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 Apollo 13 has always been one of my favorite movies about space, so I was thrilled to 

have the opportunity to revisit it and write down my thoughts.  

 The first thing that struck me about the film is the mysticism with which the moon is 

treated. The film opens with the main characters and their families gathered around the television 

to watch the first people land on the moon. As Neil Armstrong takes his first steps on the moon’s 

surface, the camera slowly pans across to show the awestruck faces of everyone in the room. 

Everyone in the room except for Jim Lovell, played by Tom Hanks. As the camera zooms in to a 

close up of Jim’s face, there’s a clear look of longing in his eyes. He doesn’t want to be watching 

another astronaut walk on the moon, he wants to be there himself.  

 Jim gets his chance to go to the moon when one of the members of the main Apollo 13 

crew has to pull out because of an ear infection. This is one of the many examples of how the 

film demystifies the astronauts and makes them easier to relate to. From an outside perspective, 

astronauts seem like superheroes. They’re incredibly intelligent people who get the opportunity 

to do something that the rest of us can only dream of, travel outside of the earth’s atmosphere 

and move one step closer to the stars. But in spite all of this, these astronauts are still strikingly 

similar to us. They have families that they deeply care about, they get frustrated when things go 

wrong and stressed out when the odds mount against them. The film utilizes a variety of methods 

to further humanize the astronauts. One of these methods is the decision to regularly cut between 

the astronauts in space and their families back on Earth. Through every catastrophe that the 

astronauts face, their families are going through the turmoil with them. When it’s first discovered 

that something has gone wrong, the camera cuts to a shot of Jim’s family. It slowly pans across 

their faces, allowing the audience to take in their feelings of worry and despair. It then stops on a 

close up of Marilyn, who is trying to stay strong for her family but struggling to hide her unease.  

 Throughout the film, it’s apparent that in addition to the support the astronauts receive 

from their families, there are countless people at NASA working to make sure they make it back 

home safe. Most people know that sending people to space takes the work of a team, but I hadn’t 

realized the extensivity of an astronaut’s support network before watching this film. Mission 

control has different people to check individual systems of the rocket from the moment it 

prepares to launch until the module returns to Earth. The astronauts have people to help them put 

their suits on and even strap them into their seats. Every detail of the mission is monitored by at 



least one person with extreme scrutiny. If astronauts are the face of the mission, their team is the 

body that propels them forward 

 The visuals of this movie hold up surprisingly well considering that it was released more 

than two decades ago. The detail in the lunar module and the rocket was very impressive. There 

were some CGI shots that looked a bit dated, but never to the point where it took me out of the 

experience of watching the film. The cinematographer of the film, Dean Cundey, did a great job 

of demonstrating the scale of the rockets. Early in the film, we see a high angle shot of the 

Vehicle Assembly Building. The use of this shot accentuates its massive size and gives the 

viewer a clear understanding of large these vehicles really are. Later in the film Cundey achieves 

this again by starting with an extreme close up of the treads of the crawler transporter. The treads 

almost take up the entirety of the screen, which gives them a larger than life quality. The camera 

then slowly pans right to show Jim walking besides the crawler transporter. By introducing Jim 

into the frame, the cinematographer gives us a better sense of scale of this machine, and we 

quickly see that even the treads dwarf Jim. The camera slowly pans up to a high angle shot of the 

rocket and the crawler transporter so that we can take in the entirety of its size. Once again, the 

rocket takes up a large portion of the frame, whereas Jim looks like an ant.  

 The last aspect of the film that I want to discuss is its masterful creation of tension. This 

movie uses a combination of cinematography, music, and excellent acting to craft some of the 

tensest scenes that I’ve watched in recent memory. During the film’s tensest moments, 

everything slows down to a crawl. If the astronauts move at all, each movement is measured and 

precise to avoid making a fatal mistake, and their loved ones and coworkers are far too tense to 

move a muscle. The camera consistently utilizes close ups in these scenes so that we can see the 

anxiety on their faces threatening to bubble over and the sweat dripping down their foreheads. 

Additionally, the score of the film slows down as well, playing long, drawn notes to complement 

the nervousness on screen. All of these tools combine to give the audience the sensation that time 

itself has slowed down just to make these moments of tension last longer.  

 I’m happy to say that this film has delivered a gripping experience that I won’t soon 

forget, and I can’t wait to add it to my collection of Blu-Rays.  


