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fudging Cinematic History

view of the 1993 movie Shadowlands, Carlog Villa Fly,
; | of the film’s manipulations of historical facts by gor.
identifies serra its broader achievements. Flor notes that Shadowlandsad
greater at(fentlon t](: ;n its portrayal of a late-life romance involving the dlsun
jus'ts cen;;u.lt i;t‘:u thor, theologian, and professor C. S. Lewis (played by An.
f::;};ei{o;;ns). At various points in th.e drama, the ﬁl.m.makers take artistic
liberties in order to design 2 comprehensible an('i entertaining ftory, Flor notes,
They show one son instead of the two belonging to Joy D.a)v1dmaf1 Gresham
(Debra Winger), the woman who eventually becomes Lewis’s love Tnter.es't. To
give the story more action sequences, the filmmakers portrafy.Lewm drivinga
aar around Herefordshire (the real Lewis never mastered driving; he walked).
Additionally, the movie associates Lewis with Oxford University (t.he most fa-
miliar symbol of English higher education, and a comfortable pc.nnt of refer-
ence for moviegoers). In fact, Lewis worked at Cambridge during the i
portrayed in the drama. Furthermore, Shadowlands places Mrs. Gresham:
Lewis's home during the final days of her bout with cancer, even thoug.h L:
actually died in a hospital. Flor defends the artistic value of these.ﬂ’lag;l’md
tions and judges the production a success. Shadowlands views Lewlss ]u:wn
the tragedy of Gresham’s death intelligently. Its creators rearrange the "
cal record somewhat, yet the film holds together “as a balanced maste:lr;n i
Flor's assessment of Shadowlands reveals an impressive sensé of l:hat i
recognition that artists must shape evidence for dramatic effect and i

0
j 5 r1ro1S)
adjustments can sometimes serve a respectable purpose: Thlg

sinescansome e dowlands need,t?
) implifications, inventions, and manipulations 1 g o
be identifieq, Flor de

the
fund monstrates, but these matters do not desuo,;alentedﬂﬂd
Y" amental value. Shadowlands effectively studies the cas€ of . icaton
X ominent individual whe s confident of his intellectual sophis
Spiritug] strength

Jos!
his beloveq wife

In a sensitive ¢

. . entu i
.His dnscovery of romance late in life and the e.v ; e
s Présenta stinging challenge to his Christian fait s o

s confidence in the yltimate goodness of God aftef tﬂvidd‘

this ¢
Tagedy? Shadowlands, based on an outstanding Sta8¢ play,

InGlory (1989), Trip (Denzel Washington) and other soldiers of the Fifty-fourth Regiment
tear up their pay vouchers rather than accept less money than the white soldiers receive,
Director Ed Zwick exercised some artistic liberties in telling this story about African
Americans in the Civil War, but historian James M. McPherson applauded the movie as an
impressive cinematic perspective on history. (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

thoughtful and ultimately uplifting view of Lewis’s internal struggle. Despite
its adjustments of the details in Lewis’s life, the performance gives audiences
plenty of attractive food for thought.

Flor’s example is useful for a consideration of the challenges of assessing cin-
ematic history. Much too often, reviewers are preoccupied with pointing out
tiny factual mistakes. They focus on artistic liberties taken by filmmakers, com-
fment cynically on Hollywood’s cavalier relationship with historical evidence,
and rail angrily at the cinematic artists who rearrange historical evidence in
order to design compelling drama. These caustic critics can find an example of
dmore balanced and sophisticated analysis in Flor’s insightful review.

One of the historians’ favorite examples of a balanced and thoughtful ap-
pro‘ad‘ 'O questions about artistic license is James M. McPherson’s generous
‘eview of Glory (1989), which portrays the efforts of a group of African Am 5
lca.ns ﬁghting as Union soldiers during the Civil War. McPherson, a distin-
8uished Ciyj] War scholar, could easily have assumed a scolding attitude when

aling with the movie's treatment of history. As in all cinematic views of the
pas.t, Glory’s Presentation includes maniplﬂations of the evidence. McPherson
Points thery, out in his review but does not consider them outrageous. He
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that the real African-American soldierg who p.can
o5, for exam le,  Wagner attacked froml south to north; Glory g
obs"n_’ attle of For e opposite direction. Also, Glory fo,
them maki t-he:ssr:i;‘l:air: unit made up of former slaves, whep j fact,

African-Amer'ca husetts Fifty-fourth. A caption at the end of

Massac :

ed the f‘:}‘:le pravery of the Fifty-fourth atf Fort Wagner i
picture caims that more black regiments for the Union army, by that gy,
ize :

Congress authofths before. The movie also leaves the impression ﬂ'latme
ally occurred mo;’ ded its activities with the bloody confrontatiop at Fop
u

c
Fiﬁy-fonrt}; C(:"the unit continued to serve through the war and Participageg
Wagner; in fact

AR

i al more battles and skirmishes. |

in sever. presentations do not, however, detract from its overaly
ste|

e concludes. The adjustments can be defended. For exam-
plishment, Mcphe::;nof the Georgia beach where filmmakers shot the assault
ple, the conﬁglil;ﬂr:!qujred a southward movement. Also, notes McPherson,
o V}:/aggs 000 black soldiers and sailors who served the Union in uni-
e Ofrte s?alves'until a short time before they enlisted. Furthermore, ahhuugh
fﬁ:,:)::iery of the Fifty-fourth at Fort \'\’agnerVwas not‘ the only factor i
Congress’s decision to authorize more black r§g1m611t5,_|( at least helped‘to
transform the experiment with black soldiers into a policy of l?la.ck rccnuf.
ment. Glory’s portrayal is not literally true in these and other depictions, butit
certainly contains many symbolic truths. Movies can teach history, McPherson

insists, as Glory nicely demonstrates.? -
Our understanding of the conventions of dramatic development sho

also inspire a more balanced and tolerant view of cinematic history. As W‘ have
seen, these Hollywood traditions of storytelling often force manipulﬂf“m’ of
evidence, Moviemakers employ successful practices of their profession, at
tempting to create emotionally stimulating entertainment. For instance, they
condense time and collapse several historic personalities into one or Mﬂﬁ':;
ures. Filmmakers emphasize 2 biographical approach to history, treating
experiences of a feyy characters as suggestive of the troubles and progress o
fenced by " people. Moviemakers also establish a rather simple ‘t:’:
smf““" » Presenting history in the form of a three-act play that inm')dll-“’
::‘:::i;:ates problems for the Protagonists, and then resolve's th‘"o fien
s upliaf:i: ”::bﬂlhc_tnumph in the final act. Cin.emaflc hlsft‘:hrz ‘
for humay prOt:ess"lctusllon, commun‘icating E SRR "Ie‘f”;e past i J..
P 450 creates a tightly focused view 0 Mﬂ,‘ﬁ!
Picture v, e )" 2 1€W People and events. Movies do not P! isoanal”
Sis. Cipg, ﬂ?e °C§VelyA They leave out much—not only details b praqd"ﬂ’
415 certajp}y not ¢ S history-

Mprehensive in its approach to

it privileges stories about war, personality conflict, romance, and tragedy. Its
dramas characterize historic figures in white and black, as heroes and villains;
portrayals in gray are much less evident. And of course, cinematic history
often features fictional men and women, invented protagonists and antago-
nists whose actions and statements facilitate the filmmaker’s efforts to create
an entertaining tale. By employing invented characters, filmmakers can also
take the action to diverse locales and give personality to specific individuals
when, in fact, we know relatively little about the lives, thoughts, and emotions
of these historic figures.*

The need for these forms of artistic license should be evident, yet critics of
cinematic history continue to devote a good deal of cnergy to angry denuncia-
tions of Hollywood’s playfulness with history, They fume against the collaps-
ing of characters, the hero-villain depictions, the invented scenes, the simplifi-
cation of plot, and other adjustments that filmmakers incorporate to produce
dramatic effect. Critics also draw attention to specific factual errors, noting
that real individuals did not speak or act in the ways depicted in the movies,
They observe mistakes in presentation, too: the wrong uniform, erroneous
chronology, or the placement of a leading figure where he or she could not
possibly have been. By focusing on misrepresentation of details, they often
miss the larger cinematic accomplishments, Preoccupied with small “lies,” they
fail to recognize larger “truths.”

Of course, these lies can add up. They may accumulate to a disturbing level,
destroying public confidence in a movie’s relationship with history. Some films
develop tainted reputations, and for good reason. Their manipulations of evi-
dence take artistic license to excess. When media coverage of these problems in
historical depiction becomes extensive, the negative publicity can harm a film
financially and set critics against it. This condition may surprise some, because
they assume that Hollywood filmmakers can distort history with impunity. But
as I discuss later, some filmmakers have been called on the carpet in recent
Years for their failure to depict the past with integrity. They have paid a price
for theijr Manipulations in dollars and artistic reputation.

A serious and balanced look at cinematic history requires a more complex
Tesponse to movies than the simplistic “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” ap-
PITOBCh of movie reviewers on television and in popular magazines. Even good
CInematic history contains a great deal of fiction and manipulation of the
facts, ang €¥en poor cinematic history that bends the facts to a troublesome
.de'gr €€ can dramatize aspects of the past impressively. To state this case starkly,
't1s impossible 1o find an example of cinematic history that can be held up for
UNquestioned Praise because it depicts the past without stretching the truth in
4Ny way. Conver sely, it is difficult to find an example of cinematic history that
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ughl_y t]:]i; frequently offer insights, I:l 10 1,
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rts the record $
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‘I‘E‘ ue. Eve P . dgel
deemio e effort toJt

artistic 1iD€

atic.
flourishes 47 Pr.Obie:; four major Hollywood films of the 19805 5y,
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{ve V1€ S S 1 ; ‘:11.99’0=
A comparati™ it helps distinguis een plausib)e distoy.

oful in this e84 ome ores. James Cameron’s Titanic (1997) js atiegg
moretrOUbles.Se of artistic license. Cameron’s film Manages to
fensib?e exer_clw of the past even though it contains significap o
ntan intelllgel{t V‘iicat record and a good deal of ﬁctiOHalizing_ Again,i
er::ifs achievement we can consid.er three motion Pictureg
der attack in the mass media for exceeding reasonable boyp d
that camle un . Mississippi Burning (1988), Amistad (1997), and The Hurrg®
artistic license: hese problematic films delivers some riveting drama, gng
(1999).-Eac.h of the t l::Jestions about racial injustice. Yet all three stretch the
each r?lSES JmP}?ria:nc(ilcrmine their interpretations of history. Some of the
mllt.h'm ways tha inst Mississippi Burning, Amistad, and The Hurricane
criticisms leveled against Mississtpp d '
were substantive, and justifiably, the public and the critics lost confidencein

is us
tions and
ple of de
prese
nipulations of th :
the example of T/

the movies’ integrity.

ATITANIC ACHIEVEMENT

When James Cameron released Titanic late in 1997, the media gave consi.d-
erable attention to his efforts to give the movie a look of historical authentic-
ity. News stories about Cameron’s re-creation of the fateful 1912 voyage mad_'
interesting reporting, because the director had devoted a large part of his
record $200 million budget to verisimilitude. The production team createda
version of the Titanic on a beach in Baja California that was 90 percentt:li
length of the original ship, This huge set was attached in four sectionss¢ G
it could e assembled or disassembled for various scenes, with iﬂd‘“uﬂ“
parts. rftised or lowered into the water, Cameron’s production team 3150' bcmﬂ'
:;::;Eﬁ;f:ll;n :f‘te’ tank that covered eight acres, .which au';:fizg
Smaller mode, NK"rooms and decks to a depth of thirty feet. o

S of the ocean liner for staging the disaster and spent

on SPCCiaI Cff & 8p 5
ange of bodiecht:uti]:,at created ocean backgrounds, icebergs, afldrteilly dayse
ore the ncounter ‘f, Off decks. For the scenes depicting the Jeisu b

] n 10
designg ygeq on th th‘ the iceberg, Cameron brought in carpet Wil 4 e
Vessel's sogig) halls :nongmal Titanic and used old photogl'al’hs o cara®

. d'stateroops, To give the extras an authenti€ app
EELHisyop,

G BN

/N M L
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Passengers board ship in James Cameron’s blockbuster Titanic ( 1997). The production team
created a replica of the liner on a beach in Baja California that was 9o Ppercent the length of
the original ship. (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

he purchased 450 wigs and hundreds of hairpieces and schooled the actors in
the manners and sounds of 1912 with etiquette and dialogue coaches.’
Despite this attention to authentic details, some critics lambasted the
movie. They claimed that the syrupy love story, punctuated by a strong em-
phasis on class conflict, was so exaggerated and simplistic in its characteriza-
tions that it was not believable. Titanic “fails utterly” and is “dead in the
water,” declared Richard Corliss in Time.¢ He said that everybody in the story
is a “caricature of class, designed only to illustrate a predictable prejudice:
that the first-class passengers are third-class people, and vice versa.” The story
about Jack, Rose, and Cal “isn’t half as poignant as the true ones known from
books and films of the event,” argued Corliss. “On this vast canvass, the prob-
!ems of three little people really don’t amount to a hill of beans.”” The Wash-
18ton Post’s Ken Ringle also reacted sarcastically to the production. Titanic,
he wrote, s o “high-tech, low-brain, big-budget” movie. The scenes of Jack
and Rose splashing around in twenty-eight-degree water with no signs of hy-
Pothermia qre hardly believable, he claimed, and Cameron’s depiction of
lusty, 8ood-time souls in steerage and cruel, sterile passengers in first class
constitutes “kindergarten Marxism.”® In these and other negative reviews,
““Mmentatorg laughed at the corny qualities of the Jack-Rose-Cal triangle
::fjtzh; r;lbov'ie’s heavy-handed depictions of heroic passengers in steerage and
S 1n first class.
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leads Rose (Kate Winslet) through the flooded first-class reception

k (Leonardo DiCaprio) ‘
Z; g,, Titanic (1997)- A critic complained that the movie shows Jack and Rose splashing
around in nvenry—eight—degree water with no signs of hypothermia. (Museum of Moder

Art Film Archive)

Critics leveled a number of other specific complaints, too. They noticed
the appearance of anachronisms, such as when Rose extends her middle fin-
ger in defiance of the ship’s authorities (a distinctly modern gesture). Some
noticed that the story focuses on first- and third-class passengers, giving vir-
tually no attention to the large second-class contingent on the ship. A fev
wondered why the filmmaker did not build the drama around real-life figures
on the Titanic rather than the fictional characters of Jack and Rose (tl?e eld-
erly couple hugging each other as the boat is sinking were good candldmi;
for they presumably represented Isidor Straus, owner of Macy’s departme?
store, and his wife).

Others drew attention to scientific investigations of the su
por'tcd on the Discovery Channel. That program revealed that SO' o
:l:lev;}:f:h,p :“fk 50 quickly because of technological flaws m 1t:f0° b
£ rive:’t:l uilders used metal with impurities e the dezxg:‘ poppedmtj
when the Titan i?;:mplo‘)’ed to hold the large metal pieces tog; - unde”
sea exploration py itthe iceberg, These difficulties, discovere e
4 real explanatiop, (f)::: a;-alf r_mlfs below the ocean’s sUIfacz’s:nger and &7
died becayge of short ¢ Titanic disaster. Fifteen hundred pa d eatﬁ,_,,

Siasts of the televis; comings in the ship’s design and matel'ld i;l'hcmﬁw‘
100 program, not because of factors advance

nken Titanic™®
me sciel

osedl}'ﬂ

5 an

REEL Histopy

These critics raise interesting questions, but not ope of thei
s : % :
represents a serious assault on the integrity of C o = 1T co:plamts
: i i R am film. Even w] v
sidered in their totality rather than individually, the i tt’.n ;on
not reduce

the film’s essential accomplishment of rendering a th,
perspective of the past. 6 thoughtful and memorable

The fictional Jack and Rose, objects of much derision by critics,
Jiant narrative purpose. Their presence facilitates Cameron’s effort,
disaster in far great.er scope t.han would have been Possible if he had focused on
real figures from history. Using Jack and Rose as the Protagonists allows Cam
ron to take the camera all over the ship—in the first-class dining hall, on ﬂ:;
decks, alongside the captain, down in steerage, in the engine room, at)the site
of contact with the iceberg, and in the flooding staterooms and halls. If Came-
ron had used actual passengers as the key figures in the story, he would have
been limited to showing them in just one section of the great vessel. Further-
more, a drama about the experiences of Mr. and Mrs. Straus would have
drawn objections from detail-oriented historians who could claim that little is
known about their specific thoughts and actions (and perhaps their descen-
dants would object to depictions that were not sufficiently flattering). Came-
ron found a way to cover diverse events in the Titanic tragedy by placing his fic-
titious characters at the center of the most important action. Also, by focusing
on the personalities of Jack and Rose, he strengthens the audience’s emotional
attachment to the passengers. Viewers care about the fate of the young lovers
after watching their romance grow amidst their ordeals. When Jack dies on a
frozen sea, viewers sense the larger tragedy. His passing symbolizes the suffer-
ing that many passengers, friends, and relatives experienced in April 1912.

Some of the specific objections to the movie can easily be dismissed. Cer-
tainly Cameron is guilty of reading the present into the past when he shows
Rose making a late-twentieth-century gesture, but this is only a tiny anachro-
nism, The complaint about Cameron’s focus on first- and third-class passen-
gers is technically correct but artistically insignificant. Simplification is inher-
ent in docudrama, and when artists employ it, the strategy usually accents
differences, so understandably, the director draws attention to the contrasts
PetWeen rich and poor. A truly comprehensive movie about the tragedy would
!troduce us to the second-class group as well, but cinematic history cannot
deliver an exhaustive treatment of all major facets.
~ The Discovery Channel’s speculation about the effect of popping rivets anfl
"Mpurities in the metal is based on fascinating underwater exploration, bllt.]t
hardly aqqs up to a stronger explanation for the tragedy than that provided in
Cameron’s cinematic drama. Titanic manages to present most of the funda.\-
Mental causes of the great ship’s shocking demise. The movie reveals that radio

serve a bril-
to study the
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al reports of icebergs ahead, but the captaj ang
everal - o ignored them. The ship reached the i i
i

received s

0 era:::r; ¢ the white St lwo Knots) as it approached the danger 5,
dlr:; of its jour y (twe s nest lacked binoculars. The Titanic Shoulll:’
the men poste °f ur lifeboats, but the White Star Line haq Sh:a,,e
peen equiPped {0 sixteen t© provide ample deck space for promep, "Ied

ot numbe doW"n ¢ did not require full complement of lifeboats),

ests (rules at ih‘iarh the icebers the ship remained afloat only a fey o
th rendezvous criod, the captain failed to sound a general alarp, a:_
puring that br rzi adequately trained to handle an emergency eVacu;ti d
many crewmen We and British Jearned about the numerous fatal errors on,
When the Americans med for reforms, and dramatic Changzs;;

gedy, they screa
required a twenty-four-hour radio watch adk:
3 . ,
te lifeboats for all travelers, and evacuation drills. Sea travel became mugy
qua
safer in subsequent decades.”’ . |
The fact remain® that any passenger ship, even a technologically sophist;-
twenty-first century, could encounter difficulty if it slammed
o S SRR knots, as the Titanic did.

1 to the numerous human failures before

cated one of the
rd side into an 1¢
with its attentio
sential explanation of why the ship lost more

its starboa
Cameron’s MOVi€,
and after the crash, delivers the es

than 1,500 of the 2,223 people on board.
It is true, of course, that Cameron portrays the wealthy characters in the

(except for the “unsinkable” Molly Brown,
who comes across as a wealthy but down-to-earth figure). Cal Hockley (who
inherited a Pittsburgh steel fortune) is the most reprehensible character among
the snobs who look down at Jack. One of the most memorable scenes commu-
nicating disdain for the life of the idle rich shows Rose observing the wa)’s"d‘l
graces are taught to a young girl. Rose watches as 2 mother instructs hff
fiaughter. who is about ten years old, how to sit upright and spread her napkin
ina delicate manner. This image suggests that Rose’s life among such petp
will be lboring and essentially empty. i
m:f:‘;:ﬂ::}ftdézs are fundamental in the story, and not onl}f fOT' P“ﬁ:;sor_
trayal raises sorn meron associates class distinctions with injustic® ntage®!
e eimportant questions: Why did a much higher percé i
ik engers escape on lifeboats than did passenger fronr ste -
nomic and cultural preiud: ; - ions in e M
mentof crisis? Statistical Pre}udrce affect life-and-death decist - .
disturbing, ol evidence, which the movie cannot convey: = hod
while only 5 iy Cl;l of the first-class passengers escaped f’n
matic for womep Virtza]:teerage passengers did. The evidence ¥ cntdﬂl‘
66 Regg HISToRy y all the first-class women who wante

story in a consistently negative way

eboats descend as the great ship goes down in Titanic (1997). Director James Cameron’s

Life

interpretation SUEests that because of class discrimination, far more first-class passengers
escaped than did passengers in steerage. (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

lifeboats got away on them; 94 percent of these passengers escaped. Even
though a call went out to seat “women and children first,” only 31 percent of
third-class women escaped on the boats. Why the difference?!! Did crewmen
restram sreerage-c]ass passengers from leaving their quarters during the first
ninety minutes of the crisis when the lifeboats were filling, as the movie sug-
gests? Were third-class passengers, who slept in the lower decks of the stern,
FOO. far away to hear warnings about the crisis? Were the poor immigrants who
insisted on carrying their possessions with them slowed down in their attempt
iﬁa‘:?fil:\/:; itt.begause the number of passengers in third class was more
B u; ﬁilll rst elass.? We cannot Pe eertain of the answer, but Came-
gt . clontr1butron tc? our th1nk1r1g arxout these ql_lestjons by ele—
N ¢ :t. class to a prominent place m' his story. He ngee the subject
R ion tharl do t'he authors of major bo?k_s on the .Txtamc (ma_ny
i preoccupied with reports of the altruxstxf: behavior of the rich
B :t 1f»lsenlgt':r.s). Camerorl makes the class questron even more central
ey e classic 1958 movie about the ev.ent, A Night to Remember.

g . y speculate about the source of thrs concern about elass. ‘Perhap:s
e e):npathy for the poor can be attributed to the writer-director's
e Onlyptwrences. Before Cameron struck gold as a filmmaker, he ha.1d wg-
Was familiar wf’ years of college and worked for a while as trucl'( :irwer. e

ith want and struggle. We can also connect the movie's contrast
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petween yacuous storytelling: Asnoted in the 1 sc.ussl(;ln al.)om Benre, er.
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ican cinem? Oﬁ?n after all, are mostly not so rich an amous~eni0}'wa
Audieﬂc‘es’Wh.lC ,Whatever the cause, Cameron desgrves applause fo, dray,
ing these victorie™ {he Edwardian soci€ty that was afloat at sea, aicyii that
at evidenﬂy il

d than in our time and th,
re separate

much mo =

i amomentof Crisis.

ffers another achievement, one often missed in the Teviews, 1
e g

ly on the emotions demonstrated by one of the pring

The movie

speculaFes tﬁltil;::g Captain Edward J. Smith (Bernard Hill). Extang Tecord
figures in the i

est that Captain Smith was not particularly aggressiye inhj
of the events SUg8 the crisis. From the fragmentary evidence available, i ap-
initial I‘CSPOn;C ltohe was hesitant and uncertain. The movie suggests thy the
pears.that at firs otionally paralyzed at a time when quick and intelligent .
c.jq?tam bec:‘lme e;:crud al. Had he sounded the alarm to abandon ship swify
cm:ﬂ m?::ﬁ ;:feboats would have left without a full complement of passen-
:::s,a[isan interview on the History .Channel, Camer‘on exPlained thc; reas.on-
ing behind this depiction. He imagined that Captafn SmiAE br,l G
state of shock. Once Smith learned that a rescue ship could not arrive at the
Titanic’s location until after it sank, he knew he was a doomed man. No.t only
would he go down with his vessel in the tradition of a sea captain, but his rep-
utation would be tarnished in the aftermath of the tragedy. He would be Cm.l-
sidered responsible for the deaths of hundreds of passengers and the crewin
his charge. Cameron speculated that these thoughts could have affected the
captain’s performance in the crisis. Smith may have sensed that he was abofe
dieignominiously, and that realization temporarily froze him.

Through this speculation about the emotional impact of the even't, C'“::
ron exhibits one of cinematic history’s greatest attributes: its potentlal;‘:a ;
Plore the psychologjcal dimensions of an experience. In this respedrth' 91
delivers an emotiona] punch that is frequently absent in books on etajn’s
event. Cameron's Titanic attempts to put audiences in touch with % ?I;“w'
1:::; f:;“;‘gs- His inte-rpretation involves conjecture, to be sure, b::rhlsa
resemble tl:.l:]e? ;ﬂ i m.‘ emfgent. Titanic presents a credible chara

o Ofea gure in history, o ble

:  €0urse, abroader achievement that makes Tifanic3 ist?”

historicg] meé

rians cgl| uﬁt;m. Cameron's move communicates a sense of what stl[ eratt?

With care :&’:Slfless of the past 1¢ transports audiences t0 anf’th ot
Ntio i !

tragic journey, "0 detail, gives them a sense that they are Wi ; fro”
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the pa5t~from vintage clothing to silyver ashtrays of the White Star Line and
18,000 square feet of authentic-looking carpet. When

high-tech wizardry to show the ship’s demise in the final h
matic bells and whistles does not simply offer gratuitous e
many other disaster stories from Hollywood)

Cameron produces
our, his use of cine-
ntertainment (as do

- The technical tricks effectively
communicate a picture of an extraordinary calamity. New York Tirmes reviewer

Janet Maslin summed up the achievement succinctly when she wrote, “Aston-
ishing technological advances are at work here, but only in the service of ope
spectaCU]ar illusion: that the ship is afloat again, and that the audience is ulti-
mately involved in its voyage.”12

Thus, it is easy to become sidetracked in a consideration of Titanic’s treat-
ment of history. A critic can readily bemoan the inordinate time devoted to the
actions of fictitious heroes and villains such as Jack, Rose, and Cal or complain
about anachronisms, groups left out of the story, or scientific discoveries that
Cameron failed to mention. Such concerns deserve consideration, but even
when added together, they do not detract from the film’s fundamental contri-
bution to cinematic history. Titanic is “true” in many important respects, It ef-
fectively identifies many of the most important factors that explain the disaster
at sea. It raises significant questions about the confining role of upper-class
women in Edwardian society and offers a provocative criticism of class-
mindedness in that period. The film also presents its story on a marvelous set

that glitters with detail. On many counts, Titanic delivers a thoughtful perspec-
tive on the past.

THE REVOLT AGAINST AMISTAD

When do the problems with historical treatment weigh too heavily, harming
amovie’s credibility? How can accumulated questions about a movie’s presen-
tation of history undermine a film’s reputation for delivering thoughtful per-
*pectives? The troubled films under consideration here (Amistad, Mississippi
B urning, and The Hurricane) did not become targets of attack in the mass
media because the filmmakers made small mistakes with the facts. They did
not lose credibility simply because the directors used the wrong dates, cos-
tumes, language, or other details. Nor did these movies come under heavy fire
for failing present the past through compelling drama. In fact, each film re-
C‘ei"ed considerable praise in the media for delivering powerful, emotionally
tlveting entertainment. The problems concerned excesses in artistic license. In
these cases, (e producers, directors, and writers manipulated so many ele-
mePts for dramatic effect that they undermined the overall truthfulness of
their historical interpretations.
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exemplifies @ number of these difﬁclllties

steven SP'° Jlows the st fty-three Africans who were takes fr
0 old toslave traders. Led by a twenw'ﬁ"e')’ear-oid oy
by the S aniards, the Africans manage to stage o revolt ﬁ. h
nque bY ¢ of Cuba. The rebels order their forme, caWhlle
Ptorg

Cing
are calle i the coas : o ;
Africa, but the Spaniards deceive the Africans and Mang
hem t0 e northwest at nighttime. Eventually the g riem
SN

steer the § 1p [fO:hershiP off Long Island Sound, and a long legal strugg]

takes contr?iao recdom begins Many individuals played importang r(ﬁ: t
‘elberg’s movie gives particular attention to three hiStoric; in
crman Baldwin, @ distinguished New Haven attorney whq ;. g
battles on behalf of the Africans; Lewis Tappan, a e al;g:.
oney for the court appeals; and John Quincy Adams, th;
who presented a successful cage 3

y Amismd
; ory of fi

nized the court
raised m
ent and then congressmarn,
f to the U.S. Supreme Court.

Amistad features some impressive dramatic moments. Most gfipping i
e rebellion and the slave trade. The opening sequence shoy
k from his chains, free the other captives, and seize
in a flashback, Amistad shows the crew dumping
llywood film before Amistad displayed Afri-

can mutiny or the Middle Passage more realistically. But these scenes occupy
only a few minutes of a two-and-a-half-hour film. Most of the time, Amistad
the legal maneuverings in New England, and it came under

Jitionist who
former presid
the Africans’ beh al

scenes of th
Cinque managing to brea
control of the ship. Later,
some slaves into the ocean. No Ho

concentrates on
sharp criticism for this depiction.

No single gaffe or manipulation dealt a telling
there was an accumulation of complaints about the movie’s handling of his
tory. An abundance of small difficulties added up to a vote of no confidence
from various historians and media critics, despite the film’s commendableat
tention to an important subject from antebellum U.S. history.

Some of the criticisms pertained to minor details. Scholars pointed oub
'for example, that men did not wear beards and mustaches in the United States
:} ‘:’;::;’:3’;340?; such ﬂgurishes did not become fashionable until the:::
il P;“‘fe"CY- Historians noted, too, that there could not hel\'ef s
seized the Agmr'sr; doul;g [Sland' (as the movie shows) when U b (:ﬂor.
a0 Frecrman) se:u‘ he m.0v1e's fictitious character Theodore IO"’dson delar
i, resa sal!or who can help translate the Africans Men i
BUist, not the bl):, ]Es.xah Gibbs handled that task, and he was taler‘tedal‘ﬂs
Was not 5 commni‘tt:dnfnfm[))l Cbi_lrac.terized in the movie. Joh Qo ceived
the assignment ¢, def, abolitionist as the movie suggests wher & ethe

cfend the Amistad captives, and his speec

blow against Amistad. Rather,
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gupreme Court ran ei.ght hours ove.r two days; the movie gives the a
of 2 much more succinct presentation. Roger Sherman Bl PPearam.:e
cars old and a respected attorney when he defended the Afyi as forty-six
vie casts handsome Matthew McConaughey as Baldwin, a icans, but the
In the film, Cinque assists John Quincy Adams in c;eatfinuch younger
fense, @ situation that never occurred. Cinque was not in Washjnng a legal de-
the time of the Supreme Court hearing, and only seven of nineg't"n‘, D.C,at
resent during the Court’s deliberations, not the full complem:::tsl}c:)swwere
nin

mo
ﬁgure,

the film."?
These and other complaints do not, even collectively, destroy the i
movie’s

value as @ portrayal of history. Although the presence of beards and
taches suggests failure of the filmmakers to do their homework about:]:hs_
social customs of the era, other “errors” committed by the director and h_e
staff can be defended. For instance, cinematic history almost always reduc ;s
Jong speeches to a few essential ideas, and Spielberg’s decision to cast youn s
sexy Matthew McConaughey as Roger Sherman Baldwin is understandableii;
view of the actor’s appeal to female audiences.

A second, more significant bombardment of criticism relates to the char-
acterizations of specific historical personalities. Baldwin, a scholarly and dis-
tinguished Yale graduate who later became governor of Connecticut, was
hardly the “dung-scrapping” real estate lawyer portrayed in Amismd,, The
movie shows him needing to be convinced to work for the Africans’ freedom
but in fact, the real Baldwin was already a strong crusader for the antislaver);
cause. Lewis Tappan, another dedicated abolitionist, was chief fund-raiser for
the legal appeals and certainly did not want the Africans to die as martyrs so
e
RS ; erican Antl-Sla\.rery Society; and he led
ca que tlljmt ;1:21_;“’55 against slavery. He P committed to the abolitionist
e thelA n§t even go home to visit his dying daughter while he was

mistad case.!*

Additionally, scholars criticized the appearance of the fictional African-
American character Theodo d Ffp ; ¥ o i
that in the S re Joa . son. Historian Eric McKitrick pointed c.mt
fluence and res i lca“.Amencar'l would not l,lave been accorded th'e in-
Tt Ano}:l:ct e:den.t in thfe white characters trea‘nin.ent of the ﬁc'tlo'nal
dffferently_w ’ ex 1stor1an,-R1chard . Newman, criticized the filepl(.itltl-n
the T b he applauded .Sp1elberg’s' effort to featl.xre ablack abolrnomst in
e One Csounseled mlcorporatlon of a r.eal-llfe b.lack ﬁg‘u're l.nstead.of
dhithe e e; ome prom.ment l.)lacks were mvc.J]ved in abolitionist .affzurs
e FOrt;n ote Newman, including James Pennington, Robert Purvis, and
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.. objected 1O Amistad’s simpl?—mlnde.d portraya] o the
Other historians © (:vie showed the abolitionists waving crosses, lookiy
m ; : Ao 8
fionist group- 4scholars complamed thf1t this depiction suggested that
religious 264 ,al s, That kind of negative assessment of antiglay, e
re natite: .

reformers W iewpoint that has been strongly challey .

rvative V1

1d, conse : i

yists reflects alﬂ ohip The new research, they stressed, views abOllthnists of
holarship-

modern s¢

1d crusaders for freedom who showed the' courage to challenge slav‘
. onment that was very protective of the Soutlyg inten

e nent interpreter of nineteenth-century U, hite )
dre]:frifii:l ;ttention to the way A";:;{f‘i;:f b-zglfe}z:;mo;ed. = inﬂ“;y:
tial article published in the New Yorf tl : pides e n, fme)r complajneg
that publicists sent out thous?ands of stu }:igu : e n.atlon s schools .
ommending that students discuss 'the Joadson character 1-n a study exercig,
Foner questioned the value of having students study a ﬁ.ctlonal character,
also objected to the way Debbie Allen, prodtfcer of Amistad, enthusiasticany
advertised the movie's contribution to learning. In statements to the media,
Allen suggested that historians had overlooked this story in their research and
teaching. She claimed to have rescued the Amistad case from the dustbin of
history. She lso boldly claimed that the Africans’ victory in the U.S. Supreme
Court had had a tremendous impact on American society, putting the United
States on the road to emancipation. Foner dismissed these claims as misleading
hype. He observed that professional historians had given considerable atten-
tion to the Amistad case, and they certainly could not be accused of neglecting
slavery. Allen was wrong, too, in arguing that the Supreme Court’s decisionin
this case dramatically changed the status of African Americans. The Dred Scoft
decision of 1857, coming more than a decade later and involving some of the
same Supreme Court justices, set back African Americans’ progress substan-
tially. The Africans from the Amistad won their freedom on technicalities
c‘_”‘iﬂg the slave trade, not on a general commitment to principles of freedom,
;t‘::jf::;::::c;utied ihat Amist'ad “erases the distinction be:tween :’:‘; ::'i
- r; : atfthe ﬁlfn is by no means a work of historys

Many histor:)ansp rll;:e l?r el oy i
e » like Foner, concluded that pub11c1t?f .fo el
anted exuberance. Scholars became suspicious of Spr

Henry Gate: o sl accomplished historians as advisers, includiné II:(f)to :
Johnson anci :;ﬂl]()hn Hope Franklin, Howard Jones, Rebecca SCOt.t’ C'lshc
names were g ur Abraham, Historians suspected that these disting!"

ing i olars

had litle iy ;‘gt:ted to_hclp legitimize the project. Evidentlys the Sdltio 5

and promogign 5 € Cl’?lcnal Creative stages of film developments pro U e
+ Historians’ suspicions seemed confirmed when £wo'c

r the movie &
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In Amistad (1997), lawyer Roger Baldwin (Matthew McConaughey) turns to his it
an effort to show that the Africans were not born into slavery, A historian complained that
the movie suggests that Baldwin—in real life, a middle-aged man and committed

abolitionist—was a young, “ambulance-chasing, fee-hungry attorney” (Museum of Mod,
Art Film Archive) ern

advisers, Johnson and Abraham, objected to the movie’s depictions and com-
pléined publicly that Spielberg had not taken their recommendations seriously.
Clifton Johnson, executive director emeritus of the Amistad Research Center
z;;l;L;:)::ne ,U,njvemity’ St_r ongly criticized the movie after its release. Contrary to
the caserf:a:;er]fretatpn' said Johnson, Lewis Tappan had done more to win
e (:h nﬁQuTCy Adams had. “Other characters in the story are mis-
Roger Sherman ]: 1 lm-) too, he wrf)te, “but none more than Lewis Tappan and
Mer as an amby] iy Tl‘1e first is made to appear as a hypocrite and the for-
mer chajgman fj:c?-chasmg? fee-hungry attorney.”!s Arthur Abr@m, fm:-
fire at the mov? ’ frlc_an- Studies at the University of Sierra Leone, duectcd his
Cultyre was “b edsl depiction of African society. Abraham charged that African
Picture given ba Y represented in the movie” because the story “follows the
Jostify the o Y.European imperialists at the end of the nineteenth century to
- ¢Olonial takeover19
kmw;;‘::;’rians’ j udgm'ent of Amistad was not universally critical. S'Offle aC-f
€ Moyjeg oerblems .Wlth the interpretation but counsel.ed :;1%)1?re:c1at:1orl'1l d

‘iCated. and erau achievements. “At moments the drama is brilliant, sophis-
Moving” wrote Bertram Wyatt-Brown, author of a number of
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Civil War America, including a biography of
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Ve g abo);.
ant pooks 01 S 117 he said, “Amistad warrants prajse for

d its ot
oment 01 the road to war and eventua] €Mang
m

. a» a‘
should miss it Howard Jones, 4, thor g
o

ioh : gave
had visited the set during the ...
ampeded ositive s il & ﬁln‘nngof

agenerallYP Tiad conferred with Spielberg. He was impressedl With th,
the iy dramatize history and urged Open?mlndfdness in judgip
director's effort t0 { the past. Most important, he said, Amistad was likely 1
the film’s portrayif oterest 1 learning more about history. Spielberg wa regqy
n that university historians often fai.led to do, he argued.

ics focus on satisfying fellow aca.demxcs, boring the genera]
. said Jones. He praised Spielberg for “revealing thle eSSETltial truths of 5
public fal ory that will convince many viewers that history is interestingj'zz
Con;{l::vh:i Swe }\,veigh these conflicting assessments of Amistad’s treatment of

7 Which complaints represent powerful indictments of the movie,
history? dable exercises in artistic license?

impoﬂ ;
onist LW apzlake)’
emptO T8 e or lack SO iny on the Ami
ton NOATETEER ' iy of the slaves’ case Mutiny on the Amistad, g1
historical $

ich pertain to defen : s
Whge: inly some of the moviemaker’s alterations of the historical record are
ai

troublesome. The portrayal of Lewis Tappan as an abolitionist wh(') \'Nm,ﬂd sac-
rifice the slaves as martyrs is disturbing. Also irksome are t'he Pubhc%sts efforts
to encourage the nation’s schoolteachers to lead students in discussions about
Amistad’s fictional character Theodore Joadson. g
Many other manipulations are understandable examples of artistic 'cx-
cess_liberties taken to advance the drama. Standing alone, the characterm‘-
tion of Roger Baldwin Sherman is forgivable. After all, one of the dramatl,t
conventions of cinematic history is to show the evolution of a central figures
personality. It is much more interesting to watch Baldwin learning to appr:('l
ciate the wisdom of the abolitionist cause than to see him as a fully fo‘mlzis-
antislavery crusader in his first appearance on the screen. Many cinemaﬂcde[-
tories portray the maturation of one of the protagonists. We cai also ul:mre
stand why Debbie Allen and her publicists built up the Amistad caseas ‘.’ i
im.pf)rtam chapter of history than it actually was. When HollYWOOd lnlikelY
millions of dollars in a production about the past, its spokespersons af:e 4
10 accentuate the significance of their subject and suggest that they alo .

ldI;se:u :\entaj Inbringing the story to light. The manner in which thiSf siond
> Nowever, badly hyrt th i i 1 history PROESEE
Allen's claim hyg e movie’s standing with - arlf

s scholars had o, erlooked the topic was wrong, Ul
Provocative, ang insulting o
Positive o e c
sery istad’ - . o
drowneq ations about Amistad’s handling of e ]

out by the crir: fic objecti®
€ Critical remarks. An accumulation of spect
74 REEL “'570“

bout historical details began to harm the movie’s Teputation, By the time
a

scademy Award nomi;atiOpS wehre being collected in early 1998, the buzz in
HO“YWOOd had turne agamst.t c m?vne. Many people in the nation’s film
community Were aware .that Sp}e-lberg s tTllm was the target of a good deal of
Complﬂi“i“g becau.se of its rinlcllll(tmn of hlstor)t. As a somewhat tainted motiop
pictul’ev Amistad 'dld ﬂ(;tblook 11] ea goc})ld candidate for B'est Picture. The well-
Publiciled neg'atlve fee .ac s owed that the-re was a price to pay for provok-
ing controversies about hlst(l)ncal Tepresentauon. Of course, Titanic swept the
qwards that year, and even if Amistad }.md been acclaimed by historians and
media critics, it would have been up against very tough competition.

Amistad got into trouble because of many small distortions rather than one
or two particular]y outrageous ones. Standing alone, no single objection to the
movie’s historical depictions could have harmed its fortunes. It was the accu-
mulation of many objections to the film’s historical details that wrecked confi-
dence in the movie’s storytelling. Surveying the extensive record of protests
against Amistad’s portrayals, one senses that the critics felt somewhat like
Thomas Jefferson when he identified the colonists’ reasons for revolting against
the mother country. In the Declaration of Independence, the founding father
wrote that no single act of British leadership created a cause for rebellion, but
when many complaints added up, there seemed good reason to take action.

Why would Steven Spielberg, a respected director who had created a bril-
liant historical film, Schindler’s List, just a few years before, allow Amistad to
perform so sloppily in its treatment of history? Evidently, Spielberg was unable
to give this project as much scrutiny as he would have liked. During Amistad’s
development, he was busy inaugurating a new Hollywood studio (Dream-
Works) with his two media buddies, David Geffen and Jeffrey Katzenberg.
Also, by the time Spielberg was ready to edit Amistad, he was on location in
England, filming scenes for another important history-oriented film, Saving
Private Ryan. Under the circumstances, Spielberg could not deliver his best,
and the difficulties were manifest in the production. Not only did Amistad fail
0 offer engaging entertainment in its talky presentation of the abolitionists’
le-gal struggles; the movie also fudged the historical record to a degree that
stirred a bees’ nest of angry critics.

These failures are unfortunate, for there is much of value in Amistad. As
Natalje Zemon Davis observes in her book Slaves on Screen, the film presents
gzﬁyy"‘:’zzg’s mos't n‘xemorable view of the slave trad.e.;t su;[;atsszsr::;‘:’h‘;d;:
i ﬁlmls l_n its treaftment of slavery be-cause it oes. r-hP.r i
th Yasvictims. Amistad shows the captives as flge"tf m e

¢y help shape their experiences by taking bold action, risking their lives ina
oody rebellion. When he is brought to the United States, the energetic
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Hounsou, center) and his fellow captives are charged

ud murder after a rebellion on a slave ship. Steven Spielberg’s movie gives
a Itural distinctiveness and their diversity. (Museum

I Amistad (1997), Cinque (Djimon

with piracy e
<ensitive attention to both the Africans’ cu

of Modern Art Film Archive)

Cinque presses his case for freedom to anyone who will listen. “Give us free!"’
he shouts in a memorable scene.?? Spielberg also demonstrates greater appreci-
ation of the Africans’ cultural diversity than other filmmakers have shown.
Amistad reminds audiences that Africans came from a variety of regif)ns and
cultures. The movie shows the captives arguing with one another, their lo?'al-
ties divided along tribal lines with origins in far-off places. Spielberg.alSO gives
the film an appealing touch of authenticity by having the movie’s Afrlcaﬂ'b°e‘:;
actors speak in native dialect, much as they would have sounded to :di-
nineteenth-century abolitionists. Spielberg also manages to introduce :exity
ices tosome of the major political issues of the 1840, such as the comP f
of the slavery law and John Quincy Adams’s role in raising question.s abou 2
“peculiar institution” i Congress. Also, Amistad features terrific acting Pl:yl'ﬂﬂ
:::;?:3::1"1)’ ffrom well-lfnown British veteran Anthony I"lOP:“";e(Iﬂn’ A
ica, who was :r)ilﬁ:m ""W.djsq,ver y Djimon Hounsou, a natl;erebel.
The chorys of . nt o” Cinque, the captive rice farmer turne itionths the
MOViE's subjecy Wasr l:ll'qsm MBSttt erop e i) 'by recogateri at
tracts the interest of Heulsto tf’ckle: it was not the kind (?f min o ool
Banking the it ofmost Creative talent or studio executives i obsci’®
4new movie studio on a story about @ 1

REEL Higrgp,

event from nincte-cnth—century American history was 4 bold move
was the first mow'e DreamWorks released). Historica] dramas are generally
Jisky investme nts. T he{y do not represerlxt excellent box offjce gambles, and they
are not ideal first projects for a fledgling studio, Spielberg coyd have made
Dr camWorks’ first venture resemble the other blockbusters on his resume: sto-
ries about rabid shark, a co'urageo'us anthroplogist names Indiana Jones, 5
Jovable extraterrestial, or a frightening group of Jurassic reptiles. A director
who sometimes feels compel'led to m.ake meaningful and more risky films
(such as The Color Purple, Schindler’s List, and Amistad) deserves admiration 2¢

Amistad was not the financial success its promoters hoped it would be. The
media offered much conjecture about the reasons for the movie’s modest ap-
peal. Some said that American society was too prejudiced to care about a story
that focused on black heroes. Others maintained that Spielberg should have in-
cluded different scenes in the movie or different characters. Numerous points
of advice emerged from would-be filmmakers.

The roots of Amistad’s box office failure relate in large part to dramatic
structure rather than to these other factors. At first glance, Amistad seems like
a workable story for treatment on the big screen. It involves terrible oppres-
sion, a violent fight for liberation, and a tremendous courtroom struggle to se-
cure freedom for the victims—in brief summary, a good design for successful
entertainment. But a closer look at the details undermines confidence in the
story’s entertainment value. After the first minutes depicting the frightening
mutiny, the drama must settle down and deal with treaties, laws, political ne-
gotiations, rights, speeches, and related matters. These are the elements of
good historical interpretation through lecturing and writing, but they do not
constitute attractive building blocks for a compelling cinematic drama. Most
of the action occurs near the beginning of the film; it then turns into a largely
talk-oriented story. Furthermore, Amistad lacks the focus of a movie such as
Schindler’s List, which fixes attention tightly on a hero (Oskar Schindler) and a
villain (the Nazi Amon Goeth). Amistad’s script lacks a principal villain, and it
features 5 large cast of diverse characters who play important roles in the
Movie's historical portrayals. There are three main protagoniss—CMQuf»
Baldwin, and Adams—and the audience is not introduced to two of them until
Well into the story. In addition, there are numerous other figures that viewers
:::gdto learn s.omething about to understand the bistorical developmen:lsj

ldent Martin Van Buren; Princess Isabella II; the interpreter who comm
:i:r: Twlith the Africans; the abolitionist-s, including Lewi; Tazga; :tltl:ntn};sﬁt:
Al codore Joadson; and various ;ud.ges. In short, fﬂ:n AR
T tha complex historical record, and it does. no,t ofy
¢ Cinematic genre. Its story is a scriptwriter s nightmare.
Judging Cinematic History
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: Amistad is certainly not an unmitigageg dis or
nts of h1st0f)’,uestio ns about past injustices, addresses 5 nuaster.
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s shortcomings should not be an occalih ;n
orable screen dram fiywood’s familiar failure to set the historicg] 1.ecoor
e over ;Izszzsme“t ought to inspire a more reflective consider:d
her, suc chievements, the opportunities it missed, and the reason;

e many CXample

their e . rtant
film raises impo
b rical issucs:

isto! e
of complex : 2. AssessIng it

partisan 8l
straight. Ratheb
tion of the mOVIES a

i 10025
for its serious difficulties.

lusions are particularly salient. F.irSt'y there a.re limits to artistic |j.
Three co'nculation of evidence and fictionalization are inherent in cinemgic
ﬁ:;y{"::: }t)hese artistic adjustments can g?t ﬁ;mmal;rs in tr.ouble if they are
exercised t00 liberally. In the 4case of Amrfta , problems with small detsjj;
added up noticeably. Second, it1s n.ot only historians who must be awale of the
importance of generic practices. Fllmmalfers', too,.need to be cognizant of the
value of good dramatic structure for bringing history to the screen. In thjs
case, an acclaimed director and his skilled screenwriter (David Franzoni) at-
tempted to render a rather complex portrait of the past. By trying to cover too
many facets of history briefly and presenting abundant characterizations
superficially, they became easy targets for media critics and academic histo-
rians. Finally, the director, producer, and publicists promised too muchin ad-
vertising their production. They claimed to have unearthed an important story
neglected by history professionals, made unsubstantiated comments about the
drama's significance, and quickly sent 18,000 copies of a companion study
guide to teachers and students without vetting the publication. These provoca-
tions could have been remedied through the involvement of one or two know-
ing scholars from the early stages of story development through the final ef
forts to publicize the movie.

FIERY REACTIONS TO MISSISSIPPI BURNING

Mississippi Burnin depic-

tion of history, ¢ b troub’le'regafdintg : erical

history, The :1’ e.sp“f’ notable achievements in dramatizing rece? "' i

e OV, directed by Alan Parker, deals with the seard? &
L i young civil rights campaigners in MississiPP

1964. The sto, Bei o
e 1 . . .
Members, "V egins with scenes of the criminal actions of KU

i e
for the Culpc:i:?pa"‘ed byalocal deputy sheriff. Two FBI agents lea_d i b0
B fonow.t;‘\la; Ward (Willem Dafoe), a Harvard-educated ‘: Py
e 3> I :
son (Gene Hackman)u f€au’s law enforcement procedures, and Rup€

» A Missiccinm: 0ac
78 Mississippian who realizes that formal 2P
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o succeed in the tough Deep South environment. Anderson
?he Ku Klux Klan with threats and intimidation, and Ward eve
nizes that legal approaches will not be effective in bringing th
He lets Anderson shake down some redneck bullies,

wants to fight
ntually recog-
€ murderers to

justice: which helps crack

the case- fe s
Much of the action in the first half of the movie is authentic looking and

br matically powerful. The scenes at the beginning of the film showing the
Klan closing in on three young .men on a lonely country road demonstrate
the terror that civil rights campaigners could experience in Mississippi during
the tense summer of 1964. With attention to many historical details, Parker’s
flm then follows the efforts of the U.S. government to challenge racial prac-
tices in the state and check the violent resistance to integration. Much like the
actual developments during Mississippi’s Freedom Summier, in the drama,
president Lyndon B. Johnson sends U.S. Navy men to the area to search for the
bodies, and a Choctaw Indian gives the agents information that leads to the
discovery of the murder victims’ car. In the same manner that real FBI agents
searched for the murderers, Ward and Anderson place a bag over the head of
ablack youngster to conceal his identity and drive him through the streets of
Philadelphia, Mississippi, hoping that he can point out suspects. The drama
also reveals that television newsmen received physical threats from local citi-
zens when they tried to cover the story for the national networks. The movie’s
title also reflects historical conditions. FBI agents used the code word MI-
BURN for their operation, short for “Mississippi burning?” In these examples
and in many other small details in the first half of the picture, Parker’s movie
offers a rather faithful depiction of historical conditions during the summer
0f 1964, a time when threats of violence seemed omnipresent in some areas of
Mississippi.26

Mississippi Burn ing’s second hour veers so far from historical events, how-
e\.rer, that it came under attack for fabricating the past and badly misleading
Viewers regarding the lessons to be drawn from the historical events. Most of
g‘:r(j;r): in the s'ccond half is sheer fantasy, inspired by scrip.twriter Chris
P :1) shenthusmsm for the 1962 movie The Man Wh{) Shot L.lbef’)’ V“l“"f"
b t g tale a.bout a peaceful man who learns that wole.nce i n‘ecfssa'r}; }1;;
o dlil(;atlon with a violent criminal).? In the real e\(en'ts 1'n M.lssmm‘;:}:l;h ;
oWn form atitake 'their gloves off and combat KKK mtumdatloxll) wi g ;lf
e _Off physical threats. In fact, the I*:BI broke the oAz );\;eiicargx
Senttn 12 Ormants. The Bureau certair?ly.dld not use an Afrlc;n- n
ity comﬁ le .down one of the Mississippi bigots, as the movie OXF.BI 1ead-,
ing the § I a‘m.’-d about the movie’s overall image of 2 det?rmme BI

ght against racial injustice in Mississippi. They pointed out that F
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Hackman) and Alan Ward (Willem Dafoe), a tough-minded
southerner and a northern liberal, investigate the murder of three civil rights workers in
Mississippi Burning (1988). In the first half of the movie, director Alan Parker portrays the
story with sensitivity, but the second half sends a false message about ti'le work of .the FBI
agents involved in the case and the role of violence in undermining racial oppression in the
South during the 1960s. (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

Rupert Anderson (Gene

A oie . ai ns
director J. Edgar Hoover was not sympathetic toward civil rights campalg

and had been harassing Martin Luther King, Jr. Nor did Hoover crea‘te.OP.P::
tunities for blacks to become FBI agents. Critics observed that black civil rx?n e
campaigners and their white allies who had come to the South t}?at ;l;ln;eng‘
from northern universities were far more significant than the BB e inthe
ing Mississippi’s segregationists, yet those figures got almost no Cove:gnd An-
movie. Mississippi Burning gives the FBI agents, represented by Ward 2
derson, sole credit for the progress against racism.?®
' Critics pointed out, too, that the movie sends the wrong m th Mis#
u.npf)rtance of the news media in bringing change to the Deep ?ou : .ﬂ uent®
$1PPi Burning suggests that journalism and public opinion hadlitfs u:oﬂ CLoh
on the events of 1964. Toward the end of the story, for instances Ander use 1
cludes that the p efforts to find the killers had been frustrated DLy, po
ers ha yolattle

search « ;

riod turned into 3 show for the newsmen.” The record o that'ties and”
o reveals, h OWever, [ha ; : whlte aIIOCl ﬂ'ﬂl
B textensive media coverage of i =
Imidatiop contribyte ot

dsignificantly to the national political V¥

e
essage aboufd.l
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justice in thf SQUFh The “.Sffo“.’ for the newsmen” i
s critical in giving the civil rights struggle leverage
Like Amistad, Mississippi Burning ran into difficul
members of the Acafdm"ny of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences to select th
best picture. Mississippi Bu'rning received one of the fiye Nominations ;3 :
did not win the prize. During the period of decision making, , but it
peared to have little chance for victory, not only because of Jimj
matic quality but also because of criticism regarding its depiction of histo
Mississippi Burning seemed tainted. Well-publicized complaints about t:;
flnys distortions undermined its competitiveness for the top award,

Were the critics fair in lambasting the movie? Did they take into account the
complications associated with portraying the Ppast in dramatic form? Should
they have been more forgiving in their assessment of the filny’s depiction of
historical conditions and events?

In one respect, especially, the producer had a valid response to the com-
plaints. Fred Zollo acknowledged that his movie did not draw attention to the
role of southern African Americans and northern white civil rights campaign-
ers in bringing change to the South. He argued, however, that he never in-
tended to suggest that the FBI deserved all the credit for the fight against Klan
violence in Mississippi. The movie portrayed only one aspect of the historic
situation in 1964, said Zollo, and a significant one at that. After all, FBI investi-
gators did succeed in identifying those responsible for the slayings.2?

In the context of the generic practices of Hollywood-style filmmaking,
Zollo’s remarks make sense. His film could not provide a truly comprehensive
view of the struggle against segregation in the Deep South. Mississippi Burning
said little about the brave and important struggle of blacks in the campaigns,
but that omission did not, in itself, suggest a racially insensitive view of events
(assome critics charged). Zollo and his associates would have had an unwieldy
SFriPt on their hands if they had attempted to tell the story of the black ci.vil
tights struggle, along with the story about the FBI investigation. The movie-
makers needed to concentrate on one aspect of the complex story and make
that elemen central in their drama. As Zollo maintained, the FBI tale s or'xe
Story about the events, but not the only one. The appearance of this .mov1e dni
:,Ztrl]::fcmd? production of another film tbat gave atter.lti:HOt;’ht:e ﬁ‘:;::g:s
i African Americans in the fight ag‘:alnst ngregano i

€0 approach the events of 1964 with a different perspe P
niciﬁ"er theless, by grossly distorting the record of FBI actlvz;lsi ;nthe e
. ngbrogd lessons about the historical events that clashe :
Storians dreyy from them, Mississippi Burning deserved the flack it recé -
oM critics, T, i : ¢ about the work of FBI agents1
€ movie sends a false messag
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unicates @ misleading interpretation of the way the iy
nd delivers @ false lesson about the role of Violenge
uth in the 1960 The second half of Mississipp; Burnln
ply into fantasy and mOVes 0 far from historical facq
:ohtly came under attack for abusmg.the pubhc. s trust. Artistic HCCnsg
the film righ 'Ye xpression in this production, creating serious flays T
LRI
ra

ic hi 30
cinematic history:

caught the culpritS
bringing chang®
ing yentures S0 de

sTORM OVER THE HURRICANE

The Hurricane represents another example of history from Hollywood thy
dramatizes the past in some impressive ways but has difficulty with historics]
interpretation. Norman Jewison’s 1999 movie features a powerful performance
by Denzel Washington as the imprisoned boxer Rubin “Hurricane” Carter,
Jewison's engaging story seemed, at first, to be a strong candidate for major
recognition at the Academy Awards ceremonies. Some thought that it might
take the prize for Best Picture and also earn the Best Actor award for Washing-
ton. Then came an outburst of critical observations in the media regarding the
movie's treatment of factual details from Carter’s life. By the time nominations
were mailed to Academy members in early 2000, the movie’s reputation was
too damaged to win a Best Picture nomination. Washington was nominated
for Best Actor, but he lost to Kevin Spacey in that competition. Some commen-
tators in the media speculated that controversy over the movie’s truthfulness
could have undermined Washington’s chances, as well as the movie’s prospects
Trou.bled by public carping over the movie’s handling of facts, 2 frustrated
Lottt Wi by b
i Obses:cd ? hH urricane was lar.gelyll tr'ue. The cor'nplamers,

i ;\v,;t .sn_qalll, gener.ali)’ 1n51gn1ﬁCf1nt details. ot
dramatic momens Th::‘:;ﬂ{)pl Burning, The Hurricane has someé e o
teen years in prison. Ane m‘s St me'morable scenesicl C a:ru e be
hind barg occurs ea;ly in lsm")e'qa“y emo-t o peckede ofi refuses
follow the Prison rules a;:l:'c arcem-mn' P Car;ers in dar®
Cfamped, d““ECOn-lik; : is rebelliousness earns him several ay - :
himgelf durin onfinement. The Hurricane shows Carter at o

8 these terri
0 SUbmisson [y terrible days as he switches frequently betwee™ 3 ol

On. Dire,
5 Ctor 1
Nary artistic o ]CWISo

and emoti ons
Mendoyyg test

nand actor Washington pull off an ugh
nt. The scenes aim to enact Carter’s fho e’
nger and frustration of a man conﬁonﬁf‘ 'gbie of
arter’s emotional interior seems to becom™® 1

Up in this segme

»IeVealing the 5
of will, ¢
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In The H .
Washi HIricane (1999), promising boxer Rubin “Hurricane” Carter (Denzel
"gton) has his dreq

Ora murder ms destroyed when he is sentenced to serve three life terms
T 1 = ’3 - . 3
Actor F did not commit. Washington received an Oscar nomination for Best
fOr his iImpressive

M, portrayal of Carter’s long personal struggle. (Museum o
Odetn Art Film Archive,) e sk = 4



er learns to live with his ordeal anq

ter accepts few of the amenities offer?d '[0 "_‘"Tates, o
nd of gt G enjoys a form of freedom within his imprige

J Carter remains surprisingly in COntr.Ol Of‘ his sanity apq
ment. Years pass, a0 nd of the storys however, h? breaks briefly in 5 ¢ ense ey
dignity- Toward Lhede £ delays associated with hl? llegal defen.se. Carter Pound
when he s informe .° him from the prison visitors and in a crq Cking 5
the window seParztS't:Eat his supporters act swiftly. At this point in the dr amg,
n dy to consider suicide if his struggle cannot soon b

o Toj
ime, the prison Projects
(he screen. In e
e S '

angry voice dem?

the hero appears I€d

ccessful co Pk :
brought to @ f“ne offers tremendous breadth in its coverage of Rubip Carter
The Hurrica

flashbacks, the movie traces Carter’s trouble with the law, [¢
e Thr‘ough : Jothing from a sidewalk display and reveals that he Came
ot hm? ste.almgtic ation as a youngster when he was accused of Cutting 4
andes po.hce;?:;;efy, Most important, it portrays events associated with his
::::s:i l‘:‘:;iy When several white pat‘rons are murdc?red in a -Ne.w.krs.ey bar,
the police pick up Carter and John Artis, a .you.ng admirer wbo 1s riding in a car
with Carter. The evidence against the two is flimsy, but ‘a racist cop nTanages [‘0
persuade two petty criminals to identify Carter and Artis as the sulpr{tS, At this
point, Artis largely disappears from the drama, and Carter begmjs his lengthy
stay in prison. During Carter’s incarceration, various sympathizers protest
publicly against the injustices he has suffered. Bob Dylan releases an album
witha popular song that draws attention to Carter’s tragedy. Eventually, a black
teenager obtains a copy of Carter’s autobiography, The Sixteenth Round. Ex-
cited by what he reads, the boy enlists the help of the people who have b.een
caring for him and educating him—two men and a woman who live m.a
commune-style relationship. These four sympathizers meet with Carter in
prison and declare their determination to help him win his freedom. The.y
work diligently, gathering information about Carter’s case and assistirfE his
lawpersin Preparing an appeal, Their efforts finally prove successful. A judge
Teviews evidence of serioys misconduct on the part of the police and prosect”
101 who secured Carter’s conviction many years before. The former box:f
*1n8 his freedom, an ¢ the end the movie, the audience sees brief news f0°
age To;rtel;earr:?clleksubin Carter in a moment of triumph. anewet
especially dama, flmong the many published criticisms of The Hu.rr estigati"e
Teporting years ﬁ:’;g 10 the il r eputation. Selwyn Raab, whose ln‘.i i
Orously to the 2 hel?ed raise questions about the case., 0bJeLew’is 5
Steel, article published in the New York Times. ol
obje ©had worked long and hard to win Carter ™
g of facts in an essay published in the Na#o"

nclusion.’!

movie in g
»One of the lawyerg v,
Cted to the film’s hand
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Denzel Washington as boxer Rubin “Hurricane”
in Sports lllustrated challenged the movie’s inte
(Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

Carter in The Hurricane (1 1999). An article
Tpretation of Carter’s success in the ring.

damaging was a biting criticism of the movie’s treatment of Carter’s boxing
experience. An article in Sports Illustrated clamed that The Hurricane lied in its
portrayal of one of Rubin Carter’s most important prizefights.

Raab complained that the movie gave inordinate credit to the Canadians
for discovering evidence that freed Carter,

several lawyers who worked diligently for a decade on the case without pay-
ment, Raal

legal victo pointed out thalt the attorneys were much more vital in' Carter’s
‘ ry than the Canadians were, Carter’s codefendant John Artis was an
;hmep;::?:: ilgure in the case, Raab wrote, yet Artis practf'cally vanishes from
that Artig o, nee the two accu.sed men are sentenced to prison. .Raab observed
oida oy, &5 a. fmore defensible hero than Carter was. Artis rejected offers to
Pathizer, wg Prison sentence.by falsely incriminati'ng Carter,' and many S)tm-
nd lack of e dfawn to Artis’s case because of his unblemlshed. reputation
00 greay - 4 police record, Furthermore, argued Raab, The' I.-Iuma.me makes
idence thn effort to portray Carter as a wronged man, fal]mg.to introduce
Not 5 « A }l_uf't Carter’s initial appeals in court. The real R?me ?arter was
Made ims:]Ifcmzen” who easily “overcame persecutiorl as a juvenile ar;ld (;e-
ong hist as a boxer and civil rights advocate,” said Raa'b. Cflrter a .a
oY of trouble with the law and had spent four years in prison for his

overlooking the important role of
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pefore he was charged with Mmurder, 7 i3
; §
nin the murder case. The Hurricane also 3l

] i
lice used against Carter, such 4 the g Ste.
Coy.

Meg that

in three muggings

maged ¢4 he po
record d@ ome facts that tthepnigh t of the murders. Raab alsq claj

' depictions were SimPpLY ‘(fa;ryat:i::tg'ne " an vy
some CEh Canadian sleuths uncovering ; 1.ary kept bya &
Bits osedly forged document (an invention of the ov,
or. This sUPP at incontestable proof that Carter’s car Was not e-
ded to preSZUblesom ¢ invention appears in a scene showiy the
. t}::]t(r) f their automobile because someone hq tam
Canadians 10sing © le of Hollywood fabrication, Raab observed »
withit—a grievol.ls exafs':epel,s article in the Nation covered some of the s,

Attorney Le\:vls M. o particular attention to the movie’s portraya] of ar:
ground as Raa.bsbut ga‘;nf d to haunt Carter through the years, The figure
cist cop .who is dilter;:sca in the movie, is loosely fashioned after 5 l’eal-]if;
called Vm(':ent De (a've in New Jersey who was associated with the Investig;.
[talian police d'et,ec lross simplification, said Lewis, distorted and Misrepre.
tion. T'he movies iidence about the way police authorities and prosecutoy
sented lmpor(;a:}::le al assault against Carter. By creating just one meay.
miar?uf;ctillllf; 2o gse detective, the movie greatly exaggerates the misdeeds
Zl;l:;ng‘{e ma;l and minimizes the wrongs c.ommitted b;r Zur:erous f)t,hers.”
Armyan Bernstein, producer of The Hurrtcane,‘de_fen e 'tr ekmOVl; s 1;‘1’;
trayal as an understandable exercise of dramatic .hcense. 0 e'CPl ; 2
down to a reasonable length, said Bernstein, the artists -ateated a single 1g' )'
prejudiced character to represent many different md1v1dlfa’ls W.hO ‘Welf;z-
volved in the injustices. Bernstein emphasized that the movie’s principa il
sage is that an innocent man received terribly unfair treatment. '.I‘he (Ci[‘l‘nit-
protests against this effort to represent a fundamental truth constitute
picking,” said Bernstein. ;

An article in Sports Illustrated entitled “Ring of Truth” dre\«( attentu:;ni:r‘f
The Hurricane’s portrayal of Rubin Carter’s 1964 boxing match with Jocy mek
delloin Philadelphia’s Convention Hall. The Hurricane shows Carter pu:fteen.
ing Giardello and clearly dominating him, yet the judges declar? aman- 4
round victory for Gardello, appearing to favor the hometown o ds. The
the. movie, crowds protest the obvious injustice, but the dedswl.l StaItlru ;
article in Sports llustrated, however, observed that this depiction lslllmvmn ¢
Press.repom'ng on the fight supported the conclusion that Giardeﬂfe movie's
fight impressively, o lllustrated indicated that this challenge gof B

veracj ie’ dlin
'ty came on top of many other objections to the movie’s ha
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The ideas expressed in these articles received wide dis
o CUSsiop :
o ributed to the movie’s vulnerability when Ac Sloni
c
an

1 the meg;
. ; ; adem 1a
e d selections were under con51derat10n‘ Did th, i inﬂl)l’e‘\t‘?'ard Nomijpg,.
5 . > i n :

ti ifably damage The Hurricane’s credlblllty? Were the Objelal COmplajngg
s

) h to warrant a judgment that The Hurricape Tepresent, s o
enoug Je of cinematic history? ed a deeply flaweq
exam}:his case, and in many other films of recen;
mrounds of historical veracity, the verdic i
8 bs down. Some of the well-publicized obje
thumﬂect inadequate consideration of the cha]]
ers reeuing cinematic drama. But an overall con
:;)rl:gf T rrican.e engaged too ca:valierly in
i gambled excessively, cut many 11.1terpretiv
e invented characters and action withg
bility that their creativity could damage the
ious exercise of artistic license strengthened s
story, but it enhanced entertainment value at the expense of the Story’s cred;-
bility. Eventually, the moviemakers paid a price (as diq actor Denzel Washing.
tonand the subject of the film, Rubin Carter). The Hurricane lost grounq pu‘ﬁ-
licly, suffering from the many controversies surrounding it,

Certainly some of the script inventions are regre
may apply (stupid?), since these inventions clashed
rectly that they were sure to draw fire in the media, Cr
ingood historical drama, but exercising this license in

Years that haye been attackeq
s.not simply thumpg up or
ctions are quite justified; oth-
eng.es involved i, designing a
clusion Suggests that the Crea-
controversia] Manipulatiops.
€ corners, oversimplifieq evi-
ut n.mch attention to the POs-
movie’s integrity, Thejr ambi-
ome dramatijc elements iy, the

ttable. A stronger word
with the evidence so gj-
eative license is necessary

tion of the Carter-Giardell 1 ‘
iy o o fight is such an example. This portrayal occurs

e s Ceztblallck and white, giving it a newsreel-style appearance.
5tof the iy ral message about.raasm, establishing a thesis for the
Vi of i e ;Cen.es ﬁ'.om The boxing match suggest that Carter was a
0 e 3 judice in hjs prizefight with a white man, and they suggest
Ntinued tq plague Carter for the rest of his life. Yet this funda-

menta )’l
Mport {ction: :
Bl £y, d Portant depiction 1s problematic. The movie builds its thesis on a

Ndatiop

Simij :
o arly, Objections to

- Clestab)e villain,
y eliev b
y()uthful C era Ole- T

ICr:

police detective Vincent Della Pesca are relevant.
Played by Dap Hedaya, is so brutally prejudiced that he
he film clearly reveals that Della Pesca tries to frame the

'mes he did not commit. A more realistic depiction of a
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ective who lacks the evidence he n
e

ortray eds
i o nevertheless to
cteras the culprit but wh ess makes a stropg .

ositively identily* guilt pased on race: The Hurricane never challengeg aud
$ e siudice : i8
B ompler origins of prejudice. It presents racial bigotry
ences 0 imab .E. 112 who knowingly sends an innocent man tq g in
il that he does not seem real. on,

trageously eV! l o
ane’s strengths and weakn
¢ of The Hurrica & esses, howeyey

cater account of the challe'nges (.)f d.esig.ning cinematic dram,
Raab and Lewis M- Steel did in tbelr stinging articles. Raalys dis.
The Hurricané for example, confamed many complaints aboyt 5
. roduce complex details of the murder case. Althgy N
mO‘; didnot specifically claim that The Hurricane should have included )] tie
i:l rselinfof“‘a[ion addressed in his article, h'e certain.ly implied that a better
film would have been sensitive O the many [I)omts.he discussed. This leads ope
1d have looked like if Jewison had attempted to incor-

to ask what the film wou ed i .
porate all the details Raab presented in his article.*®
This hypothetical drama would, for example, depict the brawls in pubs that

Carter engaged in during his younger days, and the movie would reveal greater
evidence of Carter’s womanizing. It would show the two trials Carter faced in
connection with the murders, each with a different racial composition, rather
than the single trial featured in the movie. The Raab drama would trace the
work of an investigator in the New Jersey Public Defender’s Office (Fred W.
Hogan) and a freelance writer (Richard Solomon), as well as the journalistic
contributions of Raab himself, showing how their research helped bring new
life to the appeals for a different verdict. Evidently, Raab’s depiction would go
into the complexities of the recantations by the two men who originally iden-
tified Carter and Artis as the men who ran from the bar. When dealing with
later efforts to free Carter, Raab’s drama would portray three principal defense
lawyers rather than the two seen briefly in the movie, and it would show rela-
tives and friends supporting Carter long before the Canadians came into the
picture. Carter’s real-life son and daughter, absent in the movie, would hav¢
r0¥es, and the loyalty of Carter’s wife’s through much of his ordeal would 7©
iy pbeat Ca[?thl"ls telling the audience that C'antter n &

e an organization that seeks to correct judicial wrongs©
would it inform the audience (as The Hurri does) that the poorl)’e u
cated teenager in the story. [ e .urrtcane. oes s o
works in Canada, Ragly y, Lesra Martin, obtained a law g e Jie
female commum‘: membWOUId let .the audience know that Carter dedall™®
lations with her = er after his release from prison but later € " car =

; ermore, Raab wants the audience t© know

ay a white det

cussion of i
os failure t0 int
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ally became disaffected with the commune
during his ordeal, complaining that they Patronize(;n
0 that he could help raise money for them and that
wheres censoring his words. Raab wants viewers to 1,
was eventually expelled from the commune for dat
groUP’S permission. Such realism, Raab suggests th

ve the film a more honest perspective on Carter
n afterword” offered in Jewison’s production,

eventt
embers who helped him

him like 5 “trophy horse”
they escorted him eve

'e aware that Lesra Mar]tz;
INg @ woman without the
,rough his critique, would
s life than the “feel-good

scr (44
[f studio executives were presented with these recomme dati
ndations as part
of

apitch for funds to support a movie production, they woul

the presenter t0 the door. The executives would recogni);e t:u d Prcfbal'ﬂ)’ show
rating so much complex detail, so many principal chamz‘:ascnl:'t1ncorp(,.
abundance of critical evidence about the protagonist would rZIS,I a'nd such an
ing and depressing story that would quickly lose its grip onm:}: = ac?nfus-
emotions. Indeed, as The Hurricane’s producer observed, givin € audl.ence’s
the many complexities demanded by Raab and other cri;ifs = ] u;i;tentao.n to
film three or four times the length of The Hurricane. ould require a

Amistad, Mississippi Burning, and The Hurricane are not complete fail
as cinematic history. Each contains some impressive dramatic pefs ectia e
the.past, and each movie draws attention to significant historical rr:)bl e
socna.ted with racial injustice. The familiar thumbs-down respopnse tzmt;as-
;nm.ne's’ shortcomings is too simplistic, for there is much to applaud in theesi:
: ;fr::s:ﬁs‘.:ie'fstl t};e jlms’ overe.lll-playft'xlness with historical evidence taints
S }):e (r)n 0esltr())y their integrity in the eyes of historians and critics
i mistai(es. rathe:let; \tveaknesses do not relate to one or two outrageous
il imerpr,etive H,b ?r problems.emefge from an accumulation of trou-
e eer 1: These hbe.rtxes le_d n}any reviewers to express
it s nthusiasts of cinematic hxftory. uncomfortable. As
e are excellent models to consider in the assessment of
ywood.
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