing as surgeons. During operations, covered with blood and gore, they mutter their way through running commentaries that sound totally professional. Sawing and hacking away at a parade of bodies, they should be driving us away, but they don't. We can take the unusually high gore-level in "M*A*S*H" because it is originally part of the movie's logic. If the surgeons didn't have to face the daily list of maimed and mutilated bodies, none of the rest of their lives would make any sense. 

When they are matter-of-factly cruel to "Hot Lips" Hoolihan, we cannot quite separate that from the matter-of-fact way they've got to put wounded bodies back together again. "Hot Lips," who is all Army professionalism and objectivity, is less human because the suffering doesn't reach her. 

I think perhaps that's what the movie is about. Gould and Sutherland and the members of their merry band of pranksters are offended because the Army regulars don't feel deeply enough. "Hot Lips" is concerned with protocol, but not with war. And so the surgeons, dancing on the brink of crack-ups, dedicate themselves to making her feel something. Her façade offends them; no one could be unaffected by the work of this hospital, but she is. And so if they can crack her defenses and reduce her to their own level of dedicated cynicism, the number of suffering human beings in the camp will go up by one. And even if they fail, they can have a hell of a lot of fun trying. Also, of course, it's a distraction. 
Box Office Information
Budget
$3,500,000 (estimated)

Gross
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Movie Trivia 
· The opening title sequence has a text that identifies the place as Korea. This was added at the insistence of the studio after director Robert Altman had removed every reference to Korea, intending it to be mistaken for Vietnam, which would reinforce the anti-war statement.

· Gary Burghoff played the same character ("Radar" O'Reilly) in both the film and television series, "M*A*S*H" (1972).

· G. Wood (General Hammond) played the same character in the movie and first three episodes of the TV series.

· The 14-year-old son of Robert Altman, Mike Altman, wrote the lyrics to the theme song (and reportedly made more money from the movie than his father did as a result).

· This and Catch-22 (1970), two films satirizing recent American wars, were released in the same year. "Catch-22," based on a best-selling novel, featuring a huge cast, and boasting director Mike Nichols fresh from his success with The Graduate (1967), was expected to be the more successful film. When the reverse proved true, Robert Altman hung a banner in his office reading, "Caught-22."

· Although set on the front lines of the Korean War, the only gunshot heard is the referee's pistol during the inter-camp football game.

· This film was among the first to be released on home video. In 1977 20th Century Fox licensed 50 of its titles to a fledgling video duplication company called Magnetic Video Corp. Fox purchased the company in 1978, laying the groundwork for its current successful video operation.

· Robert Altman cast so many unknowns that after the few known actors (Tom Skerritt, Elliott Gould, etc.), the opening credits are entirely "Introducing...".

· Robert Altman says that during filming, Elliott Gould and Donald Sutherland together went to the studio and complained that Altman was filming too much of the secondary characters. They requested that he be removed from the film, but the studio refused. After the film was completed and received its accolades, only Gould confessed the matter to Altman. As a result, he received parts in other Altman pictures, whereas the director never again used Sutherland.

· Speaking about the troubles he had with the studio, Robert Altman now says, "This film wasn't released - it escaped."

· Burt Reynolds turned down the role of Trapper John.

· Robert Altman originally wanted Elliott Gould to play Duke Forrest. It was only at Gould's request that he got the role of Trapper John.

· In the opening titles when a soldier is dropped on a stretcher and hits the ground it wasn't scripted It was actually an accident by the actor who tripped over something.

· Writer Ring Lardner Jr. was the only Academy Award winner out of the movie's five nominations. Lardner practically disowned the movie when he saw that very little of his original script made it into the final cut.

· The first take of the shot where Hot Lips is revealed in the shower didn't work because Sally Kellerman anticipated the reveal and was already lying on the floor when the tent flap went up. To distract her, Robert Altman and Gary Burghoff entered the shower tent and dropped their trousers while the shot was rolling outside. While Kellerman was staring at them, the tent flap was raised, resulting in her genuine surprise and shock when she realized what had happened.

· Reportedly the first major studio release to use the word "fuck" in its dialogue.

· The operating scenes were almost cut out do to their graphic nature. However, two women who were visiting the set told the producers that the operating scenes were what made the movie, and should be kept in.

· Robert Altman was originally promised five "points" (a percentage) of the film's profits. After a disagreement between Altman and one of the Fox executives, the offer of points was taken back before production began. When the film became a big hit, Altman's agent asked for the points back; the studio was considering it when Altman was quoted in the press saying how much he hated working for Fox. He was never given the points back.

· All of the characters, based on the characters from Richard Hooker's novel, are composites of people Hooker knew, met casually, worked with, or heard about. In Hooker's novel, Frank Burns was only a Captain

· The loudspeaker shots and announcements were added after the editing process had begun and the filmmakers realized that they needed more transitions. Some of the loudspeaker shots have the Moon visible and were shot while the Apollo 11 astronauts were on the Moon.

· The scene where Father Mulcahy is blessing the jeep was improvised. Actor Rene Auberjonois found the blessing in a copy of the Army Chaplain's Handbook, and thought it would be a good addition to both the story and to his character. The director agreed, and the scene was shot in one take.

· The story goes that Robert Altman was editing the movie with his editor, Danford B. Greene; they had nude pinups on the walls of the editing room. The head of postproduction came by and tried to stop Altman from using the editing machine, as he wasn't a designated editor, and Altman threw him out of the editing room. The next day a memo came down from the Fox front office, stating a new policy that there were to be no pinups on the walls of editing rooms. Altman took the memo to the sound recording studio and added it as one of the loudspeaker announcements during the film.

· This was not the first Korean War-based movie to carry the title "MASH." In 1953, Humphrey Bogart starred in a film also about a MASH unit by the same title. But the studio thought the title might make audiences think it was about potatoes, so the title was changed to Battle Circus (1953).

· Elliott Gould and Donald Sutherland kept calling each other "Shirley" on the set. Gould did it in one shot, cracking Sutherland up, and Altman decided to keep it in the film.

· Robert Altman felt that he was able to get away with so much during shooting because the officials at 20th Century Fox were keeping a closer watch on their two massively expensive projects, also war films, Patton (1970) and Tora! Tora! Tora! (1970).

· The beer the surgeons are drinking throughout the movie is Pabst Blue Ribbon.

· M.A.S.H. stands for Mobile Army Surgical Hospital.

· When studio execs first saw the dailies, they complained to Robert Altman that the soldiers looked dirty compared to the soldiers in Tora! Tora! Tora! (1970) and Patton (1970). Altman replied that soldiers in war are dirty. The next day the execs told the producers of those two films to make their soldiers look dirtier.

Movie Goofs

  Continuity: Cars on a freeway in the background of the football game.

  Anachronisms: During the football game, when the men in the wheelchairs get tackled there are high tension power lines in the background.

  Anachronisms: Though the film is set in the '50s, the football helmets, uniforms, shoes and cheerleader uniforms all date from the '70s.

  Factual errors: There were no African American surgeons in the Korean war.

  Anachronisms: The film is set in 1952. The PA system voice announces "Tonight's Movie is The Glory Brigade", which was released in 1953.

  Anachronisms: The model helicopter on Col. Blake's desk is from the Vietnam era.

  Factual errors: When Hawkeye and Trapper John are in Japan, a "Japanese" nurse speaks in heavily American accented, awkward, and mispronounced "Japanese".

  Continuity: During the first operating scene, before Trapper John arrives, he is seen at the back operating table and can be heard sayng, "Dish, let me have a long needle holder." 
Movie Filming Locations

Griffith Park, Los Angeles, California, USA

    (Football game)

Malibu Creek State Park - 1925 Las Virgenes Road, Calabasas, California, USA

    (4077th MASH Campsite)
Alternate Versions
  An alternate cut of this film (first used in 1973 for a theatrical re-issue) runs 112 minutes, four minutes less than the original. This version tones down some of the gore, and the raunchy nature of the movie. It gets a "PG" rating, instead of the original "R" rating. The 1982, and 1998 video releases are the "PG" cut. The 1977, and 1994 videos are rated "R". Every other release is the "PG" cut. The one currently available is the "PG" version.

  Re-released on DVD and VHS unedited and with an MPAA rating of "R" in January 2002. 
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Referenced in
Brewster McCloud (1970)
Thieves Like Us (1974)
Nashville (1975)
Buffalo Bill and the Indians, or Sitting Bull's History Lesson (1976)
P.R.O.F.S. (1985)
Memories of Videodisc (1986) (V)
Little Giants (1994)
AFI's 100 Years... 100 Movies (1998) (TV)
AFI's 100 Years, 100 Laughs: America's Funniest Movies (2000) (TV)
Cruel Intentions 2 (2000) (TV)
Sorority Boys (2002)
Reel Radicals: The Sixties Revolution in Film (2002) (TV)
Otro lado de la cama, El (2002)
Hollywood Rocks the Movies: The 1970s (2002) (TV)
Unseen + Untold: National Lampoon's Animal House (2003) (TV)
Empire of Dreams: The Story of the Star Wars Trilogy (2004) (TV)

Featured in
Precious Images (1986)
Sports on the Silver Screen (1997) (TV)
M*A*S*H, Tootsie & God: A Tribute to Larry Gelbart (1998) (TV)
AFI's 100 Years... 100 Movies (1998) (TV)
"The Century" (1999) (mini)
Hollywood Screen Tests: Take 2 (1999) (TV)
AFI's 100 Years, 100 Laughs: America's Funniest Movies (2000) (TV)
A Decade Under the Influence (2003)
AFI's 100 Years... 100 Songs (2004) (TV)

References
Jack Armstrong (1947)
When Willie Comes Marching Home (1950)
"You Bet Your Life" (1950)
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Spin off
"Trapper John, M.D." (1979)
"After MASH" (1983)
W*A*L*T*E*R (1984) (TV)
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Give Me Your Answer True (1987)

Full Cast and Crew

Directed by

Robert Altman
 


Writing credits

Rhard Hooker
 
(novel)

Ring Lardner Jr.
 
(screenplay)

Cast (in credits order) verified as complete

Donald Sutherland
.... 
Capt. Benjamin Franklin 'Hawkeye' Pierce

Elliott Gould
.... 
Capt. John Francis Xavier 'Trapper John' McIntyre

Tom Skerritt
.... 
Capt. Augustus Bedford 'Duke' Forrest

Sally Kellerman
.... 
Maj. Margaret 'Hot Lips' O'Houlihan

Robert Duvall
.... 
Maj. Frank Burns

Roger Bowen
.... 
Lt. Col. Henry Braymore Blake

Rene Auberjonois
.... 
Father John Patrick 'Dago Red' Mulcahy

David Arkin
.... 
SSgt. Vollmer/PA Announcr

Jo Ann Pflug
.... 
Lt. Maria 'Dish' Schneider

Gary Burghoff
.... 
Cpl. Walter 'Radar' O'Reilly

Fred Williamson
.... 
Capt. Oliver Harmon 'Spearchucker' Jones

Michael Murphy
.... 
Capt. Ezekiel Bradbury 'Me Lay' Marston IV

Indus Arthur
.... 
Lt. Leslie

Ken Prymus
.... 
Pvt. Seidman

Bobby Troup
.... 
SSgt. Gorman

Kim Atwood
.... 
Ho-Jon

Timothy Brown
.... 
Cpl. Judson (as Tim Brown)

John Schuck
.... 
Capt. Walter Kosciusko 'Painless Pole' Waldowski

Dawne Damon
.... 
Lt. Storch

Carl Gottlieb
.... 
Capt. 'Ugly John' Black

Tamara Wilcox-Smith
.... 
Capt. Bridget 'Knocko' McCarthy (as Tamara Horrocks)

G. Wood
.... 
Brig. Gen. Charlie Hammond

Bud Cort
.... 
Pvt. Lorenzo Boone

Danny Goldman
.... 
Capt. Murrhardt

Corey Fischer
.... 
Capt. Bandini

rest of cast listed alphabetically:

Stephen Altman
.... 
Duke's 5-Year-Old Son (uncredited)

Tommy Brown
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. (uncredited)

Buck Buchanan
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. (uncredited)

Jack Concannon
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. (uncredited)

Michael Consoldane
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. (uncredited)

Cathleen Cordell
.... 
Capt. Peterson, Nurse Corps (uncredited)

Ben Davidson
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. (uncredited)

James B. Douglas
.... 
Col. Wallace C. Merril (uncredited)

Tom Falk
.... 
Corporal (uncredited)

John Fujioka
.... 
Japanese Golf Pro (uncredited)

Sumi Haru
.... 
Japanese Nurse (uncredited)

Susan Ikeda
.... 
Japanese Caddie (uncredited)

Dale Ishimoto
.... 
Korean Doctor (uncredited)

Jerry Jones
.... 
Motor Pool Sergeant (uncredited)

Joe Kapp
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. (uncredited)

Ted Knight
.... 
Offstage Dialog (voice) (uncredited)

Harvey Levine
.... 
2nd Lieutenant (uncredited)

Weaver Levy
.... 
Korean Doctor (uncredited)

Marvin Miller
.... 
Offstage Dialog (voice) (uncredited)

John Myers
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. (uncredited)

Lloyd Nelson
.... 
Offstage Voice (uncredited)

Monica Peterson
.... 
Pretty W.A.C. Receptionist (uncredited)

Masami Saito
.... 
Japanese Caddie (uncredited)

Samantha Scott
.... 
Nurse/Pin-up Model (uncredited)

Noland Smith
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. 'Superbug' (uncredited)

Fran Tarkenton
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. (uncredited)

Rick Teal
.... 
Hammond's Aide (uncredited)

Dianne Turley Travis
.... 
Correspondent (uncredited)

Sal Viscuso
.... 
P.A. Announcer (voice) (uncredited)

Hiroko Watanabe
.... 
Japanese Prostitute (uncredited)

Howard Williams
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. (uncredited)

Tom Woodeschick
.... 
Football Player, 325th Evac. (uncredited)

Yoko Young
.... 
Japanese Servant (uncredited)

Produced by

Leon Ericksen
.... 
associate producer

Ingo Preminger
.... 
producer

Original Music by

Johnny Mandel
 
(also song "Suicide Is Painless")

Ian Freebairn-Smith
 
(additional score) (uncredited)

Ahmad Jamal
 
(1973 reissue) (uncredited)

Cinematography by

Harold E. Stine
 


Film Editing by

Danford B. Greene
 


Art Direction by

Arthur Lonergan
 


Jack Martin Smith
 


Michael Friedman
 
(uncredited)

Set Decoration by

Stuart A. Reiss
 


Walter M. Scott
 


Makeup Department

Les Berns
.... 
makeup artist (as Lester Berns)

Edith Lindon
.... 
hair stylist

Daniel C. Striepeke
.... 
makeup supervisor (as Dan Striepeke)

Production Management

Norman A. Cook
.... 
unit production manager

Second Unit Director or Assistant Director

Ray Taylor Jr.
.... 
assistant director

Sound Department

Bernard Freericks
.... 
sound

John D. Stack
.... 
sound (as John Stack)

Special Effects by

L.B. Abbott
.... 
special photographic effects

Art Cruickshank
.... 
special photographic effects

Greg C. Jensen
.... 
special effects (uncredited)

Other crew

Mike Altman
.... 
lyricist: "Suicide Is Painless"

Ross Levy
.... 
assistant to producer (as V. Ross Levy)

David Sachs
.... 
medical advisor (as Dr. David Sachs)

Herbert W. Spencer
.... 
orchestrator (as Herbert Spencer)

Robert Fuca
.... 
assistant set costumer (uncredited)

John Intlekofer
.... 
costumer (uncredited)

Ross A. Maehl
.... 
gaffer (uncredited)

James Margellos
.... 
assistant to director (uncredited)

Jim Martell
.... 
transportation coordinator (uncredited)

Andy Sidaris
.... 
football choreographer (uncredited)
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