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Awarding the Harry and
the Brooks

Farly in 1999 the History Channel prcscntcd its first Herodotys awarg
(later nicknamed the “Harry”) for the best movie of the previous year that dey)
orrespond closely with Hollywood’s announcemen;

with the past. Timed to ¢ : 1
of the Academy Award for Best Picture, the History Channel’s version of e

Oscar honors the Greek writer who is often referred to as the father of history,
Competition in the field of cinematic history was keen that year, for all fiye
films nominated by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences for Best
Picture of 1998 were historical in some respect. Both the History Channel and
the Academy selected the same five nominees: Shakespeare in Love, Saving Pri-
vate Ryan, The Thin Red Line, Elizabeth, and Life Is Beautiful. Using criteria dif-
ferent from those employed by members of the Academy, the History Channels
judges, led by host Sander Vanocur, chose Saving Private Ryan for the Herodo-
tus (members of the Academy selected Shakespeare in Love for the Oscar).
Which criteria should be applied in awarding a Harry or any other prize
identifying an outstanding work of cinematic history? Do the qualities that
make Saving Private Ryan impressive apply to other strong examples of the
genre? [s there a particular form of achievement that characterizes all gredt
works of cinematic history, or do various movies offer different kinds of con-
tributions? In contrast, what constitutes a terrible example of the genrel In
which ways do some movies fail to communicate a thoughtful picture oL
pf’*“? Which films mishandle history egregiously? Do many works of cinemst
}.“Slory qualify as unmitigated disasters, outrageously fictitious and untru‘tzl o
:l:rpre.tatio;ls? Might we also award a prize for terrible filmed histo'fz’zry ) ;
"Bril:)z? (Cheek-.Pefhaps we should call this award for poor scr.een hlsa g
ﬂleHierrrequmg Mel Brooks’s hilarious 1981 spoof of the historl
e of the World, Part 1)
i o:ﬂ“:;‘::::::;tfollows addrcsst.:s questions. concerr‘ling H::I
fers ideas abou o ;a z:lnd shortcomings of specific monofl PX .
judge accomplishments in cinematic history

it by fo’™
oo, 1P
;Ough

i

he idemfﬁcation ({f sp.cciﬁ‘c models of success ang o
are of COITE sul))e‘ctwe., Scholars and film artjsts do n judgments
Standards for rend'crmg history on the silver screen, and r:tlagl'ee on specific
istory in publications and on television reflect diverse o iv{ews of cinematic
pistorians themselves are often sharply divided in their j Pinions, Professional

. Z ud
of Amistad (1997), for instance, Eric Foner, a distinguishi;nerllmts‘ (e
ninclccnth~century American history, criticized Spielbergs m:’C.olar of mid-
Vie as a work of

apistorical fiction.”! Another highly respected scholar of nin

American history, Bertram Wyatt-Brown, considered the moveitefgt!]‘_cemury
phisti cated, and m(-)ving.”2 A student of historical film can find :na il
amples of contrasting commentaries about Hollywood’s treatmentn Yfm:efex-
Teachers, scholars, commentators in the mass media, and repres: tt -
the public often disagree sharply about whether a film looks lik : aflV'es i
for the Herodotus or the Brooks. i

Recognition of the subjective quality of these judgments suggests the i

portance of prefacing this commentary with a caveat. The standards out.el' ““(;
here are personal; they do not represent universally accepted measures of1 :e

proval or disapproval. Other observers may view the films under study uiIt:
differently. Still, our discussions of cinematic history are better adva(lllced
through identification of specific examples that give focus to the debates. A
consideration of cinematic history is better grounded when it moves from ;he
abstract to the specific. With this precautionary note in mind, the following as-

sessment addresses familiar questions about impressive and regretful Holly-
wood productions.

ure. Thege

TH
E GROWING PROMINENCE OF “FACTION”

ha::?;::;:’:i‘;ﬁi’:t‘esfdaﬂ i.nt.erest in film and history imagine that historians
movies. Those whg : e;flfymg U’u'IY. outrageous examples of history in the
e are lghl)f suspicious of Hollywoc.yd’s attempts to present
for grossly mani rllm-ent beheve' that nume.rous mo‘fles s.hould be lambasted
o i fu atlflg and .mlsrepresentmg the historical record. When a
imefPretanoHS [:. s to cite specific examples of such thoroughly .wrongheaded
mind. Few movi e HOllwood, however, not many productions come to

ies qualify as comprehensive failures. Most of them, especially

thoge
ro 1 . .
c(msidp duced in recent decades, contain some redeeming qualities as well as
i ‘erable shortcomings
lustrateq in the

of pubj;
lc Cr‘ ici 2 . . . .
som, iticism for taking artistic liberties can also be

€ intrigy; g
8uing dramatic perspectives. Amistad presente

previous chapter, cinema that comes under a good deal
praised for offering

d the slave trade in
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Mississippi Burning (1988) gaYe a r.nefm?ral?l.e POTtraya] o "
il rights campaigners fafed‘m Mississippi in the carly 1960e
icane (1999) presented a grippIn toryoffonsinas Strugg| i
and The I?:;:ial injustice. These and other flawed examples of cinemag :l'm
: ; is.
:::yfi)cfef; intelligent and sensitive portrayals, along with problematjc dose :f
ﬁCt’lf(;:task of directing sharp attacks agai“:lﬂouylr’oos productions jq be.
re difficult in recent years: because nkllmabers TR deV‘T‘loped strate.
gies to protect their flanks from the arrows s Oth Y history-minded criy
Movie artists have developed narrative strategies that are less vulnerable foragd
sault by the fact checkers. In recent years, th.ey ha_ve produced a number (¢
films that represent an art form that can be identified as “faction” Factiop.
based movies spin highly fictional tales that are loosely based on actualiteg
Their stories identify some real people, events, or situations from the past byt
blend these details into invented fables. Often the leading characters in faction
are fictional people who represent a composite of several historical figures o
who are largely invented to advance the drama. Drawing inspiration frop
myths and legends as well as traditional practices of cinematic history, the
creators of faction employ history in a manner that is less subject to debate
over veracity than are the biopics or historical epics of earlier years. From be-
ginning to end, these movies send only a nebulous message about truth claims.
Faction references history but does not represent it specifically.

Three popular movies of 2000 dealt with the past through faction: Gladia-
tor, U-571, and The Patriot. Each film can be assaulted for bending the histori-
cal evidence radically in order to design an entertaining story. Yet each motion
picture can also be defended as undisguised faction, a highly creative perspec-
tive on history that views the past through metaphor rather than through the
portrayal of specific situations, events, and people.

Gladiator exhibits tremendous playfulness with the historical evidence, and
itis designed as an action-adventure picture rather than a serious commentary
on the past. It tells the story of a bold and talented Roman general nalﬂ'ed
Ma‘lximus (Russell Crowe) who is betrayed when Emperor Marcus Aurelius
fli;?zdje:é:::) cfiies. T.he m,:w Roman leader, Commodus (]oaqu:?s I;Z:;
S f) Maximus’s popularity and arranges to hﬂYe £ 5
prov? orsentinto slavery. Maximus trains as a gladiator in a distant RO
modus discoy, ; 0 _O“S appear in the Roman Colosseum- o510

fight him in B t}.‘e identity of the mysterious star gladiator, he arraﬂio :
Missiong ag:nf: :‘;‘;ou‘:;o:;ati.on e ARATRL s howe»ver;e:s )
aximus. Not surprisingly (for moVi¢8

graphic form,
dangers that €

come mo
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Maximus (Russell Crowe), a great general who is sold into slavery and trained
fights for his life in Gladiator (2000). Director Ridley Scott exercises plenty of
in this entertaining work of “faction.” (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

as a gladiator,
dramatic license

hero RIS to overcome his physical handicap, and in the film’s climactic
ﬁght,. Maximus kills the emperor, although Maximus, too, dies in the stru e
Gladiator suggests that Commodus’s defeat will pave the way to republicar;
government and greater freedom in Rome.

j ic;le)’ o l:ligh[y entertaining movie contains some truthful elements
gzmz‘;;‘z l?iieﬁt(;:lon. Gladiat(.)r references a number of historical actualities.
gions did Penetraet ev;nts depicted at the beginning of the movie, Roman le-
ferce Germanic tr?bt e ;outhern reaches of northern Europe, confronting
Roman leader namede?\./[ here was,'of cours<?, an intelligent and respected
Commodus) ooy ;Fcus Aurelius who died dur%ng the Danubian. b
leader, somewhat likeoth o lfife) Wa‘s a' megalomaniac and an exploitative
Rome Colonia T Z'.no‘”e s egotistical err’xpc.ror (the r.ea] figure renamed
COnspireq o Senat:]o 1am}), The emperor’s SlS’ter Lucilla unfuccessi}:ul]y
cter in the movie, Th r;fo br.mg about her bro‘the.r s murder, as did .the char-
Romap Colﬁsseu[-n e historical Commodus did, indeed, enter the rl.ng z;t the
Sarjeg diSPatChed h.tO do bat'tle, an.d eventually, a wrestler sent- by hle‘: a Vzll‘:
thougp, € some Im. Maximus is essentially a Hollywood invention,

What resembles Septimius Severus, who became emperorsev-

Cra| m
Onthg :
Ureliug after the death of Commodus. Severus claimed to be Marcus
0on,3
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di missed simply as cinematic mythmaking_ Althgy,
; 'jn-oriemed fairy tale in most respects, the storttg
itis c;ertéliﬂl)’alively1 o qualify ibasd ».vork of fil-Ctl()n_ The Moyije
i ugh histor’ nsists of more than just ocgsnonal references %
the past €@ Gladiator also raises authentic questions about Jg,
es and eventsiampi re. In hokey but nevertheless meaningfy] Ways,
in the days of the Rom::t absolute power can corrupt absolutely, [t bag.
the movie suggests t. o morality tale sends a democratic message aboy the
emperon good'l'eP“bhcat.lonal government over authoritarian rule ¢
superiority of rep.reseﬂm Gladiator on a list of Hollywood’s most Outrageqyg

We cannot casily place delivering faction, director Ridley Scott Protecteq

: i dramas. By i

hxstory-onentedewmg as a convenient target for the defenders of Clio. Megi,
TE o s ' i

his mov: frorffewed Gladiator easily recognized the film as a lively form of en.

critics who revl

: t that often deals with history through rr.letaphor rath.er than fact,
tert[a;r;:ec:me under greater fire for historical veracity than Gladiator did, be-
ik sorr.ae o t};(’u‘élz;::igh in military intelligence during World War
e lmpbollr«::?c:w’:eglm tells the story of an American submarine crew
lclt-‘alrog:?jﬂ:;?h entering a damaged German lji—boat. and removing a machine
used to send coded messages. Capturing this equipment fould proYe eno:
mously valuable to the Allies in prosecuting the war, allowing An;]en.c,an [:lk
British mathematicians to decipher enemy messages and learn t‘ho.: azis'a )
plans. Mostow’s movie shows American navy commandos seizing controﬂle
German U-boat number 571. When an enemy attack at sea then dest:oyds &
Americans’ submarine, the movie’s heroes have to escape o‘n the bad yve:sels
aged U-boat. The Americans eventually succeed in torpedoing fer'lemy
and delivering the valuable coding device to U.S. military a.uthorme's. P

During the brief time U-571 was the top-grossing film in the Unite —
the media gave considerable coverage to British criticisms of fhedpghat i
treatment of history. Commentators in the British press coml?lame o
film credited American sailors with seizing the tremendously 1mportatr:l e
ing device, playing fast and loose with the historical facts. It ‘tvaS ;C(he e
British navy crew that carried out this mission, and it accomphshe o
before the Americans formally entered World War IL. In typical Hol

. . i k like
fashion, said these British observers, U-571 made the el 3
true and only heroes,s

tains eno
connecﬁoﬂ to
Roman nam

movie intended to send a realistic message

cause ¢

. = be
These complaints from British critics do not amount to sriudl tory ot

film was clearly marketed as a work of faction. U-s71 reference® g

. ente
2 i = pven

VEr proposes to dramatize jt specifically; its story 18 cleatii e
general ways, T

the movie presents conditions that are essentiall
9%  REEL HisToRy

ents of the story relate to the experiences of va
rsleﬂlln World War I1, and, as the movie suggests,
f:;urge the secret German quipment. Submarin
he movie SHOWS, and sometimies sublcomanden dropped their yessels (q
dangerous levels to avoid depth chargf‘,S, as'seen in U-571.6 Although Mostow’s
movie contains these elemer,lts ovf 'reallsm, it lacks the extraordinary Verisimil-
itude of Wolfgang Petersen s4br1111ant movie on German submarine warfare
Das Boot (The Boat). g'57 s mOdde.d on Petersen’s classic, but it Jacks th;
gritty authenticity of his clausFrophoblc picture of troubled life under the seg,
purthermore, U-571 presents its story of sub warfare in Hollywood fashion,
Like the westerns that show the hero and the villain facing each other in the
street of a frontier town, U-571 portrays the Americans in combat with a sin-
gle destroyer and a single German sub. The movie gives no hint of the more
typical situation in World War II of surface ships of war Operating in convoys
and submarine wolf packs working in concert to engage several undersea ves-
sels at once.”

As for the specific complaint about U-571’s error in giving the Americans
credit for capturing the coding device, Mostow comfortably evaded the
charge. A trailer at the end of the movie briefly describes three real-life inci-
dents during World War II in which the Allies succeeded in grabbing enigma
machines from German vessels. The first two efforts identified in captions
pertain to successes of the British navy. The third example, coming much
later than the first two, involved the U.S. Navy. By framing U-s571's story with
this announcement, Mostow is essentially saying to the audience: “This is fac-
tion. We have told our tale from the American point of view because both
US. and international audiences are accustomed to viewing American heroes
in Hollywood films. In case you are interested, though, here are a few refer-
ences to the actual incidents from history that inspired the story. No offense,

Brits. As you can see, we are identifying your important contributions in this
“ncluding announcement.”

Tlous submaripe Crews
the Allies were desperate to

¢ warfare was highly risky, as

British sensitivities were aroused again a short time later when The Patriot
Madeits appearance in movie theaters. Mel Gibson’s inspiring tale of a tough
Caroling widower, Benjamin Martin, reluctantly choosing to join the fight “
A.mer ican independence upset some British commentators and also drew criti-
::Srvme(fimm Americans who sympathized with the British. The complainer]set;::
e icorrectly that The Patriot gives a highly biaS‘fd “‘fco‘mt O,f t};ep;egg)son)
= Othn the Al’flerican Revolution. It presents Be.n;amm Marm’;a ( i
g €r Americans in very positive terms, and v1rtuall'y all the Bri ke

Portrayed unflatteringly. Colonel William Tavington (Jason Is .

oodthirstY killer (the characterization exaggerates the ughpideeey ol
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i jami in (Mel Gibson) battles the British in The
v nation, Benjamin Martin ( ‘ : j
L’ﬁlt'g e 0{': ’:;Zrﬁn character resembles historical figures such a% Francis M-m;:n,
e (§°“ﬂ)- mid Andrew Pickens, as well as familiar characters typically seen in the
umter, 2 . :
}T::l)l"y’:soad war genre. (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

rd
real-life Banastre Tarleton, leader of England’s Green Dragoonzj);::;’ iVlLt(})) a
General Charles Cornwallis (Tom Wilkinson) reluctant'l)’ gcz: tain Wilkins
campaign of terror against the colonial civilian pol‘n.xlatlon. : I:lejst K
(Adam Baldwin), an American who serves the British as a loy
leader, comes across as weak and traitorous. tion,
Like Gladiator and U-571, however, The Patriot is a blendec‘i WOI’k(;)ff tf:,z war
and it never hints that it presents even a semiauthentic picturé real situd”
between the colonials and the redcoats. The movie refers to SOmethe Ameri-
tions; it shows a large-scale military confrontation that resembl(e:’t relates the
canactions at Cowpens or at Guilford Courthouse, and in the en 1dat’s seript
Particulars of Cornwallis’s defeat at Yorktown.s But Robert R;is guerrils
creates a fictitious hero i Benjamin Martin, although some Of,, and hisP®”
Wwarfare resembles the tactics of Francis Marion, the “Swamp P_ox, af Thom?s
sition ag colonial-tumed-warrior parallels, to a degree, the hvesﬂds his story
Sumter and Andrey Picke i
in the style of h earlier

REEL HisToRy

. n‘
historical drama, Saving Private Rya

u
ns. For the most part, though, Rodat b patriot

s many imagined characters baseq loose]

featur® war movie genre. Rodat’s tale about 5

nd t-he]oath to pick up a weapon draws inspir from th,
who :wes terns. The Patriot is designed as ap, action-packeq " € old Hy
woo s struggle for honor, revenge, and freedop, From beg; 'Y about g he.
g s a work of faction, a concocted story that libera} Sinning to ¢
serve::events, and situations.?
fi T:EIIT;S such as Gladiator, U—5.71, and .The' Patriot do not make gooq targets for

rotests against the abuses of cmema-nc history. These Works of factjon do not
glace real people or real even.ts & ,the“ core. Invented character and situatiop,
dominate the foregrounds historical figures and action appeyy Principally i
the background or at the periphery of the St?ry. As such, thege films are Jess
qulnerable to the fact checkers than are mov1.es that focus op Specific figures
from the history books, such as Patton, Gandhi, Schindley’s List, or Nixop,

Y on both the hi

Storicg] .
strong ap, €cord

Once-viglen;
ation, tog, figure

liy-

nd, jt
¥ references historicy]

IDENTIFYING CANDIDATES FOR THE BROOKS

Movies that directly characterize actual people and events
serve as more interesting cases for judging the problems associa
matic history. Films that present a number of recognizable n
characters in @ drama or that give detailed attention to specific events and situ-
ations from the past are more likely to excite attention and controversy. These
stories come under greater scrutiny regarding historical representation than do
films that are transparently faction oriented. When their characterizations
cntrast sharply with the historical record or modern-day interpretations of
that record, history-minded observers often register strong protests. Critics ex-
Press recognition of a filmmaker’s need to exercise artistic license, but they
maintain that some manipulations are unacceptably egregious. A few films test

ther tolerance levels to the breaking point, and such movies qualify for the un-
Wfl(’()me BrOOks,

from the past
ted with cine-
ames as major

Vi (iar.y Gaufgher, an accomplished Civil War historian at the University of
1rgm.| ® has identified such a movie in a class he teaches on the war. Gallagher
;ZI; h.s Students tq ¢valuate the way a number of popular Hollywood ﬁ;ms
$o R::‘;th the Civil war period. His students’ analyses of div‘erse films suc lo:s
on fhe Rose, Horse Soldiers, Gettysburg, Shenandoah, Friendly Persuasion,
He”"fh the Win, Glory, Andersonville, and The Undefeated concl.ude?d that
Min;ozw }? 5% Productions take liberties with the facts and simlpjfril:s:;
ey drtl € filmg advance interpretations that are no longe:’ 1:}(:11;10 o
€ pag €8s, but mycp of this cinema stimulates the pubh.c s mit
. Ways. One movie in particular, however, is so cava
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.t serves as @ good e:fample of outrageously Poo
t received the strongest Criticism i
kes an interesting case study ag ofig
cinematic history from Hollywood. What are the
santa Fe Trail’s historical. deplctm.n's? :\re the distortiong outrg.
he film contain redem:nng qualities? How can we judge the
) .o of artistic licenses
ﬁlnw;a::: :::‘;::‘:;ie, s difficulties with history,. iEs entertainment value cay,.
: Fe Trail is fun to watch. Curtiz’s fast-paced, action-pack
notbe denied: 52714 " ' d interesting. It fi 'ed
flick is consistently lively, excmng, amu.smg’ an. s hg~ eatures an ip-
iriguing sory and a notable cast, including luminaries such as Errol Flynn, Ro.
nald Reagan, Van Heflin, and Raymon‘d Massey. _ _

The movie 1S much less impressive in its handling of history, and gross ma-
nipulations of the record appear throughout. Sf” 1ta Fe Trail begins by showing
many of the great Civil War generals graduating together in the West Point
class of 1854, among them Jeb Stuart, George Armstrong Custer, Philip Sheri-
dan, George Pickett, James Longstreet, and John Hood. Clearly this is Holly-
wood, not history, for the men attended the academy in widely varying years.
Custer (Ronald Reagan), a principal character in the movie, was a fifteen-year-
old Ohio farm boy in 1854, He entered West Point in 1857 and did not graduate
until the summer of 1861, making him ineligible for many of the U.S. Army ac-
tivities Santa Fe Trail shows him participating in. Jeb Stuart (played by Errol
Flynn), the hero of the story, actually graduated in 1854.

The movie then concocts a story about some of these heroes fighting John
Brown in Kansas and at Harpers Ferry, Virginia (now West Virginia). In oné
instance, Stuart dons civilian clothes and sneaks into a Kansas town to learn
about Brown’s plans to commit violence (this is a complete fabrication).
Brown's men capture Stuart and take him to their secret hideout. Eventually
Stuart’s military buddies free him in an assault, but Brown and some of his
i:zrp;r::;z:ﬁe E;nothe.r Hollywood fairy tale). Rader, a t(.)tall.y ﬁdiziml
abolitionist who 'eo' es;Pmnt’ g Of Colbeday o HeOi ? rjn for
the cause becaus: }lxnsd e guer‘rlllas s em}{us:jasRadef
turns up again as 3 3 (.)e.s n0t.rece1ve the pay he had been POt Harp-
ersBerry, This timep;::;am in Brown’s assault on the U.S. armor.Y 3tt0 =
Vm.ce Brown to wait for re::;::lc);wmklng S guemuas,ﬂir}z:zi time t0
arTive with his troops. This acti ments- o Relbert s vie's fil
Scenes bear some re o> tf’o, is pure fiction. At least the M9 #

semblance to history; they show Lee commanding a su

cessful asay]
t on Brown orP
s forces at Ha d of the §
Harpe en
98 REEL isropy rs Ferry. At the

InSanta Fe Trail (1940), U.S. military officers speak with Carl Rader, a devious charact
played by Van Heflin. At the center-left is Ronald Reagan as George Armstrong Custerc erd
atthe center-right is Errol Flynn as Jeb Stuart. To the far right is Raymond Mass l) ‘f”
the radical abolitionist John Brown. Santa Fe Trail, a fast-paced and enterminin;}}ill’r: yilsni

replete with fabrications, misleadin 7
. : g messages, and apologies for slavery that i
history. (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive) f e

B;

a:z?;éa:::ndge:;;?;?:hlla]r;gman’s noose, as he <.iid in re.al life, and he makes
Santa Fe Trail’s depictio nfu;ge e

with the historical record Sn e COntrover?y.over slavery contrasts sharply
Virginian Jeb Stuart = . Some of the mo4st ridiculous statements come from
i e Sla;er C;: announce.s tha:,t his state has been “considering a reso-
Posals for gradya] em: O.r a l'ong time.” Perhaps the movie is referring to pro-
rly 18305 anq sound] ncipation that were presented in Virginia back in the
the institution of sl i d?feated. Stuart also claims that Virginians sense that
avery is morally wrong. “All they ask is time,” he explains.
2 tbat in the late 1850s, southerners, including slaveholders,
: ite SOUthe:ndel::‘?tion of compiete‘ emancipation of the slaves. It clairr'ls
eIr own Way (thi lnten-ded to abolish slavery in their own time and in
Gang), Furthery, $ was certainly not the position of the state’s leading politi-
Wreckeq the Vi, ‘or.e, Santa Fe Trail portrays John Brown as the man who
Binians’ dream of peaceful resolution. In making this case, the

W  Movie suggest
¢ Moving i ¢f
that
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xtremes t0 which southern Pro-slaye
nor does it reveal that many defendersu‘
secession well before Brown’s violent act

Harpers Ferry: The film simply makes Bro
- the start of the Civil War.12

i()ns at
Wn IOQk

nsible fo 5 : /
o f::ayal of African-Amer.xcan attitudes is alsg omrag%us
Santa Fe Trail’s P:em hesitant about accepting fre.edom. One Aftican i
Blacksin the storY S,Ovidi“g freedom for the blacks? is not enough. Hgy, are h,
ican observes that p d shelter? he asks. In this scene, the film Promotes,

ain food an ; = !

freedmen to 0Dt mancipation similar to the position of many ap ologists i
e on €

prepared

ders of the institution often warned that blacks were un

ers g, . . i

fen cated responsibilities associated with emancipation g, q
ly apprecialed the care they received from Paternalig,

ssed in another scene when a black womap an

Pgrspectiv

slavery. Del
to handle the compl

that many of them deep

is issue is addre He ; : ’
n;a.stersi):::sthe difficulties of prosperingin Kansas. “If this here’s fregdom,l
plains a

S it she declares. A black manTthen (stt;;ces hils aim to achieye oy
casy life. He says that he hoges to go back to Texas (then a slave state) so that e
«cet till ki come.
canlnS:::l)] ::;?: ;?Trail is so replete with fa?rications, misleading mes.safges,
and apologies for slavery that it mangles history. It does not use ﬁCtltl.ous
characters at the center of its drama in the manner of modern:day faction,
The movie portrays specific individuals from the Civil War era in detail and
shows them taking a variety of specific and important actions that never oc-
curred. These actions represent gratuitous flourishes; they do not serve any
larger interpretive purpose, nor do they symbolize important truths aboutvthe
pastin a metaphorical way. Instead, these distortions appear in the story sun‘-
ply to enhance its entertainment value. Santa Fe Trail looks like a good candi-
date for the Brooks, :
Backin 1940, movie critics gave much less attention to the liberties takenin
cinematic history than they do today. Santa Fe Trail did not come uncller much
criticism for its historical treatment of people, events, situations, or 1ssues.1tﬂ
the present, such freewheeling manipulation of details would probabl)’.cr‘:]a:
considerable controversy in the media (unless the film was so well adve'rtlsel :
°1 Cxecise in comedy or parody that it could easily be associated with C‘;
e
Wouldserve g i ﬁe) “t::”thg evnde?ce in the fashion o
Santa Fe Trgilis a :,ode e C-I,\TBC 55 CN}.I' nship Wi
tory in numeroy pfod example of Hollywood'’s loose relatxoOs ot
Santa Fe Trail, Erro) H"C“OHS S le-xte D .early g f. these
Y, was the principal actor in many ©
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pad the right persona for hero-oriented adventure st
Flyn? i action, a handsome, athletic-looking figure wh
ideal meri can and British men of derring-do. He also exude
f‘;rﬁooked like he was having fun playing adventure-loyi
Fly cared to relish a good S\lrvord fight or a challenge to win the heart of a beay.
?1ful and noble lady. In this resl‘)e.ct, Flynn’s appearance gave dimension anq
color 0 Hollywood’s history. His mvolvem?nt sugges‘ted that these tales were
highly mbellished, that the.y' had. been f.ashlf)ned to give the famous actor the
freedom to perform his familiar cinematic tricks of combat and courtship,

Other history-oriented Flynn films of the era feature simjlar playfulness
with the historical facts. The Charge of the Light Brigade (1936) creates a totally
fictional explanation for the suicidal actions of the British brigade. In The Pri-
yate Lives of Elizabeth and Essex (1939), Essex (Flynn) has a romantic relation-
ship with Queen Elizabeth, even though the real Essex was thirty-four years
younger than the Virgin Queen. Another Flynn film, The Sea Hawk (1940),
takes many liberties with historical interpretation, but the movie is less vulner-
able to charges of distortion. There, Michael Curtiz features a fictional charac-
ter at the center of his story. Flynn plays a dashing privateer who resembles Sir
Francis Drake and other English captains who menaced the Spanish fleets in
the sixteenth century.

Artistic license is exercised with particular abandon in another Flynn
movie, They Died with Their Boots On (1942). This entertaining and humorous
action-adventure picture rivals Santa Fe Trail in its distortions of history.
Raoul Walsh’s biopic about George Armstrong Custer follows the experiences
of the famous general from his time as a cadet at West Point through his ac-
tions in the Civil War to his death fighting Indians at Little Big Horn. Flynn is
both comic and heroic as Custer. He is an energetic and fun-loving military
man who demonstrates impressive leadership skills. Custer is also moralistic.
He fights alcohol consumption, struggles against corruption in the army, and
Aempts to protect the Indians from greedy railroad developers and gold seek-
1. Errol Flynn’s character provided a useful cinematic icon when the United
Slfltes Was on the brink of war and Americans needed military heroes. They
Died iy, Their Boots On offered them one from the history books.

Unfortunately, Hollywood’s Custer contrasts sharply with the figure that
4PPears in the historical records. Throughout the movie, the man and the i
Portant eyepys in his life are grossly manipulated in the interest of entertain-
Mentand herg construction. These distortions have a cumulative effect. By th:
er.ld .of the film, they create a picture that seriously misrepresents des X a:;l

IS timeg, Shortcomings in the movie’s depictions are not simply related “\)N :
"Mall detajj (for instance, Mrs. Custer did not meet her husband at Wes

ries. He was ap
0 could stand ip
da comic quality,
ng gentlemen, He
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(Errol Flynn) fires at Indians during his last stand in They Died
L Walsh’s characterization of Custer sa tisfied Americans

heroic military images during early U.S. involvement in World War IL. (Museum of
for heroic 1

George
with Their Boots On (1942). Raoul

need :
Modern Art Film Archive)

Point, and General Custer never met the Indian leader Crazy Horse). The diffi-
i tain to major distortions.'? :
Cu}:/le:sl:eirrnportam,lGeorge Armstrong Custer was.not t'he 7gﬂ;'ee?l If;r;zl:sdof’;
American Indians suggested by the movie. They Died with i?lllf el
shows Custer’s efforts to protect the Sioux Indians of the I?Iack Hi :v e:t gl
keep American settlers out of Sioux territory and working to Prndermiﬂf ;
prospectors from invading the Indians’ land. Custer’s efforts are l;t g
by evil land developers who spread rumors about a gold rush. A -Z i
death, his wife, Libbie, convinces General Philip Sheridan and Pres! et ke
ses S, Grant to honor her husband’s request. The governm.ent II‘IUSSt bep>
good its promise to Chief Crazy Horse,” says Libbie. “The Iﬂdlan_s L theott
tected in their right to an existence in their own country.” She“dan’teus Lib-
who supposedly claimed that the only good Indian was a dead one:Com oy
bie that he and Presigent Grant will support her husband’s cause- o after
deér’n 52y the general affirmatively. “Your soldier won his last battl
Tl?ls cinematic lie coylg hardly be more glaring, for the re -
tainly not o crusading protector of Native Americans. He led the ™
92 REEL Hisropy
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han @ hundred Indian men, women, and
oret

m { instigate the gold rush in the Siouys sac

help®

whit

Horn to crus
The movie’s effort to portray Custer as one of t

- ds forces an extraordinary distortion of event
frien le at Little Big Horn. To make Custer look £00d as he lead G
{heba rible disaster, They Died with Their Boots On shows the W n.mtlo
thf{ ter a massacre. Custer consciously €NGages in a suicid] mission anvcll'lﬁl}’
fac]ﬂgf the movie’s villains that his soldiers wil ride “to hell or o it:] s
onedO on your point of view.” Custer’s purpose is no the historic one; to7 ume
Pa; :s into hundreds of surprised Indians, Hollyw, Pump
Zziv; with his men in a blazfv: of glory just to make
and powerful figures in Washington, DC

If a movie offered such a playful view of history to twen
diences, it would probably suffer relentless attacks from crj
ontelevision talk shows. Movie reviewers in today’s mass

children 4 Was

: red Black Hijj,
ettlers to come to the region, and marched
e S

h Indian resistance.

hita i 1868,
) encou[aged

his troops to the Little Big

ht'? Native Americang best
$ 1n the filnys Portraya] of

00d’s herg appears to go
a point with the corrupt

ty-ﬁrst-century au-
tics in the press and

media are far less to]-
erant of gross distortions than their counterparts were in the early 19405, When

today’s cinema places specific figures from the Past at the center of a drama
(such as Custer, Sheridan, or Crazy Horse), rather than fictional characters,
critics often assault the portrayals. Furthermore, today’s reviewers have many
more venues to deliver their attacks— cable television channels, radio stations,
publications, and the Internet. For Americans of 1941, however, They Died with
Their Boots On did not excite lively disagreement over historical interpretation.
Itrepresented, instead, a delightfully entertaining and inspiring historical epic
starring one of Hollywood’s favorite action-adventure heroes, Errol Flynn.
Andlike many other Elynn pictures of the era, the movie mangled history.
Filmmakers today take similar liberties with history, but they promote their
stories as works of faction rather than the specific representations common in
Efrol Flynn’s adventure pictures. Modern-day cinematic history avoids de-
lailed portrajts o f noted individuals from the past and offers fewer biographies
;)efbr;?;(::: fégures such as the ones depicted in Flynn movies: Queen .Elizab;th-
i whic)h '€0rge Armstrong Custer. Today’s Holl'ywood. ofte.n prmlegaes aI‘n
fﬂCtion, i 1s less vulnerable to attack on the basis of hlst‘OHCil::ngurrZ;r ?
°35€mia11y n:?ntral characters are ﬁctionall, and the actu?l h}storl i f:to o
Pt amo tl: Or'or bad.(ground e Blo? '1cs Condle Elizabeth
(1998), diregct € Cinematic history entries, such as the.BntIsh-ma o,
S the f) e b?’ Shekhar Kapur. Still, faction seems likely to rema o;! g
Uiticg m.aker S safer strategy for evading the slings and arrows
IStoriang,
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REDEEMING aumnzs? ; kil
itis surprisingly difficult to identify Cinematije histoy
lacks integrity in iFs treatment of the past. As we bl Ob)-;
ms contain abuses of fact that are worthy of ol
served, many Ol s often feature some commendable perspectives i ;
¢ are not many movies like Santa Fe Trail O.r They Dieq Wit:
On, which can be slammed as outrageous forays into history With
fyigures as their principal characters. And e"ef‘ these twq flm,
ghtness in their treatments thfat harsh critics neeq o exer.
Santa Fe Trail and They Died with Their Boogs Onlogy
S with tongue in cheek strongly Suggesting that the portrayag 4, not
n examinations of the past.

Because of mYy duties as film commentator fer the History Channel, | have
utely aware of the difficulty of : renderlng a forceful.ly negative asegs.
ment of history from Hollywood. Each tlme'l récmv_ed an a:mgnment to evaly.
ate a motion picture for the channel’s Movies in Time SCT‘IGS, I wondered i
would get the opportunity to enjoy some good fun drubt?mg a film. Sooner o
Jater, I thought, @ motion picture would come up for discussion that was g,
egregious in its treatment of the facts that it de.servcd unrelenting condempg.
tion. I thought that I could identify such a failed film as dead on arrival or,
worse yet, as a “dangerous” cinematic commentary because of its gross distor-
tions. Perhaps I could castigate the filmmakers for “brainwashing” America’s
youth. In every case, however, I found that the film under consideration hadat
Jeast some redeeming qualities, even the highly problematic ones. Our on-
camera interviews could address a movie’s fabrications and failings, but I sawa

If we exclude parody,

istentl
that consisten y[]ywood al

Their Boots
real historical i
exude such a comic l.1
cise a degree of caution:

represent serious

become ac

need to take account of its accomplishments as well.

My review of Jim Thorpe, All American (1951), for example, noted that the
film presents an old-fashioned, strongly positive view of the way white instruc-
tors tried to force assimilation on Indian students at schools such as the oneat
Carlisle. Current research has raised many questions about the way adminis-
trators and teachers tried to wash away Native American cultural traditionsin
such environments, I observed, and the movie’s treatment of the issue would
certainly draw criticism from modern-day scholars. Nevertheless, Hollywood
story about Jim Thorpe isa thoughtful consideration of the struggles and per-
somal inj”“_ic“ experienced by a talented young man of minority backgrour®
Iﬁ;ﬁi‘:ﬂf‘:p’:ﬂmoﬂ serious consideration to the problems faced b INafle

many other popular flicks about Indians do.'*

Probably the worst histor: o e e YOS
Dmingff(lpﬁs) g lflor:ca] ﬁlrf] I evaluated on Movies in Time =

A mentioned previously, this quickly and cheaply €0
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Kevin Costner stars as New Orleans district attorney Jim Garrisop
(1991). Some critics lambasted the movie for its distortion of histori

in Oliver Stone’s JEK

' ted - cal evid,

praised it for the bold way it raised questions about recent American poljt e';;:: Gy
(Museum of Modern Art Film Archive) "

production gives little attention to historical authenticity in its sets, co e
or locales: Yet Young Dillinger manages to give audiences some er; tuxl ming,
the notorious criminal that are basj 11 iato o
sically true. It realistically portrays the life of
gang members on the run, and it illi s T i
oty > it reveals how Dillinger’s life became more con
nlcteh'as law enforcement agents spread their dragnet against him,16
n this regard, it is appropri : :
exites the most int, gl mention the Hollywood movie that often
ol ense condemnation in conversations about Hollywood'’s
2Ofen S
controversja] g “TI:CE Dot attempt to name a film that is particularly
. I its handling of histori ; .
Oliver Ston’s phrssiat s dg f historical evidence, they point to JFK (1991).
tking e sos ed protest for distorting the historical record and for
iber iti .
footage i1, o ties. Critics note that Stone mixed actual and fictional
: i : :
onsbetyeep o ng manner, leaving audiences puzzled about the distinc-
a = . .
W argre o B .nk fiction. They complain that many young viewers were
ri : :
Teally haq been cKery and, after seeing the movie, concluded that there
a L .
Oltrageq s conspiracy in the Kennedy assassination. These critics are
dlve 1 e (G@iaiods: »
“alured in §yo 0 Mmoviegoers base their judgments on the false “evidence
0 be sy, N€'s mischievous cinema,?
€, ma . ‘ .
ange aailapy Ny of the messages in JFK are misleading, and the preponder-
e evj :
evidence stil] suggests that Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone.
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Jim Garrison (Kevin Costner) at the grave of President John F. Kennedy. Oliver
Stone’s provocative secondary thesis in JEK (1991) is that the United Stafes probably
would not have become so involved in Vietnani's affairs if Kennedy had lived.
(Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

Stone’s thesis about a conspiracy is supported primarily by highly quesnom:;l;
speculation, not fact, Nevertheless, Stone’s movie gives expression 0 z‘ms
doubts about the Warren Commission’s report on the assassinations qlues.om_
that have motivated research by members of Congress and investigatl’\’e Jm-ie
nalists in the years since the tragic event of November 22, 1963.' Stone’s ™
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dramatizes actions that conspiracy theorists imagine could haye Occurred, j
: > I1-

Juding? number of the desc-riptiions in )im Marrs’s lengthy tome on the assas-
._ion, Crossfire.!” Some historians praise Stone for his bold i
5|n6‘;ach to historical investigation. Robert A Rosenstone hz;set’)(:) hi
audiences to re\{lsmn history. “If it is part of the burden of the historica] work
(o make Us rethink how we got to w.hercvwe are and to make ys question values
hat we and our leaders and our nation live by, writes Rosenstone, “then what-
werits flaws, JFK has to be among the most important works of American his-
(ory ever to appear on the screen.”20
JEK is not indisputably wrongheaded in all its Propositions. For example,
stone’s important secondary thesis is that President John E Kennedy would not
have gotten America as deeply involved in the conflict in Vietnam as Lyndon B,
Johnson did. Historians still debate this idea vigorously, and a number of
prominent interpreters of the Kennedy years, including some who were close
advisers to Kennedy, such as Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr,, and Robert S. McNa-
mara, generally agree with Stone about Kennedy’s likely actions in Vietnam,
had he lived.2! Other messages in Stone’s movie, such as the director’s concern
about America’s lost innocence in the years after Kennedy’s death, address sub-
stantive matters that interest many citizens and scholars. We should note, too,
that the innovative framework of Stone’s movie, with its quickly paced experi-
mental design, draws attention to itself in a unique way. Stone constantly re-
minds viewers that they are watching a movie, and his film frequently chal-
lenges them to question the ways they have come to “know” history.22

Most cinematic dramas, especially the productions of recent decades, offer
something useful to the viewing public. Few modern films can simply be rele-
gated to the trash heap. The familiar assumption that Hollywood productions
often communicate nothing of value regarding history is hard to support on
close examination of individual films. In view of the mixed record of produc-
tions from Hollywood, it seems that our assessments of cinematic history need
tomove beyond knee-jerk cynicism. We should face the imposing challenge of
identifying both the successes and the failures of specific productions. By fine-
tuning our critical faculties, we engage in more realistic discussions of the op-

Portunities and limits of dramatic license.

THE DRAMATIC DOLDRUMS
failure in cinematic

We can profi, too, from recognizing another kind of 1
o factual errors or abuses 0

history. Problems with the genre are not confined t : g o
atistic liberties, Some films suffer from a different kind of sho
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fail to attract them because they do not delives
diences T isfire is unfortunate, because Hollywoog B
is kind of ™ limited basis. Rarely does the 7 g

T jeuis 00 EVEEY ; - Moy
ing ; s one drama in a decade that dea]s With, tiop

from the past: If a production about a subject gy,
L likely to support another film on the thad %
ood 15. un ointing box office receipts can scare creq ey aiev.
deed, C:Z‘;ﬁ I subjects)- Thus, bad cinematic history isnat c::t

£ the facts. Failure can also appear in th, s
0]

Xcit,
Ireg. Seg

ns out %

(in
eral decades
re
away from films on -
fined to messy treatme
n
boring drama:
Some films dra
Ives glancin,

IS ﬁIld

50 heavily in their dramatic developn}ent that vieye
gg at their watches or dozing off. C.onmder, for instance, o
themselt viewers faced watching three movies on topics they T
difficulties m‘;y foundation for lively, engaging dramas: ranchers B
have.served as iecan West, the making of the atomic bomb, and the B
tlers %ntt::eltfri:iec:us murderer of a civil rights leader. In each case, the "iewing
convic

erience proved taxing for many m0v1egoe.rs.
exPH aven’s Gate (1980) traces class conflict between the powerfy] St
2

Growers’ Association in Wyoming and the hurr'lble Eastern European jmp;.
grants who tried to settle in the region. The movie Fef‘erences“the fax:mus John-
son County wars of 1892 and includes characters S{mllar to “Cattle” Kate Wat.
<on and her boyfriend, two figures from weste'm history .who were hanged for
cattle rustling long before the events depicted in the movie.

Director Michael Cimino spent a fortune (by 1980 standards) to give his
movie an authentic look. His attention to detail is evident in the opening
scenes of a graduation ceremony at Harvard University, with hundreds of ex-
tras in nineteenth-century apparel populating the campus. For other scenes,
Cimino had trains rebuilt for brief appearances, covered a vast area with S.Od’
and staged huge battles with more than a thousand extras dressed in period
costumes,

Despite the attraction of western history providing background f,or the
story and millions of dollars committed to the visual details, Heavens Gahﬂ
delivers terribly boring entertainment. Over the first two hours of the lengthy
movie, almost nothing happens to excite viewer interest. By the time the :I:e
tion picks up in the final hour, the audience hardly cares about the fate of 2
principals. Many of the characters look like stereotypes rather than real- :
figures (among them, the cattlemen’s villainous leader, played by Sa'm Wat;i :
ston). Not surprisingly, both critics and moviegoers lambasted Cimin® fofr o
costly flop. Heaven’s Gage is now well recognized in Hollywood as fme :as G
e fmbarrassing examples of directorial hubris. Evidently, Cimin®
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after his Best Picture award for The Deer Hupge, (1978) that he thoug},
coc J1d fashion a story single-handedly and demand that the film’s ug' t
3 satisfy his every whim. Cimino’s defeat was unfortunate for c; nancl.al
: : Or cinematic
pistory 8 well as for Hollywood 1nvestc?rs. An intelligently crafteq drama abouy
hnson County wars could have stimulated the public’s thinkin, aboutl;
the JO. mes in the American West,23 & aboutlife
an(; :t Man and Little Boy (1990) represents another fajled attempt to dramg-
G significant aspect of hist(-)ry. Rola.nd Jaffe’s movie traces the developme:n
of the secret Manhattan Pro.Ject during World War IL, in which scientists
worked t0 build the first atc’)mlc bombs at Los Alamos, New Mexico, under the
direction of General Leslie GroYes. Paul Newman plays the general, and
pwight Schultz portrays the top scientist in the group, J. Robert Oppenheimer,
Fat Man and Little Boy attempts to create dramatic interest in some real-life sit-
uations, such as the scientists’ disagreements over whether the bomb should be
dropped on Japan (it had been developed in response to the Nazis’ research on
the atom). [t also tries to enhance the story with a fictional episode depicting a
love affair between a young scientist and a nurse; eventually, the scientist be-
comes a victim of radiation. The production was costly (between $20 million
and $25 million), and it featured a rather authentic-looking $2 million set rep-
resenting the Los Alamos facilities. However, neither the expensive replica nor
Newman’s impressive presence in the key role could save the movie. Fat Man
and Little Boy never developed a compelling story. It failed to create suspense,
and it was a notable flop at the box office. The movie’s disappointing reception
is regrettable, because Fat Man and Little Boy could have provided a useful ser-
vice, exposing audiences to some of the important debates associated with the
United States’ decision to use atomic bombs in World War II.2¢
Ghosts of Mississippi (1996) also fails to deliver exciting drama, despite its
focus on a seemingly fascinating historical topic. Rob Reiner’s movie, based a
book by journalist Maryanne Vollers, examines the efforts of a Mississippi
Prosecutor to convict a white racist of the murder of civil rights leader Medgar
Evers, Nearly thirty years before, the racist had escaped conviction in two trials
that led to hung juries. The young prosecutor has difficulty winning the confi-
dence of Evers’s widow (Whoopi Goldberg), but he eventually convinces l?er
thathe can be trusted, and she produces a copy of the original court transcript
that he has been seeking. Armed with this evidence and other informatlfm,
Bobby DeLaughter (Alec Baldwin) succeeds in his courtroom efforts, sending
the villain (James Woods) to prison. o s
Ghosts of Mississippi is strong in its appeal for racial J“St"ce e w; 1tn e
deliVery of dramatic tension. It is a well-intended morality i }(:u to
king of bigotry that stained much of twentieth-century southern history.
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Ghosts hese dramatic failures rather than gloat over t
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d regret t : °M. Eag
f :e :::el:] ﬁlmgs addresses important issues; each could have Stimulageq the
of the

thinking of many Viewers refgarding significant historical topics. The Movies

; te the expected impact, however. What were the sources of the
e c:i:/h did these films fail to arouse the interest of audiences?
Prosb:;ﬂ:s(;f thz answers appear obvious. In var.ious wa).zs, they dfpende diog
strongly on dialogue, giving inadequate attent}on to visual, action-orienteq
forms of communication. Their creators also failed to employ enough generic
elements from the conventions of cinematic history. The movies’ plots were
too predictable, failing to surprise viewers with intriguing twists and turns in
narrative development.

Enthusiasts of cinematic history can profit from an examination of the haz-
ards associated with dramatic structure, A study of these difficulties can pro-
vide useful ideas for the critique of cinematic history. Observers of the genre
need to be aware of the complex challenges filmmakers encounter when they
attempt to portray the past on the screen. It is not easy to pull off successful
cinematic history. A production can easily become a financial disappointrne{lt,
asin the cases of Heayen'’s Gate, Fat Man and Little Boy, and Ghosts of Missis-
sippi. If artists cannot manage to engage their audiences, they can quicklylost
them. Filmmakers who fail to make their stories emotionally appealing ar¢
likely to find themselves experiencing artistic and financial Waterloos. It !Je'
hooves critics of cinematic history to show sensitivity to the risks these artists
face. Aninformed ang realistic evaluation of their work calls for an under
Standing of the Pressures to deliver good drama as well as good history: ve
meﬁ:‘;t:::ju:f ::e challenges i, delivering power_fu] drar-na cari :1;‘:51:0_
tentel for xei : 8 gfncral.ly Popular films that failed to live up g

8 audience Interest. Pearl Harbor (2001) is a good €X
0 gy HISTORY

(ic history that falls short because of drama

. E;Tﬁll was not a complete fiasco. Tts Presentation
certain Ymplo)’s impressive graphics, and medj, att
assault € books about the history of the event tha
sell n;:;:ld War II. Nevertheless, the film came y
i;;oen the production by Jerry Bruckheimer and M
cat deal of enthusiasm among moviegoers,

tic weaknesses. The movie
of the famoys Japanese air
ention to the movie helped
t brought the United States
nder some heavy criticism,
ichael Bay fajleq to generate
s : o d_espite an expensive advertis-
g bt son1€‘0bse”’cr5 attri uted. this disappointment ¢, the film’s shallow
seatment of hleOr.y- They complaln‘ed tl‘ntat Pearl Harbor gives the audience
fow intriguing details a‘bout. the horr'lble day of infamy.” Tora Tora! Torars
1970 portrayal of the hlsto'r:c attack is much more informative and accurate,
argued the critics. Bruckheimer a’nd .Bay’s production does, indeed, lack the s0-
phistication of Tora! Toral Tor.a! s h_lstorynlesson, but that shortcoming is not
the primary source of the movie’s difficulties.

Pearl Harbor attempts to imitate the narrative and graphic strategy of
james Cameron’s blockbuster Titanic (1997), but it has few of the important
dramatic elements that contributed to Titanic’s enormous success. Cameron’s
story proved intriguing from beginning to end as viewers watched the surpris-
ing twists and turns in Jack and Rose’s romance, their dealings with jealous
lover Cal, and their efforts to escape death. Randall Wallace, writer for Pearl
Harbor, fashioned a story that contains few surprises. The romantic relation-
ship between Rafe (Ben Affleck) and Evelyn (Kate Beckinsale) develops swiftly
in the opening minutes of the picture. There is no dramatic tension between
the two lovers until late in the story when Rafe is presumed dead and Evelyn
establishes a romantic connection with Rafe’s best friend, Danny (Josh Hart-
nett). In contrast, Titanic shows Jack and Rose struggling in an on-again, off-
again relationship. Denouement comes late in the film when Rose gives up her
seat on a lifeboat, signaling a determination to cast her fortunes with the
handsome commoner,

In Pearl Harbor, the love story appears to be tacked on to an epic tale about
the historic disaster. The romance has little connection to the extraordinary
events of 1941 (critics in the mass media emphasized this problem frequently in
their biting reviews). In Titanic, the love story is integrated into the historical
Presentation., Jack’s Jow socioeconomic status and Rose’s background as a rep-
fésentative of the castern establishment provide a foundation for examining
dass distinctions throughout the drama. Furthermore, Rose’s position in
Cameropyg story is much more integrated into the historical action than is
Evelyn's Position in Pearl Harbor. Rose interacts with the ship’s officers, the
Crew, the Wealthy travelers in first class, the Immigrants in steerage, and‘ g
ON the vegse]. Evelyn of Pear! Harbor serves primarily as the pilots’ love interest
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in evidently manipulated fashion, the ;40
ing the wounded sailors. oy

| nursmgm two talented pilots vying for the 4 oo :

i ablo porrowed a plot structure from a notap)e film, Ong
wallace evident );Jearf Harbor’s structure resembles that of S
ts Award for Best Picture, William A k g
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so01 production- 1t T n in Pearl Harbor is so transparent, howeve,
Wallace's dramatic desi suspense. The audience readily understang,
plot device faills to Cf;a eground through the first half of the film sy,
Affleck’s place I th-; f(:;l ?mo his arms at the end of the story.

gests that Evel)’";l"s‘o lacks the familiar nemesis of most cinematic history_

Pear! Harbor nce symbolizes important problems faced by the Prota
vi.llain \:Jrho-":‘:’i;s: sniveling aristocrat Cal Hockley serves this role, o doesi:;
m‘;:&:: Li;e,s J. Bruce Ismay, who insists thatl the ship maintaip 4 fast
course through the iceberg zone. Pearl Harbor prf)VldES e well-characterjzeg
cinematic villains. It does not lambaste the American military authorities why
failed to prepare the island defenses adequately. The Japanese military leaders
donot serve as the movies heavies, either. Pearl Harbor portrays them critically
but not unsympathetically. The Japanese strategists appear thoughtful and, at
times, almost regretful about launching the attack. When congratulated fora
brilliant war strategy, a Japanese admiral replies, “A brilliant man would finda
way not to fight a war” Some of Pearl Harbor’s gentleness in portraying the
Japanese may be attributed to the producers’ marketing plans. Shortly after re-
leasing Pearl Harbor in the United States, Bruckheimer and Bay distributed the
movie to theaters in Asia. They promoted their film in Japan as a love storyand
removed the term Jap from some places in the dialogue.

The narrative structure created by Bay, Bruckheimer, and Wallace doesnot
connect the audience’s emotions to the fate of the victims as effectivelyasﬂfan)'
other modern war stories do. In Saving Private Ryan (1998), for instance, vieW
e do notlearn a great deal about the individual soldiers seen dying o
beadles'(’f Normandy, but Steven Spielberg’s cinematic strategy helps inves!
?::v:li:l:hcc‘s emfmom in the fighting. Spielberg follows the attackers as.t:;

elanding cray, charge into the water, struggle to secure 3 Po%
on the beaches, g then attempt to mount It on the well-entreﬂ‘h‘
enemy. Spielberg’s m thod Ountanassau s et
Pain, Viewer, Ofgp €thod helps the audience sense the soldie ¥
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- men falling to their deaths. Bay’s approach leaves audiences feeling like
service s who are viewing an action-adventure story at a distance rather than
g ectaw;theﬁc observers who feel a personal closeness to the tragedy,
Jike emrfl’Hmbor was certainly not a complete financial and theatrical disaster,
Pte Zttracted enough viewers in the United States and abroad to turn a profit.
forl movie does, nevertheless, serve as a good example of the way a flawed dra-
fn};ic structure can result in lost opportu.nities. A more effective storytelling
e ould have dra\tvn much largler audiences t'o this exercise in reel history.
With a more compelling presentation, .the movie could have excited greater
interest in the history of Japanese-American enmity and the origins of U.S. in-
solvement in World War I1. If Pearl Harbor had employed tools of the genre
with greater sophistication and intelligence, it might have fueled even greater
public interest in books about the tragedy of December 7, 1941. This $135 mil-
lion movie was disappointing, not just because of its lightweight attention to
historical details, but also because it failed to realize the full potential of drama
as a powerful enticement to the study of history.

Thus, our answer to the familiar request to identify poor historical cinema
can be multilayered but not evasive. Among the premier choices for dramas
that present such a grossly distorted view of the past that they are comical in
their impact are Santa Fe Trail and They Died with Their Boots On. They de-
serve a Brooks award. In many other cases, however, cinematic history mixes
shortcomings and achievements within the same production (especially in
modern-day films). We can praise Norman Jewison for the superb drama he
created in The Hurricane and for stimulating the audience’s thinking about
racial injustice but regret his irresponsible exercise of artistic license, which
undermined public confidence in his movie’s commentary about the life of a
famous figure. In a different but related way, we can applaud Rob Reiner’s
well-intentioned critique of southern bigotry in Ghosts of Mississippi but re-
gret his failure to package the story as an exciting drama that could draw mil-
lions to his film. Jewison’s movie delivers strong drama but weak treatment of
the evidence, Reiner’s film is less controversial in its handling of the evidence
but more problematic as entertainment. Pearl Harbor also delivers mixed re-
sults, It presents the attack of December 7, 1941, with extraordinary techno-
logical effects, but its disconnected saga about a love triangle fails to engage au-
diences. In the case of Pearl Harbor and other examples of cinematic history,

Mmakers rarely miss the history target completely. Even when their aim falls

Short of the bull’s-eye, they often hit the perimeter enough times to excite
S0me admiration,
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Communicating a Feeling for a Different Time and Place

We have already noted that movies are generally poor COMMmunicators of
specific historical information and ideas. A student of history is likely to geta
much broader understanding of the French Revolution, the American Revoly-
tion, or the Russian Revolution by devoting a few hours to reading a book
about these events than by watching a movie about them. Motion pictures typi-
cally focus tightly on the lives of a few players involved in one or two major
events; they do not comment broadly on great social transformations, eco-
nomic changes, intellectual currents, or other wide-ranging developments,
Hollywood dramas sometimes suggest viewpoints on these matters, but only
peripherally, referencing them briefly in the course of telling a story. Yet inan-
other respect, a motion picture can deliver a great deal of information to view-
ers. In specific scenes, a filmmaker may load up the historical stimuli, giving
the audience a great deal to see and think about.

.A Popular war movie by German director Wolfgang Petersen demonstrated
ths kind of cinematic contribution. Das Boot (The Boat) appeared in Eurc.)pﬂ
‘:i;:f;;’a‘: Zi:::ll: ir_xstax.n hit, Thc: film went Hollywood in 1982,lrﬂcei"“:
D alon;e::?n n t,he Ur.nted States and the world, and tll: :;:hat
Brossing foreign film :dors B 1997. Das Boot yras S ntieth

reach the U.S. market at the end of the tWe
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The movie’s enormous success helped open Hollywood’s doors to its
and Petersen wenton to make a number of action-orj

d States, including In the Line of Fire (1993)

Ccntur)"
directo®

Unite
ee e Storm (2000).
|

pas Boot focuses on & German submarine crew during World War I that
any harrowing experiences due to the U-boats’ increased

a; 4 military measures. The crew eventually manages to
‘;ll 1beaCk to portin La Rc.)cgelle(; Fram:l, but the subn?arine is then destroyed in
it attack. The StOl‘Y'lS ased roughly on the real-life experiences of Captain
Heinrich Lehmar'm-Wlllenbrock, on.e of .the top C‘iermam U-boat command-
2 Lehmann-Wﬂlenbrock ranked sixth in the Third Reich’s navy in terms of
Allied tonnage destroyed. Dasl Boot gets many of its ideas from a book by
Gunther Bucheim, a sketch artist who traveled with Lehmann-Willenbrock on
the U-96 during World War II.

petersen’s movie does not present a glamorous picture of good-looking, pa-

riotic, gung-ho underwater heroes, such as the sailors seen in many earlier
Hollywood movies about the U.S. Navy. Das Boot shows the U-boat crew living
in great difficulty and danger. It offers a close-up, realistic picture of the men’s
cramped quarters. The claustrophobic ship is narrow and 150 feet long, and its
compartments contain a maze of pipes and wires. Engine noise is almost con-
stant. Sausages and pumpernickel hang from the pipes. The sailors look
shabby; their beards grow longer as the story progresses, and they become dirty
and battle-fatigued. They experience periods of boredom punctuated by
frightening moments of mortal threat. Das Boot communicates the terror the
crewmen sense when they hear the “ping-ping” sounds of an enemy’s sonic
searches. The submariners sweat with fear as the depth charges explode, and at
times, their vessel seems about to split at the seams. Through disturbing im-
ages of danger and death, Das Boot delivers a powerful antiwar message and
challenges the glamorous perspective of submarine warfare evident in many
War movies. Petersen’s drama supports the grim statistical evidence it identifies
in a caption: the death toll for the men who went to sea in German U-boats
during World War II was approximately 75 percent.?

Das Boor’s main contribution to historical thinking is not in the realm of
Providing details about the war, however. It says virtually nothing about the
“duses of the global conflict or the overall state of Admiral Karl Donitz’s
U-boat campaign under the Third Reich. The film is memorable for a specific
history lesson rather than a broad one. It packs an emotional punch because ‘f’f
the Stimulating way it gives the audience a feeling for the submariners’ expefl-
¢nce. The information load in Petersen’s movie comes not in the form of statis-
tics or other details about the war at sea but in an abundance of evidence about

ented movies in
» Air Force One (1997), and

Tl

vulnerability to
get the damaged ves-
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Almost any movie about wartime combat produced in the new era of peace
across Western Europe can be called an antiwar film. ;ertainly Saving Priyate
Ryan’s depiction of the frightening and blood).! fiCtlon in the first days of
American fighting in northern France makes a critical statement about Worlg
War II's impact on its participants. Yet the film suggests in subtle ways that the
Americans who risked their lives in that great enterprise are worthy of praise,
Atthe beginning, the movie shows a U.S. flag flapping in the breeze, signaling
a patriotic message, and other scenes depict sacrifices made by U.S. soldiers.
The portrayal of the beach invasion suggests that the soldiers are heroes, but
they seem more vulnerable and hence more realistic than the one-dimensional
stercotypes featured in old Hollywood war pictures. Even the soldiers who
shake or cry in battle seem deserving of our salute. .

After the eye-opening D-day sequences, Savi ng Private Ryan maintains au-
dience interest by turning into a fine modern-day example of the Hollywood
combat genre. Jeanine Basinger, author of the best book on Hollywood w":
bat movies, leverly identifies these components in a review of Saving P "VI‘; :
Ryan for the American Historical Association. She observes that the com
getre often features a hero (in this case, Tom Hanks) who is forced to™
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Sergeant Horvath (Tom Sizemore), Corporal Upham ( Jeremy Davies), Private Jackson
(Barry Pepper), and Captain John Miller (Tom Hanks, right) are pinned down by enemy
suiper fire as they try to help a terrified little girl in Saving Private Ryan ( 1998). Steven
Spielberg’s movie challenges the familiar gung-ho images of earlier war movies that made
combat seem exciting and glamorous. (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

controversial decisions, His military unit invariably includes a variety of stock
characters familiar to Hollywood war films, such as a smart aleck from Brook-
lyn, a religious sharpshooter from the South, and a Jewish soldier. There is
some form of tension within the ranks in these combat movies, as one of the
tough and talented soldiers challenges the leader. But like the Private Reiben
character (Edward Burns) in Saving Private Ryan, this rebel shapes up in the
end and makes a significant contribution to the fighting. Over the course of the
story, action waxes and wanes as the men experience both safety and danger
(during some relaxing moments, they joke with one another and tell stories
about their girls back home). The combat movie reaches a climax, notes Ba-
singer, through a tremendous Armageddon-like confrontation with the enemy.
Often the American heroes find themselves badly outnumbered and out-
gunned in this concluding battle, and after a difficult struggle that results in the
l0ss of a number of characters the audience has come to respect, the Ameri-
@nsachieve a painful but glorious victory. As Basinger observes, Saving Private
Ryan’s dramatic structure features all these familiar components of the genr.e.“
Despite the movie’s strong conformity to Hollywood storytelling paE
follow'mg the D-day scenes, Saving Private Ryan continues to reference history
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ajor H istorical Developments
We can better distinguish the second Cati’go;:y fromshe first by Comparyy,
the attractions of Saving ErivateRyanand T I onggstd “);) (19§2), two Movieg
about a related theme. Each offers a perspe}cltwe on : :Y, ﬁut ln very differen
ways. Ryan looks at the situation through the eyes 05 a lebw ftltlouS. characters
and shows the experience of dangerou% combat. .ple erg S‘movae dbesti
resent much information about the actions of major figures in the war, andjt
2’0‘”"195 little detail about the Americans’ overall progress: durmg the first days
of the Normandy invasion. In contrast, D?rryl F. Zanuck’s movie about D day
delivers a great deal of historical information. It por-t?'ays the thoughts andac-
tions of American, British, French, and German mlhtaryA leaders am.i also de-
picts the actions of several real-life individuals involw'ed in the fighting. Ryan
instructs primarily by demonstrating the emotional impact of warfafrfe; ?zc
Longest Day informs through a study of the strategy of battle; Ryan o crsth-
most no information about Allied military plans, the Germans' response to. 4
attack, or the significance of the D-day invasion in the overall stru.ggle ag;nz
Hitler; The Longest Day delivers insights on all these subjects. Nc:lthert e
necessarily superior to the other. Each contributes in different wﬂ)’:h °mn.
public’s thinking about the past. A comparison of the two accentuates ;ﬂ .
clusion that good films may view the past in very different ways. There
nosingle model of effective cinematic history. ;
The Longest Day s a superb epic, one of the most authemfc-looklzn
Wwood representations of an important moment in history. Like any
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Jrama; 1t contains e ﬁcti?nal ﬂourish'es and manipulation of evidence, but
the movie’s 0"?“‘“ Integr Itlr in the h:?n.dlmg of details is highly commendable.
Zamuck commlt-ted n;or; t f;n ?10 million to the Production (big bucks back in
1962) and monitored the film’s lrefi't’ment of historical evidence quite care-
ully? He basefl LAy Of_the MOVies portrayals on individuals described in
Cornelius Ryan's best-selling book of 1959 by the same title, which relied on
interviews with rrllore than 1,000 participants in the engagement and sold
800,000 COpies in its ﬁr.st yeal;.3° Zanuck featured some vignettes about D-day
sctions that seemed so incredible that critics berated him for mixing too much
fiction with fact. For example, they could not believe the movie’s portrayal of
Lord Lovat (Peter Lawford), who exhibits colorfy] bravado in the film, and
they challenged the authenticity of a scene showing nuns running into shellfire
to aid wounded French troops. The producer confidently responded that these
and other memorable depictions were well documented,

Zanuck did employ some creative license in telling his story, especially in
portraying the military actions. When the facts failed to support good drama,
he added touches of fiction. “Anything changed was an asset to the film,” he
said in defense of the adjustments. “There is nothing duller on the screen than
being accurate but not dramatic.” For instance, The Longest Day depicts efforts
to seize the Pagasus bridge before the Germans could blow it up. Real Allied
soldiers found no charges planted under the bridge; instead, the charges
turned up in a nearby shed. The movie, however, portrays engineers bravely
climbing across the bridge’s girders to remove the explosives. The Longest Day
shows American invaders blowing up a large concrete barrier and sending
bulldozers and tanks through a gaping hole in the German defenses. That ef-
fort was in the invaders’ original plan, but German control of the heights
forced Allied soldiers to work their way behind the German defenses and attack
from the rear. Zanuck opted for the more visually dramatic but fictional crash-
ing of the barricades. Also, his movie shows the men rushing out of their land-
ing craft, charging the beaches, and firing away at the enemy. Actually, these
landings looked more like the scenes in Saving Private Ryan. Often the attack-
ers dropped into the water awkwardly and had to struggle to shore behind a
hail of bullets and bombs, hiding behind beach obstacles. By the time they
came to rest at the base of the bluff, they were exhausted.’!

Despite these and other adjustments of the facts, The Longest Day works
marvelously as a three-hour epic about one of the most important military op-
erations in world history. It gives audiences a fascinating overview of the e)f-
traordinary challenges associated with the massive operation and communi-
Cates provocative explanations for the Allies’ success and the Germans’ defeat
in the encounters. (Fundamentally, The Longest Day attributes victory to the
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he significant hlf o the movies Schindler is an urbane wheeler-
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At the beginnt

. nilitary authoritiess hoping to gain business influence, 5 Wom.
e Nmther corrupt figure in his financial dealings, Schindler demop,
anizerand a1 i SympathY for the Jews. He takes over a confiscated enamg|

es no partic i !
i in Krakow and works out an arrangement with a talented Jewish .
factory

countant, [tzhak Stern (Ben Kingsley), to Obt?in ,ﬂ?e senicean i large'gmup
: Schindler protects these individuals from the Nazi work
of Jewish workers. for his own economic benefit. Slowly, almost impercep.
camps, pFesumablY 'Oes a strong sense of sympathy for the Jews in his char;;
tibl.y. Schmdllfft ::igrmation seems to come, in part, from what he Wi‘nessg;
z?lls\li;rt:haavior. The actions of an i.rtlpf)rtant -Nazi contact, .A.n‘lon Gx‘mh
(Ralph Fiennes), are influential. Goeth 1s,vhke .Sc}.nnd:er. a hedor;:st, l.mt witha
pathological mean streak. He shoots ]ev‘f'lsh victims OF Sport, s ('lwmg no re-
morse. Schindler witnesses the destruction of the ]ew151.1 gh,et‘t‘o in Krako.w,:
horrible sight that seems to affect him deeply. When H:tler.s final solution’
threatens to send his Jewish workers to the death camps, Schmdle:r man?gs to
save them from extermination. In one of the movie’s most frlghte.l'lmg b
quences, 300 women and children among Schindler’s Jews are mlsta.lkenly
shipped in boxcars to Auschwitz, but they are eventually retu-med t’o Schmdl;il.
The story ends with the collapse of the Third Reich and Schindler’s ?xtraor. :
nary success in protecting the lives of the 1,100 Jews assigned to 'h““ .'jurmg
Hitler's campaign of annihilation. In the final minutes of the movi, SP‘elb:‘i;
shows some of the real-life Schindler Jews in the 1990s honoring the her® a
grave site,

The success of Schindler’s List comes not only from the SriPPi"g_ Swwt::f
also from the effective filmmaking strategy of the director and his'cmem: 1
rapher, Janusz Kaminski. Except for brief sections at the beginniné a;te
and one small flourish within the story, the movie is shot in black and ¥ f a;lor
mentioned earlier in connection with the study of genre, this absenc® g

120 REEL HisTORY

a Supf.‘l’b jO

dealer whn

ives the film a documentary-like appearance and, as Spielberg notes, resem-
bles the way many people first encountered the Holocaust: in newsreels. The
gourish of color comes late in the story when one little girl among the many

jewish victims appears in red clothing. She is one of the youngsters attempting

to escape the Nazi pursuers, but some minutes later, the audience sees her

again among the deafi Chi]idre“- T?“'Ollgh this clever device, Spielberg and Ka-
minski draw the audience’s attention to a single victim. Their movie points to
, tragedy that destroyed 6 million European Jews, but it also attempts to per-
sonalize that extraordinary statistic by directing viewers’ emotions to the expe-
riences of one representative little girl.2

The movie’s scenes are tremendously detailed and often quite authentic.
Much of the specific action relates to behavior reported in historical research
and interviews. In one scene, for instance, Schindler’s List shows a train trans-
porting Jews to the death camps. Along the tracks stands a little boy who draws
his finger across his throat, signaling to the captives that they are heading to
their deaths. In the documentary Shoah (1985), an elderly Polish peasant de-
scribes how he made this gesture when trains carrying Jewish victims passed
through his village.

Schindler’s List received tremendous critical acclaim around the world and
won the Academy Award for Best Picture, but a minority of commentators
registered some harsh criticisms. Their objections are worth considering be-
cause they illuminate some of the debates that continue to swirl around
Hollywood’s representations of the past, even highly sophisticated ones.

One of the most repeated charges was that Spielberg attempted to “trivial-
ize” and “sensationalize” the Holocaust.> Some supported a position that
Theodor W. Adorno had advanced years before: after Auschwitz, said Adorno,
poetry could no longer be written. Israeli writer Tom Segev expressed this
sentiment in his criticism of Schindler’s List. “I don’t think there is any need to
dramatize the Holocaust,” he said. “It is sufficiently dramatic in itself” Segev
asserted that “every artistic treatment of the Holocaust is bound to fail 4
One of the most vehement critics in this respect was Claude Lanzmann, crea-
tor of Shoah, the influential documentary about the Holocaust. Lanzmann
pointed out that his film relied on the memories of witnesses and did not at-
tempt to represent their experiences with music, archival film, or dramatiza-
tions.’ He spoke of the “unrepresentability of Auschwitz,” suggesting that
Spielberg had commercialized a sacred subject.? “Fiction is a transgression,”
said Lanzmann. “I deeply believe that there are some things that cannot and
should not be represented.”””

Another criticism that appeared frequently related to the way Schindler’sl List
characterizes people and groups positively or negatively. Critics complained
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Iizhak Stern (Ben Kingsley, left) speaks with his boss and Protector
e Neeson, right) in Schindler’s List (1993). Some critics complaineq
r (Liam J Jewish character, is a passive wimp. (Museum of Modery

Jewish plant m
Oskar Schindle :
that Stern, the movie's only major

Art Film Archive)

that the film puts Jews at the margins of the story, presenting them primarﬂy. o
ictims. The only major Jewish character, Itzhak Stern', seen.)s a passive
fafde“t:‘mmar ed. Some maintained that many of the movie’s minor Jewish
:’}:J;S‘cte;yare qiite unappealing, coming across as money-grubbi.ng, avari-
cious stereotypes. A disproportionate number of them are smal.l in stature,
large-nosed, disheveled, and unkempt, observed Sara .R. Horowitz, .whereas
Schindler has the appearance of towering height, cleanliness, and fashlonable.-
ness.** Schindler’s List is not a courageous movie, critics argued, because it
takes the commercial approach of presenting Jewish victims as sheep saved by
aheroic Gentile. A more meaningful movie about the Holocaust would have
put Jewish characters at the center of the story. Not surprisingly, re;?resenta-
tives of other ethnic groups criticized the depictions, too. In an article pub,'
lshed in Foreign Affairs, for example, Andrew Nagorski argued that the film’
few images of the Polish people seem to suggest “that the only role? Pale,s
Played was to applaud Nazi terror” Nagorski also complained that Schmdl;f §
List leaves viewers “with no idea that the war was aimed at more than thede:
sructon of the ews o that there were other victims of Nazi atrocitiesfj # _
Others omplained that the story slipped too easily into a hero-villain con

: B on
{rast. They objecteq especially to the characterization of Nazi villain A™
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(b, These detractors argued that Goeth’s psychopathology and barbarism
qoe . audiences an authentic, more typical picture of 4 German fascist.
didn the Nazis were not monstrous products of dysfunctional families, as sug-
Oﬂ::;' in Schindler’s List; many Nazis were frighteningly normal, and these bry-
eskj”erS might be lawyers, corporate executives, Professors, or even clergymen.
tal None of these criticisms fatally damages the motion picture; indeed, the ap-
rance of these objections in the media suggests that this powerfu] film ona

p ?ahly sensitive topic stirred the thinking of viewers, Prompting them to ima-
::ie a variety of ways in which the trafg.edy could be depicted on the screen.
Fach critic projected his or.her own vision of the subject. For Claude Lanz-
mann, the ideal film was evidently an interview-oriented documentary with-
out dramatic representations. Sara R. Horowitz appeared to f;

avor a story that
focused on good-looking Jewish heroes and heroines, and Andrew Nagorski’s

picture of the tragedy would draw attention to the plight of non-Jewish vic-
tims. Each perspective would examine the Holocaust in 3 different manner,
and each had the potential to deliver a memorable commentary about a trou-
pling and perplexing chapter of history.

As noted in the chapter on cinematic history as genre, however, movies do

not provide comprehensive portraits of a subject. They adopt points of view,
focus on just one or two characters, and privilege perspectives that are likely to
attract broad audience interest. For Spielberg,

that opportunity appeared in
the form of a drama about an unusual man who is at first indifferent to the

plight of the Jews but is transformed into a heroic savior by the end of the war.
Viewing the Holocaust through the perspective of Oskar Schindler’s wartime

actions was not the only way Spielberg could have addressed the subject, but it
certainly was an attractive mechanism for drawing millions of moviegoers, an
audience of mostly non-Jews, into the story.

Probing the Past through Biography

Virtually all Hollywood perspectives on history offer biographical ap-
Proaches to their subject, presenting issues and events in terms of the experi-
ences of one or two principal figures. Movies personalize history by placing
these few figures at the center of their dramas, and they trace important devel-
Opments by viewing the way these individuals experienced them. By following
the activities of one or two major characters, Hollywood dramas can suggest
broad questions related to their experiences. Motion pictures can leave audi-
¥1ces wondering: Why did the hero or heroine suffer these difficulties? What
lessons can be learned from the example of their struggles? By studying a few
lives, movies can provoke the audience’s thinking about the experiences of
™any others who found themselves in similar situations.
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ures fail to present a sophisticateq big

on ict
Of cours® n ’";:::ZY (:)ne_dilnensi?nal ?*tcrcotYPes, sir'nPlistiCallf;aPhi. Lash also interviewed many people who Gz i

Ca]trea‘men . h‘l:it Jlmost 10 shortcomings in terms of skill, Motiyay Croje some who had been close to the Roncheniit o e::lm’ Roosevelt, including
figures who eX lThese individuals do not .resemble realA People; they ol ) Op Thanks to his privileged situation, his impress;i\;ey ; fﬂ Ele.anor was a child,
moral character: 5 cmplistic biographical perspective oftey, P ra. itment to creating an honest treatment 5 Writing skills, and his com-
matic 07 AlSO!u formed, mature ipdividuss, givingitie audiencnts‘t ; well as her strengths, Lash’s 1971 book receiveq feCOgmz?d Eleanor’s flaws as
pmtagonisis r: fl;rtyalm factors that helped shape their Personalitjeg aenht-tle reviewers and won the Pulitzer prize for biogra a}? i:thummc reception from
sense f .[h- i [n addition, cinematic history frequently SUBgests thay o James Costigan, writer of the television seripesy‘b %

form thel” lde:‘sv'v omen can change history rather easily. HOllngod Pr. Bleay the presentation of Eleanor Roosevelts life, Co’stimught additional skills to
i relfow trongly motivated individuals knocking over VirtuallyOduc‘ screenplay that effectively communicates the princip!e;:lin bt
tions often § tands between them and their goals. Such dramag Rl de\te phy. His dramatic format begins b i eﬂ;ess:ﬁes of the biogra-
Obmfle-tha't are of life’s challenges, one that recognizes not only howe,hve_r tionship, depicting Eleanor’s reaction to the news of Fn Okl't}}e COupl?'s e
a:ieahlsstl; Elicnﬂuence society but also how society can have 3 S“bstantia;r:::. In the course of mourning, Eleanor recalls many of the ::l:)stl; gsndi;i;t; ;n 1945.
e g i in her life. Occasionally, these flashbacks G Senis
BES mdmft:nls;iing examples of biographical cinema under considerysi of her days of mourning—a device that ;:tlsur:f)t\:)alzf:dt: lth‘ i =P01jtra'ya.ls

The two outs A 1deratigy, Thaudiericeiwonaeriho bl Tt yp es the viewers’ thinking.

here do not suffer ey thefe e (THNES: They present myjg; f : € Impressive, self-confident, and admired
mensional personalities; theu’lheroes and herome.s are noble but also flaweg womar; oh 12145 ?emerge from the shy and troubled child depicted in the first
The films throw light on questions abo_ut personahty.formati()n, Providing hoxijrl of the ;nF o

diences with 2 good deal of information about the influential eXperiences j Suffe::‘n”;;r‘::n 10:$Zellfn relates a story of personal growth. It shows Eleanor

esteem in her early years. She senses that h
; er moth
does not love her because she lacks the beauty of the many high—societ;rn Eeu::

in the extended Roosevelt family. Eleanor cares deeply for her father,

the characters’ youth and young adulthood. The films also recognize the liy;.

tations of asingle person’s influence. They do not simply portray dynamic per-

dominating the people and events around them. These films intro- but her

T mother and maternal
& : grandmother eventually tr, i i
duce realistic figures, Peoplle- W}_IO are shaped by history but who also Manage cause of his bouts with alcoholism and other);xceez: helfatﬂ‘e" hke; pl:m'h .
to influence the world they live In. ligent teena Sl
- ‘ ' : ger, Eleanor attends her “comin £
These fine examples of biographical cinema are also notable for their au- her fifth cousin, Franklin, a spirited, self: coizzz;ti:nce’ Wher';s}le ;“mumers
) » self- eenager who takes a liking

thenticity. Although the creators exercised artistic license in the handling of to her. Eventually, Eleanor pocsitioitntna i
ool abroad and excels in

evidence—as all cinematic historians do—they were generally respectful to- her studies. At ;

ward the historical evidence and knowledgeable about current historical inter- scholars and asﬁl::j;?tzd(;fs li;eq :l(:i};::;rf ersl.larllssat}llea"ier Vi i
pretations. The filmmakers exhibited seriousness and sophistication in the turning to the United States, Eleanor meets Franklin : :;itlt“t:iOn. Upon re-
handling of details and a determination to represent the facts about the histori- period of courtship begins, The future S presseg for, ;r;r = ex;end-ed
al figure responsibly and intelligently. Often, a fine book serves as the founda- his mother’s insidious efforts to break up the relationshi Afterr:iec’h Zsl;”te
tion for the portrayal, as in the two examples cited here. The filmmakers bene: Eleanor and Franklin marry, and Eleanor settles into th}:traditional rolee LZ;
fited from the availability of outstanding publications that dealt with the wife and mother, In this period, she is dominated by her husband and her

individuals and the times in a particularly sophisticated manner. mother-in-law,

Liberation comes to Eleanor in stages. The two most important develop-

Eleanor and Franklin (1976), a four-hour ABC Television miniseries, basts ;nents fhat emancipate Eleanor from her subservient role are the discovery of

its drama on an excellent biography of Eleanor Roosevelt by Joseph P, Lash Eianklm s infidelity and the crisis of his battle with polio. In the first instance,
: ) eanor T : . . . .

'[IiTlc author provides a great deal of personal information about the i i :C(;gmzes that she can no longer find personal satlsfac’nlon in wifely

st lady and builds his story on her letters and papers (as friend of 0 her husband, because he has broken her trust. In helping her hus-

Roosevelt, he wag given the first ; 1 with the documens” band in his struggle with polio, Eleanor asserts herself, arguing against her
st opportunity to wor
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Juces them t© President Theodore Roosevelt and learn about “refofmem"h;
Viewers m;ﬂuses in the early 1900s. They also learn about the politicy] strug.
ent ho mocrats and Republicans, particularly through conversations
ly character who manages to establish emotional closeness
d Franklin: FDR’s adviser Louis Howe. Audiences i
ican life in earlier times, from conditions in the ryry
countryside to the streets and parlors olf l.\lew York City ‘and Wasl}in gfon, e
Particularly impressive is the film’s depiction cff Eleanor’s tr?m trip with FDR
casket from Warm Springs, Georgia, to Washmgton-, D.C., in 1945. It revealsa
multitude of poor Americans standing along the railroad tracks, paying their
Jast respects to the man credited with pulling their nation out of the Great De-
ard victory in World War IL. Eleanor and
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nsforme d
final ¢,
1 achiem

Mt the
cent!

public
politics. Neverthel
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involving the on
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Franklin stirs curiosity about these and many other important matters asso-

ciated with early-twentieth-century American history.

The film also raises significant questions about Eleanor’s experiences, ?'m'
jes that are presented subtly rather than directly. Especially important, It€¥
poses viewers to separate gender spheres in the upper-class social envirtfmﬂe“t
of turn-of-the-century America. As audiences watch Eleanor beginl.llﬂg her
married life largely separated from her husband’s professional activi.ti.csi df”’
are encouraged to ponder how women sought fulfillment under conditions m:
herited from Victorian times. They may ask: Which developments S?rved t‘.’:a
duce divisions between men’s and women’s spheres of aCﬁv_lty? .
husband’s marital infidelities or temporary removal from a meesswml £ B
sometimes influence a woman’s emotional emancipation, as in the case
€anor Roosevelt?
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Above all; Eleanor and Franklin shows that individuals have histories
uch as pations do. Character and personality are not fixed at birth; they an;
formed in large part from a person’s interaction with the physical and social
enviIOHmem' In Eleanor’s case, a vibrant woman learned to resist her per-
ot demons and ultimately triumph over them. Unlike many dramas that
chow a fully developed figure throughout the story, Eleanor and Franklin ex-
plores the evolution of character and personality over time. It never suggests
(hat it can proffer a confident explanation for all of Eleanor Roosevelt’s be-
HavioD relegating some issues to the mystery of human psychology. Yet it cer-
ainly speculates about the sources of Eleanor’s notable strength and integrity,
basing its guesswork on the informed observations presented in Lash’s im-

pressive biography.!!

The Execution of Private Slovik (1974) is another outstanding study of an
individual’s place in history. Eddie D. Slovik was the only U.S. soldier to be exe-
cuted for desertion in World War II. This made-for-television film about the
decisions that led to his death was produced by Richard Levinson and William
Link, two unusually talented and accomplished creators of prime-time pro-
grams who did a great deal to develop socially responsible entertainment.
When their popular show Mannix came under criticism for gratuitous vio-
lence, they responded with Columbo, a detective show that emphasized the ce-
rebral challenge of catching the killer rather than the physical depiction of the
murder. Levinson and Link also produced a dramatic special that raised seri-
ous questions about whether television programs can influence violent behay-
ior. Another drama by Levinson and Link dealt with the role of guns in violent
crime, and still another took up the then-controversial question of tobacco’s
responsibility for physical illnesses. In addition to these dramatic specials on
sensitive issues, Levinson and Link created popular mystery series for TV, such
as Ellery Queen and Murder She Wrote.

Levinson and Link based The Execution of Private Slovik on a fine book by
William Bradford Huie. Huie had taken an interest in Slovik's case and
tracked down documents that suggested that the troubled young soldier had
not been treated very sympathetically by the U.S. Army. A change in the Judge
Advocate General’s Office had eliminated some of the red tape blocking ac-
cess to evidence in the case, and Huie studied the newly released papers and
interviewed people who had known Slovick. He also talked with Slovik’s wife,
and she allowed him to read the many letters Slovik had written to her. The
tevelations in Huie’s book were startling, for the Slovik execution had oc-
curred during the last months of the war in Europe, when other war stories
easily eclipsed reports about this single soldier’s fate. Thus, not many people
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Maltz had served

hearings held by

chell and Hedda Hopp!

suring Sinatr
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Sinatra to drop
the elder Kennedy
tion with Sinatra.)
moved Maltz’s name

difficult to produce the movi o8 tD. 1
senhower, as leader of the Allies’ military campaigns in Europe, had given fing|

authorization for slovik's execution, and releas.e of the film could be viewed g
criticism of the famous war hero. Eventually, Sinatra gave up his efforts to pro-
duce the Eddie Slovik story, and Levinson and Link obtained the rights to it,
The television drama is extraordinarily faithful to the evidence Huie
ok, and it makes a commendable effort to render the details
with authenticity. The script incorporates much of the language reported in
the official documents, such as the comments made by military authorities
during Slovik's court-martial. When the drama portrays Slovik’s time in the
army, it features a voice-over as Slovik (Martin Sheen) reads from letters to his
wife back home. The sound track includes some of the actual music Slovik
heard (particularly “Tangerine,” a favorite of Slovik and his wife). The end of
the movie has no artificial music, however; the audience hears only the
soldiers’ footsteps as they move away from the execution site. The drarlna fol-
lows the details of Huies book so closely that it is difficult to find specific ex
amples of cinematic manipulation. One of the few notable adjustments of
the facts relates to the film’s portrayal of the execution. The movie shows Sl(;
vik choking up and sobbing as a soldier places a hood over his hea‘d,.wht’.rfil
the documents indicate that Slovik was quiet and courageous- This 18 h:; h’-’
an egregious manipulation of the evidence. Levinson and Link’s Cmben']:t_
o only helps heighten the emotional impact of the depiction, accen
ing the horror,
bu::;i:‘:;iﬂn of Private Slc_wik makes a strong case on behalf
Present the evidence in a one-sided manner. The

presents in his bo

of the victif?
drama sho
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U.S. military leaders made a decision that se

why 3 ;
y who have viewed the evidence years after ¢

man o e
flm portrays military authorities speaking of the

it in 1945 Eddie Slovik refused to fight when U.Ss
the Hiirtgen Forest and were suffering serious cas
court.martia\l at a time when American soldiers

€MS quite wrongheaded to
he fact. Levinson and Link’s
Slovik case as they addressed
forces were pinned down in
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: faced eve ;
and frustration in the Battle of the Bulge. In both mmt;fr:::r casualties
agements, a

aumber of U.S. soldiers—including the recent, bottom-of-the-barre]

suchas Slovik—deserted in the face of enemy fire. In the movje rre. draftees
cers responsible for making decisions in the case against Slovik > :arlous offi-
that discipline will break down if soldiers think that they mega:’-iﬁ coirllicem
action with impunity. Slovik’s case is an attractive example for theseeinr:lli t:rY
als, because the young deserter had a criminal record before he went int‘(r: tll:-
military (Slovik was involved in only minor infractions).4 .

The Execu_tzlon of Private Slfwik a159 reveals that decision makers up the line
in the U.S. military chose capital punishment as the sentence because the rules
required it. Slovik had clearly taken responsibility for deserting and had writ-
ten a note spelling out what he had done and that he would run away again if
sent to the front. Some (but not all) individuals in the military passed along the
recommendation for execution, expecting that such an extraordinary punish-
ment would not actually be meted out. But when the recommendation reached
the top, General Eisenhower was busy making important strategic decisions,
and he let the order stand.#

Although the movie examines the conditions and rationales that led to
Eddie Slovik’s execution in front of a firing squad, it also presents a great deal
of evidence that undermines the case for his execution. After focusing on
Slovik’s last day as a military prisoner, the movie flashes back and examines his
personal background. The story characterizes Slovik much as his friends, fam-
ily, and fellow soldiers remembered him—as a good-hearted but shy and trou-
bled young man who is distrustful of institutions. As a teenager, he gets into
difficulties with the law and spends a lengthy period in reform school. One of
the authorities at the school takes a liking to him and urges him to find a good
woman when he gets out, someone who will give him direction in his life. Slo-
vik soon finds such a relationship, and as the counselor expected, it transforms
him. Newly married and deeply in love, Slovik gets a decent job and moves s
small but attractive living quarters with his wife. : :

This brief, happy interlude comes to an abrupt end when he receives nobee
10 report to the military. The U.S. Army was desperate for manpower ;n V1:121::
final, bloody year of the war and was turning to individuals sud} PN
Men with criminal records who would ordinarily be rejected. Slegcai
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writes the letter t© film explains Slovik’s controversial action in termg of hl‘l'
In this manneb, the gt biographical treatment attempts to show wh ‘h"s
; army’s demands and became the tegt Ca:’e f01:
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Writeg

at action in his first combat experie

groun

al back
pe dual resisted the

particular indivi

ishing deserters.
Pur;;:lgfemﬁon of Private Slovik presents enough heart-wrenching informg.

tion to convince most viewers that Slovik should not have been shot, The
drama shows that the U.S. Army neede.d to make an exan?pl? of Someone, apg
Slovik’s case suited that purpose. Slovik :l.lready had a c‘nmmal record, an 4
Martin Sheen says in the film (and Slovik expressed in real life), “They are
shooting me for the bread I stole when I was twelve years old.” The movie neyer
slams viewers with a heavy-handed suggestion that they must conclude in
Slovik’s favor, however. The preponderance of information simply weighs in
most impressively on his side. Overall, then, The Execution of Private Sloyik
presents a sophisticated, fair-minded review of the principal details. It exposes
the audience to both critical and supporting evidence about its subject and
communicates its message with integrity and subtlety.

A ringing endorsement of the movie’s softly stated point of view came out
thirteen years later in a remarkable essay by one of the men who had made the
military judgment regarding guilt and execution. In an article published in
Amierican Heritage, Benedict B. Kimmelman explained why he regretted his de-
cision to convict Slovik. Kimmelman observed that the deliberations had not
been fair; Slovik’s defense counsel was not an attorney, only five wi’me-‘»fes
spoke at the hearings, and Slovik remained mute during the court-martial.
General Eisenhower did not even read Slovik’s plea for mercy. Kimmelman had
been taken captive by the Germans in the Battle of the Bulge, so he did not
lgm of Slovik's execution until after his release. The news of Sloviks deat.h by
ﬁl‘lng.squad upset him. Kimmelman had seen many U.S. soldiers demorallZe®
;T‘L(:‘i::::li'hsa;allyzed, and unwilling to pursue combat duri'lltlgstf;:ﬂl:r:ho
Wwere unable to d:je' 'P;e CXpr?ssed S.ymp'athy .for your?g m'en : ;ese I
ciplinary action, ; Al sl onian action
taken againgt §) oo mmelman acknowledged, but hardly the drac

ovik, 45
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Examining Controversy through Conflicting Perspectives

The Execution of Private Slovik came close to presenting a balanced, tw
sided perspective of the case, but the evidence associated with Slovik’s e; Z
packground, the details of the military’s decision making, and the diftins otn
nature of his punishment (as the only GI executed for desertion duri ctll:,e
war) tended to push the film's sympathies in the direction of the victilrl:ag De
some movies succejed ?n creating strongly balanced portrayals of their ;ub?
jects? Can cinematic history challenge audiences to make judgments by con-
fronting them with two or more well-documented arguments? Do som); dra-
mas effectively remind audiences that interpreting history often calls for
difficult decision making? Can motion pictures succeed in presenting the
search for historical understanding in the fashion of a detective story, vfhere
the investigator must study evidence (in a manner, clues), weigh its ;ignjﬁ-
cance, and decide how to employ it? Can movies encourage audiences to make
personal judgments about the past and reach decisions about truth and false-
hood, right and wrong, praise and criticism?

The two films under consideration are among the few that perform splen-
didly in suggesting that balance. Each provokes its audience, delivering a good
deal of information that leads viewers in several directions as they evaluate the
evidence. Each film creates a pendulum effect, swinging the audience back and
forlth between perspectives. During some moments in the dramas, the charac-
terizations seem to favor one point of view, but then the sympathy shifts.
Throughout the films, words and images hint of contradictory conclusions,
and in the end, the stories do not bring closure to the debate. These films en-
courage viewers to render their own judgments.

[tis tremendously difficult to fashion a drama that appears impartial, and
students of these films may detect slight interpretive biases in one direction or
another. Some degree of bias is likely to be evident, for no filmmaker can ap-
pranh historical evidence with complete objectivity. By choosing to include
Speclﬁc- information and to characterize individuals in a particular manner, as
Ziﬂ rz:ls In other artistic decisions, the dramatist em‘pl.oyf subtle but persuasive

; ques that skew a film’s perspective. Indeed, it is likely that key produc-
“09 Personnel (such as the writer, producer, and director) harbor personal
OPInions on the subject, despite their public claims about seeking an even-
handeq eXamination of it. Still, these movies deserve acclaim for exhibiting
such judiciousness in portraying controversial subjects. They are not perfect
.models of objectivity, but they are more effective than most films in introduc-
'Ng audiences to conflicting viewpoints.

One of the most familiar examples of this achievement is Patton, which
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icture of 1970. Patton’s creator
Award for Best P e s first p]anned
1d, aiming to construct a rather one-

demy ;
the Aca ' _ sided, fav(’fabl
but political circumstances influenc

won . e
to take hagmgraphlc st
war hero,

ective on o e
il the charactenzat:on more comp i
to make Jans to create @ " ovie about one of AMerica’s most famous
N
Early P a‘:als George S. Patton called for a celebratory film 7
11 generals, ra celet |

v j‘e military figure as 2 hero and an Ispingtior) for Americapg Th
o aise Patton’s gutsy, unconventional approach to leaq e
er-

as to pr
slc]r.eelll:I:ii‘:AcC arthy, who had been secretary to General George C, Marshau
ship.

during World War I1 gpidedithoiproject irokrln the:beginaingiing eventug]),
became the movie's producer. He proposed the concept for the film to Darry)
Zanuck of Fox and got the go-ahead to begin planmng. A variety of obstaleg
stood in his way, however. McCarthy needed tanks, jeeps, and other i
ment to give his film authenticity, but the U.S. Army would not CoOperate,
patton’s widow would not cooperate either. After she died, two of Patton's
three children refused to work with him as well, feeling that their father hyg
received unfair treatment from the media. George S. Patton 11, a lieutenant iy
the army, was particularly resistant, saying that he would “shoot any sop
who makes a movie about my father” By the time McCarthy was ready to
move forward with script writing and production planning (by buying rights
to biographies of Patton and securing help from the Spanish army), the
United States was in the thick of the Vietnam War, which created a very dif-
ferent condition for the movie’s reception. Responding to the new political
environment, McCarthy worked to create a balanced movie treatment of
General Patton.

From 1965 t0 1969, the script went through several revisions, and U.S. mili-
tary actions in Vietnam became increasingly unpopular. Public demonstra-
tions against the war grew, young Americans protested the draft, and antiwar
and antimilitary sentiments found frequent expression in the mass media.
McCarthy and director Franklin Schaffner now sensed that they would haveto
portray their story differently and market it differently as well. They attempte
to present both a positive and negative side of the general.#’

. h?:)it?z}?ne han'd, tl.le motion picture they released in 19.70 gives the i:l::
i \aracterization. Germany’s military leaders praise and. ffaf -
erican general expects the soldiers under him to maintain high

& ; it
rds of preparation and discipline. He displays a genius for War'makmg’w

heisalso a culty e visiting
. red and refined fi . anity while V¥
a seriously wounded o] gure who shows his humanity Amercs

dier. Above all, the movie depicts Patton 8 :
most ? ) ovie depic n
e Alli?issm leade.r in the World War 11 military campaigns, 4 key figuré
Hiccess against the powerful German war machine- The film s

: e
ed thejr decision

Worlq
WOuld
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George' S. Patton (George C. Scott) is about to deliver a memorable speech in the

ﬁfS! minutes of Franklin J. Schaffner’s Patton (1970). The film presents a heroic

if;furr.e of the famous general, yet it also raises serious questions about his ideas and
ehavior. (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

:lhat the ﬁg.hting in Europe might have ended earlier if the Allied military plan-
ers had given Patton’s troops the gasoline and the green light they needed to
Pursue the enemy deep into Germany.
: On the other hand, Patton raises questions about the controversial military
gure. It shows the general’s arrogance and insensitivity (such as when he slaps
@ soldier who has suffered psychologically from the combat experience). The
Movie reveals that Patton proposed generous treatment of defeated Nazi mili-
tary men at the end of the war, and it suggests that he was overly eager to en-
83ge the Russian communists in a war. Most important, the film examines

Awarding the Harry and the Brooks

133



George S. Patton (George C. Scott) prepares to land at a beachhead in Patton
(1970). Public agitation over the Vietnam War led the movie’s producer and
director to emphasize that their film was not a simple-minded, gung-ho war
picture, (Museum of Modern Art Film Archive)

Patton’s enthusiasm for battle, his eagerness to pursue it for personal glory.
SP caking of war, Patton says, “I love it. God help me. I do love it 50" In othet
situations, Patton (George C. Scott) worries that the war will end beforehe has
: :};a;c; ;?n(ii,rea major victories and achieve the destiny he thinks he deSer;:i
s in the ﬁ]m,.panon speaks of reincarnation, claiming that h.e
Present on the ancient battlefields of history. The film N e
guessing: Is this man a brilljant
; When the moyie was ready
1od of infenge public cont,
McCarthy ang Schaffner
8ung-ho, pro,

general or a madman?

for release in the spring of 1970—3"
roversy about America’s role in Viet.nml‘ 1
told the media that their picture Was not s’

-War st « e 0 H
134 Ory.“This is not a war film,” said McCarthy* Th® P
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il ved that viewers would find the battle scenes horrifying and recognize th

; P 3 e
novie’s antiwar qualities. Schaffner maintained that Patton “was mgis ided
and a man after a headline.” He said that the general s

; “hated pea
(o start trouble with the Russians’ peaceind iy

¥ In these com

1 ments to the press and in

sther publicity efforts, the producer and director drew attentionpto the tw
0_

ded nature of their ‘characterization. Representatives of the media und
stood their message, interpreting the film in the way its creators sugge terl;
wyjewing Patton: Pick Your Angle,” headlined the Wall Street ]aurna%‘g“;eft‘
Right Hail War Picture,” reported Variety; “Patton: Reaction Divided’: tae ci
the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner. The Herald-Examiner’s reviewer no’t flt:
patton made the general look like a monster to some and a genius to o:he ::
Thus, an unpopular war helped establish the basis for an unusuall rbsal
anced examination of a brilliant but highly controversial military ﬁgmeyﬁ»on-l
World War II. From the opening moments of the film (when Patton speaks en-
thusiastically to troops about the glories of combat and America’s impressive
military record) and throughout the picture, Patton challenges audiences to
think, to raise questions, and to make personal judgments. More so than most
?iollyw'ood docudr.amas, Patton exposes audiences to clashing perspectives on
its \?ub]ect. A reviewer for the New Yorker succinctly identified the film’s
achievement when he said that the movie “appears to be deliberately planned
e Rorschach test.” Patton looked like a true hero to those who believed in
military values, said the writer, a “red-blooded American who loves to fight
and whose crude talk is straight talk.” To those who despised militarism, how-
ever, Pat.ton showed “the worst kind of red-blooded American mystical maniac
who believes in fighting.” In their eyes, the general was “symbolic proof of the
:::n:}slse zf t;le whole military complex.”s! In aunique and highly entertaining
Sub;tamia;‘:dan‘on maflages to accomplish a rare .achjevement—a well-
e Epreser'ltatlon of ‘more than one perspecfnve on a famous figure.
bl tha:b .;l'ermes (1984) 1is th? second.outstandmg example of a docu-
e ri lilantly.con.fro'nts viewers with conflicting evidence and chal-
e Coe: to judge its significance. This made-for-TV movie produced by
Miniser-o appeared on PBS Television in 1984 and won an Emm).' for l.3est
B i;s. The WGBH-W film presents an exception.aﬂ)' balanced vt
oo e cc?nfrontatlon betwtaen Alger Hiss arlld'Whlttaker Chambers in the
edito; ; .Hlss-Chambers affair ama?md public interest when Ch'ambers,‘an
o at Time and.a former Communist Party member, accused Hiss of. being
e .w Comm-umst back in the 1930s. Latef', Chambers c'harged that Hiss had
Sm’ie:nvolved in espionage and had supplfed conﬁde;nt.lal d.ocuments to'the
b s. These claims were shocking, for Hiss had a dlsnngufShed reputation.
was a Harvard-educated lawyer, an important figure in dieNeWREL
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Concealed Enemies (1984) reveals evidence that, at
he case of either Alger Hiss or Whittaker Chambers

In the fashion of detective stor),
various points, appears to support
(WGBH-TV, Boston)

administration, and an officer in the U.S. State Department who had partici-
pated in the Yalta negotiations and the creation of the United Nations. At first,
Hiss appeared to be innocent of the charges, but evidence began to mountin
congressional hearings and grand jury investigations that cast doubt on Hiss's
testimony. Eventually, Hiss received a sentence of five years in prison on two
counts of perjury (he served forty-four months). When Hiss received hif sen-
tence, conservatives and liberals argued vehemently about his guilt or u?no-
cence. Debates over Hiss'’s supposed involvement with communism remained
intense through the following decades.

Concealed Enemies straddles the fence in this great debate. It presfn?f a
strong case for both Chambers and Hiss, examining much of the conflicting
evidence that intrigued and confused Americans back in the 1940s. It chal
lenges viewers with a detective-|ike investigation into a complex legal cas® i
fsingto favor decisively either of the historic figures under study: e
: Pem: Riegert (playing young Congressman Richard Nixon, who Was 4 i
in the Investigation) concisely states the main question that energizes

d , : )

“\r;;ln : thn he questions whether Hiss or Chambers is telling th¢ rtr:w,

: oiver Is ]ymg,” says Nixon, “is the greatest actor America has eve o
uced.” Conegleg En ug

: g o

believe, () emies never suggests which character audiences iz

leadin ' 'ver thecourse of the story, the drama drops clues and reveals oment:

0 8 Viewers to fayor either Hiss or Chambers from moment 0 ™ i
en the film sho

i . s vate W1
Ws Hiss (Edwarq Hermann) speaking in priva®
36 Reg HISToRy

ife, lawyer, O friends, he does not act like 5
wife 1 of a distinguished American who be
naftfl‘l)3 leckner, the director, urged his actors
\:/h en the actors asked him, “Am I telling the

onded, “You're all telling the truth, and
;};u’re telling the truth.”>3 As the four-

guilty man, He displays the indig-
lieves that he s innocent, Indeed,
to play their roles in ths fashion,
truth, or am | lying?” Bleckner re-
you should play it absolutely as if
Uiy hour drama comes to an end, the issye of
(ruthfulness remains in doubt. The movie’s verdict remains uncertain, or at
Jeast, it is left to the viewer to judge.

Solid research and attention to historical detail enhance the quality of Con-
cealed Enemies. Writer Hugh Whitmore read every book on the subject he could
find and interviewed more than sixty individuals who knew the principal fig-
ures. He and actor Edward Hermann also interviewed Alger Hiss (Chambers
was dead). Director Jeff Bleckner, an accomplished veteran of the TV show Hill
Street Blues, managed to gather a number of vintage props that gave the film a
feel of authenticity: 1940s automobiles filled the city streets, newsmen used old
photographic equipment with huge flashbulbs of the period. Bleckner filmed
the story in a slightly washed-out, brownish tint, giving his production a period
look. In these and other examples of the director’s attention to verisimilitude,
the film strongly communicates a feeling of America in the late 1940s.

Evidence that has come to light since the release of Concealed Enemies tends
to support the case against Alger Hiss. Documents began to emerge, especially
after the end of the Cold War, that seemed to suggest that Hiss had, in fact, lied
under oath. These records included files from the U.S. government’s Verona
Project, KGB documents, and records that had been in the hands of the Hun-
garian secret police. If dramatists attempted to portray Hiss’s story in the
twenty-first century, they might find the evidence less conflicting than it ap-
peared to the producer, writer, and director of Concealed Enemies in the 1980s.54

Patton and Concealed Enemies represent impressive achievements, but they
are bold exceptions to Hollywood’s rules of genre. Usually, cinematic history
does not present multiple perspectives; it does not challenge viewers with am-
biguous portraits. Partisan portrayals with heroes and villains are much m(l)re
“Ommon among Hollywood’s productions, because they constitute. sellfer {n-
Vestments, Audiences respond more readily to films that shar[')l)’ deth“l.Sh
800d from bag, right from wrong. Cinematic history often welghf i heawl);
With specific judgments about people and issues. In view of the u.mqueness of
the balanceq treatment in Patton and Concealed Enemies, the achievements 0
these two notable motion pictures deserve our attention.

ined in this section
The general thrust of the commentary on the films f’fafnm;oes not suggest
as beep complimentary, but the absence of strong criticism
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