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Dr. Strangelove
1964 · Directed by Stanley Kubrick

Comedy War Film Auteur Cinema Classical Hollywood

An American general locks himself in his office and sets a 
nuclear attack on the Soviet Union in motion. In the Pentagon's 
War Room, a President, his advisers and a Soviet ambassador 
scramble to contain the crisis. Kubrick plays the Cold War's most 
frightening premise as deadpan satire.

D I R E C T O R Stanley Kubrick

Y E A R 1964

R U N T I M E 1h 35m (95 min)

C O U N T R Y UK/USA

G E N R E S Comedy, War

C A S T Peter Sellers, George C. Scott, Sterling Hayden, Keenan Wynn, Slim Pickens
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I M D B 8.3 / 10 (549,187 votes)
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T O M AT O E S

98% (critics)

M E TAC R I T I C 97 / 100

T M D B  S C O R E 8.1 / 10 (6,355 votes)

W H E R E  T O  

WAT C H

Stream (US): Sony Pictures Core Amazon Channel
Rent: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home, 
Spectrum On Demand
Buy: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home

Part one is spoiler-free. Part two, “After watching”, reveals the story, scenes and ending.
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Before watching
Spoiler-free

W H Y  W AT C H  T H I S ?

1 The defining satire of the Cold War
Kubrick, Terry Southern and Peter George turned a serious thriller novel into the best-known black comedy 
about nuclear strategy, laughing at the logic that held the superpowers in place.

2 Peter Sellers in three separate roles
Sellers plays an RAF officer, the American President and the title scientist, each with a distinct voice and 
manner. It is one of the great showcases of comic range in the 1960s.

3 A landmark in Kubrick's career
This is the film where Kubrick moves from tense genre drama into cold, controlled comedy, and the style 
that carries through 2001 and later work becomes clear. Ken Adam's War Room is among cinema's most 
famous sets.

W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S  I N  C I N E M A  H I S T O R Y

A central film of 1960s black comedy and Cold War cinema, it showed that a mainstream studio 
picture could treat the possibility of annihilation as absurd, and helped open the door to the satirical 
American films that followed.
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W AT C H  W I T H  I N T E N T I O N

Y O U R  L E N S

Watch how the film makes ordinary bureaucratic politeness and procedure 
funny, and how that comedy grows more uneasy as the stakes rise.

T H R E E  T H I N G S  T O  N O T I C E

The three distinct settings: an air base, a bomber in flight and the War Room. Each has its own 
look, rhythm and level of comic pressure.

Character names and speech patterns: the names are puns and the dialogue is flat and 
procedural, which makes it funnier.

The War Room's design: the huge circular lighting fixture, the big board and the stark 
black-and-white photography, which makes the room look like a stage.

O N E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  C A R R Y  W I T H  Y O U

How can a film be this funny about something this serious without making the danger feel 
any smaller?

C I N E M A  AT  T H E  T I M E

Cold War anxiety: The Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962 was recent. Fear of nuclear war was 
everyday public feeling, and strategists openly discussed deterrence and mutual destruction.

Dominant styles: Films about nuclear danger were usually earnest and warning-minded. American 
studio comedy was mostly gentle, romantic or domestic, rarely political and almost never about the 
bomb.

Director's moment: Kubrick had made Paths of Glory and Lolita and was working from England, with 
the independence to shape the film as he chose. He began from the serious novel Red Alert.

Release context: The release was postponed in late 1963 after the assassination of President Kennedy. 
It reached audiences in January 1964, during a period of strong public concern over nuclear risk.

W H E R E  I T  C A M E  F R O M

F I L M M A K E R

Peter George and Red Alert
The serious suspense novel supplied the plot of a rogue general and a fail-safe attack, which Kubrick then turned into satire.

↓
F I L M

The Great Dictator (1940)
Chaplin had already shown that political and military menace could be mocked on screen, with comic doubles and absurd 
leaders.

↓
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F I L M

Paths of Glory (1957)
Kubrick's earlier film also exposes the vanity and indifference of commanders and military institutions, but in a bitter, serious 
register.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Dr. Strangelove (1964)

N E W  AT  T H E  T I M E   A nuclear-crisis story played wholly as deadpan satire, with institutional language and 
procedure treated as the source of the comedy.

S O C I A L  C O N T E X T

Made in the early 1960s, just after the Cuban Missile Crisis, when nuclear annihilation felt like a real possibility 
and Kubrick was working from Britain.

Cold War nuclear fear: The US and USSR were locked in an arms race built on deterrence and 'mutually 
assured destruction'. Fallout shelters, civil-defence drills and public dread were part of everyday life, and 
the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962 was a recent memory.

Politics and paranoia: Anti-Communist suspicion ran deep in American life, from McCarthyism to 
groups like the John Birch Society. Debates over fluoridation of water had become a fringe talking point. 
Military strategists such as those at RAND publicly discussed 'winning' a nuclear war.

Audience mood: Public anxiety was high, and official reassurance was widely doubted. Fears about 
accidents and command-and-control failures were present in popular fiction, including thrillers like 
Fail-Safe, which appeared around the same time. Releasing a satire was a risky choice. It was delayed 
after President Kennedy's assassination in November 1963.

The filmmaker's situation: Kubrick was an American who had settled in England and worked outside 
the Hollywood studio system. He read widely about nuclear strategy and began with a serious thriller 
before shifting to black comedy. The film was made in British studios with Columbia's backing.

W H AT  T O  E X P E C T

Pace: Brisk and dialogue-driven at 95 minutes, with escalating scenes and little downtime.

Tone: Dry, absurdist satire. Characters play everything straight, and the jokes come from their 
seriousness.

Performance: Heightened, almost caricatured acting, especially from Sellers, George C. Scott and 
Sterling Hayden. It is deliberate.

Colour/B&W: Black and white, with documentary-style lighting in the aircraft scenes and a theatrical 
look in the War Room.

Language: English, with some Russian-accented English. No subtitles needed.

W AT C H  W I T H  K I D S ?
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13+ S U G G E S T E D  A G E

US and GB rate it PG, France 12 and Germany 16; 13 suits the dark satire, Cold War context and 
dialogue-heavy style, which younger children may not follow.

Official ratings: US PG  ·  UK PG  ·  Germany 16  ·  France 12/TP

Good for: Teens who enjoy sharp satire and absurd comedy. Peter Sellers's performances in several roles, the 
claustrophobic War Room set and the black-and-white style make it a good starting point for classic cinema.

May unsettle, mature themes: Nuclear weapons and Cold War fear are the central subject. The humour is 
very dark and may leave anxious or sensitive children uneasy.

May unsettle, violence: Some brief gunfire and military action, not graphic. The tone stays satirical rather 
than gory.

May unsettle, dated attitudes: Includes sexual innuendo, sexist jokes and stereotyped characters typical of 
1960s comedy, which may prompt conversation.

May unsettle, pace: Mostly talky, in black and white, with fast political dialogue and many military terms. 
Younger viewers may lose the thread.

Explain first: In the Cold War, the USA and Soviet Union were rivals who feared each other's nuclear 
weapons. People really worried about this.

Explain first: This is satire: the characters are exaggerated on purpose to mock leaders and military thinking, 
not to show how things really work.

Explain first: It is in black and white with a lot of dialogue. Several characters are played by the same actor, 
Peter Sellers.

Talk about it after: Why might a filmmaker use comedy to tackle something frightening? Did the humour make the 
subject feel more serious or less serious to you?

Cinespective’s own guidance, a draft. Check it against the official ratings and your own judgement.
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After watching
CONTAINS SPOILERS

T H E  F I L M ,  U N PA C K E D

C E N T R A L  I D E A

The film can be read as an argument that the system built to prevent nuclear war 
is run by fallible, vain and obsessive people, so that disaster comes from ordinary 
human failings working through rigid procedure rather than from villainy.

T H E M E S

Absurd logic of deterrence: The doomsday machine idea exposes how a policy built on mutual 
destruction can only work if no human can interrupt it, which makes the policy itself absurd.

Masculinity and sexual anxiety: Ripper's obsession with bodily purity, Kong's cowboy swagger and 
Strangelove's compulsions link military power with sexual imagery and insecurity, from the opening to 
the title and character names.

Bureaucracy over judgment: Rules, codes and chains of command repeatedly override common sense. 
People follow procedure even when the procedure is clearly leading them wrong.

Old enemies, shared fate: Americans, Soviets and a former Nazi scientist all inhabit the same room and 
the same logic, and national differences matter little next to their shared stake.

Reason turned monstrous: Strangelove's cheerful strategic reasoning, and the war games of the generals, 
show intelligence used without any conscience.

Key scenes

Ripper explains his theory to Mandrake
Hayden's calm delivery and the low, looming camera angles reveal Ripper's paranoia through logic that 
sounds almost reasonable, and the scene establishes the film's method of madness delivered politely.

The President's phone call to the Soviet Premier
Sellers plays a soft-spoken man handling catastrophe like a minor misunderstanding. One half of a phone 
conversation becomes a masterclass in comic understatement, and the stakes are never in doubt.

The War Room argument
Ken Adam's set and the rapid dialogue show how decisions are made in a theatre of egos. The famous 
line about fighting in the War Room is the film's central irony in a sentence.

Strangelove's final performance
The scientist's body and voice start to betray him. The film's sexual, political and historical undertones 
come together just as the narrative reaches its climax, with the song that follows turning that tension 
into bitter irony.
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Filmmaking

Production design: Ken Adam's War Room, a vast triangular concrete space under a ring of light, is 
an invented look that audiences took for reality. Its scale makes the people inside seem small.

Cinematography: Gilbert Taylor shot the air base scenes with handheld, newsreel-like immediacy, in 
deliberate contrast with the stylised lighting of the War Room. The mixture lends the comedy a sense 
of truth.

Performance: Sellers' three roles and Scott's physical comedy are pitched high, while the surrounding 
situation stays grimly serious. Kubrick lets scenes run so that the actors can push the excess.

Writing: The script keeps the thriller's mechanics from Red Alert but replaces its seriousness with 
satire. Character names such as Jack D. Ripper, Buck Turgidson and Merkin Muffley signal the comic 
intent.

Music and sound: Laurie Johnson's score uses marching rhythms and the folk tune When Johnny 
Comes Marching Home. A sentimental period song at the close sets warmth against catastrophe.

T H E  F U L L  S T O R Y

The full plot, including the ending.

General Jack D. Ripper, commander of Burpelson Air Force Base, becomes convinced that Communists are 
poisoning Americans through fluoridated water. He orders his B-52 bombers to attack the Soviet Union 
and seals the base, so nobody can recall them. Only he knows the code that would stop the attack.

In Washington, President Merkin Muffley summons his generals to the War Room. Hawkish General Buck 
Turgidson urges him to widen the attack rather than lose the advantage. The President calls the Soviet 
Premier and then learns from the Soviet ambassador that Russia has built a Doomsday Machine, designed 
to destroy all life automatically if the country is attacked. It cannot be switched off.

At the base, RAF Group Captain Mandrake, held by Ripper, works out the recall code. Ripper kills himself 
before the army can take the base, but Mandrake gets the code through to Washington. Most of the bombers 
are recalled or shot down. One damaged plane, commanded by the cheerful Texan Major Kong, continues 
toward its target. Kong rides the bomb down as it is released.

In the War Room, the wheelchair-bound Dr. Strangelove, a former Nazi scientist, cheerfully talks about 
preserving a selected population in mines. His body betrays him and he stands. The bombs fall and the 
Doomsday Machine is triggered, with explosions set to a wartime love song.

B E H I N D  T H E  F I L M

From thriller to satire: Kubrick began adapting Peter George's serious novel Red Alert. While working 
on it he found the situations too absurd to play straight, so he brought in Terry Southern and made it a 
comedy.

Sellers' roles: Peter Sellers was cast in several parts and was also meant to play Major Kong. He struggled 
with the Texan accent, and Slim Pickens, a Western character actor, took over the role.
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The cut pie fight: Kubrick shot a large custard-pie fight for the War Room finale, then cut it. He felt it 
pushed the film too far into farce and undermined its tone.

Kennedy delay: The release was moved after Kennedy's assassination in November 1963. A line about 
Dallas was also altered in post-production, as it was considered insensitive.

Building the War Room: Ken Adam designed the War Room without access to the real thing, working 
from imagination and from his own ideas of how power might look. The set became widely famous.

Myth: The film was shot in the real Pentagon or with military assistance. Reality: The US Air Force 
refused cooperation, saying such an accident could not happen. The sets were built in England, and the 
production relied on published sources for details.

Myth: Peter Sellers played every major role. Reality: Sellers played three: Mandrake, Muffley and 
Strangelove. Kong was played by Slim Pickens, and the other leads, such as Hayden and Scott, were 
different actors.

L E G A C Y  A N D  C O N N E C T I O N S

Its place in the lineage  before → after

F I L M M A K E R

Peter George and Red Alert
The serious suspense novel supplied the plot of a rogue general and a fail-safe attack, which Kubrick then turned into 
satire.

↓
F I L M

The Great Dictator (1940)
Chaplin had already shown that political and military menace could be mocked on screen, with comic doubles and absurd 
leaders.

↓
F I L M

Paths of Glory (1957)
Kubrick's earlier film also exposes the vanity and indifference of commanders and military institutions, but in a bitter, serious 
register.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Dr. Strangelove (1964)

↓
F I L M

M*A*S*H (1970)
Another war comedy that uses irreverence and dark humour against military authority.

↓
F I L M

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968)
Kubrick's next film replaces comedy with cool, abstract spectacle but keeps the same interest in technology slipping 
beyond human control.

↓
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T R A D I T I O N

American political satire
The film's blend of institutional farce and real dread shaped later satire about governments, war and bureaucracy.

Reception and reputation

Reviewers were sharply divided at release. Many praised its nerve and wit, while some critics and political 
commentators found its treatment of nuclear war irresponsible or disturbing. It was a commercial success 
and became a topic of public debate.

Its reputation has grown steadily, and it is now widely regarded as one of the greatest comedies and 
political satires, and a key work of Kubrick's. It is still used to explain Cold War attitudes, and its lines 
and images are widely known.

Awards  Oscars and Cannes

Academy Awards: 4 nominations, no wins (Best Picture, Best Director, Best Actor for Peter Sellers, Best 
Adapted Screenplay).

Cultural impact  beyond cinema

Everyday phrases: The long subtitle, "How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb", is 
endlessly adapted in headlines and titles. "You can't fight in here! This is the War Room!" is a standard 
quotation for the absurdity of those in power.

Strangelove as type: The name became shorthand for a coldly rational nuclear strategist. Real figures 
such as Herman Kahn, Edward Teller and Henry Kissinger are often linked to the character, and the 
film's "doomsday machine" idea remains a reference point in arms-control writing.

Cold War image bank: Major Kong whooping as he rides the bomb, and the closing montage of 
mushroom clouds set to Vera Lynn's "We'll Meet Again", became lasting images of Cold War dread. 
They are widely parodied and quoted in cartoons, commentary and other comedies.

Politics and teaching: Reagan is reported to have asked, after taking office, to see the Pentagon's War 
Room. The film is still shown in courses on nuclear policy, politics and film as a satire of deterrence 
logic.

Its lasting influence

It helped establish black comedy as a mainstream American mode, paving the way for films like M*A*S*H 
and Catch-22, and its War Room image and mix of horror and farce recur in political satire from The 
Death of Stalin to television comedy.

W H AT  N E X T ?

C O N T I N U E  T H E  D I R E C T O R

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968)
Kubrick's next film pairs the same cool detachment and distrust of machines with a very different, visionary tone, and shows his range.
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F O L L O W  T H E  I D E A

The Great Dictator (1940)
An earlier satire that ridicules military and political power through double roles and farce, and a useful comparison for Sellers' multiple parts.

C O M PA R E  A N O T H E R  A P P R O A C H

12 Angry Men (1957)
Another film set largely in one room, where a group of men argue over a high-stakes decision, but treated with sober earnestness rather 

than satire.

E X P L O R E  T H E  E R A  O R  M O V E M E N T

Bonnie and Clyde (1967)
A later 1960s American film that also mixes comedy and shocking violence, showing how audiences and studios were changing.

F U L L  C A S T  A N D  C R E W

Stanley Kubrick
D I R E C TO R

Peter Sellers
AC TO R

as Group Capt. Lionel 

Mandrake / President 

Merkin Muffley / Dr. 

Strangelove

George C. Scott
AC TO R

as General 'Buck' 

Turgidson

Sterling Hayden
AC TO R

as Brigadier General 

Jack D. Ripper

Keenan Wynn
AC TO R

as Colonel Bat Guano

Slim Pickens
AC TO R

as Major "King" Kong

Laurie Johnson
C O M P O S E R

Draft content generated for Cinespective and subject to review; awards and dates should be verified before being relied upon. This product uses the 

TMDB API but is not endorsed or certified by TMDB. Streaming availability by JustWatch via TMDB.
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