CHAPTER FOUR

Screening History
A Test Case

In September 1980, a movie crew took possession of several blocks in
downtown Charleston, South Carolina, to film a story set in the year 1822.
When shooting a busy market scene that was designed to look like a typical
shopping situation in carly-nineteenth-century Charleston, the set designers
gave close attention to historical details. They filled the city’s open-air market
with vegetables, placed a number of goats and chickens near the stalls, and situ-
ated scores of people in and around the facility. These extras were exquisitely
dressed in fashions of the 1820s. The set designers also covered Charleston’s as-
phalt streets with dirt, and they arranged for drivers in horse-drawn carriages
to ride around the periphery of the market area. All these efforts helped estab-
lish a proper background for the movie’s depiction of a typical 1820s morning
in the port city. At the precise moment when all the props and people were in
place, two elderly ladies who were visiting Charleston for the first time came
around a corner and set their eyes on the marvelous scene. One turned to the
other and exclaimed, “My goodness, they really do historic restoration right in
Charleston!” Her comment offered amusing testimony to the filmmakers’ care-

ful efforts to give a few blocks of the city an authentic-looking appearance.!

The made-for-television movie that resulted from the.se efforts,' Denmark
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An inside look at the making of Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion can illuminate
the complexity of bringing history to the screen. It reveals that filmmakers
must exercise artistic license when producing historical drama. Even when
these artists intend to honor the historical record, as the makers of Denmark
Vesey's Rebellion hoped to do, they are often compelled to fictionalize. This ex-
ample of significant compromising in a serious attempt to produce cinematic
history provides a useful lesson for the cynical critics of docudrama who in-
sist that filmmakers should present only accurate and authentic depictions of
history. This case shows that dramatizing the past requires invention, that the
practice of cinematic history is inherently creative. The case reveals, too, that
even when filmmakers sincerely try to create a production that is educational
and instructive, they must pay close attention to the traditions of the cine-
matic genre,
Tllie following discussion of Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion is much more per®
son, -
3 (;han Other analyses that appear in this book, because I was closely con
nected to thi . 7 3 s
Televisi ﬂ'“sprodumon. From 1976 until the film’s national broadcast o" tici
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ceived o Eal;l";:::tz to Work on a film came unexpectedly in 197 .Whe-nélot-
ifiﬂ. WPBT, the l°c;; ;ndividual working with the PBS station il Mi d,ae i
5 Endowme 5 affliate, had received a planning grant g 1ati0?
Pt for the Humanitjes (NEH), and producers af s

were seeking ideas for t.elevision shows. The grant allowed the station to com-
municate with humanists around t.he United States, and as an academic who
had published some books and articles about slavery, my name turned up on
the list of invitees. A representative of the station, himself a historian, asked
that I write a few pages identifying concepts for programming. The invitation
intrigued me, not only because it came with an honorarium (in those days, hu-
manities scholars were not in the habit of receiving paychecks for consultation
Activities), but also because the opportunity to imagine a TV series that dealt
with history sounded very exciting. I quickly tapped out ten pages of descrip-
tion calling for dramas about slavery in the United States. My proposal stressed
that in recent years, much of the most important and controversial research in
American history had dealt with the “peculiar institution.” This subject inter-
ested the public, I said, principally because of the recent successes of the civil
rights movement. Americans wanted to learn more about the origins of racial
injustice and the historic struggle against it. The time was ripe, I argued, for a
series of dramatic films that traced the experiences of real people whose lives
had been affected by slavery. Each drama could serve as a window, providing
audiences a view of a different issue from the history of slavery in America.

My connections with the world of television and film expanded quickly in
that period. Shortly after I sent the ten-page proposal, producers at WPBT in-
vited me down to Miami to discuss the idea in person. They soon gave me the
title of project director, a term used by the NEH to identify the individual
who guides one of its funded film projects through the various stages of de-
velopment. A project director also serves as the principal liaison in dealing
with the NEH. Beyond that, nothing was certain about my responsibilities;
the job description was vague, and it had different meanings in the various
production organizations that received grants. As I discovered over several
years of association with NEH-supported projects, the scope of a project
director’s responsibilities depended on the individual’s determination to stick
his or her nose into the filmmaking activities and on the production people’s
tolerance for working with an academic. I was fortunate in teaming up with
Wo talented and cooperative executives who gave me considerable latitut'ie,
especially in the early stages of the project: R. Shepherd Morgan, the executive
Producer, and Yanna Kroyt Brandt, the producer. Working with Morgan and
Brandt, I named the subjects for study, developed treatments for the pro-
8rams (story outlines with descriptions of scenes and characters), v'n'ote the
bulk of the grant applications (particularly the historical‘and (iramatic' nartr:-

tives)i and sworked closely with professional screenwriters in c1:eatu.1g e
SCTipts. [ also assembled a team of scholar-advisers that includ.ed histonans. =
the height of scholarship on slavery and race relations at the time: Ira Berlin,
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we defended @ film concept all over again f0"a newteamfg NEH

W, as e each film required two major grants—one for SCriptj
dfor production. A production grant .from the NEH was never :l%
ficient to allow shooting to begin; it merely provided seed money, which then
had to be suPplemented by financial support from corporate underwriter
The producers and I remained busy for several years seeking approxim ately $;
million in funding for each film. Throughout this process, we had to justify the
programming not only in terms of its scholarly appeal but also with a view to.
ward its attractiveness as entertainment. The NEH program officers, corporate
underwriters, and PBS officials kept an eye on production values, not just the
educational potential and cultural worth of the programs.

Over a period of several years, our production team received funding to
complete three films. Two years after Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion appeared, PBS
broadcast Solomon Northup’s Odyssey. The Northup story dealt with a free
black man who had been kidnapped into slavery. Northup spent twelve years
in bondage in Louisiana before a sympathetic white man communicated infor-
mation about his condition to friends in the North and succeeded in getting
him rleleased. Charlotte Forten’s Mission (1985) related the story of an African-
a:’:fll_j]a:r::’g?;t;\::g ;\:::t toﬁ;hc ?outh to help freedmen'during the Clivil
well. WPBT also received NEelfl1 fum§ glepppoans (?n i Dlsn.ey‘ChmnC fs
it nding for the p.lanmng and s.crlptmg (')f add:
o e unch., a runaw;lay ?la-ve in early colonial America, a ;
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[ tried to press the scholars for ideas about how we could create a compel-

nageable drama out of such a huge, amorphous history. This sub-
dously important, I confessed, and it had been splendidly inter-
preted ina respected book by one of our advisers, Willie Lee Rose.> But how
could we find the foundations for a drama within Rose’s vast and complex
analysis? Several advisers suggested that our dramatists could surely come up
with a way to shape a workable story. They argued that we should not miss the
opportunity to bring Rose’s groundbreaking interpretation to the screen. Her
book threw important light on the emancipation experience, they argued, and
relevision audiences could learn a great deal from a presentation of the issues.
After that meeting, one of the writers and I devoted an enormous amount
of time to researching subjects related to Rose’s book. We tried to create a
workable structure for a script, but our efforts proved frustrating. The numer-
ous people and events covered by our study constituted an ordinary amount of
material for a book but were an extraordinary scope for a ninety-minute tele-
vision drama. We soon began to flounder. A basic outline for the script did not
emerge comfortably from the evidence, and when we tried to impose a form
on the information, we engaged in heavy fictionalization, imagining “typical”
behavior for a number of invented characters or historical figures about whom
we knew very little. Seeking to jump-start this stalling project, I conferred with
the producers, and we decided that travel might prove helpful. We arranged for
our writer to meet for two days with Willie Lee Rose and then to travel to the
sea islands of South Carolina so that he could gain some personal exposure to
the region and work with local documents. This strategy failed to produce an
impressive screenplay. Our story about the Port Royal Experiment continued

to be unwieldy and unfocused.
By this time, I had become convince

story of the Port Royal Experiment—a great top
for a filmed docudrama. I sensed that we could achieve greater progress look-

ing at the activities of one individual who had participated in the “rehearsal for
Reconstruction” That effort, however, would take more research and much
more time. | eventually identified Charlotte Forten as the subject for such a
film. Forten, the daughter of a distinguished African American in Philadel-
Phia, had gone to the sea islands during the Civil War to teach the- freedmen
and left a diary tracing her experiences. By the time we settled on the interesting

ling and ma
ject was tremen

d that we were on the wrong track. The
ic for a book—was too broad
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By focusing particularly on the expyloits of Denmark Vesey, we had the con,-
ponents of fascinating drama. Vesey's bold plot had a tremendous impact on
white Southerners. It struck fear in their hearts, provoking efforts to tighten
controls over slavery in the South. These efforts, in turn, antagonized North-
erners and led to growing criticism of the oppressive institution. Our dramati-
sation could show audiences how problems with slavery led to significant sec-
tional confrontations in the antebellum period. Also, an examination of
Vesey's experiences could teach audiences about the day-to-day lives of slaves
and explore the complexity of the master-slave relationship. In the course of
portraying Vesey’s life, our film could reveal how blacks struggled for individ-
ual dignity in the difficult, race-conscious society of the slave South. Our pro-
gram could also suggest the difficulties slaves faced when they resorted to vio-
lence to protest their condition.

Devising a conspiracy of my own, I scheduled the next meeting of P""d“_"
ch.‘w‘ritcrs. and scholars in Charleston, South Carolina. My goal was 10 excite
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Recalling the agony of that early experience in script creation, I do not see
he advisers’ commitment to the Port Royal story as a narrow-minded failure
% understand the nzfture of filmed drama. I was perhaps more responsible
than anyone for putting the production team in a morass, since the program
Jbout Port Royal had been my idea in the first place. When applying for script-
ing grants, [ found that it was easy to extol the value of a TV program that ex-
amined the efforts to help African Americans move from slavery to freedom in
the sea islands. The Port Royal Experiment represented a microcosm of the
south's struggles with Reconstruction after the Civil War, I argued. It gave us a
fascinating window into an important chapter in American history. My de-
scription sounded wonderful in a grant application, but it certainly did not
provide a useful blueprint for designing cinematic history. When my col-
Jeagues and I tried to turn that description into a working script, we discovered
that our plan was much too vague.

The struggle over the Port Royal story provided a valuable lesson for all the
academics associated with the project, myself included. In order to turn aca-
demic history into cinematic history, we needed to learn how to communicate
through film. At first, we did not truly appreciate the distinction between non-
fiction and drama. We turned to our familiar narrative devices: citing vast
amounts of data, relating stories about numerous historical characters, inter-
preting many important events that occurred over a long span of time. Work-
ing in that mode, we thought that Willie Lee Rose’s book about the “rehearsal
for Reconstruction” looked like a suitable subject for television. But, as we dis-
covered, it was not easily translatable into television drama. We were facing a
different kind of interpretive challenge in this case, one that was not as press-
ing when we wrote articles and books about history. Our film project required
not only that we raise important questions about history but also that we try to
imagine the answers in the form of an understandable and entertaining story
for the screen.

Could we educate and entertain at the same time? Were these two principal
goals mutually supporting, or were they in conflict with each other? Did prog-
ress toward one goal necessarily undermine advancement toward the other?
Our filmmaking experience suggested some answers. o

At first glance, the Vesey story Jooks like an easy one for dramanzaﬁm.
There are abundant records in the historical archivcs' relatefi to thc:: GORIPITAcY
including testimony from a number of slaves implicated in the lgsut]:.c:oz
Plot and an official report on the trial proceedings. We also found publishe

interpretations of the events by the governor of South Carolu.la and the mayor
personal Jetters, and a variety of other pri-
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words Of,:::h }:SS:‘;:;vii, documented archival records provide just a fey Pie
of a cor;Plex puzzle. The record does not show.what blacks or whites saidc:z
one another unofficially behind closed doors. Virtually all the private conver-
ations in the drama had to be imagined. Also, we do not know much agy
Denmark Vesey's personal motivation in leading a slave rebellion. The papers
contain only a few words suggesting that he was angry because, despite win-
ning his own freedom in an 1800 lottery, his children remained in slavery. We
know that Vesey found inspiration for revolt in Bible passages and that he was
aroused by what he read in some published documents containing congres-
sional debates on slavery. Still, these reports constitute only tiny bits of infor-
mation that hint at motivation. A dramatist must surmise why a man who en-
joyed the comforts of freedom would risk his life and those of many friendsin
such a dangerous plot.

Yet e

Despite hundreds of pages of extant documents on the case, the most im-
portant details of Vesey’s personal background are essentially limited to @
lengthy footnote appended to the official report of the conspirators’ trial. That
brief commentary begins with these words: “As Denmark Vesey has occupied
2 .large aplace in the conspiracy, a brief notice of him will, perhaps, not be de-
void of interest” Not be devoid of interest, indeed! Numerous books and art
dlfs have been published on the 1822 plot that interpret and inform at lengh
?oztfott}e]elglzi:l;il;meani“g of the nineteen sentences in this one-pardg?

; the authors of those publications, those of us Who WoE
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St cou]de}:uty’l alertness, and intelligence.” We guessed about the CO. 2
3 ave : y
Pet”onhis ship, then ed Captain Vesey to favor the youngster a1 7y

sellhim into slavery and sometime later take him
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Denmark Vesey (Yaphet Kotto) isa successful free black man in 1822 Charleston,
South Carolina, in Denmark Vesey's Rebellion (1982). Much has been written
about Vesey, but specific details about his personality, ideas, and plans are limited.
As often happens in the making of a docudrama, the filmmakers had to engage ina
good deal of speculation to present the character on the screen. (Robert Brent
Toplin)
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When I met W;:e portrayal of Vesey, the exchanges turned quickly to s
ts in the meeting disagreed about the goals of the conspiy.
1822, compiled by whites in South Carolina, Portrayeq
the plot’s leader in highly critical. terms—as ah?/icio.us re]:)el m(?tivated by
plood lust. In contrast Jate-twentieth-century .1stf)r1ans ad v’vriltten.many
sympathetic words about the b‘lack freedman, pomtm,g to Vesey’s intelligence
and courage. Even in failure, said these scholars, Vesey’s plot showed southerp
whites that the blacks were not as happy in bondage as the slave owners were
inclined to believe. Members of our advisory board clearly favored the second
interpretation, but they were divided in the conclusions they drew from spe-
cific evidence in the archives. To some, the historic Vesey was a great hero, a
freedom fighter much like the Founding Fathers of the American Revolution
or the modern-day leaders of the civil rights movement. Others agreed that
Vesey's struggle against slavery was noble, but they wondered whether the real
historic figure could have resembled the hate-filled rebel described in the doc-
uments. These historians observed that some reports from 1822 described a
vicious man who aimed to destroy Charleston in an orgy of rape, pillage,
arson, and mass murder. Perhaps, said one scholar, the historic Vesey was a
madman like Charles Manson. Or perhaps we could conclude that Vesey's
reasons for rebelling were good, but his intended actions were likely to harm
many innocent people,
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Jelieve J that the reb'els inten(.ield to murder hundreds of white Charlestonians
nd set fire to the cxt)". The c1t.12er'1s of Charleston who described these plans
T clieved .that the insurrectionists planned to direct thejr sexual passions at
the city’s whlte‘ v.vomen. I”.IO“.’ should we. deal with these conflicting observa-
ions? Our d‘ecmon V\.laS .s1g1,11ﬁcant, 'for 1't could lead to a depiction of events
(hat cast the mSu.rrectlomst's enterprl‘se' either favorably or unfavorably.

when designing the script, we privileged the sympathetic view of Vesey’s
Personality, actions, and goals, but we also gave voice to some of the conflict-
ing perspectives. Our fundamental characterization of the rebe] leader is com-
plimentary. We show Denmark Vesey to be strongly motivated by a desire to
free his family from bondage, and we suggest that he had developed a princi-
pled notion about freedom from his reading of the Bible and antislavery docu-
ments. Justifying our emphasis on positive qualities was not difficult. We rec-
ognized that fearful whites had written the principal documents about the
case, and they had probably described the blacks’ motivation in very critical
terms. Their references to rape, for instance, echo a fear that consistently ap-
pears in nineteenth-century claims about slaves” intentions toward southern
white women. Perhaps white South Carolinians gave so much attention to as-
sertions about lust, violence, and brutality because they did not want to give
expression to a different motivation— the drive to achieve emancipation from
oppression. Nevertheless, we felt an obligation to show that other visions of
the revolt appeared in the documents. In the film, some of the slaves express an
cagerness for murder and revenge, particularly Peter Poyas (Samm-Art Wil-
liams), one of the individuals who was especially associated with violent inten-
tions in the slave testimonies.

Our portrayal of Denmark Vesey, however, conforms to the favored prac-
tices of cinematic history. It clears him of petty hatred or the desire for gratui-
t.ous violence, The film presents Vesey in heroic terms. He comes across essen-
lially as a fighter for justice. Violence is not his goal; rather, violence represents
dmeans to accomplish his dream of emancipation for South Carolina’s slave:&
Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion does not portray its central figure as a saix'lt, but it
“rtainly does not present him as a deeply flawed leader. The film attributes to
S Participants in the plot some of the thirst for violence and revenge that
©Mmentatgrs mentioned in the documents.
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The author discusses plans for the portrayal of Denmark Vesey with actor Yaphet Kotto on
the set of Denmark Vesey's Rebellion (1982). (Robert Brent Toplin)

complained that Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion presents the slave leader and many
of his followers flatteringly, minimizing a commitment to violence that was
surely on their minds. In this fashion, television perpetuates myths. Unpleas-
ant, antisocial behavior by blacks is eliminated from the story, said Freehling.
Denmark Vesey the bigamist, terrorist, and militant revolutionary of historyis
not evident in the drama, Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion gives audiences black his-
tory in the manner they like it. It makes them comfortable by por traying ana-
tractive hero, Freehling argued.®
Freehling is quite right in analyzing these issues from the perspective of flﬂ'
flemic history, but his observations are not particularly relevant to the fashio™”
g of reel history. When writing books about this subject, Freehling can &
%}:ess 'a bout the many possible motivations of the rebels and speculate i }:1::
el thl: l.unmes.for entertaining diverse interpretatlorlts0 g ;
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By thinking only in terms of academic history rather than with a view to-
ward the structu.re of reel history, Freehling had difficulty recognizing some of
he notable achievements o.f the film. Denmark Vesey's Rebellion gives much
more expression to alternative views of the past than do most docudramas, In
fashioning the script, the writer and I tried to make the dialogue reflect con-
flicting viewpoints about important people and events. The characters’ words
communicate many of the opposing ideas exchanged in the advisory board’s
discussions. Late in the drama, for instance, a slave asks Rolla (the governor’s
servant, played by Cleavon Little) whether Rolla could slay his own master, and
he answers quickly in the affirmative. Later, Rolla tells Peter Poyas that he can-
not believe what he said. Rolla observes that his master has been good to him,
and he does not want to kill. He confesses that he is in the plot for his wife and
children, “not for Denmark Vesey.” Poyas then announces that he will be happy
to murder the governor for Rolla. Poyas insists that Denmark Vesey is a great
hero, and he challenges Rolla’s commitment to the plot. “Maybe he’s a mad-
man; did you ever think of that?” Rolla responds. Through this dialogue and in

other exchanges between leading characters, we communicate a variety of
viewpoints discussed by the scholars and suggested by some of the diverse
opinions expressed in the archival materials.

If Denmark Vesey serves as the film’s hero, who is the villain? We avoided
the stereotypical portrayals of whites that were fashionable in television docu-
drama at the time. The film’s slave owners and spokesmen for slavery are not
simply exploitative, insensitive, or sadistic types who demonstrate no consid-
eration for the blacks. Instead, we drew on the research of Eugene D. Genovese
(a board member) and other authors, attempting to give dimension to the
characterization of South Carolina’s whites. The approach we took in <0
interpretation is articulated in a letter I sent to the director, Stan Lathan, dur-
ing the formative stages of the production. At the time, Iwas resPond%"g to the
excitement about Roots (1977), the tremendously successful miniseries about
slavery. Some members of the production team worried that our ﬁlr:'t would
seem redundant if it appeared just a few years after the release of ABC’s smash
hit, 1 responded as follows:

Since the appearance of Roofs, other shows have attemp]t:d :io ;:: ::a:f
same audience nerve (A Woman Called Moses and Freed’omccz;is ,The s
ple) but they have all failed to come even clf)se to Roottst ;uof su[;ject, .
lem was not just one of production quality; it was :{T:meone is going to ed-
can be only one Roots... . atleast for few dec:d'ist.erest them further, they are
ucate TV audiences further on the s brings us toa fundamental

5 : at
going to have to offer something new: And th
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program- What new information can we e

= o e o
messages will stit their thinking about the 3 tto

tion about our pilot
istory

at new .
ning for our lives today?

0 beyond the characters of Roots. We can Stun gy
fiences (and give them a more sophlstlcat;ld understandlnng of slavery o he
by showing that the real problem w.aS nc.)t 31.mP1Y one of ggoq
bad whites. The real tragedy in this history concerns th
way all people can become.‘/iair?1S ol systen;.' /:18 we see in the seripy, ,
message about human relationships e.merges e familiay
black-white or North-South perspective. The story suggests that SOmetimes
blacks and whites genuinely cared for each other as people, as in the cases of
the Bennett-Rolla and Hammett-Bacchus relationships. Slavery was the in-
stitutional wedge driven between them. The system made them reluctant
antagonists. This is 2 major message of our program—that by building in-
equality into a social structure we kill the potential of people to be decent,
caring and good to each other. Some (though certainly not all) of the mas-
ters were basically decent people, but the system made them “bad.”

As audiences begin to see the complexity of personalities and their rela-
tionships, I hope the insights will jolt them out of their chairs. When they
realize that each actor is not fulfilling the expected stereotypical role, hope-
fully their minds will begin to spin as they ask themselves: How did these
people get into this fix? How will they get out? Who or what is to blame? In
short, they will find themselves drawn into a historical detective story. A
plot unfolds, clues are introduced to help them fit pieces of the puzzle to-
gether. But at the end of the story there is still enough complexity to make
the effort to draw conclusions difficult. No doubt, they will see Denmark
V?“Y as an authentic hero, yet they will also find themselves relating with
empathy to some of the white Charlestonians such as Governor Bennett’

ques
our audience? Whi

of slavery and jits mea
Perhaps it is i€ to g

same time)
blacks exploited by

) Our ﬁlm does have one truly nasty villain, Captain Dove, drawn right out of
thz :)rlchlvill re'c?rds. T}.me Dove of history displayed much more doubt abo]l::

acks’ original claims of innocence than Governor Bennett did, and
x;g}ed the authorities to treat rumors of a conspiracy with greater serious.nes's.
en another black came forward with reports of a slave plot, Dove felt yindi-

cated, and he proved a ¥ hen
particular] i t to appre
Vesey and his = au, y aggressive leader of the effor

A more com

i .
plex villain in the film is Benjamin Hammett (Ned Beatty)

Chal'lesmn b 5 ;s
Usinessman whq A e ot figure®
Bacchus. Hammeyy owns one of the story’s principal " dave i

I pes
< esntiagood example of the contradiction’

that 1 add
ressed
d in the letter to the director. He demonstrates concern 0
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well-being of Bacchus (Bernie Casey), yet he works actively to ;
ities of Charleston’s slaves and, especially, the city’s free blacks antrol the activ-
trays a deep sense of attachment between Hammett and Bac‘ch ur drama por-
emotional high points in the film occurs when Hammett visits ']-‘;- yon t?]e
the slave awaits his execution. Hammett asks how he “went WIO! aich‘.ls while
chus, expressing disbelief that his loyal slave plotted to kill him B:cgchmth I?ac-
ates the idea of an “institutional wedge” that I identified in th; letter, ‘;iarn'cu.
that his principal goal was to be free, not to kill. He acknowledges t;la::tmf!
mett was good to him but claims that the master never saw him as a persa::
onlyasa good horse or a very smart dog. Bacchus then chases his master away’
proclaiming that death is not so horrible, for he had pretty much been asleq;
until Denmark Vesey awakened him with questions about his slave condition.
The film shows Hammett leaving the prison in disbelief. Not recognizing
Bacchus’s fundamental humanity, the master remains confused and frustrated.
Our portrayals of two other whites in the story are also designed to suggest
the complexity of relationships in slavery and the notion of an institutional
wedge. We show Captain Joseph Vesey to be a kindly man who demonstrates a
sincere liking for his intelligent and handsome young slave. But the captain
also commands absolute power in the relationship and uses that authority with
devastating effect when he summarily expels young Denmark from his ship.
Governor Bennett (William Windom) is portrayed much like he appears in the
records, a generous man who is slow to recognize that a genuine slave conspir-
acy is afoot and that it involves a few of his trusted servants. Toward the end of
the film, Bennett finally recognizes the danger and proclaims that he will be-
come a tougher master in his household. Bennett also applies these lessons to
public affairs, saying that state and local authorities need to maintain much ac-
tive vigilance over the slave population. In these comments, Bennett stands in
for many southerners of the 1820s and 1830s who turned away from their “lib-
eral” attitudes toward slavery and increasingly sanctioned strong controls over

the blacks’ activities, including the lives of freedmen. ;
r something surprising—narrative

Every new entry in a genre needs to offe
fare—and itisin these charac-

developments that are different from the familiar

terizations of both blacks and whites that I believe Denmark Vesey's I'ieb.ellion
ur film features heroes and villains—

Makes its most i B
important contribution.
. it also introduces @ number

familiar characterizations in historical drama—but : TS
of characters that represent flawed heroes and partially redee

this manner, the film provokes audiences, challenging them t thmk::out the
terrible injustices that could turn blacks and whitef into mortal e:::;lov.’

As discussed in the chapter on genre drama‘tuf film d::: :nd i g
‘oom for hedging. In portraying characters, depicting events

much
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dium favors partisanship, commitment, StOng opinions, g,
bepavier 1 m;l script called for a firm judgment concerning a fundamenta]
. e .
preparation of s cubject. We had to decide whether the slave conspir.
;on about the
question

existed: .
acyin Charleston truly historian Richard Wade published an inf],, s

iversity of Chicago
lnl?él*it:heich he maintained that the Vesey plot was largely a figment of
tial article

. of nervous white Charlestonians. Writing in the Jourpg of
ade claimed that evidence for a large-scale, well-planneg

istory, We .
Southern HIsto) lacking; Charleston and South Carolina officials believeq

e insurrection was S :
ilha\ e :iT;est & il Wade. Reacting in the hysterical manner of the Salem
eV i

witch hunters, they pointed a ﬁnger‘ at many people who MY have been inp.
cent” Many years later (in 2001), lehafl P ]oh.nson continued and expanded
this debate by arguing that Vesey and his assocx‘ates had been victimized by a
conspiracy involving coerced black witnesses, white supporters, and the courts.s
Our advisory board’s first reaction to Wade’s challenge was to circle the
wagon trains. Citing the evidence of many other historical studies (including
the writings of William Freehling) and reflecting on their own readings of the
primary documents, the scholars maintained that there was substantial sup-
port for the conclusion that a major slave conspiracy existed in Charleston in
1822. Through the course of this discussion, however, we agreed to keep an
open mind and investigate the issue further. The research I conducted as a re-
sult of the exchanges led to some intriguing conclusions. Evidence suggested
that although the plot had been real, Wade raised some relevant questions.
Aboveall, he seemed correct in suggesting that the number of slaves associated
with the plot had been grossly inflated in some official reports. Figures as high
259,000 conspirators had been mentioned by the authorities, and this Jarge es-
timate of the number of participants found its way into many modern-day
history books. My research suggested that the slaves used exaggerated figuresas
2 means of dealing with potential recruits who doubted their chance of s¢
:::S.b':‘l;lkej cons:)irators hoped to inspire confidence by claiming that they hﬂ‘}
. ng of thousands of slaves. Nervous whites later repeated these‘ex
ary numbers to drum up support for restrictive measures against

black slaves and freedmen. Although it i diff < dentify a spe cific figures
evidently aboyt fifty or six el o el.mfy e the plot

ty slaves were reasonably well-informed of theP

Once the I “
€Cruiters communj 5 e
) icated informati others, they assum™
€N0rmous risk of betrayal, B 2
As in the cage of

e
: on, W
tried t i

Olg e other controversies about historical interpretat!

BIVE Viewers ap - e ialogue in

the screenplay, At vgr: PPreciation of this debate through the di -
# rous poj : S ey 5S

points in the story, individual actors expre it

hopes 5
nd frustray;
i - i
a ons Tegarding the attempt to recruit in surrecﬂomss'
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omments show v‘arying degrees of confidence or pessimism about achieving
 mass uprising (just as we found conflicting evidence jn the documents).
It onicallys then, we owe. a debt to Richard Wade. Although we could not agree
ith his conclusions, his questions helped us probe more deeply into an im-
porta“t debate about the size of the conspiracy.

When I worked on the treatment and script for Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion, 1
was unaware of the conventions of cinematic history, the traditional storytel’l-
ing practices, yet I turned quite naturally to these familiar elements in fashion-
ing a drama for the screen. There were, for example, far too many principal
characters in the historic documents for a comprehensible story. Television au-
diences would easily become confused by the plethora of both black and white
individuals involved in the events around Charleston. To deal with this prob-
lem, I recommended the collapsing of multiple figures into one. For instance,
when I found that two of Governor Bennett’s key servants, Ned and Rolla, had
been deeply involved in the plot, I combined the individuals. Finding that
Rolla’s activities were somewhat more interesting and better reported, I let him
serve as the composite figure. Documents also indicated that Denmark Vesey
had many wives; one report spoke of seven. Scriptwriter William Hauptman
and I settled on two, giving each character significant roles in the story. We also
compressed events into a limited space of time, leaving the impression that the
conspiracy and its discovery occurred in a much briefer period than was actu-
ally the case.

One of the most striking manipulations in the film appears at the end. Both
the producers and the advisers were troubled by the difficulty of dealing with
the sad conclusion. Denmark Vesey loses his struggle for the cause of freedom,
and he dies with the hangman’s noose around his neck. Some worried that the
dr'ama would prove depressing rather than inspiring and that audiences would
f9ject the film because of its gloomy ending. Eventually, I discovered a way out
of this narrative dead end. Reading some old documents, I learned that Vesey’s
son had been a special guest of honor at ceremonies held in Charleston near
the end of the Civil War, marking the city’s liberation from Confederate con-
trol. Vesey had had a number of sons, I acknowledged, but we could imagine
that the one identified in the documents was the very Sandy Vesey who had
been involyed in the conspiracy and banished from the United States by South
Ca.roli“a authorities. In other words, our story could shiowthat oneiaficlie
Principal rebels lived to see the day of freedom from slavery. i

My suggestion inspired a completely invented conclusion to the dramla. ur
flm shows Sandy Vesey (David Harris) arranging an escape from S

But before leaving the region, he visits the grave site of his father, and there he
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ther, Beck (Mary Alice). Sandy takes a step forward, lookiy,
be forgotten,” proclaims Sandy. , . g
?” responds his mother. “Wl?y they can’t mourn,hxm i Charle&

; : much they’re scared of him, even thOu)gh hes dead; o i
ton. Thats ho"‘t') forgot. He let the truth out. They can’t pretend we’ye i
ther will never Zre » As Sandy sets off on his journey, hoping to e lp
in slax"er)’ a“lz, r:us o.ut, «Tell them who he was. Just tell them who he yyqs» a-
del-};-:":, B:;r:yal is a product of our imagination rather than a reflectjqy, g
the hi;toliical record and represents a bold exercise in artistic licenge, NOthing
like the mother-son encount.er ever happened, at least to our knOWledge. -
the scene helps give the movie a

encounters his mo

very sad. “Hewon't

“Forgotten

n inspiring, uplifting finish, and it addresges
some larger truths. Authorities in Charleston did, in fact, try to expunge ey;.
dence of Denmark Vesey’s activities, and they refused to publish anything he
said in his lengthy speech delivered in court. South Carolina’s leaders were
afraid of his legacy. Vesey’s actions helped communicate the slaves’ discon-
tent, and on many occasions in the years leading up to the Civil War, ab;.
tionists cited his example. Furthermore, by the late twentieth century,
Charlestonians, including many of the city’s white citizens, were giving
greater recognition to Vesey’s place in history. As Beck hoped in the film, peo-
ple eventually learned “who he was.” Indeed, our drama aimed to make a

larger audience aware of him.

I took many lessons away from the experience of working on the Vesey pro-
duction and other historical films, but two stand out in particular. The first re-
lates to how I came to look at cinematic history, thinking increasingly about
the production history and production personnel behind each film. The sec-
ond concerns the fundamental tension over questions about truth and fiction.
Asaresult of my experience in filmmaking, [ am convinced that all cinematic
his“.’f)’ calls for considerable artistic creativity, even serious productions that
receive academic stamps of approval. )

Allstudents of dramatic film should be exposed to the production experl-
ence, for familiarity with the various stages of film development can be invalu-
:blf for t‘h.e study of cinematic history. Students can learn a great deal frfﬂ'ﬂ
S o its P:Stproductlon activities. Presence on the S.Ct e :1 pic-
ey C'anges forever one’s perspective on dramatic motss e

: : essing the busy activities of th duction team, o€’

likely to sit bl ina theater Y' S (? S i

belief becomeg more diffy [l’asswe]y watching a movie. The suSP'en.S Jecision

that go into cinematic ;u tonce one is aware of the many artistic gaffers
IStory. Seeing the way cinematographer

ion of di¥
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(electl’i cians), grips (laborers who handje amultitude of jobs on th t)
eset), prop-

erty managers (responsible for props), Script supervisors (wh

scene-to-scene details), and others 8o about thejr businesssl V(Viso keep track of
signs of these artists’ handiwork in the finished product Thea on‘e to look for
one look carefully at camera angles, observe howa dire;t()re experience makes

. la .
Jation to one another in a scene, consider whic T e

taking, notice the choice of lighting, pay closeh :t:):;ltti:; ‘tnew b Ca:mefa >
makeup, listen carefully for sounds and music, and obsery, ia
clements that communicate messages to the audience, e

In one respect, the experience tends to spoi i g
After seeing work on a set, the student of ﬁl}r)x(:l(l:af:::)l;es'mo‘;le en'tertammem'
ploits of a movie’s heroes. When watching Mel Gibson inl;n'hpl); thﬂ” o
ple, the experienced individual will analyze the production, :hi;tg:t, :‘::’;a::‘
ideas that director Roland Emmerich wished to convey when he setg u al:h te
The student will view Mel Gibson as an actor working hard at his job ratier chI;
as Ben Martin, the fictional character fighting the British in America’s Revolu-
tionary War. Suspension of disbelief becomes difficult once the viewer thinks of
cinema as a production rather than as just an entertaining story. At another
level, however, exposure to the production process provides a fascinating educa-
tif)n. It reveals film in much greater complexity, sharpens one’s sensitivity to the
diverse methods by which the medium communicates, and makes one aware of
the mahy, subtle ways that images and sounds affect viewers emotions.

Firsthand experience in the filmmaking process also encourages the ob-
ser.ver to think about the medium as a production rather than as simply the
finished product. Much of published film commentary relates to the com-
pleted work, to the words, sounds, and images that appear in a motion picture.
Gene'rally, less attention is directed to the activities of the many people who
Play important roles in crafting the production. After cooperating with writ-
€IS, producers, directors, and numerous other artists associated with prepro-
iu:tl:on, filming on the set, and postproduction, the stude.nt. ?f film is inclf'ned

aise different questions when analyzing a movie: Who initiated the project?
Which People guided the script’s development? Which people or organizations
P cling their movie? Were they influenced 'by the sf,cc?esse.s G :

id traditionsiciithe genre impact their planning? Did key production
Personnel disagree on the film's interpretations of history? ?f = ho.w s
:i:cw }}at ways did current events affect the choice Of hiszotzcales: le: ilt}?: ‘:v:}rl:

'sions about interpretation? What were the politics of the peop G

; s e e . itical ideas infl
Most influential in shaping the story? DidRCpe arket the

> : ublicists m
filnyg Perspectives? How did the movie’s creators and p!
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hich interests and attitudes did they appealz Whay did
dience’s demographics to be? In what ways diq the
y over its historical interpretations, and how dig 't:
i

production? To W
expect the au
trovers
those criticisms? :
My experience working on Denma.rk Vesey’s Rebellion and othey it b
thl: the study of cinematic history needs greater attention i
tha : . ‘ .
es issues. Historians, especially, can profit in thejr in\,estiga
piopfiothe perspective that they apply in their genera| re
rch on the past. They can view movies historically, tracing the Process of
sea : : . rical
film development. Their discussions of cinematic history need not be .y
to the words, sounds, and images in the movie’s finished version. Mych can be
learned about a film’s relationship to history by studying the cinematic S
aip b e p.mduaio" and their experiences in researching, developing,
and marketing their story.

Another lesson I learned concerns the familiar debate about filmmakers
manipulation of history. When I faced the challenge of d. esigningdat il
television that portrayed the past responsibly, I discovered that some distortion
of the evidence is inevitable. No matter how deeply committed I was to render-
ing a story that told the truth about the past, I often found it necessary to fic-
tionalize. There were too many gaping holes in the evidence for me to claim

promoters

movie provoke con

creators respond to

gests
behind-the-scen

tions by applyin

that the film was genuinely representational. I had to imagine how events and
interactions took place, proffering educated guesses about a history that re-
mained substantially concealed from the modern investigator. Indeed, most of
what my production associates and I dramatized constituted informed specu-
lation, for no historian knows exactly how Vesey and other historic figures
dressed, walked, talked, or thought. Also, the documents available from 1822
offered conflicting evidence, for Vesey’s contemporaries often disagreed when
they described the rebellion and the people behind it. We, the filmmakers, had
to make numerous judgments about the validity of these conflicting claims.
We needed to privilege some of the evidence, shaping our vision of the truth
out of an amorphous mass of details.

Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion cannot be advertised as the only true story of the
Charlest‘on slave conspiracy. No filmmaker can honestly promote hised ?er
P:ocfiuctxon as such an achievement, Interpreting history through dram‘a tl;:
fca(; ;‘;T:l;";“:lizczg; enterprise. Othe.r artists could examine the Stf:ohls
“Truth s matre ¢ up with Bery different dramas about the o

: rof debate. It s constantly challenged and reconside”
ferent Interpreters, communicating <. 4: y g csadil
gt b nicating in different eras, may draw

T kines Wwe advanced in our film. : cealed that

ng on Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion also T

f 182%
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contentiousness about history presented o the screen has its roots in the divi
sions that animate scholarship. I enlisted 5 blue-ribbon panel of schol el s
perts 0 assist the production, yet those academic giants conﬂictedosiIr o
when interpreting key elements of the story. On issues as vital as th mngla)l,
motivation of the conspirators, their fundamenta] goals, and their :hperson
success, our advisers disagreed vehemently, The scholars’were not eve amf:es Y
mind in assessing Denmark Vesey’s character or hjs place in histo Inr;ltl)thone
matters, the professionals had to settle for 5 form of compromi?g that i -
unlike the conclusions they draw in traditiona] scholarship. They had to :zcno:
astory that attempted to tell the truth as best as we could judge it. And in ﬁl::
making, that truth is often a collective judgment, : :
Despite considerable manipulation, fictionalization,

; invention, and specu-
lation in Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion, i

: KeVesis I'am proud of the drama’s overall
achievement. Its historical interpretations are supported by numerous works

of scholarship. Accomplished historians vetted its design from the earliest con-
ceptualization to the crafting of several script drafts. A talented production
team worked hard to create intelligent and multidimensional views of slavery,
while keeping in mind practices of genre that help make cinematic history ar-
tistically appealing. We did as much as we reasonably could to establish a deli-
cate balance between responsible instruction and appealing entertainment.

If this educational production supported by the National Endowment for
the Humanities and designed for broadcast on PBS Television required a great
deal of creativity, we should not be surprised that feature films involve enor-
mous exercises of artistic license. Hollywood filmmakers are certainly under
much greater pressure to take liberties. Their big-budget movies have to reach
much larger audiences than do PBS productions. Feature films need to appeal
to less educated audiences, communicating interpretations of history in ways
that all viewers can understand. Their messages about history usually feature
less complexity than did our story about the Charleston conspiracy of 1822.
Hollywoods cinematic historians need to paint their history with broad strokes,
8reatly simplifying the portrayal of situations, characters, events, and ideas.

_ My experiences in filmmaking have led to considerable sympathy for the
“Inematic historians who confront these difficulties. After working in film’s
Production trenches, I better appreciate the challenges that Hollywood artists

face when they attempt to bring the past to life on the screen. I am more toler-

Antof their efforts to compress, invent, and speculate i e
plicated effort to ren-

duced 4 cinematic drama myself. The fascinating but com e
fler history on the screen made me much more aware i attemg (sleaj
{Nterpret the past, including serious works of scholarship, call for a goo
of creative imagination.
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