
[image: Cover]


THE  COLUMBIA  COMPANION  TO

AMERICAN    HISTORY   ON   FILM

[image: images]


Edited by   PETER  C.  ROLLINS


THE COLUMBIA COMPANION TO

AMERICAN HISTORY ON  FILM

How the Movies Have Portrayed the American  Past

[image: images]

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY PRESS    New York


Columbia University Press

Publishers Since 1893
New York    Chichester, West Sussex
cup.columbia.edu
Copyright © 2003 Columbia University Press
All rights reserved
E-ISBN 978-0-231-50839-1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

The Columbia companion to American history on film : How the movies have portrayed the American past / edited by Peter C. Rollins

   p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-231-11222-X (cloth : alk. paper)

1. United States—In motion pictures. 2. United States—History—Miscellanea. I. Rollins, Peter C. II. Title.

PN1995.9.U64 C65 2004

791.43/658 21

2003053086

A Columbia University Press E-book.
CUP would be pleased to hear about your reading experience with this e-book at cup-ebook@columbia.edu.


To John E. O’Connor and Martin A. Jackson,

cofounders of Film & History: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Film and Television History

(www.filmandhistory.org)


[image: images]   CONTENTS

Acknowledgments

Introduction

I. Eras

The Puritan Era and the Puritan Mind

The 1890s

The 1920s

The 1930s

The 1960s

The 1970s

The 1980s

II. Wars and Other Major Events

The American Revolution

The Civil War and Reconstruction

The Cold War

The Korean War

The Mexican-American War and the Spanish-American War

The Vietnam War

Westward Expansion and the Indian Wars

World War I

World War II: Documentaries

World War II: Feature Films

III. Notable People

The Antebellum Frontier Hero

Christopher Columbus

The Founding Fathers

Indian Leaders

The Kennedys

Abraham Lincoln

Richard Nixon

Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt

Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig

Harry S. Truman

George Washington

IV. Groups

African Americans After World War II

Arab Americans

Asian Americans

Catholic Americans

Children and Teenagers in the Twentieth Century

Irish Americans

Italian Americans

Jewish Americans

Mexican Americans

Native Americans

Radicals and Radicalism

Robber Barons, Media Moguls, and Power Elites

Women from the Colonial Era to 1900

Women in the Twentieth Century

V. Institutions and Movements

Baseball

City and State Government

Civil Rights

Congress

The Family

Football

Journalism and the Media

The Labor Movement and the Working Class

Militias and Extremist Political Movements

The Political Machine

The Presidency After World War II

Private Schools

Public High Schools

VI. Places

The Midwest

The “New” West and the New Western

New York City

The Sea

The Small Town

The South

Space

Suburbia

Texas and the Southwest

The Trans-Appalachian West

VII. Themes and Topics

Crime and the Mafia

Drugs, Tobacco, and Alcohol

Elections and Party Politics

Feminism and Feminist Films

Railroads

Sexuality

Slavery

VIII. Myths and Heroes

The American Adam

The American Fighting Man

Democracy and Equality

The Frontier and the West

Hollywood’s Detective

The Machine in the Garden

Success and the Self-Made Man

List of Contributors

Index


[image: images]   ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Susan Rollins, Leslie Fife, and Deborah Carmichael helped prepare materials for this book, and they have my great thanks. Throughout the project, James Warren of Columbia University Press was a demanding and hard-working colleague. Gregory McNamee was a joy to work with and enhanced both the consistency and insight of the manuscript. William F. Waters of Films for the Humanities provided authors with relevant documentaries from its collection; both he and Films for the Humanities deserve an emphatic note of thanks for making these resources available (www.films.com). I thank, too, Oklahoma State University for honoring my work by appointing me Regents Professor. A long series of department heads have promoted my efforts, among them Jack Crane, Leonard Leff, Jeffrey Walker, Edward Walkiewicz, and Carol Moder. I am most grateful for their support and faith. Finally, the staff of Film & History (www.filmandhistory.org) was ever generous with suggestions, help with documentation and filing, and production of the final manuscript.

[image: images]


[image: images]   INTRODUCTION

Film and television define our perceptions of our time and of historical experience. In 1973, John Harrington warned about the power of visual media to shape the contemporary sensibility, estimating that “by the time a person is fourteen, he will witness 18,000 murders on the screen. He will also see 350,000 commercials. By the time he is eighteen, he will stockpile nearly 17,000 hours of viewing experience and will watch at least twenty movies for every book he reads. Eventually, the viewing experience will absorb ten years of his life” (v). Nearly thirty years later, psychologists Robert Kubey and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi described contemporary viewing as a form of addiction: “The amount of time people spend watching television is astonishing. On average, individuals in the industrial world devote three hours a day to the pursuit—fully half of their leisure time, and more than on any single activity save work and sleep. At this rate, someone who lives to seventy-five would spend nine years in front of the tube” (76).

Through video rentals and reruns, film and television recycle themselves to consummate their impact on popular memory. All citizens need to ponder the implications of such statistics, but historians should be particularly concerned about this phenomenon, for what millions see on theater and television screens defines what is called “popular memory,” the informal—albeit generally accepted—view of the past. Indeed, visual media define history for many Americans. The Columbia Companion to American History on Film, a collection of essays that explore how major eras, institutions, peoples, wars, leaders, social groups, and myths of our national culture have been portrayed on film, offers readers and researchers an unparalleled resource on a vital source of historical interpretation and reflection.

Many scholars welcome the plethora of films and television programs that depict our history. They see film as a way of introducing and dramatizing the events, ideas, and forces that have shaped history and identity. But the use of films as sources of historical interpretation is not without problems or detractors. Take, for example, the case of the HBO feature film A Bright Shining Lie (1998), which purported to adapt a Pulitzer Prize–winning book to the screen. In the process so many changes were made that author Neil Sheehan and a major character, Daniel Ellsberg, threatened to sue the filmmakers for misrepresentation because the complex and ambiguous story of America’s role in Vietnam had been reduced to a cinematic diatribe against American intervention. (For Ellsberg’s trenchant discussion of the subject, consult the Film & History web site, www.filmandhistory.org.) Yet very few viewers are worried about “poetic license,” inventions, and deletions by filmmakers. Most are more interested in good stories about the past than accuracy of analysis. As filmmakers will tell you, they constitute an audience that simply wants to be “entertained.”

Since their inception, motion pictures and television have exerted a profound impact on our understanding of the past. As historical sources they can be very useful and revealing, but they must be “read” with sensitivity, care, and discrimination. During the silent era, directors such as D. W. Griffith helped to define the meaning of westward expansion and the significance of the Civil War. Silent-era director James Cruze contributed his vision of an Anglo-Saxon West in his adaptation of Emerson Hough’s The Covered Wagon (1923). These ambitious early films spoke volumes about American values in an era anxious about the impact of immigration, and The Covered Wagon in particular helped smooth the way for the Immigration Restriction Act of 1928. Throughout the so-called Studio Era (1930–48), leading producers and moguls took pride in underwriting historical films as part of the “quality” work of their corporations; David O. Selznick’s Gone with the Wind (1939) is perhaps the most famous example of a lavish film made to interpret American history to a large audience, an immensely popular project about which film scholars have been quarreling ever since. Such films were made as a gesture toward defining our national past, and some were made without concern for profit. Whether aimed at making money or not, they taught memorable lessons.

In recent decades, Oliver Stone has pilloried the American system in films such as Platoon (1986) and Wall Street (1987). Some critics consider him a history teacher, and in 1997, assuming that role, he spoke to the American Historical Association in a packed hall of more than 1,200 academics. He did not win over many of his critics. Historians deplore Stone’s mélange of fact and speculation. As George Will, a noted columnist and former professor of politics, has observed rancorously, “Stone falsifies so much that he may be an intellectual sociopath, indifferent to the truth.” In the feature film JFK (1991), what disturbed historians most can be identified early in the film where Stone edits factual footage—the famous Zapruder film of the assassination—with reenactments so similar in their documentary texture that it is almost impossible to distinguish what is fact and what is fiction. Among filmmakers, this technique has been condemned since the mid-1930s, when the famous March of Time newsreel series (1935–53) exploited it to a ridiculous extreme. Historians are especially sensitive about this kind of fraudulence because they are taught to identify sources accurately so that others can verify the accuracy of their findings. Within the films of Oliver Stone, no such option is available, even for the most alert viewers. In addition, most trained historians have warned that conspiracy theories rarely stand up to rigorous analysis; they oversimplify complex historical problems. In Stone’s case, without his all-pervasive conspiracy theory about the assassination of John F. Kennedy, the filmmaker’s historical interpretation self-destructs. As Time observed in a highly critical review, “So, you want to know, who killed the President and connived in the cover-up? Everybody! High officials in the CIA, the FBI, the Dallas constabulary, all three armed services, Big Business and the White House. Everybody done it—everybody but Lee Harvey Oswald.” Stone offers similar errors of interpretation in his Platoon and Wall Street, yet the popularity of these clever films poses a serious challenge to historians. They are powerfully convincing as screen narratives, often more convincing than attempted classroom rebuttals by history teachers.

Over the history of motion pictures, there have been isolated attempts to critique historical films—usually by those with strong objections to the content. When D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation was released in 1915, African American activists organized demonstrations and published condemnations of the epic film’s depiction of the Old South, an imaginary place where slaves supposedly enjoyed leisure and plenty. During World War I (1914–18), it became problematic to depict the American Revolution on film because Britain was a vital European ally. Within this context, films critical of England were suppressed by government censors. In one infamous case, a producer was imprisoned because he had been so subversive as to make the British the villains of his film about America’s struggle for independence. Not all censorship comes from outside the film project, however. Self-criticism softened the radicalism of Native Land (1941), a film designed to expose the injustices of American capitalism. Shortly before the release of the picture, Germany attacked the Soviet Union, leading to a (temporary) support of capitalist nations that would fight against the Axis enemy. Within this context of what was called a “Popular Front,” director Leo Hurwitz reedited the film, transforming it into a positive celebration of the Constitution and the Bill of Rights—even the Pilgrims! Hurwitz’s revision was a case of obedient rewriting of history to fit a changing party line. The option to make the same film teach such opposite lessons stands as a classic example of how malleable the film medium can be as an interpreter of history.

At least in the United States, little was done to evaluate historical films until 1970, when the Historians Film Committee was created as an affiliated society of the American Historical Association (AHA). Pressured by the obvious interest in film and television by the general population and concerned about the competition of the media of a “media age,” the AHA approved the creation of the society and its publication, Film & History: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Film and Television Studies. The journal has published articles that explore the relationship between America’s favorite art form and America’s historical legacy as defined by those academically trained to research and write history.

What is the value of such studies? At the beginning of the twentieth century, philosopher George Santayana made the lasting observation, that “those who do not remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” We know the importance of a sense of history for insight into the economic, political, and foreignpolicy issues of our time, but there is often the chance that decisions will be made on the basis of popular memory and reel history rather than the authentic insights of real history. Motion pictures are often made with the objective of telling good stories in a way that makes sense to a contemporary audience. In contrast, the best history is written to investigate the truth about the past without the intrusion of melodramatic, entertainment, or ideological concerns. Films, as the essays in this volume demonstrate at many points, reflect their times, along with the prejudices, misconceptions, and fixations of the periods in which they were made. For this reason, they are wonderful exempla for those who would seek to understand the ways Americans in the past have thought about critical events and themes in their history. Yet this virtue as documents of the past limits the value of motion pictures as truly insightful studies of history. To cite another observation by Santayana, historical motion pictures often can be characterized as “a pack of lies about events that never happened told by people who weren’t there.” Those who rely on historical films for their understanding of the past are often in danger of learning the wrong lessons—and, as a result, using the wrong models for interpreting the present.

The essays in this collection should help teachers, students, and general readers to avoid such pitfalls. Furthermore, reminders about the multiple perspectives of the past are always valuable because they force us to build and shape our own understanding of history. As an Internet announcement for a 2002 London conference on history and media observed, “For those who deplore these developments, the take-over of history by the media has resulted in a facile vision of the past, which is by turns intellectually unexciting and condescending towards its audience.” Each essay in this collection should both illuminate and complicate the subject matter examined by motion pictures; the result should be both a better understanding of both history and film—not to mention the process by which history is interpreted.

The Nature of the Essays

Each essay in The Columbia Companion to American History on Film reflects the outlook and sensibility of the contributor. Many, though not all essays, compare and contrast the interpretations of filmmakers with those of professional historians. Most contributors are from history or film departments, but some are in American studies and communications; all of the scholars who have contributed follow an interdisciplinary methodology with the goal of linking historical themes with related motion pictures.

The contributors to this volume were asked to keep a number of questions in mind while researching and writing their essays. Some of these questions were more important to certain essays than to others. The first question was this: Broadly speaking, how has the subject been treated by historians and by filmmakers? To which are added two corollary questions: What was the interpretation to be found in the accepted historical sources of the time in which the film was made? Is there a “take” on those sources in the film, or is there direct borrowing? For example, D. W. Griffith was a direct borrower of “tragic era” interpretations of post–Civil War Reconstruction, histories written by such authorities as William Dunning (1857–1922) and Claude Bowers (1878–1958). Their highly tendentious histories painted a portrait of a stable and happy slave society before the Civil War and the agony that resulted when war destroyed the Plantation Ideal. Griffith subscribed to both the vision of the antebellum harmony and the “tragic era” approach to Reconstruction (1865–77)—which, according to Dunning and Bowers, was an era in which an imposed government violated the political and civil rights of southern whites. Thus, it is clear that Griffith was methodologically faithful in his borrowing of historical interpretation, but, in this infamous case, the historians and the filmmaker were equally guilty of historical distortion.

The fourth question is: How do the film interpretations deviate from their sources? Surprisingly, the film adaptation of The Grapes of Wrath (1940) wanders widely from John Steinbeck’s classic novel (1939) in ways that Steinbeck himself did not notice when he inspected Nunnally Johnson’s preproduction script, thanks to his own lack of visual literacy (Owens, 98). Whereas Steinbeck was outraged about the suffering of his “Okies,” and pessimistic about government efforts to help the unemployed, the film by director John Ford and producer Darryl F. Zanuck seems almost Pollyannaish in its optimism. The Hollywood version discloses its politics when a director of a government-run migrant camp is an intentional look-alike for Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the president (1933–45) whose “New Deal” promised to save the American system. Steinbeck’s book offered far less hope for an America in search of justice during hard times, a pessimism reflected in the very title of the epic—an allusion to the American Civil War and its famous “Battle Hymn of the Republic.”

The fifth question is: What was the impact of contemporary issues on the film or films under consideration? Contemporary issues and assumptions shape film projects. Historical films such as The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Roots (1977) address the same historical topic, yet both interpretations reflect their own times—one the racially segregating Progressive Era (1900–17), the other the era of civil rights and rebellion against existing social customs and mores related to race and ethnicity (1954–68). Both films were made to shape popular memory and influence current politics: in the first case, D. W. Griffith was explicit about his desire to show the evils of “the war of Northern aggression”; in the second, Alex Haley clearly wished to share a sense of racial pride he experienced after tracing his family tree back to its African roots. Both were dependent upon the reigning historical wisdom of their times—as a result, the same story is shaped entirely differently. (See the entries “Slavery” and “African Americans After World War II.”)

Contemporary pressures clearly shaped On the Waterfront (1954), by writer Budd Schulberg and director Elia Kazan. As an act of conscience, Kazan testified against former friends about his and their involvement in the American Communist movement during the 1930s. Not surprisingly, Kazan and other “friendly witnesses”—including Schulberg and director Edward Dmytryk—before the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) were lambasted by the artistic community. Arthur Miller even wrote an allegorical play about the “witch hunt,” The Crucible (1953). In Miller’s play, the evils of such testimony were thrust back into the context of the Massachusetts Bay Colony of the Puritans during the infamous Salem witch trials of 1692 (see “The Puritan Era and the Puritan Mind”). To answer this kind of criticism, Kazan and Schulberg shaped the plot of On the Waterfront to tell the story of Terry Malloy (Marlon Brando), who, as a matter of conscience, goes before the federal crime commission to expose the unlawful and immoral behavior of the union bosses—many of whom are his relatives, friends, or patrons. To do so, Terry must go through a spiritual conversion from an ally of the longshoremen’s union to a citizen of conscience concerned about the rights of fellow dockworkers. As Kenneth Hey observes, Father Barry (Karl Malden) gives a funeral sermon that “challenges silent liberals to speak out against past totalitarian activities” (173). As far as Kazan was concerned, he and Terry had made the right decision—the resulting film effectively captured that connection in a production that was also a powerful narrative. For our purposes, the point is that Kazan made the film to construe contemporary history from his viewpoint—a viewpoint still unpopular in Hollywood and New York.

The sixth question is: How do the important films on the subject convey meaning and theme? Although a film’s messages are often conveyed by dialogue and narration, it is also true that some of the most effective communication is accomplished by nonverbal means—imagery and symbolism, editing, mise-en-scène, and sound and music. For example, many have noted the sexual symbolism at the opening of Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (1964). The B-52 bombers refueling in midair appear to be mating in the sky in some perverse, technological copulation. This moment has special meaning within Kubrick’s Freudian vision; it connects with the filmmaker’s view of man’s place in a high-tech age where machines are becoming more like people while people are becoming more robotic. In The Grapes of Wrath, a section on “The Cats” (the Caterpillar tractors that replace individual farmers and their plows) early in the film says volumes about John Ford’s interpretation of the Joads and their dilemma: they are American Adams, and their pastoral garden is being disrupted by machines. (See “The American Adam” and “The Machine in the Garden.”) Many interpreters have argued that the prominence of this myth of the machine in the garden, a theme key to the entire oeuvre of director John Ford, mutes the radical vision of Steinbeck’s American epic. Although Steinbeck was not uninterested in misuses of the land, he focused more on the revolutionary potential of class conflict.

Music and sound are often important vehicles of meaning. The music from director Pare Lorentz’s The Plow That Broke the Plains (1935) and The River (1937) are still broadcast staples for National Public Radio. Composer Virgil Thomson drew his inspiration from the folk music and hymns of Middle America, while Lorentz celebrated the dignity of the ordinary rural people. The result was a powerful marriage of image and sound still worthy of study in both history and film classes; indeed, any textbook on the history of American documentary will have a section about the Lorentz productions, made for the Farm Services Administration to project a positive image for Roosevelt’s New Deal. (See “The 1930s.”) Filmmakers know that music can penetrate viewer defenses, and they enlist this aesthetic option to stir up the emotions; likewise, as all filmmakers know, documentaries are designed to arouse audiences, not merely to inform them. Feature films have even greater opportunity to employ this aural device, and some—such as Oliver Stone’s Platoon (1986)—make maximum use of music to promote political messages. In Platoon, Stone’s recurring employment of the heartrending “Adagio for Strings” by Samuel Barber as a leitmotif is unforgettable, as are the filmmaker’s clever uses of popular tunes to evoke the cultural clashes of the 1960s. (See “The 1960s” and “The Vietnam War.”)

The seventh question is: What is the role of production history in shaping the films? Knowledge of production history will often resolve apparently contradictory messages in a film—or at least explain their presence. Often in historical films with a political intent, after a message has been conceived, the creative forces behind the film search for a “vehicle” to carry that idea. For example, it seems clear that Warren Beatty’s film Reds (1981), ostensibly about American John Reed’s involvement in the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the subsequent founding of the Bolshevik state, was designed to romanticize twentieth-century radical movements in the United States. To make this connection, documentary-style interviews with radicals young and old (called “the witnesses”) are intercut by editor Dede Allen with narrative about Reed’s involvement with Soviet Communism. A typical viewer leaves the theater inspired by the idea of the Soviet experiment and angry about the repression of dissidents within the United States. Although Reds was far from a blockbuster at the box office, the poor financial showing was not a total disaster—at least for the director. Beatty’s film was admired by the cognoscenti of Hollywood, the most important audience for some filmmakers. Although it is an engaging screen history, there are problems with Reds; what appears to be a historical study is really a cinematic manifesto designed to arouse complacent audiences during the presidency of Ronald Reagan (1981–89).

For a film like The Grapes of Wrath, the production history tells much about the intentions of the filmmakers and the gap between the goals of the social epic and the goals for the film. The social visions of John Ford and Darryl Zanuck are central to these differences from Steinbeck’s literary original, leading to significant changes in plot, characterization, and imagery. Many questions are answered when attention is focused on how a film project moves from book to script to screen. As Lewis Owens has observed, “Zanuck and Ford succeeded in more than muting the political message of the novel and producing a film that—brilliant though it may be in many ways—turns Steinbeck’s call for a rebirth of national consciousness into a sentimental celebration of the American ‘salt of the earth’” (98).

The eighth question is: How was the film received by its contemporaries? And, as corollaries: Were there major disagreements at the time about its historical and entertainment values? What did the disagreement reflect about the gap between academic history and popular memory? As an example, what was there about the political atmosphere of the late 1930s that caused the federal government to withdraw The Plow That Broke the Plains from public distribution? (It was not reissued until 1964.) Conceived as a film to address environmental issues, the documentary was interpreted by many in Congress as an unfair attack on the American heartland. How could such a pioneering classic in the art of documentary filmmaking receive such treatment? The answer says much about the interface between art and politics in America. As has been mentioned, the epic film The Birth of a Nation (1914) was, in its historical interpretation, consonant with the then “new” history about Reconstruction. Even President Woodrow Wilson, a leading historian himself, greeted the film as an epic “history written with lightning.” We now realize that both the history and the film history of the time were clouded by regional, class, and racial prejudices. As a southerner, Woodrow Wilson was blinded by regional mores as much as was filmmaker Griffith.

Goals and Structure of the Book

It is vital at the outset to define what this collection does not attempt to do: it does not attempt to be a comprehensive history of American films with historic themes and it does not attempt to be an encyclopedic in its coverage of motion pictures for the topics we have chosen to explore.

The book has been written with a broad audience in mind, to include thoughtful members of the general public who wish to pursue historical issues by way of video rentals and library loans; high school and college students and teachers who may wish to amplify their studies with appropriate—and intelligently critiqued—motion pictures; and graduate students and specialists in American culture studies. For all of these users, the essays in this book strive to be well-crafted interpretive reviews of the topics they cover. They can be used as a starting point for research and reflection. The essays should prove to be excellent maps of the territory, but neither the survey of films on the topic in question nor the discussion of written works of history is comprehensive. Rather, the essays offer particular ways of “reading” the film record, of exploring cinematic approaches to our past. Students reading about particular decades and leaders will profit from studying the ways in which time periods and personalities have been depicted by Hollywood, although such portrayals should always be compared with print historical sources, starting with the discussions in this volume. Graduate students writing theses and dissertations should sample the “popular memory” constructed of their topics by Hollywood, even when their research projects are not devoted to film or television. Teachers can turn to the book to find a few choice films that will add pedagogical tension to their classes. And these classes need not only be in film or history; for example, Charles J. Maland’s essay “The American Adam” could be used as a starting point for research into the relationship of American literature to American film. Conversely, teachers of film and history could use that essay to make linkages with cultural patterns established by literature. The primary and secondary works cited, along with the films listed, could be a pool for further pursuit of the topic of one of the great American myths—the myth of individual and national innocence.

The essays are divided into eight parts, covering eras, major historical events, individuals of note, groups, institutions, places, themes, and myths of the American experience. Columbia University Press executive editor James Warren and I selected the topics after an extensive survey of existing textbooks in American history and such classic reference works as The Harvard Guide to American History, An Encyclopedia of World History, The Reader’s Companion to American History, The Columbia Literary History of the United States, and the journal Film & History. We consulted with a number of outside scholars as well. The goal was to cover topics with a substantial film record now being studied in social studies and history classrooms. As the project advanced, we noticed—as we had hoped—that there are many instances where coverage overlapped, and therefore the same films may be examined in several different parts of the book for different reasons. As these overlapping instances multiplied, we decided to rely on a detailed index as the key for researching topics by keyword, film title, or director. We urge readers of the Companion to make use of the table of contents, but we believe that even more can be gleaned from a thoughtful use of the index, which will prove to be a valuable navigational instrument. If readers are interested in “the environment,” they will discover through the index that films about the West, films from the Depression, films about the self-made man, and films from many other categories are relevant. The military-history enthusiast will find topics and films in the obvious places, but also in regional essays and in the section about myths; here, again, the index will be the best tool for a complete investigation of any topic.

Each essay is followed with a detailed filmography that lists relevant films for the topic; this list will help those wishing to construct a viewing agenda for personal enrichment or further research. The filmographies comprise three categories: feature films, abbreviated as “F”; documentaries, abbreviated as “D”; and television programs, series, or made-fortelevision movies, abbreviated as “TV.” Each entry indicates the year a production was released, except in the rare instances where this datum is unknown. Following the filmography for each essay is a bibliography of sources, along with additional works of interest to anyone wanting to pursue the topic in further depth.

Part I, “Eras,” covers obvious chronological periods of the American experience, beginning with the Puritans of the seventeenth century and continuing to the present. Although historians often quibble about what they may be, it is customary for us to associate clusters of attitudes with particular decades and eras of our history; this section looks at Hollywood versions of the special events, people, and values of America’s crucial decades.

Part II, “Wars and Other Major Events,” contains essays on major crises in our history, including America’s major military conflicts. Beginning with the American Revolution, it surveys conflicts that are interminably—and sometimes mindlessly—used as fodder for programs on America’s cable channels. The Civil War is one of the most-studied clashes for amateur historians. World War II receives two separate entries—one for the many documentaries made during (and, later, about) the struggle, and another for the large body of feature films about the conflict. The American war film is a highly politicized genre, explicitly addressing—depending upon the stage of the conflicts—the nation’s prewar anxieties, wartime aggressions, and postwar reconsiderations.

Events in the American West have fascinated both Americans and Hollywood, and films about westward expansion—both the early stages in the Appalachians as well as the later reaches into the Northwest and California—are excellent tools for gauging the nation’s morale. This section surveys the formula westerns of the silent era, moving forward to “New Westerns” such as George Roy Hill’s Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969) and Clint Eastwood’s Unforgiven (1992)—which, like many other genre films, reflect their own eras as much as they depict the past. In our time of burgeoning Native American awareness and political autonomy, the depiction of the Indian Wars has a vital place in any motion picture survey. Like other depictions of the West, these films reflect contemporary attitudes—so that whereas They Died with Their Boots On (1941) was a celebration of George Armstrong Custer (Errol Flynn), Little Big Man (1970) excoriates the famed military leader as a pompous fool in an attempt to comment on the suffering inflicted by western expansion as well as to make an antiwar statement about the ongoing Vietnam conflict. Yet both films claim to be about the very same public figure.

Part III, “Notable People,” looks at cinematic depictions of selected prominent Americans, beginning with Indian leaders and Columbus and moving forward in time to John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon. America adores its notables, and Hollywood has obliged with films sometimes made with little hope of financial return—proving again that Hollywood works for more than money. Such hagiographic studies can emerge with far different interpretations of the great people in our history.

Part IV, “Groups,” offers essays on films that depict ethnic peoples within the United States. Over the decades, even though the motion picture studios were owned or managed by scions of ethnic groups, Hollywood had difficulty getting the story right about minorities. Often there was a fear that films that did not play to stereotypes would not be acceptable as “entertainment” by mainstream audiences. In some cases, the writers and filmmakers willingly perpetuated prejudice and bigotry. African Americans, Asian Americans, and Native Americans, among others, have legitimate complaints about derogatory stereotyping. The existing film record gives a fascinating window on how Americans have seen themselves—and others—on motion picture screens across the land. Women and children, too, have had major roles in the movies of America; here again, the depiction of these groups serves as an important social barometer.

Part V, “Institutions and Movements,” examines major building blocks of the nation—government at the local and national levels, civil rights and labor groups, the family, and schools. Of perennial interest, of course, is the American presidency, a topic of such blockbuster films as The American President (1994) and the award-winning television series The West Wing (1999–). What Americans think about their presidents reflects our own self image—so that Gabriel Over the White House (1934) speaks volumes about America’s jitters during the early days of the Great Depression, while Primary Colors (1998) accurately reveals the nation’s ambivalent support for William Jefferson Clinton. (The film ends on Inauguration Eve with the voiceover warning, “Don’t break our hearts!”)

How have films reported on reporters? The entry “Journalism and Media” answers this provocative question. America has been a success as a society because of a plethora of what sociologists now call “mediating structures.” As far back as Democracy in America (1835), Alexis de Tocqueville noted the proliferation of grass-roots organizations and predicted that they would be the basis for a dynamic nation. A number of these engines of our “civil society” are explored here as well.

Part VI, “Places,” travels from region to region within the United States, looking at the manner in which filmmakers have interpreted our varied national landscapes. Because miseen-scène (that is, the use of physical details of the environment) is a primary aesthetic device for filmmakers, there has been much emphasis on this element—to the point where the land, itself, can become a character in a film. For example, in Michael Cimino’s The Deer Hunter (1978), the landscape is so important to the Leatherstocking motif of the film that the director created Rocky Mountain–style vistas for hunting scenes set in the less-than-sublime Appalachians. On the other hand, such films as Giant (1956) clearly stress the epic growth of a society on a land rich in natural resources (cattle and oil) and steeped in traditions—not all of them acceptable to the modern sensibility. Not to be left out are the heavens, the topic of some memorable motion pictures—some fantastic and others approaching documentary realism. Space films continue the exploration of a physical frontier, thereby appealing to a national obsession that has been operative since at least 1893, when historian Frederick Jackson Turner announced that American character was linked to the nation’s ongoing frontier experience.

Part VII, “Themes and Topics,” addresses a potpourri of important issues, including obvious topics such as slavery and sexuality, but also less noticed subjects such as drugs and crime. Hollywood has cast key lights on unexpected—and in some cases, forbidden—areas of our national existence for a multitude of reasons, only some of which have to do with prurient interest. Especially in the 1940s, filmmakers made special efforts to reconsider the nature of the American family; later, teenagers became a preoccupation because they were an identifiable ticket-buying audience and because Americans were perplexed about how postwar economic and social changes were affecting an affluent generation. Of course, how feminism has been depicted should be of interest to all thoughtful citizens; clearly, there has been revision of judgment since the early days when suffragettes were objects of ridicule.

Part VIII, “Myths and Heroes,” brings this volume to a conclusion with a collection of essays on American myths that have been embedded in the film legacy. A people lives by its myths, and what reaches mythic status says much about its values. Americans fervently believe in democracy, and American culture often links that theme with a place called the frontier. (Indeed, the “frontier thesis” was a dominant paradigm of the historical profession before motion pictures became a mass medium.) American culture celebrates the self-made man and sings the praises of entrepreneurial innovation. On the other hand, Americans worry about the negative impact of technology and deplore unbridled individualism. In one of our most pervasive romantic myths, we believe in the American Adam in his New World garden. Yet hard-boiled detective novels such as The Maltese Falcon (book 1930, film 1941) and their cinematic adaptations explore the noir side of the American Dream, where morality is defunct and corruption pervasive. Yet, in times of crisis, we pay homage to ordinary Americans in uniform—as did noir director John Huston in his gripping World War II documentaries.

The Columbia Companion to American History on Film should help readers gain an understanding of the malleability of the “facts” of history in documentaries and feature films. Discerning interpretation and point of view is the beginning of a wise use of visual resources about America’s past and its present culture. If we spend as much as nine years of our lives in movie theaters and before our television sets, we need to be media-literate. The essays in this collection will help guide readers toward a responsible use of films as portals to America’s past.

 

PETER C. ROLLINS
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[ EDWARD J. INGEBRETSEN ]

The Puritan Era and the Puritan Mind

The Puritans who organized the 1630 Great Migration to Boston—and the Pilgrim Separatists who, a few years earlier, had settled in Plymouth, twenty miles south—sought protection from the religious harassment they experienced in England and the Netherlands. Neither group had much use for principles that would later be thought especially “American”: religious toleration, individualism, separation of church and state. On the contrary, as their sobriquet implied, they separated themselves to the wilds of Massachusetts in order to purify their religious practice. In exile they sought to make that practice more, rather than less, strict. In conformity with biblical warrant, they simplified liturgical practice and emphasized the preaching of the biblical Word, in general turning away from high-church ritual. The Puritans, as well as the stricter Pilgrims, intended their religious society to constitute more—rather than less—of the civil state.

For much of its postcolonial history, American intellectual culture has been concerned with distancing itself from the perceived narrowness of “Puritanism”—or “The New England Way,” as their theocratic order would be remembered. This is particularly visible in the literature of the American Renaissance (1830–1865). Emerson and Hawthorne, for instance, alternately apologize for the Puritan past or envelop it in nostalgia. Hawthorne’s treatment is wistfully apologetic, particularly in his numerous short sketches and in The Scarlet Letter (1850) and The House of the Seven Gables (1851). Emerson, on the other hand, after leaving the Unitarian ministry, transformed the legacy of Puritan spiritual thought into the more expansive moral idealism of romanticism.

Nevertheless, the Puritans play an extraordinary part in the mythology of America. They are idealized in some quarters and demonized in others. Numerous scholars on the Puritans have demonstrated that even as the Puritan theocratic order declined in authority with the passing of years, the rhetoric, energy, and expectant messianism of the Puritan vision both shaped and was appropriated by a civic rhetoric of progress. The “city set on a mountain,” for example, is an image used by Jesus (Matthew 5:14–15) in the Sermon on the Mount. The first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, John Winthrop, borrowed the image with polemical intent at the landing of the Arbella in Boston (1630). The phrase would later find echoes in theologian Jonathan Edwards’s (1703–1758) language of civic destiny, while a rationalist reworking of similar apocalyptic rhetoric shapes Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence. At a further remove, Puritan millennial expectations provided impetus and justification for the Revolutionary War and even ground the terms of Manifest Destiny as well as the American Dream. In his remarks at Gettysburg Cemetery and in his Second Inaugural Address, the avowedly secular Abraham Lincoln would find the Puritans’ covenantal language of fidelity and guilt appropriate to his postwar elegiac needs.

Yet, despite Lincoln’s example, the recognition of the Puritans as valuably “American” was late in coming. The religious fundamentalism of the Puritans was considered by many to be an embarrassment to America’s democratic sensibility. Further, the strict moralism credited to the Puritans and their single-minded religious vision made them a scapegoat for late-nineteenth-century capitalism and intellectual liberalism. Such well-known intellectuals as Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. and William James excoriated their seventeenth-century forebears. Holmes took particular exception to Jonathan Edwards. His theology, Holmes wrote, “shocks the sensibilities of a later generation” (384). Similarly, in The Varieties of Religious Experience, James argued that Edwards’s sovereign God was, “if sovereignly anything, sovereignly irrational and mean” (330).

After the traumatic years of World War I and following the short-lived economic boom of the 1920s, the country sank into the Depression. Models of American heroism were in short supply during these years, and the Puritan legacy was revived. Harvard historian Samuel Eliot Morison played an important role in this project. In his worshipful Builders of the Bay Colony (1930), Morison rehabilitated the Puritans as examples of struggle, courage, and spiritual integrity. Morison also built on this rehabilitation by editing William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation, 1620–1647. The rediscovery of the Puritans was broadened in the years following World War II, when the United States found itself again embodying the “city on a hill.” The performance was a complicated one, however, inasmuch as the city on the hill was being watched as well as watching—a guardian and exemplar of national moralities as well as world securities.

The discovery of the Puritan past as contemporary American ideal owes its current force to these years. Particularly through the work of Harvard University’s Perry Miller (1905–1963), a direct intellectual line was drawn from the early Puritan founders to thinkers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In the two volumes of Miller’s The New England Mind (1939, 1953), New England’s regional history became “national” history. Miller fit the moral enthusiasm of the Puritans to the secular idealism of a newly self-aware, world-policing nation. In colleges and universities across the land, the nascent American studies movement—a celebration of American themes, disciplines, and issues—would capitalize upon this refurbishing. John Winthrop’s “Cittee on the Hill” was understood to be American now, and progressive, rather than Puritan and millenarian. In this manner it was used to define, as well as to justify, conceptions of American exceptionalism. Such an image remained strongly influential through the Cold War years and beyond, as typified by President Ronald Reagan’s reflexive use of the image in nearly all of his major addresses to the nation.

Thus, a conflicted energy to forget as well as to remember finds the Puritan legacy—indeed, New England itself—at once underrepresented and overdetermined in film. That is, although Puritan rhetoric and example have been useful in presidential speeches from Lincoln through Eisenhower and Reagan, very few attempts were made to translate these historical experiences into popular twentieth-century media, including film and television.

The Frontier and the Vanished Puritan

The Puritans and their descendants do figure slightly off-camera in various “frontier” narratives. However, the particularly religious intensity of their lives remained cinematically untouchable, given an American defensiveness around such notions as religious tolerance and separation of church and state. Nonetheless, construed as an aspect of frontier life, as in The Last of the Mohicans (1920, 1936) and Drums along the Mohawk (1939), or as an exercise in nostalgia, as in Last of the Red Men (1947), a derivative Puritan ethos was used to emphasize stalwart loyalty and courage against natural forces and human enemies. These explicitly nationalistic films silently elide any overt religious reference. Indeed, creedal or spiritual ideas of any sort were erased from these Hollywood productions in order to underscore truly “American values” of courage, endurance, and reliance upon inner strength. These were the emotional tools necessary in Depression-era America, and consequently the Puritan theocentric vision had to be reconceptualized as “democratic individualism,” which it surely had not been.

Cinematic representations of Puritan history are scarce, except where a Puritan sensibility is useful as aesthetic backdrop. For example, The Pursuit of Happiness (1934) is a historical romance about revolutionary times. The film shows how the shadow of war touched a rural community in Connecticut. This civil order (highly romanticized) is by implication Puritan—narrow and restrictive and so, as the title suggests, against the pursuit of happiness. In this case, happiness is the formulaic love affair developing between a rural Connecticut maid, Prudence, and a Hessian soldier, a mercenary outsider to the community. In this secular vision of the American past, a patina of Puritan feeling is retained, while people who might actually have been Puritans are silently erased.

The expanding cinema industry also sought out “American” adventures that could be translated to the screen. Certain episodes associated with the Puritans were found useful. Although its title refers specifically to the founding of Plymouth Colony, Plymouth Adventure (1952), directed by Clarence Brown (from the novel by Ernest Gebler), is more about misadventures at sea than about the landing at Plymouth. The film dramatizes the perilous 1620 journey of the Mayflower from Old to New England, with little attention given to the actual fortunes of the colony itself subsequent to landing.

Although Puritan ideology could be trimmed, cut, and celebrated as “proto-American,” legendary Puritan intolerance also made the New Englanders easy targets for demonization. To H. L. Mencken, for example, the term “Puritan” was synonymous with provincialism and cultural narrowness. In particular, the Salem witch trials of 1692–93 have been the subject, or perhaps excuse, for many inexpensive horror films, often mixed with political allegory. The Salem events are recast as typically Puritan, but similar ideological use is as old as the sketches in Hawthorne’s Twice-Told Tales (1842). Maid of Salem (1937), directed by Frank Lloyd, is typical of this revisionist history; a prologue states that the story was based on “authentic records of the year 1692.” Nonetheless, as in Plymouth Adventure, historicity in Maid of Salem quickly gives way to a sentimental love formula (starring Claudette Colbert as Barbara Clarke and Fred MacMurray as Roger Coverman).

Hawthorne’s revisions of Puritan history are numerous, and so, too, The Scarlet Letter (1850) has been treated variously in film. Hawthorne’s classic text, like the Puritan history itself, was trimmed to fit a variety of polemical needs. Three in particular deserve note. The 1934 production, directed by Robert G. Vignola, has its own mix of ideology and Hollywood formula, as an opening title indicates: “This is more than the story of a woman—it is a portrait of the Puritan period in American life.” The Puritans come in for conventional criticism. Centered on work and courting customs, scenes comically portray Puritans as relentlessly literal-minded. The scenes most directly related to Hawthorne’s text, however, are generally faithful to his original narrative. Chillingworth is portrayed as cerebral and malevolent in seeking revenge, Arthur Dimmesdale as inwardly torn and ineffectual. Hester’s nobility—her mercy and compassion under great duress—are shown triumphing over the sin-obsessed narrow-mindedness of the Puritan villagers.

The 1979 PBS Scarlet Letter (directed and produced by Rick Hauser) remains the most complex and nuanced treatment of all versions. Hauser portrays better than others Hawthorne’s layered ambiguity, in whose treatment of an actual political crisis in early Puritan history the rigidity of Puritan idealism comes under scrutiny. Although Hauser remains true to Hawthorne, his baroque presentation has some drawbacks. It is long on meditation—especially the almost nuanced portrayal of Chillingworth (wronged, but compassionate and understanding, as played by Kevin Conroy) and Dimmesdale (timid but literally self-flagellating, as played by John Heard). Hester (Meg Foster) is represented as type rather than individual; she is stoic and proud, silently enduring all abuse from the citizens of the town. The Hawthornean indictment of disassociated idealism comes through most clearly in the repeated confrontations between proud Hester and the town magistrate, Mr. Wilson, who is determined to break her spirit. Similarly, Hauser remains true at least to the spirit of Hawthorne in the attention he pays to Hester’s daughter’s (Elisa Erali) willful personality. He also shows, as Hawthorne made clear, that the pressure leveraged against Dimmesdale by his religious superiors and secular authorities results from a mix of envy as well as solicitousness.
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FIGURE 1.  The Scarlet Letter (1995). Condemned by the townspeople of Salem for adultery, Hester Prynne (Demi Moore) remains dignified and defiant as she walks with her baby. Courtesy Allied Stars, Cinergi, Lighthouse, and Moving Pictures.

In 1995, Hollywood Pictures released The Scarlet Letter, “freely adapted from the novel,” directed by Roland Joffe. The Puritans come in for the usual bashing. Governor Bellingham (Edward Hardwicke) says to the stylishly dressed Hester Prynne (Demi Moore), as she disembarks in Salem, “You would do well here to use less lace in your dressmaking.” In this adaptation Hawthorne’s tale becomes one narrow part of the history of the Puritan colony at Salem. Narrated from the retrospective viewpoint of Pearl, now a young woman, the colony of Salem is situated between two crises—the growing distrust of the Indians on one hand (in 1666, when the film opens, King Philip’s War is a decade in the future) and, on the other hand, the witch hunts of a later generation (1692–93). Hawthorne’s narrative remains submerged for the first half of the film. It is midway through the film before Hester is found with child, and only much later does her husband Roger (Robert Duvall)—supposedly long dead in an Indian raid—make his appearance.

The conflation of the Puritans and the Salem witch hunts is standard literary practice from Hawthorne onward, and the newer media are no exception. Witchcraft films are perennial favorites in the Gothic as well as comedy genres (for horror, see The Craft [1996] and The Blair Witch Project [1999]). Typically, Salem and the Puritans provide the framing narrative in many of them, such as Maid of Salem (1937) and Warlock (1989). The association of Puritanism and witchery can be found in the earliest cinematic productions, both in the United States and abroad; Arthur Miller returns to the theme of witchcraft and the Puritan past in The Crucible (1953). Cold War concerns about infiltrating communists brought Miller to the attention of the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC). Miller’s stage version of a tense and divided Salem played first on Broadway in 1953 against this American backdrop; the play was clearly designed to editorialize about contemporary concerns.

Although popular in school dramatic productions, and other than two productions intended for television, there was no major English film version of Miller’s The Crucible until the 1996 Twentieth Century–Fox production, directed by Nicholas Hytner. Daniel Day-Lewis plays John Proctor; Winona Ryder plays his nemesis, the love-struck, self-centered Abigail Williams, while Paul Scofield plays the sternly righteous Judge Danforth. Arthur Miller wrote the screenplay for this production, and, though he keeps Proctor’s adultery as motive, it is subsidiary to other emotions—town rivalries, land tensions, and, finally, the spiritual zealotry and inhumanity of the Colony leaders. Nevertheless, Miller’s 1996 adaptation, like the original stage play in this respect, presents a nuanced view of the Puritans. Although many officials, civil and religious, are portrayed as flawed, power-hungry, and inflexible, a few are depicted as decent, thoughtful people. Likewise, some townspeople are land-grabbing, greedy, and contentious, but others are fearful and trusting—wanting to do right but often confused as to how.
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FIGURE 2.  The Crucible (1996). Teenage girls in Salem (1692), led by Abigail Williams (Winona Ryder, center), hurl false accusations of witchcraft. Courtesy Twentieth Century-Fox.

Puritan Gothic

Many, perhaps most, of the Gothic films that feature New England or the Puritans are versions of literary works. Indeed, after Hawthorne, H. P. Lovecraft is to be credited with popularizing the genre of New England Gothic, and he credits at length its Puritan legacy. In Supernatural Horror in Literature, Lovecraft cites “all manner of notions respecting man’s relation to the stern and vengeful God of the Calvinists, and to the sulphurous Adversary of that God.” Such a climate, the fervent materialist Lovecraft claimed, was one in which “tales of witchcraft and unbelievable secret monstrosities lingered long after the dread days of the Salem nightmare” (60–61). A number of Lovecraft’s New England tales (twenty-two, to be precise) have been reimagined as films, including the John Carpenter release In the Mouth of Madness (1995). Of particular interest are The Unnamable (1988, Jean-Paul Ouellette, dir.) and The Dunwich Horror (1969, Daniel Haller, dir.).

The Disney Versions

Two of Disney’s recent films have some bearing in this discussion of a usable Puritan past. Squanto: A Warrior’s Tale (1994) derives its name from an Indian who was taken captive by British colonists and later exhibited in London. In Disney’s film, Squanto escapes in England and returns to the New World. There he finds that remnants of the Mayflower colony have taken over his destroyed village—now renamed “Plymouth.” Squanto helps the colonists adapt to the New World while convincing local tribes to accept them. More distantly, there are a variety of children’s versions of the Pocahontas story. Disney’s Pocohantas [sic] (1995) retells that anxiety-laden originary myth of racial encounter between Captain John Smith and the daughter of Wahunsonacook, dubbed Chief Powhatan (the tribal name)—at the landing at Jamestown. These animated versions of events in early American history demonstrate the pattern noted earlier by which historical memory, already a vexed enterprise, becomes further complicated when its events become pressed into service as allegory and civic self-narrative.

It is probably impossible to draw with any accuracy a portrait of the original English settlers of New England. Ideological imperatives, varying in needs and energy, insure that any portrayal of the Puritans in film and literature will exploit current social concerns. This exploitation, of course, is not limited to cinema or to the present. In the prologue to The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne discusses how the Puritan past serves him. As a grandson of one of the Salem judges, John Hathorne, he recognizes the distance between his grandfather’s generation and his own: “No aim, that I have ever cherished, would they recognize as laudable; no success of mine . . . would they deem otherwise than worthless.” And yet, Hawthorne writes, “Let them scorn me as they will, strong traits of their nature have intertwined themselves with mine” (10). Hawthorne’s mix of misplaced guilt, regret, and envy still has its place in the reconstruction of memory. The Puritans will always be available to play out those emotions, as CBS demonstrated in its 1999 sitcom about the Puritans and Thanksgiving, entitled Thanks.
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[ JOSEPH MILLICHAP ]

The 1890s

The final decade of the nineteenth century would prove conclusive in America’s transition from the rural and agrarian simplicity of the early republic to the urban and industrial complexity of the twentieth-century superpower. A period of rapid changes, major dislocations, and extreme tensions, the 1890s were subsumed in the American cultural consciousness as the last flowering of an innocent age. The American sobriquet “the Gay Nineties,” though created by the same reaction against Victorian mores that named it le fin de siècle abroad, was soon transmuted into a wistful evocation of a lost time of simpler pleasures by the new century’s nostalgia.

During the 1890s, largely unacknowledged tensions of gender, race, and class exploded in a number of historically important and socially significant conflicts. Among these were the first emergence of major agitation for and resistance to women’s rights, the majority acceptance of a “separate but equal” facade and a “Jim Crow” reality in racial relations, and widespread antagonism between rich and poor, native and immigrant, and big business and labor. In particular, these economic tensions determined the important historical events of the decade: the literal warfare of the Homestead (1892), the Pullman (1894), and several other strikes; the financial Panic of 1893, the nation’s worst business collapse before the Great Depression; and the Spanish-American War (1898), our first flirtation with imperialism, colonialism, and world power status. Thus, the shaping realities of the American 1890s were anything but “gay,” in the parlance of those times.

Perhaps as important in a cultural sense was the more subtle conflict between traditional human values inherent in the land itself and the emerging power of technology represented in the new machinery of the era. Chicago’s Columbian Exposition (1892–93) showcased these innovative technologies and elicited the recognition that our culture had changed fundamentally as the era of expansion closed forever. Frederick Jackson Turner’s classic statement of his “Frontier Thesis” appeared in connection with the great exposition and in direct response to the census data of 1890, which declared the western experiment finished in cultural terms. The first year of the decade also saw the Wounded Knee Massacre, the final assault on the independent Native cultures trying to dance back the buffalo against the forces of civilization represented by the transcontinental railroad, barbed wire, and the repeating rifle.

Among these many emerging technologies were the pioneering efforts of Thomas A. Edison and others on the new frontier of film. This prehistory of the movies is somewhat obscure, but, at the decade’s beginning, Edison was perfecting his Kinetoscope, a sort of home “peep show” that he saw as a visual complement to his phonograph. In 1893 he built the first film studio, and by 1895 the first theaters for public projection of his Kinematographs, or “flickers.” For subjects, Edison and his competitors turned their cameras on the America of the 1890s that surrounded them. A catalogue of early film titles parallels a popular history of the period: Empire State Express (1896), the fastest train of the era; The Kiss (1896), which records the osculatory antics of the popular Broadway actor Fred Ott; and Rough Riders at Guantanamo (1898), directly before the famous charge up San Juan Hill in the Cuban theater of the war against the Spanish.

Unfortunately, later American film would be less inclined to record the realities of the 1890s. As national film production shifted from New York to Los Angeles in the early decades of the twentieth century, it came to reflect and to recreate the national amnesia about the actual history of the nineteenth century, including its last decade. Nor would the Hollywood studio system ever be much interested in the struggles of suffragettes, the bloody reign of Jim Crow and lynch law, or organized labor’s or populist farmers’ battles with unbridled big business.

Indeed, the popular revolt against the social and sexual restraints of a lingering Puritanism in the “Gay Nineties” would be transformed into a smirking, repressed amusement at the quaint doings in the age of corset and bustle. In fact, the major movie response to the 1890s was a simplistic “good old days” reading of the era. Sentimental recreations of the period dominated the central decades of the twentieth century, perhaps in response to their own harsh realities; however, the 1930s of the Depression, the 1940s of World War II, and the 1950s of the Cold War were also the central decades of the Hollywood studio system. Even in more liberated times since the demise of the studios, this reading of the period has hardly changed on the American screen.

A representative though undistinguished example in point is The Naughty Nineties (1945), featuring the comedic pairing of Bud Abbott and Lou Costello in a rambling anthology of variety pieces set aboard a superannuated showboat. The title captures Hollywood’s take on this pivotal decade: nostalgic humor, including the filmic version of the stars’ trademark “Who’s On First” routine, chorines in flora-dora outfits and can-can corsets, and minstrel-show blacks and slow-talking “poor white trash.” Of course, the Abbott and Costello features were program fillers, with little more substance than a television variety show; yet the clichés evident in The Naughty Nineties pervade Hollywood’s versions of the 1890s, whether low-budget programs or big-budget features.

For example, the immensely popular features of Will Rogers very consciously project the same historical take on the 1890s, one which Rogers himself developed during his frontier youth in Oklahoma and iterated in his famous radio talks (Rollins, 211). David Harum (1934) provides the best filmic view of the time, with Rogers becoming a “Dutch Uncle” to a younger protagonist who flees the city during an economic downturn and discovers true American values in symbolically Homeville, U.S.A. Although the names and places change, the same images appear in other Rogers features such as Steamboat ‘Round the Bend (1935), which pairs Rogers with humorist Irvin S. Cobb, and In Old Kentucky (1935), Rogers’s last feature before his untimely death. His first important movie, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court (1931), was rereleased in 1936 as a confirmation of his popularity. This literary adaptation proves doubly ironic; Mark Twain’s 1889 novel satirizes romantic attitudes about the good old days in Bridgeport and Camelot, while Rogers’s take sentimentalizes both places and times—much as the humorist did with 1930s America.

Some other movie examples in confirmation of these general tendencies might start with the Mae West classic She Done Him Wrong (1933), the source of her trademark line: “Why don’t you come up sometime and see me?” The target of Mae’s famous come-on is a very young and virile Cary Grant as an ineffective vice-squad operative in the Bowery during the 1890s. West wrote her own script from her earlier play, Diamond Lil (1928), a loosely based re-creation of the career of 1890s glamour girl Lillian Russell. Her characterization of the turn of the century sexpot was reprised in Belle of the Nineties (1934), though the scene shifted to New Orleans, and Klondike Annie (1934), where she runs off to the Yukon with the San Francisco constabulary in hot pursuit.

San Francisco, the glamour capitol of the West in the last decade of the nineteenth century, was balanced on the East Coast by New York City, then as now the Big Apple of the entertainment business. Tin Pan Alley, then just coming into its own, provided a venue for nostalgic tunes, as in Sweet Rosie O’Grady (1945), featuring Betty Grable and Adolphe Menjou, or Belle of New York (1952), with Fred Astaire and Vera Ellen. Hollywood versions of the decade changed little, even if the scene shifted, with the same ubiquitous Ms. Grable showing off her long, silk-stockinged legs at Chicago’s Columbian Exhibition in Wabash Avenue (1950).

These “show biz” stories were often based on real personalities, ranging from famous stars to obscure songwriters. More earnest film biographies, often categorized as “biopics,” reached the height of their popularity in the 1930s and 1940s and presented some of the more interesting Hollywood images of the American 1890s. For example, Diamond Lil was more demurely portrayed by Alice Faye in Lillian Russell (1940), which also featured a very young Henry Fonda as romantic rival to Edward Arnold’s “Diamond Jim” Brady. In another area of popular entertainment, Gentleman Jim (1942) starred Errol Flynn as 1890s heavyweight boxing champion James J. Corbett. Perhaps the best example of this neglected genre remains The Story of Alexander Graham Bell (1939), which starred veteran character actor Don Ameche in his most famous role as the inventor of the telephone.

A sophisticated variant of the standard filmed biography is Orson Welles’s classic Citizen Kane (1941), the fictionalized history of newspaper mogul William Randolph Hearst. Welles’s brash rich boy Charles Foster Kane comes of age with the 1890s, taking over a staid New York daily on a lark and making it the most popular tabloid in the era that invented “yellow journalism.” Kane reprises Hearst’s putative statement to his reporters when they complained that they could discover no revolution in Spanish-held Cuba; they were to stay in place to furnish the stories and pictures, as he would soon furnish the war. The film reflects Hearst’s jingoist editorial stance favoring a war with Spain in a brilliant scene of a stag dinner replete with chorus girls wearing both corsets and campaign caps, an image toying with several of the era’s conflated and conflicting interests.

Welles’s literate interest in the 1890s continued in his next effort, The Magnificent Ambersons (1942), an adaptation of Booth Tarkington’s novel of the same title. Literary adaptations generally produced some of the more realistic images of the decade in film. For example, one of pioneer auteur D. W. Griffith’s first important films is A Corner in Wheat (1911), which combines plot lines and image patterns from several narratives by the naturalist writer Frank Norris. In some ways, Griffith’s briefer and more focused version emphasizes the economic conflicts of the decade more effectively than Norris’s diffuse, symbolic fictions. The debut novel of another important writer of naturalism, Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (1900), was adapted in 1952 under the shorter title Carrie, with Jennifer Jones interpreting the title role under the able direction of William Wyler. Jack London’s naturalistic Call of the Wild (1903) also elicited multiple adaptations: in 1935 with Clark Gable as the rugged hero, and in 1972 with Charlton Heston in that role.

The subject of both London’s novel and its two filmed versions is the Alaska Gold Rush of the later 1890s. Adventures in the frozen North became a variation of the western in both the silent and in the sound eras. On the silent screen, the most notable example is Charles Chaplin’s seriocomic epic The Gold Rush (1925), with its wonderfully realistic opening sequences. Aside from the two adaptations of London’s classic novel, other notable examples include The Spoilers (1942) with John Wayne and Marlene Dietrich. Belle of the Yukon (1944), with western stalwart Randolph Scott and burlesque star Gypsy Rose Lee, essentially mined the same territory, as did a plot reprised even less seriously by John Wayne and single-named phenoms Capucine and Fabian in North to Alaska (1960).

Another subgenre of the western, one concerned with the ending of the frontier, may be associated quite naturally with the 1890s. The frontier West did close during the last decade of the nineteenth century, both in pragmatic and theoretical terms. The coming of civilization and its discontents is often associated with the same sentimentalizing of realistic history that characterized Hollywood’s attitude toward the whole period. In the early westerns this development is found in more comic variations such as Ruggles of Red Gap (1935), with Charles Laughton in the title part, which was later remade as Fancy Pants (1950), with Bob Hope in the featured role of a British “gentleman’s gentleman” transported to the Wild West.

More sardonic versions emerged in later decades, seemingly in response to the decline of the western, of the American ideals encapsulated by the genre, as well as the aging of the Hollywood icons who portrayed archetypal western heroes. Some examples include Robert Altman’s McCabe & Mrs. Miller (1971), which stars Warren Beatty and Julie Christie; George Roy Hill’s self-consciously “kicky” Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969), with Paul Newman and Robert Redford; and John Huston’s offbeat The Life and Times of Judge Roy Bean (1972), with Newman as the self-appointed guardian of law west of the Pecos. John Wayne’s geriatric efforts struck a sentimental note somewhere in between, as in True Grit (1969), with Kim Darby as his youthful companion, or its sequel, Rooster Cogburn (1975), with Katherine Hepburn as another virtuous example for the Duke.

All in all, American film for the most part ignored the 1890s, and when it did consider the decade, it refashioned it in Hollywood’s sentimentalized version of the past. Such interpretation seems natural enough to the comedy or the musical, but even the film biography, the literary adaptation, and the western all conform to the same pattern. The exceptions that prove the rule are the occasional serious depictions of cultural conflict, such as Joan Micklin Silver’s Hester Street (1975), an adaptation of a play by Abraham Cahan about the difficulties and disappointments of Jewish immigrant life on New York’s Lower East Side. Literary critic Fredric Jameson reminds us that history is available only as narrative or text and that all of these narratives or texts are created by the exigencies of the present as much as the determinations of the past. In Hollywood’s depiction of the 1890s, the needs of the present overbalance the responsibilities to the past, as this disturbing decade was stereotyped into the “good old days,” helping to determine its enduring image in the American cultural consciousness.
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[ JOHN C. TIBBETTS ]

The 1920s

The decade of the 1920s was both text and context for American movies. The nation and the film industry had returned home from World War I tested and strengthened. Immediately, however, both faced new tensions, challenges, and opportunities. A new conservatism was replacing progressive politics, a burgeoning industrial growth was signaling an unparalleled prosperity, and new technologies were changing the face of society and communications. Amid this welter of confusion and change, the American cinema, like the nation at large, was ready to take its first great strides from an awkward adolescence toward a global maturity.

There were obstacles along the way, to be sure. Despite the lofty idealism of President Woodrow Wilson’s justifications for intervention in what was then called the Great War—an agenda that minimized America’s more selfish and self-regarding interests, historian Richard Hofstadter asserts—returning soldiers had found the European struggle to be a filthy, disillusioning business. The nation’s enthusiasm for the League of Nations faltered. A new isolationism pervaded the country. The Progressive movement stalled. “The pressure for civic participation was followed by widespread apathy,” writes Hofstadter, “the sense of responsibility by neglect, the call for sacrifice by hedonism” (282). With the virtual collapse of the Democratic Party came an old style of conservative leadership that had not been seen since the turn of the century. The new president in 1920 was Warren G. Harding, whose assets included affability, good looks, and a professed agenda of “normalcy.” He was succeeded by another Republican, Calvin Coolidge, a prudent man with a genius for inactivity and laissez-faire politics. Together, they benefited the “plutocrats” and large corporations with advantageous tax policies, and, in general, they promoted the continued process of business consolidation.

Progressive idealism faltered. Although it blazed bravely in the Harlem Renaissance—that awakening of black culture when artists such as writers Jean Toomer and Langston Hughes and musicians Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong looked back to Africa for identity and difference from white America—it also surfaced in several misbegotten forms. The Ku Klux Klan was largely the result of a misplaced rural Anglo-Saxon Protestant protest against the seeming corruption in the fast-growing city centers of the purity of race and ideals by immigrants, blacks, Catholics, and Jews. Another misplaced relic of an earlier moral frenzy was Prohibition. Enacted by the passing of the Volstead Act in January 1920, Prohibition soon was flouted and exploited by bootleggers and gangsters, inaugurating a decade of organized crime.

The inevitable rebellion against encroaching Puritanism and conventional respectability was spearheaded by the satiric Prejudices of H. L. Mencken; the “voices” of T. S. Eliot’s J. Alfred Prufrock and “The Waste Land” (1922) and Hugh Selwyn Mauberley in Ezra Pound’s eponymous poem (1920); the novels of Sinclair Lewis (Main Street, 1920; Babbitt, 1922); Theodore Dreiser (An American Tragedy, 1925); the plays of the young Eugene O’Neill (The Emperor Jones, 1920; The Hairy Ape, 1922); and the jazz-inflected classicism of George Gershwin’s symphonic rhapsodies and Tin Pan Alley songs (legacies of the late James Europe) and the machines and gunshots in the music of George Antheil. F. Scott Fitzgerald proclaimed the decade the Jazz Age in The Great Gatsby (1926), and Ernest Hemingway, borrowing from Gertrude Stein, pronounced its citizens a Lost Generation in the epigraph to The Sun Also Rises (1926). Both were correct. The character of Jay Gatsby, in Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby—at once the brash, opportunistic hero and the failed idealistic victim of his times—most typified what Frederick Jackson Turner had described as the essential American spirit: “That practical, inventive turn of mind, quick to find expedients; that masterful grasp of material things, lacking in the artistic but powerful to effect great ends; that restless, nervous energy; that dominant individualism, working for good and for evil.”

The changing roles of women were among the most visible results of this flux and ferment. Advances in women’s rights, as Molly Haskell has written in From Reverence to Rape, “made the twenties seem closer to our time than any intervening decade. They seem, indeed, the antecedent to the current women’s liberation movement and the ‘new morality’ and, more, to anticipate the split between the two” (44). Newly empowered by the vote, young women abandoned ankle-length dresses, corsets, and long tresses and eagerly took up hip flasks, flesh-colored stockings, smoking, and careers in all professions.

Maintaining one’s balance in such a chaotically changing world required the agility and endurance of a marathon runner. Even though Gatsby’s ideals had fallen victim to the siren songs of money, social status, and material success, the rest of the nation eagerly embraced the brittle novelties, foibles, and fantasies of the age. Reports of crimes, disasters, and scandals—Al Capone’s bootlegging, the Scopes trial, the newest dance crazes, thrill seekers, and the exploits of evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson and the Four Horsemen of Notre Dame—commanded the biggest headlines.

The motion picture industry lost no time in taking up the challenge of Pound’s “Hugh Selwyn Mauberley”:

 


The age demanded an image

Of an accelerated grimace,

Something for the modern stage,

Not, at any rate, an Attic grace. . . .

The “age demanded” chiefly a mould in plaster,

Made with no loss of time,

A prose kinema, not, not assuredly, alabaster

Of the “sculpture” of rhyme.



 

In their variety, technical polish, star power, and global proliferation, American films proclaimed America’s new place in the international scene. As Peter Rollins declares in his study of Will Rogers, “The message of these films was that older civilizations may have posted their claims to preeminence before the United States, but postwar realities dictated that the United States was the only country whose spirit had not been broken by World War I” (80).

What has come to be labeled by historians David Bordwell, Kristin Thompson, and Janet Staiger as the “classical” period of the Hollywood studio film—an integral system defined by products consistently displaying “respect for tradition, mimesis, self-effacing craftsmanship, and cool control of the perceiver’s response” (4)—the modern American movie industry was now entering its mature phase. Maintaining its financial operations on the East Coast, the studios had long since relocated their production facilities to Southern California, scattered from Santa Monica to Edendale to Pasadena; as far north as San Francisco; and as far east as Phoenix, Arizona. By the middle of the decade, most of the Big Five studios were in place; by 1929 the last of the majors, RKO, was established as a result of the talkie boom. Patterning these studios after the Ford-Taylor assembly line production system, entrepreneurs such as Adolph Zukor, Louis B. Mayer, the Warner brothers, Carl Laemmle, and William Fox were successfully exploiting their backgrounds in sales and retail and their understanding of public tastes to establish, by mid-decade, vertically integrated structures that controlled the production, distribution, and exhibition of films. Pictures were shaped, manufactured, and implemented by most of the supporting technical developments still relevant today (various color processes, camera and sound recording equipment, optical effects); by the self-imposed protocensorship policies established by the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors Association of America (MPPDA) in 1922, 1927, and 1929; by the rise of company unions, particularly the Motion Picture Academy; by the proliferation of publicity departments, trade papers, and fan magazines; and by the consolidation of exhibition chains and the modern movie theaters (including the picture palaces). Reflecting the nation’s dominant political and social climate, the resulting products were dedicated, for the most part, to promoting the decade’s “mainstream” American image of conservative Anglo-Saxon values. Indeed, that collective entity known as “Hollywood” was flexing its muscles. The opening title of Joseph von Sternberg’s The Last Command (1928) described Hollywood as “The Magic Empire of the Twentieth Century! The Mecca of the World!”; the motto of American Cinematographer magazine boasted, “Give Us a Place to Stand and We Will Film the Universe.”

While many pictures supported vestiges of a prewar progressive idealism that was tenuously linked, at the same time, with the politics, literature, and lifestyle of the modern age, an equally significant subset of films reflected resistance to conventional mores. Epitomizing the first category are the most commercially popular filmmakers of the day. Whereas D. W. Griffith, Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, and Charles Chaplin had initially distinguished themselves by their fierce individualism and satiric social visions from the mid- to late 1910s, they spent the decade of the 1920s in retrenchment, making lavishly produced, studio-bound blockbusters and fairy tales. Distancing himself from the acerbic social commentary that marked many of his Biograph shorts and features such as The Mother and the Law (1916), D. W. Griffith turned increasingly to theatrical melodramas (Way Down East, 1920; Sally of the Sawdust, 1925) and historical reenactments (America, 1924). Pickford’s Pollyanna (1920) and Little Annie Rooney (1925) consolidated her “little girl” image, and her Dorothy Vernon of Haddon Hall (1925) and My Best Girl (1927) retreated into the realms of the costume drama and the shop-girl romance, respectively. Fairbanks’s The Mark of Zorro (1920) inaugurated his cycle of costume swashbucklers, which included The Three Musketeers (1921), Robin Hood (1922), The Black Pirate (1926), and The Gaucho (1928). Chaplin’s The Kid (1921) was his most insistently Victorian melodrama to date, and the remaining work of the decade, The Gold Rush (1925) and The Circus (1927), was awash in a cozily Victorian nostalgia.

Other directors and stars, by contrast, invested their films with more contemporary bite and explored new genres. Erich von Stroheim, Cecil B. De Mille, and Mal St. Clair invested their “Old World” films with a suggestively biting social and sexual commentary. The Merry Widow (1925), Male and Female (1922), and The Grand Duchess and the Waiter (1926), respectively, wedded the old-fashioned contexts of European-based manners, settings, and class distinctions with a jazzier sensibility. Will Rogers’s silent films took his homespun wisdom and satire to Washington (Going to Congress, 1924) and Europe (They Had to See Paris, 1929). Émigré directors F. W. Murnau, Victor Seastrom, Ernst Lubitsch, and Paul Leni reversed the process, bringing European “art” prestige to America in Sunrise (1927), The Scarlet Letter (1926), Lady Windemere’s Fan (1925), and The Cat and the Canary (1927), respectively. Among the younger American directors, John Ford began his estimable cycle of American “manifest destiny” westerns with The Iron Horse (1924) and Three Bad Men (1928); Tod Browning teamed up with Lon Chaney for a new kind of psychological horror chiller with The Unholy Three (1925) and The Unknown (1928); Joseph von Sternberg heralded the modern cycle of gangster pictures with Underworld (1927), and Robert Flaherty took his cameras to far-flung places such as Alaska and the South Seas in Nanook of the North (1922) and Moana (1926).

The “new woman” in society—the emancipated “flapper” figure vaguely derived from the real-life exploits of Zelda Fitzgerald and from the spate of “new woman” plays currently enjoying success on Broadway—found her screen incarnation in films scripted by women who enjoyed enormous clout and prestige in the industry at the time, including Anita Loos, Frances Marion, and Clara Beranger. Their stories were crafted for young actresses such as Clara Bow, Colleen Moore, Marion Davies, and Joan Crawford. Exuberant and sexy as Our Dancing Daughters (1928) and Dorothy Arzner’s The Wild Party (1929) seemed, however, they were, as Molly Haskell reminds us, essentially ambivalent in their sexual liberation, like the age that produced them: “They made stars of heroines who, with their ruthless insistence on having a good time, were the very embodiment of a spirit that was more the way an age liked—or feared—to see itself than the way it actually was” (333). It is worth noting that actress Louise Brooks had to emigrate to Germany to make, under the guidance of G. W. Pabst, Pandora’s Box (1928), the only film of the time that did not flinch from the essential amorality of this character type.

World War I, still a vivid memory, was not deemed commercial box-office
 material until King Vidor’s landmark The Big Parade (1925), with its gritty realism, became a popular sensation. In quick succession followed Raoul Walsh’s What Price Glory? (1926), William Wellman’s aviation epic Wings (1927), George Fitzmaurice’s Lilac Time (1928), and Lewis Milestone’s antiwar classic All Quiet on the Western Front (1930).

It was no coincidence that many films reflected a society newly galvanized and in constant motion, both in the air, à la Lindbergh, and on the ground, courtesy of Barney Oldfield. It was an age of speed and thrills. New modes of transportation such as the automobile and the airplane resulted in a plethora of airports, automatic traffic lights, concrete roads, one-way streets, officially numbered highways, tourist homes, roadside hotels, roadside diners, hot-dog stands, fruit and vegetable stalls, filling stations, and, of course, traffic congestion and parking problems. Construction boomed, prefabricated homes sprang up, suburbs spread out, and the newfangled skyscrapers towered over the streets. Slapstick comedians Charlie Chase, Harold Lloyd, and Buster Keaton, in films such as Speedy (1928), Safety Last (1923), and Seven Chances (1925), converted this new landscape into a gymnasium. Emulating the exploits of real-life thrill seekers, high-wire performers, wing-walkers, and “human flies,” they climbed buildings, raced cars, fell out of airplanes, and tumbled from buses, motorcycles, ocean liners, and locomotives.

Although the preceding discussion reflects a cross-section of mainstream American films from this period, historian Kevin Brownlow, in his books The War, the West and the Wilderness and Behind the Mask of Innocence, is quick to remind us that fictional and documentary films of social consciousness and ethnographic concerns were indeed made throughout the 1920s, even if they came from the margins of the industry and received limited exposure. “In the twenties, if a film set out to educate rather than to entertain,” writes Brownlow, “audiences knew, by some sixth sense, how to avoid it” (xvii). Nonetheless, many brave examples include the “race movies,” such as Scar of Shame (1927), produced by the Lincoln Motion Picture Company, which was dedicated to making movies with black performers for black audiences. These productions, like the films of black filmmaker Oscar Micheaux, chronicled what Thomas Cripps has termed the “black bourgeois success myth.” (Recent studies by historians Mark A. Reid and Pearl Bowser are currently reexamining Micheaux’s work, including three titles that survive, Within Our Gates, 1920; Symbol of the Unconquered, 1920; and Body and Soul, 1925). With unflinching directness, they examined issues of bigotry, lynch-mob justice, Uncle Tomism, and the activities of the Klan. Among the few female filmmakers was Alice Weber, who devoted her career to films examining the societal inequities and double standards facing women. The Angel of Broadway (1927), for example, blended a jazz-age nightclub setting with a story about slum reform. Among the pioneering ethnographic documentarians were Martin and Osa Johnson, whose “camera safaris” recorded the life, landscapes, and peoples of Africa and Borneo.

The contrasts, turmoil, and sheer exuberance of the 1920s era have long been favorite subjects of filmmakers and television producers. King Vidor’s The Crowd (1928) was not just a story set in the 1920s; it has become something of a time capsule of the look and texture of the time. The cycle of gangster films of the 1930s, including Mervyn LeRoy’s Little Caesar (1931), William Wellman’s The Public Enemy (1931), and Howard Hawks’s Scarface (1932), dissected the roots of gangland violence in the racketeering that grew up around Prohibition. The Roaring Twenties (1939), produced by Warner Bros. barely six years after the repeal of Prohibition, set the seal on the this type of gangster picture as it rehashed the by-now familiar story of the rise and fall of a bootlegger, from the trenches of wartime to the bloody streets of gangland and the crash of the stock market. Brian De Palma’s The Untouchables (1987) and Roger Corman’s St. Valentine’s Day Massacre (1967) reprised the saga of Chicago’s gangland. (On television, The Untouchables, 1959–63, and The Roaring Twenties, 1960–62, brought Prohibition alive once again for home viewing.) Films chronicling the swashbuckling days of aviation and tabloid journalism include George Roy Hill’s The Great Waldo Pepper (1975) and numerous adaptations of the hit Ben Hecht–Charles MacArthur 1927 play The Front Page. John Sayles’s Matewan (1987) told the story of a bitter 1920 strike in the coalmines of southern West Virginia. A far rosier romance and nostalgia marked Blake Edwards’s Thoroughly Modern Millie (1967) and George Roy Hill’s The Sting (1973), both veritable catalogues of pertinent topics, including white slavery, the liberated flapper, gangland activities, and Prohibition. And, of course, Fitzgerald’s Great Gatsby, which sums up the bittersweet romance of the whole era, has been adapted three times, in 1926, 1949, and 1974.

The decade ended badly for the country and for the movies. Until the stock market crash of October 1929, American industry and business had marched on, unhampered by a government little concerned with regulatory legislation and a labor movement that had not only stalled but also dwindled. Attempts to halt the panic by leading bankers failed and, five days later, more than sixteen million shares of stock were thrown on the market by frantic sellers. An amount of money larger than the national debt vanished. The Great Depression was on its way. It broke the optimistic mood of the 1920s as surely and abruptly as the postwar years broke the back of progressive fervor.

Meanwhile, the talkie revolution of 1927–28 was wreaking its own havoc on the silent film industry. The talking picture revolution, begun with the DeForest Phonofilms and the Vitaphone shorts of the mid-1920s and culminating in the first synchronized-sound features from Warner Bros. and Fox in 1927–29 (Alan Crosland’s The Jazz Singer and Raoul Walsh’s In Old Arizona, respectively), was a by-product of the developing communications technologies of the day. As Donald Crafton demonstrates in his authoritative The Talkies, the new talking picture technology was marketed and imaged as one more new development in “thermionics,” or electrical science—as part of a burgeoning age of communications (telephone, wireless radio, television, amplifiers, microphones, and public-address systems): “By 1928 most of the popular press writers saw the perfected talkies as an inevitable outgrowth of modern science—a predestined consequence of other communication technologies.” With incredible rapidity, technically mature talkies such as Rouben Mamoulian’s Applause (1929) and Sternberg’s Thunderbolt (1929) not only superseded the form of the silent film, but the immediacy of their sounds and the suggestiveness of their words also provoked renewed calls for censorship that eventually resulted in the writing of the Motion Picture Code of 1930. Suddenly, abruptly, completely, the industry suffered a complete technological overhaul, and a “panic” of sorts threw studios into disarray and put thousands of technicians, actors, and musicians out of work. Unlike the Depression, however, the effect would prove to be short-term. Hollywood bounced back by 1930 and faced with renewed confidence a new decade of expansion and consolidation.
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The Sting (1973, F)

The St. Valentine’s Day Massacre (1967, F)

Sunrise (1927, F)

Symbol of the Unconquered (1920, F)

They Had to See Paris (1929, F)

Thoroughly Modern Millie (1967, F)

Three Bad Men (1928, F)

The Three Musketeers (1921, F)

Thunderbolt (1929, F)

Underworld (1927, F)

The Unholy Three (1925, F)

The Unknown (1928, F)

The Untouchables (1987, F; 1959–63, TV)

Way Down East (1920, F)

What Price Glory? (1926, F)

The Wild Party (1929, F)

Wings (1927, F)

Within Our Gates (1920, F)
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[ CARLTON JACKSON ]

The 1930s

The stock market crash of October 29, 1929, “Black Tuesday,” heralded the onset of the Great Depression, which lasted for most of a decade and influenced social and governmental policies for the rest of the century. Nationwide, unemployment rose to 25 percent, while in the industrial cities of Cleveland and Toledo it climbed to 50 and 80 percent, respectively. The gross national product fell from $104 billion in 1929 to $76.4 billion in 1932, a 25 percent decline. In human terms, the Depression spelled disaster for millions, with soup kitchens and street-corner apple sellers becoming commonplace. “Families” writes historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, “slept in tarpaper shacks and tin-lined caves and scavenged like dogs for food in the city dump.” One-fifth of New York’s schoolchildren suffered from malnutrition, while millions of people went undernourished in the American South and elsewhere.

Historian Albert U. Romasco, in The Poverty of Abundance, likens the Depression to a rainstorm: “a sensible man acknowledged his inability to stop the rain [and] sought shelter while waiting for the storm to pass” (viii). Romasco further observes that the Depression “made man’s dependence [on other people and the government] fully evident; and it thoroughly exposed the impotence of the individual in modern society” (viii). Fellow sufferers came together, hoping to work in concert for the common good. And this “concert” ultimately led much of the American public to expect entitlement programs from Washington. Both movies and academia helped delineate this trend. Even many years after the Depression it appeared that many, if not most, of the New Deal’s social programs had become “permanent institutions” (Bernstein, 8). Local governments and charities were no longer sufficient for the problems facing the country.

Frank Capra’s American Madness, made in 1932, the worst year of the Depression, evoked the plight of the “Little People,” but the focus was on a heroic small-business owner. At least at this stage, Capra preferred “Hoover voluntarism” to other solutions to the Depression: “No need for government aid; better individual behavior will solve the massive economic slump.” Capra offered in his Depression films a “concerned, small-proprietor individualism” (Stricker, 458). The message was direct and simple: honest bankers would turn the economy around. But, as Robert Sobel writes in The Great Bull Market, many Americans began to believe that Wall Street—and, by extension, banks—caused “most of the problems facing the nation” (159). Indeed, in the Depression, banks were among the greatest villains, and they continued to hold this unsavory reputation for years to come.

As the Depression continued, Hollywood directors—including Capra—took the country’s economic failures more seriously. They began to depict an intractable Depression that displaced citizens, fostered venal gangsters, and brought into power political grafters and corrupted officials.

The Road People

During the Depression, large numbers of Americans lost their jobs and started drifting, making the 1930s the “golden years” of hoboing in the United States. Men, and sometimes women, wandered here and there, looking for sustenance—both physical and moral. Hollywood took an interest in these uprooted citizens. Among the first of the “traveling” films was Wild Boys of the Road (1933), depicting a new phenomenon of American social history: young boys whose parents had been bankrupted by the Depression seeking their own solutions to economic problems. Eddie (Frankie Darro) sells his car, “Leapin’ Lena,” to help his father. When this sacrifice proves to be only temporarily helpful, he and his best friend Tommie (Edwin Phillips) “hit the road,” soon joined by dozens of other youths as they look for work and food. Like most other Depression movies, Wild Boys of the Road has a happy ending, for anything else would add to the audience’s gloom; a compassionate judge (Robert Barrat)—who sits beneath the Blue Eagle of the National Recovery Administration—gives the boys, who have been charged as runaways, a “second chance.”

The Petrified Forest (1936), filmed from Robert Sherwood’s last play, brings together hoboing and gangsterism. Alan Squier (Leslie Howard), having once married into wealth but now down and out, has been hitching rides after being dumped by a tourist group because he could not pay his way. Hoping, he declares, to find something to believe in, he comes to a gas station/café at the edge of the Petrified Forest in the Arizona desert. There he finds “Gabby” Maple (Bette Davis) and is smitten by her beauty and philosophical bent. After she reads some of her poetry, they talk about the world’s chaos. The Depression, Alan says, is “nature hitting back” with instruments called neuroses, afflicting humankind “with the jitters.” The republic, he continues, “is in bad need of saving,” but our “fine excuse” for a government cannot keep law and order, as is evident by the numerous criminals spawned by Prohibition.

One such thug is Duke Mantee (Humphrey Bogart), who, according to radio reports, is headed toward the Petrified Forest. Mantee arrives and waits at the café for an old flame to arrive and join him in an escape to Mexico. Over the course of the film, Alan, who has secretly signed over a $5,000 life-insurance policy to Gabby, talks Mantee into shooting him. He believes that his death will make a creative life possible for Gabby, thus salvaging at least one positive value from the Depression. Just as Mantee shoots Alan, a posse arrives. Mantee and his gang flee, but the other hostages at the café soon hear over the radio that the gang leader has been killed.

[image: image]

FIGURE 3.  The Petrified Forest (1936). Alan Squires (Leslie Howard, left) confronts gangster Duke Mantee (Humphrey Bogart, right), venting his anger at the society that produced criminals like Mantee. Gabby (Bette Davis, seated) the daughter of the inn’s owner, looks on. The inn itself, isolated on a high plateau in the Arizona desert, becomes the unlikely setting for philosophical inquiry. Courtesy Warner Bros.

The Petrified Forest reflects forms of humanity within the framework of the Depression. Alan’s gesture of bestowing his life-insurance policy on Gabby is a heroic sacrifice for a stranger to make. Although Duke Mantee is a desperate criminal, the movie even depicts a degree of benevolence on his part. The Petrified Forest shows humanity in its various moods: love, hate, greed, avarice, and redemption. It is a nearly perfect movie for the Depression years—not least because of Humphrey Bogart’s resemblance to the “public enemy number 1” of the time, John Dillinger.

The most “depressing” of all the Depression movies was I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang (1932). James Allen (Paul Muni) is so destitute that he tries to sell the medals he has earned for his service in World War I. An exasperated pawnbroker shows him a drawerful of medals from other down-and-out veterans; there is no monetary value to his patriotic service. Allen learns to survive any way he can. Eventually he is falsely implicated in a robbery that lands him on a chain gang. He escapes and in time becomes an important engineer in the Chicago area. His landlady, Marie Woods (Glenda Farrell), discovers his background, saying, “I wouldn’t tell if I had a reason to protect you. If you were my husband.” Not surprisingly, the subsequent shotgun marriage is not a happy one. When Allen falls in love with Helen (Helen Vinson), he asks Marie for a divorce, a request she vehemently rejects. Intensely angry, she reports her husband to the authorities. Believing that he has to serve only a token ninety days before being pardoned, Allen returns to prison. Discovering that he has been tricked by the authorities, he escapes again, going all the way from war hero to criminal outsider and fugitive.

Fugitive, unlike most other Depression films, does not have a happy ending. Allen slips through the shadows but enjoys neither rest nor peace. When he comes to see Helen one dark night after a year on the run, she asks him, “How do you live?” His answer: “I steal.” The movie is a provocation rather than a reassurance. The country’s mood was not good in 1932, and Fugitive reflected that situation. According to film scholar Andrew Bergman, if Fugitive had been made just a year later, “the chances are good that James Allen would have encountered a sympathetic federal official at picture’s end, with a just solution in sight” (97). By late 1933, Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal was taking hold and, at least in the minds of many people, the economy was improving, so such a salvation might well have been possible.

The Grapes of Wrath (1940), based on John Steinbeck’s novel and directed by John Ford, includes almost every Depression motif. It is a “road” movie, a “collectivist” one, with strong themes of “family,” and—unlike the book—it has a happy ending. The Joads, “Okies,” lose their property in Oklahoma and head for the “Promised Land” of California. Tom Joad (Henry Fonda) gathers the family into a dilapidated truck, and they travel along Route 66 through Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona to California. The family stops at numerous transient stations. At a work site, the Keene Ranch, vigilantes decide to clear out a nearby “Hooverville” made up of migrant workers looking for jobs. In self-defense, Tom kills one of the vigilantes and becomes a fugitive.

After more travel, the Joads come to the Farm Workers Wheat Patch Camp, sponsored by the United States Department of Agriculture (regarded by many locals as “a bunch of Reds”). There the family obtains food, clothing, and shelter, and something it has long been deprived of: a social life and, above all else, dignity. In fact, the Joads gain the treatment in The Grapes of Wrath that was denied James Allen in Fugitive. A New Deal program, in effect, comes to their rescue. Unfortunately, the police are still hot on Tom’s trail for killing the guard at Keene, so he once more has to take flight. He announces to Ma (Jane Darwell) that he would be “everywhere” there is injustice. As the movie ends, Ma tells Pa (Charley Grapewin)—in a speech written by Darryl Zanuck to give the conclusion of the film an upbeat message—that “We’ll go on forever, Pa. We’re the People.” This thought of “We the People” consorting with the government to end the Depression became a powerful one, and movies such as The Grapes of Wrath reinforced the vision.

Political Movies

When the Depression began in 1929, Robert and Helen Merrell Lynd maintain in Middletown in Transition, individuals may have blamed themselves for their economic predicaments. A latter-day historian, William Leuchtenburg, echoes their thoughts when he observes that “The unemployed worker almost always experienced feelings of guilt and self-deprecation” (118). As time passed, however, it was increasingly clear that the public hoped for a government-led, macroeconomic solution to the Depression.

Probably the most intense “leftist” Depression movie from Hollywood was King Vidor’s Our Daily Bread (1934), which attacked just about every traditional American value: rugged individualism, monetary gain, and capitalism itself. Called by many critics a “pinko” movie (it won awards from the League of Nations and the Soviet Union), Our Daily Bread “stressed the elimination of competition and the fulfillment of the individual in the group, rather than his submergence in the mass” (Bergman, 79). In the movie, a young couple flees the city to occupy a rundown farm they have inherited. Migrants come to the farm, and the owners, Tom and Mary, decide to turn it into a cooperative. Before long, farmers, masons, plumbers, tailors, bricklayers—even a concert violinist—make their home in this new society. Each takes on an “expert” role in a spontaneous division of labor. The movie climaxes with the opening of an irrigation ditch that everyone has worked on together. They cheer as the life-giving water saturates their land. Despite the collectivist thrust of the film, critic Terry Christensen maintains, the residents of the cooperative still wanted a strong leader to guide them in their various pursuits. One of the subtexts of Our Daily Bread is that there is a natural need of humans en masse to demand strong, even undemocratic leadership in times of crisis.

The “strong leadership” theme emerged in numerous Depression movies, but never more potently—albeit fantastically—than in Gabriel Over the White House (1933), directed by Gregory La Cava. In it, President Judson Hammond (Walter Huston) shows little interest in solving the country’s problems until he suffers a near-death experience in an auto accident and comes under the protective wing of the archangel Gabriel. He then becomes “benevolent”—at least by his own definition. Trampling on the Bill of Rights, he ends crime by declaring martial law, puts gangsters up against firing squads, forces the rest of the world to join America in disarmament, and, when disarmament is accomplished everywhere except in the United States, scuttles the U.S. Navy.

Many Americans saw Gabriel Over the White House as friendly to fascist ideals, implying that only a single strongman could save the nation, and just as dangerous ideologically as Our Daily Bread had been, albeit at the other end of the political spectrum. President Hammond uses the newly developed technology of radio to get his messages across to the American people, in effect, prophetic of Franklin Roosevelt’s “fireside chats” (Roosevelt took office a few weeks after Gabriel appeared in movie theaters). The loudest applause in the president’s first inaugural address came when he asked for “broad executive power,” in effect a mandate from the American people to deal with the Depression (Schlesinger, 8).

Documentaries

Not far removed from political films were social documentaries whose creators commented upon the country’s economic conditions. One major director was Pare Lorentz, who made two films for the federal government that fit Depression themes: The Plow That Broke the Plains (1936) and The River (1937). Lorentz “believed that film should be used to clarify public perception of issues” (Rollins, 38); both of these documentaries exemplified his notions of “clarification.”

The federal government’s Farm Security Administration (previously called the Resettlement Administration), sponsored both Plow and The River, causing some critics to view them as blatant attempts to convince Americans that salvation lay in big government. Supporters, however, argued that the two films would help to “bridge the communications gap between government and the public” (Rollins, 39), especially in an era when most major dailies were hostile to Roosevelt’s experiments.

Plow deals with the Great Plains, stretching from Texas to Canada, covering more than 400 million acres, a land of “high winds and sun, but little rain.” By 1933 the “old grassland” that had “bound the soil together” was the “new wheatland.” Drought and poor farming practices had created severe erosion, and a constant wind removed the soil in great billowing clouds of silt, turning portions of the Great Plains into a “dust bowl” and forcing thousands of its inhabitants—the real-life counterparts of the Joads—to flee. Many Depression audiences got their first look at the “Dust Bowl” when they viewed The Plow That Broke the Plains. Indeed, the final segment of the movie foreshadows The Grapes of Wrath, depicting columns of old cars and trucks moving westward, their occupants looking for shelter and work (O’Connor, 286). The movie ends despondently with the image of an abandoned bird’s nest in the branches of a dead tree. Apparently, there had been a New Deal “upbeat” ending to Plow, for in the Depression even documentaries needed happy resolutions, but, all the same, the movie was withdrawn from circulation in 1939 after South Dakota Senator Karl Mundt claimed it had insulted him. The Plow That Broke the Plains was not made public again until 1961 (Rollins, 41).

A year after Plow, Lorentz shot The River (1937), about the Mississippi and its tributaries. The narrator focused on the damage the Mississippi had wrought over the years through floods and erosion. The film’s saving message was that if “we had the power to take the [Mississippi] Valley apart, we have the power to put it back together again.” In “putting it back together,” a technocratic government built dams in many areas drained by the Mississippi. Citing disastrous floods from 1903 to 1937, the narration justifies the federal government’s massive program of dam and levee construction, which changed the face of the American landscape. The movie’s final scenes show newly built houses in places where flood control devices had been installed, houses financed by generous loans from a benevolent federal government. As with Plow, critics saw The River primarily as New Deal propaganda. The River, however, was not pulled from circulation as Plow would be; in fact, The River won numerous prizes, and no less a person than James Joyce said that its narrative contained “the most beautiful prose I have heard in ten years” (Rollins, 40). Resonating with the evangelical culture of Depression audiences, Virgil Thomson’s music for The River matches the scenes portrayed on the screen. “How Firm A Foundation,” a well-known and beloved hymn, was played in variations throughout the film, as well as  “’Tis So Sweet to Trust in Jesus.” To symbolize the destruction of forests, Thomson’s score also played loud variations of “Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight” (Rollins, 42).

Another documentary is Native Land (1942). A mixture of narration and acting, its contemporary appeal lay in the drive during the 1930s to unionize the American worker, a movement portrayed from a far-left perspective by a group of activists who organized a studio called Frontier Films. Its members were proud to be Communists, and their marxism was a point of honor. The film speaks to how the Bill of Rights had been steadily undermined by those who opposed labor and racial harmony in the United States, and it mirrors many previous themes of Depression movies when the announcer proudly proclaims, “You can’t blacklist a whole people.”

Films as Depression “Historian”

The Great Depression has also been “revisited” by filmmakers of the generations following World War II. Director Arthur Penn made Bonnie and Clyde (1967), a glorification of two hardened bank robbers and murderers who, in real life, were not at all “glamorous.” Clyde Barrow (Warren Beatty) and Bonnie Parker (Faye Dunaway) “tried” to move their lives off the Depression “standstills” that historian Caroline Bird describes in The Invisible Scar (xiv). Regrettably, they endeavored to accomplish their goals by robbing banks and killing anyone who got in their way.

Banks of the 1930s were regular Depression villains; one of the most compelling scenes in Bonnie and Clyde depicts its former owner’s joining Clyde in shooting out the windows of a foreclosed house. Later, when Clyde robs a bank, he allows a poor farmer to keep his money. After one heist, Clyde counts the haul and laments its smallness. His brother Buck (Gene Hackman) philosophizes, “Well, times is hard.”

The 1987 movie Ironweed, directed by Hector Babenco and starring Jack Nicholson and Meryl Streep, was almost as depressing as Fugitive, made half a century earlier. It offers starkly realistic portrayals of down-and-outers on the cold streets of Albany, New York, in the middle of the Depression. They hurt because of hard economic times and personal shortcomings, and their chief comfort is the bottle. Such depictions were quite relevant to the real Depression, where the mood gradually grew that “suffering is suffering no matter the victim, no matter the reason,” a thought that would gain as much currency in the 1980s and 1990s as in the 1930s.

Robert Benton’s Places in the Heart (1984) reflects the determination of some in the Depression not only to live through hard times but also to prosper. Edna Spalding’s (Sally Field) life is changed forever when her husband, the sheriff of Waxahachie, Texas, is accidentally shot to death by a drunken African American. Afterward, she and a black man, Moses (Danny Glover), harvest the first bale of cotton of the season and thus gain the best price at the local cotton gin, though their partnership is broken when local members of the Ku Klux Klan intimidate Moses into leaving. The movie touches on another sensitive subject of the 1930s as, indeed, of the 1980s and 1990s, insisting that white and black Americans had to pull together to fight economic deprivation.

A 1998 documentary, The Great Depression (Tower Productions), narrated by former New York Governor Mario Cuomo, gives a useful summary of the traumatic events of the 1930s. The experiences of the “road people” are recounted here, as well as the need for collective and mutual cooperation as a way out of the Depression. Hoboes, soup kitchens, dust-bowl victims, labor strife, gangsterism, and corrupt government—all are described, interspersed with learned comments from John Kenneth Galbraith, Upton Sinclair, Howard Zinn, and Kitty Carlisle Hart. The ultimate “message” of this documentary is that Roosevelt’s New Deal administration saved the day by, as Leuchtenburg remarks, creating “a new emphasis on social security and collective action” (340).

In the end, filmmakers and historians have not greatly diverged in describing and explaining the Great Depression. Directors, in much the way of a good historical novelist, have created fictional characters and put them into real-life situations. Documentaries have portrayed the devolution of “rugged individualism” into “ragged individualism” (Meltzer, 160) during the Depression and have shown how Franklin Roosevelt resurrected “rugged individualism” in a distinctly changed form to allow increased governmental scrutiny of social and economic life. No longer, for example, could that symbol of capitalist fraud and corruption, the New York Stock Exchange, “operate as a private club free of national supervision” (Leuchtenburg, 336). And by controlling Wall Street, banks, big business, and other special interest groups could perhaps be harnessed as well.

Movies and historians alike have depicted Roosevelt as the architect of a government that serves as “the affirmative instrument of the people” (Schlesinger, 483), representing general rather than specific interests. Whatever ended the Depression—the New Deal or World War II—will forever be debated, and neither the movies nor the historians have ever reached a consensus on this question.
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[ CHRISTOPHER C. LOVETT ]

The 1960s

The 1960s—an era of social upheaval and youthful rebellion—has become a battleground in America’s collective memory, and Hollywood films produced during that dynamic decade or with themes from that era reflect the struggle to interpret what was once optimistically called the Age of Aquarius. Historians and filmmakers are divided; interpretations of events such as Vietnam, civil rights, feminism, and the campus wars often turn on an individual’s political orientation at the time. Todd Gitlin, a former Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) activist, and now a sociologist and historian, is correct when he observes, “Fantasy revolutions, withdrawals, media-driven dismissals . . . all the easy reactions obscured the more elusive and ambiguous results, the triumphs and precedents that the New Left left behind as it broke up” (421). Many former radicals challenge Gitlin’s interpretation of the decade’s spirit. For instance, Peter Collier and David Horowitz dispute any positive spin on the era, including Gitlin’s. To them, the student radicals of the New Left “set out to destroy America from within” (243). The debate continues.

The public’s interest in the 1960s remains strong and is evident in the popularity of “oldies” music and a wave of nostalgic histories about the decade. In the 1980s, Hollywood attempted to capture this nostalgia craze with Lawrence Kasdan’s The Big Chill (1983), a film about the “good old days” of commitment and student activism, but The Big Chill and other such nostalgic films told only part of the story. During and following the Reagan era (1980–88), Hollywood reexamined the dark side of the 1960s in a series of films depicting the years of hope, days of sorrow, and the pain the American public experienced between 1960 and 1973, a true watershed in American history. James Patterson, a respected historian, agrees, noting that the ever-increasing demands for an expansion of civil rights for women, minorities, and the underprivileged, as well as the riots that plagued the decade, “did more than bewilder people.” Those issues not only divided America, but “also aroused a backlash, the most vivid of the many reactions that arose amid the polarization of the era. It long outlasted the 1960s” (668). It was this backlash that brought forth the Reagan revolution and the conservative reaction that followed.

The Silent Generation and the Origins of the Youth Rebellion

With the onset of the Cold War, Americans became perplexed: how could the Arsenal of Democracy win a global conflict with Germany and Japan, yet find itself besieged by the threat of Communism? Before Senator Joseph R. McCarthy announced on February 12, 1950, in Wheeling, West Virginia, that he had a list of 205 Communists in the State Department, Hollywood had been under attack by the House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC). Nineteen screenwriters and directors scorned the investigation, and ten who refused to testify were imprisoned. The proscription of the Hollywood Ten and the blacklist in Hollywood—which quickly spread to radio, television, and the theater—cast a cloud over the entertainment industry. In 1951, Irwin Shaw, a veteran of World War II and author of The Young Lions, published his second novel, The Troubled Air, dealing with the blacklist in the radio industry. John Henry Faulk, a CBS radio writer, chronicled his own experiences in Fear on Trial (1975), which was made into a TV docudrama in the 1970s. The lesson of McCarthyism, accurately portrayed in Shaw’s book and Faulk’s film, was obvious: conform or suffer the consequences. Later, historian Stuart Samuels would summarize the fallout, noting that “three concepts dominated the decade: conformity, paranoia, and alienation” marked the films Hollywood produced (207). Many directors and screenwriters played it safe and avoided controversial films for fear of losing their positions. Now that the Cold War nightmare is over, it remains difficult to comprehend the fear and trepidation that the Red Scare caused among intellectuals and writers in academia and in the entertainment industry.

It has been long suspected, and only recently acknowledged by historians, that the Communist Party USA (CPUSA) was funded by the Soviet Union. As Harvey Klehr, James Earl Haynes, and Fridrikh Igorevich Firsov have noted, Soviet intelligence agencies actively recruited agents from the CPUSA into the Communist underground for Soviet covert operations (195). Much of this has become known with the availability of the Venona decrypts, a top-secret American effort to decode Soviet message traffic from 1943 to 1980.

Venona showed that the Soviets had penetrated the U.S. government from the Justice Department to the War Department during the 1930s and 1940s. To protect the most secret source of intelligence, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Omar Bradley, did not inform Harry Truman of the project, according to former Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan (71). Moynihan claims, after an examination of the evidence, that “by the onset of the Cold War the Soviet attack in the area of espionage and subversion had been blunted and turned back” (Weinstein, 340). Still, as historian Robert Ferrell emphasizes, “There was fire behind McCarthy’s smoke, for the Soviet Union had infiltrated the U.S. government with spies, but McCarthy . . . never managed to find a single one, save possibly an Army dentist” (19). Even Herbert Romerstein, a former staff member to HUAC, asserts that “to a very great degree Senator Joseph R. McCarthy was, in fact, irrelevant to the anti-Communist cause” because of Venona (451). So, although it was true that the Communist threat had existed earlier, prior to 1950, McCarthy’s demagoguery succeeded only in damaging the anticommunist cause to such an extent that Christopher Andrew considers McCarthy as the greatest agent of influence the Kremlin had during the Cold War (164).

In the 1950s young people silently rebelled against the conformity of their parents. The coming of rock ‘n’ roll, particularly the advent of Elvis Presley, helped mobilize this rebellion. In Nicholas Ray’s 1955 film Rebel Without a Cause, James Dean defined the mood: American youth was frustrated yet could not identify a target for its anger. In the meantime, parents in the 1950s were warned of juvenile delinquency as depicted in Hollywood productions. The related issues of alienation and identity were also raised by sociologists such as David Riesman in The Lonely Crowd and William Whyte in The Organization Man. Riesman and Whyte pointed to the serious feelings of alienation and a change in American character that were evident among not only middle-class youth but also their parents.

Still, a few films addressed real social concerns, as when Hollywood forced the American public to remember the internment of Japanese Americans during World War II in films such as John Sturges’s Bad Day at Black Rock (1955). Indirectly, Hollywood required the public to address not only the issue of internment but also its willing compliance in the national hysteria in the early 1950s that resulted in legislation such as the McCarran Act (1950), which permitted the government to arrest and intern enemies of the state without due process of law. Congress passed the McCarran Act over Harry Truman’s veto and warning that it “would make a mockery of our Bill of Rights” (Hamby, 549).

Even more remarkable, filmmakers had urged men of principle to stand up against evil—and not as HUAC perceived it. By 1959, “young people with a great deal of sophistication, tolerance, and eagerness were looking for something in literature,” as Morris Dickstein notes, “not simply looking at it” (13). In high school and college, American youth gravitated to Arthur Miller’s The Crucible, a depiction of the Salem witchcraft trials as a metaphor for the evils of McCarthyism. A new age of focused rebellion was born.

Dr. Strangelove and How We Learned to Love the Bomb

America’s nuclear monopoly ended in 1949, when the Soviet Union tested its first atomic device. As the 1950s ended and politicians debated first a “bomber gap” and then a “missile gap,” an increasingly insecure public slowly became aroused by the threat of nuclear war. It is difficult for later generations to imagine the panic that gripped the country, but Americans came to realize that nuclear weapons—ostensibly developed to protect the land—posed a danger to the nation’s survival. At the time, the media accurately reported that radioactive isotopes were being found in cows’ milk and that a danger existed to the public health owing to atmospheric nuclear testing.

What the public did not know was that its own government systematically tested the sick and the infirm with high levels of nuclear radiation to gauge the long-term effects of exposure during some future nuclear war. The Eisenhower administration established a top-secret, blue-ribbon committee—composed of Bernard Brodie, Arthur Compton, James B. Conant, John Hersey, Clark Kerr, Arthur Krock, Charles Mayo, Karl Menninger, and many others—in order to evaluate human testing. According to Eileen Welsome, the plutonium experiments “were not just immoral science, they were bad science” (9). A PBS documentary, The Atomic Café (1982), satirizes how people in the 1950s viewed nuclear weapons—sometimes sophomorically, sometimes with odd optimism that by “ducking and covering” they could survive an atomic a holocaust. Another warning came with the publication of Pat Frank’s 1959 novel Alas, Babylon, depicting the survival of a small Florida town following a nuclear exchange between the Soviet Union and the United States.

The possibility of nuclear accidents existed before Hollywood dramatized the dangers of unintentional nuclear war. Most Americans were oblivious to the risks. The citizens of Roswell, New Mexico, were no exception; until 1988, they did not realize that thirty-three years earlier a U.S. Navy attack aircraft had jettisoned a fully armed atomic device not far from their city. In order to avoid panic, the Navy issued a press release to local papers that a “practice bomb” had been dropped not far from the now-famous town. Quickly, the FBI rushed to the scene and helped cordon the area from the media and onlookers as bomb-disposal teams retrieved the unexploded weapon. By the 1960s, public attitudes had changed concerning weapons of mass destruction, and Hollywood was willing to exploit the issue.

The fear of nuclear war escalated during the presidency of John F. Kennedy—in Berlin and, much closer to home, during the Cuban missile crisis in 1962. Hollywood addressed the possibility of combat with the Soviet Union in Stanley Kramer’s adaptation of Nevil Shute’s On the Beach (1959), in which an American submarine crew decides to return home to die rather than survive in the desolation of a post-nuclear world; in The Bedford Incident (1965), about an aggressive American destroyer commander, portrayed by Richard Widmark, who precipitates an accidental nuclear confrontation between his ship and a Soviet submarine; and in Fail-Safe (1964), in which a faulty computer system sends U.S. bombers to attack the Soviet Union. These films convinced the public that despite American technological superiority over the Soviet Union, neither side would “win” a nuclear exchange. As a corollary, the films indirectly supported the Kennedy administration’s view of limited war: If war had to come between East and West, it would be better if it were fought far from home, with conventional weapons and in a Third World setting.

As the public reflected on the dangers of a possible nuclear Armageddon in the 1960s, the film industry next challenged American nuclear strategy. Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (1964) was a devastating comedy depicting the irrationality of mutually assured destruction (MAD), the operative U.S. nuclear strategy best formulated in Henry Kissinger’s Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy (1957) and Herman Kahn’s On Thermonuclear War (1960), Thinking About the Unthinkable (1962), and On Escalation (1965). Although not accurate in a historical sense, Dr. Strangelove captures, according to Paul Boyer, “a specific moment and offers a satiric but recognizable portrait of the era’s strategic thinking and cultural climate” (266). Likewise, Norman Jewison’s The Russians Are Coming! The Russians Are Coming! (1966), starring Alan Arkin and Carl Reiner, played on American fears of a Soviet attack, turning such antics into a hilarious spoof. In the end, the Russians and the Americans of the film learn to value cooperation over confrontation—and to make love, not war.

Sex, Drugs, and Rock ‘n’ Roll

By the mid-1960s Hollywood was in trouble. American youth was listening to a different beat and was tuned in to such best-sellers as Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 and, later, Charles Reich’s The Greening of America. Reich assumed that the crisis began as the meritocracy twisted American life into a rat race, turning youth and the enlightened into “strangers to themselves” (9). Timothy Leary, the guru of LSD, swayed many students with his seductive appeal “to tune in, turn on, and drop out.” Thousands sought refuge in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury, the East Village in New York, or the communes that dotted the nation’s landscape. The sexual revolution even reached the heartland, where birth control reshaped sexual relations on university campuses. The major studios initially failed to exploit those trends. Indeed, the only studio actually making money was United Artists, with spaghetti westerns, the Pink Panther series, and James Bond films. United Artists, sensing the shift of the youth culture, secured rights to The Beatles before they became a household word with A Hard Day’s Night (1964) and Help! (1965). Events passed Hollywood by, and it was not until 1967, when headlines increasingly proved that the optimistic world of the Frankie Avalon–Annette Funicello beach movies and even of The Beatles had disappeared, that filmmakers produced movies that reflected stresses in America’s cultural and social fabric. (George Lucas would resurrect something of that innocence in his 1973 celebration of the early 1960s, American Graffiti.)

Warren Beatty, the handsome star of Elia Kazan’s Splendor in the Grass (1961), had yet to make his mark in American cinema, despite acclaim for his acting in the William Inge story. For the most part, Beatty was his own worst enemy, believing that he was too good for most of the parts offered to him—until he saw the script for Bonnie and Clyde (1967). Beatty sold Bonnie and Clyde as an outlaw film; however, it was unlike any of the classic gangster films of the 1930s. Instead of a traditional cops-and-robbers picture, director Arthur Penn produced a film that dramatically reflected the social upheaval in the late 1960s, replacing the traditional criminal with a 1960s-style revolutionary pushing the envelope of rebellion and violence to the limit.

Bonnie and Clyde projected on the screen an allegory of the cultural and social revolution that was taking place on college campuses and cities across the land. At almost the same time, Peter Fonda called his friend Dennis Hopper about a biker film, which would follow two outlaws traveling cross-country after making a big score selling drugs. This film, however, much like Bonnie and Clyde, would not only revolutionize Hollywood but would also reflect the emerging counterculture during the Summer of Love, 1967. The film Easy Rider (1969) was largely improvised (despite Terry Southern’s script) and gave Middle America its first cinematic view of the youth revolution. Much has been made of Captain America’s (Peter Fonda) statement to Billy (Dennis Hopper): “We blew it.” Did “it” mean that the characters failed to accept the communal lifestyle of the counterculture? If Fonda and Hopper accepted that premise, then there was no need for the bloody ending to the picture, in which Captain America and Billy were murdered by southern rednecks. Still, Fonda and Hopper—unlike the studios, which attempted to exploit the youth culture with Wild in the Streets (1968), Joe (1970), and The Strawberry Statement (1970)—further condemned the conformist social values that, according to the youth culture, dominated the American scene in the late 1960s.

The Graduate (1967), directed by Mike Nichols, was a comedy involving a recent college graduate, Benjamin Braddock (Dustin Hoffman), experiencing an identity crisis. The initial advice given to Benjamin, as a college graduate, was to seek his fortune in “plastics,” a famous statement satirizing 1960s materialism in an age of affluence. (Ironically, Benjamin never worried about the draft at a time when hundreds of thousands of his contemporaries had been shipped off to fight in Southeast Asia). Moviegoers, for the most part, focused on either the comedy or the love story between Benjamin and Elaine (Katharine Ross). When they did, they overlooked another subplot of the film, the radicalization of Mrs. Robinson (Ann Bancroft), who was willing to risk her dignity to escape the constraints of the traditional female role. The songs sung by Simon and Garfunkel dramatically added to the popularity of the picture and ensured an Oscar for director Mike Nichols.

Bonnie and Clyde, Easy Rider, and The Graduate portrayed the 1960s in fictionalized form. It was not until Warner Bros. released Michael Wadleigh’s Woodstock (1970) that the public had the opportunity to experience visually the hippie lifestyle during the much-publicized Festival of Life outside Saugerties, New York, in June 1969. Although the free love, drugs, and bare bodies of the youthful participants shocked some parents, the rockumentary was a hit with younger audiences and grossed over $16.4 million. To Charles Reich, the Woodstock Nation became “the revolution of the new generation” (4). For Abbie Hoffman, Woodstock represented anarchy for anarchy’s sake (Burner, 131). But in many ways, Woodstock marked a high point of the counterculture. The ensuing Tate–LaBianca murders by Charles Manson and his “family” in August 1969 revealed the dark side of the counterculture not only for the public at large, but also for the film community. Still more tragedies were to unfold, particularly the murder of an African American at a Rolling Stones concert at the Altamont Raceway in December 1969, captured on film for Albert Maysles’s documentary Gimme Shelter (1970)—a film intentionally designed to “answer” the optimism of Woodstock.

Hollywood did not create the counterculture, but, as Peter Biskind argues in Easy Riders, Raging Bulls, the values and rebellion of the counterculture saved Hollywood and expanded the creative opportunities for the film industry. Not everyone agrees with Biskind’s analysis. One strident critic of Hollywood and its impact on American culture since the 1960s, Michael Medved, notes that Hollywood created an unhealthy environment that has contaminated American society. Using a popular 1960s metaphor, Medved claims that “The popular culture is unhealthy for children—and other living things” (344). The debate goes on.

[image: image]

FIGURE 4.  Woodstock (1970). Camera crews prepare for filming under the direction of filmmaker Michael Wadleigh (seated at center right, with headset). Although many fictional films in the 1960s depicted aspects of the “youth rebellion” of the time, the concert movie gave the counterculture its greatest and most widespread visibility on the screen. Courtesy Wadleigh-Maurice and Warner Bros.

Judging the 1960s

The films of the 1960s attempted to depict a new age of redefinition, liberation, and social activism in a visualization and celebration of change. Filmmakers were not concerned with nitpicking details of historical truth; instead, they sought to give meaning to the social revolution that they witnessed in the streets, on university campuses, among men and women, and on the distant battlefields where young Americans fought and died in a controversial war. Hollywood provided an instrument for future generations, often too young to understand the dynamics of the 1960s, to conceptualize the divisiveness of the decade. Yet an element of distortion, somehow overlooked, occurs when society relies on film to explain historical reality.

Oliver Stone, the point man for Hollywood’s effort to reinterpret the 1960s, believes that historians, like many directors, are overly defensive “and come at filmmakers with an attitude of hostility.” Stone argues that historians presume that directors “pervert the paradigm with emotion, sentimentality, and so on.” No doubt speaking for other filmmakers, the director of Platoon, The Doors, Born on the Fourth of July, JFK, and Nixon contends “historians exhibit much pomposity whey they think that they alone are in custody of the ‘facts,’ and take it upon themselves to guard ‘the truth’ as zealously as the high priests of ancient Egypt” (Toplin, 51).

Still, the decade divides Americans. David Burner argues that social activism alienated the traditional Democratic coalition and directly aided the forces of reaction, a point Charles Reich supports in The Greening of America (312). Maurice Isserman, a respected liberal historian, grudgingly agrees that the student radicals, those who alienated the political mainstream, failed to learn a fundamental lesson from their seniors—“the need for a patient, long-term approach to building movements; an emphasis upon the value of winning small victories . . . [and] the need to work with others with differing viewpoints” (219).

Some scholars of the antiwar movement and responses to it have reached different conclusions, arguing that defiant protests may have prolonged the war by hardening public attitudes of the middle class about Vietnam (Garfinkle, 1). Michael Medved not only agrees but also notes that “Hollywood paints only the most glowing portrait of the contemporaries who stayed home and protested American policy” (230). Tom Wells believes that it was the antiwar movement, and particularly college protesters, that altered, for one, Notre Dame University president Theodore Hesburgh’s views about Vietnam. Hesburgh, a Catholic priest and nearly iconic representative of Middle America, recalled, “I think the young people really turned the tide on this one. . . . Most of us underwent a complete transformation from A to Z” (Wells, 303).

The youthful rebels on college campuses and in Hollywood never anticipated the counterrevolution that came with Richard Nixon’s election in 1968 (see “Richard Nixon”), when, Lewis Gould writes, “American politics was changed for the worse in ways that the nation has not fully absorbed or resolved nearly a quarter century after Richard Nixon’s narrow victory over Hubert Humphrey” (169). The triumphant liberalism that defeated the Depression and won World War II was, ironically, a victim of the 1960s. From the ashes came the neoconservatives, who, according to Paul Lyons, “understood the ways in which the radical challenges concerning race, gender, values, nation, and nature were unsettling to hardworking Middle Americans” (211).

How do we judge the 1960s? Historians remain divided. Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin compare the decade to the American Civil War, writing that “many of the key conflicts of the 1960s had neither healed nor driven either side from the field of battle” (294). Even Todd Gitlin, writing closer to the decade than many other historians, believes that “the Sixties’ returns are not in, the activists now [as of 1987] in their thirties and forties [are] not necessarily finished.” Gitlin, unlike many others of his generation, still harbors the dream that “there are still movements waiting to happen” (438). Horowitz and Collier argue, on the other hand, “the radical future is an illusion,” and the Left’s resilience “is primarily a result of the fact that it has built its political religion on liberal precepts: its luminous promise—equality, fraternity, and social justice” (335). Consequently, the real battle for conservative writers remains, Horowitz and Collier believe, “between those who have had second thoughts about their experiences in the Sixties, and those who have not” (334). Regardless, the “aftershocks are still felt,” according to Jules Witcover, “not only in the country at large but particularly in the lives of the millions, and in their memories of a year that rocked a bitterly divided nation to its core—and set it on a course that keeps it divided still” (507).
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The 1970s

The 1970s was a turbulent time, and it has been rightly labeled the “Media Decade”: The Vietnam War, the Watergate scandal, the election of Jimmy Carter, the growing power of the antinuclear movement, and the crisis in Iran were all media events in the sense that the public perception of these events was shaped by the reports of network television news. The quest for higher ratings was often a very strong motivating factor behind television’s delineation of events.

The 1970s also saw the emergence of the first generation of children who grew up on television. When television began broadcasting in the 1950s, its credo was a blend of public service and entertainment, and the results were classic programs such as Victory at Sea, Omnibus, and Kraft Television Theatre. In the 1970s, commercial television became big business; sex and violence began to undergird successful programs, both reflecting and causing a change in social mores, and a “TV” generation emerged—a cohort that was passive, prone to accept violence casually, and insensitive to social issues (Comstock, 249).

The decade also saw the growth of the women’s liberation movement. The movement, which started to gather momentum in the 1960s, found pervasive support from diverse sections of society and, as a political force, was instrumental in bringing fundamental changes in social attitudes. More women had jobs previously held only by men, and such visible bastions of male dominance as West Point and Annapolis saw the graduation of the first classes of female officers in the armed forces. The transformation of an essentially passive and dependent image of women also brought about marked changes in male/ female relationships. The movement led to what Christopher Lasch called a “flight from feeling” in the female’s attitude toward relationships with males. Some observers feared a slide toward promiscuity. Feminists also cited the findings of Masters and Johnson, which destroyed the “myth” of vaginal orgasm and announced that females were multi-orgasmic; many ideologues saw this as liberating women from dependence on men and, indeed, pointing toward women’s biological superiority. These findings destroyed the concept of the traditional role of women and shifted the “pressure to perform” from the female to the male. In effect, interpersonal relations were threatened because of the inversion of roles and, in the process of role reversal, men, for many, became the sex object.

Tom Wolfe labeled the 1970s “The Me Decade” for self-evident reasons. According to Wolfe and other critics, the basic precepts of a narcissistic personality implied that an individual was only concerned with the progression and development of one’s own career. The “me” personality shirked permanent relationships and simply ignored everybody else in the quest for “self glorification” (Wolfe, 156).

Perhaps the most significant phenomenon of the 1960s, which culminated as the major issue of the early 1970s, was the Vietnam War. A public perception that this was America’s first major defeat meant that veterans of the war were denied the heroic welcome and status bestowed upon veterans of other wars, perhaps because “losing” was not acceptable in the American tradition. This rejection greatly amplified the problems of readjustment for the returning soldier, already burdened by the guilt about what he had been told by public spokesmen and his radical peers was an immoral war.

Many of the returning soldiers exhibited symptoms of what was diagnosed as “post– traumatic stress disorder” (PTSD), a state characterized by self-doubt, aggression, and genuine fear of intimate relationships. Thus the process of readjustment into a hostile society involved not only overcoming the physical and emotional difficulties but also finding a constructive new direction in life. Many veterans, such as John Kerry, who later served in the U.S. Senate, sought self-expression by becoming demonstrators against the very war in which they had served. These “prophet-heroes,” as Robert Lifton characterizes them, contributed in large measure to the reevaluation of America’s role in Vietnam and changed society’s attitude toward any such future involvement. Others, such as Navy flyer James Webb, went on to government service and continued to defend America’s failed efforts in Indochina.

Motion Pictures About the 1970s Media

It was within this extended backdrop that many significant films of the 1970s were created. Sidney Lumet’s Network (1976) and Alan J. Pakula’s Parallax View (1974) and All the President’s Men (1976) focused on the growing power of the media and the marked impact of television on human behavior and on public perception. Network is very explicit in its depiction of the evils of television, the depersonalization of American society, and the fate of resistant individuals enmeshed within the system. The film raised a flag about the impact of television on thinking processes and behavior patterns—and thus the fabric of American society. All the President’s Men, which traced the investigative reporting of two young Washington Post reporters who were instrumental in exposing the Watergate break-in and the subsequent cover-up, underlined the impact of the print news media, as did The Parallax View, which focuses on a journalist who attempts to probe the assassination of a presidential candidate. Both films validated the power of the fourth estate and the far-reaching influence of television on America’s future.

Feminism

The undercurrent of the feminist movement, which in many ways was a vital part of the 1970s mise-en-scène, was also the thematic focus of a range of important films. Jane Kramer observes that the focus on male-female relationships in these movies reveals “their longing to discover an archetype of the modern woman—one that will hold, one that will move in some pure female space” (30). Such films include Joan Micklin Silver’s Hester Street (1975), Robert Benton’s Kramer vs. Kramer (1979), James Bridge’s The China Syndrome (1979), Paul Mazursky’s An Unmarried Woman (1978), Richard Brooks’s Looking for Mr. Goodbar (1977), and the Woody Allen films Annie Hall (1977) and Manhattan (1979).

In An Unmarried Woman, Erica (Jill Clayburgh) is a thirty-seven-year-old woman whose husband has deserted her. She meets Saul Kaplan (Alan Bates), a famous painter who is looking for a permanent relationship. Unfortunately, Erica’s “flight from feeling,” resulting from the disappointing experience in her marriage, finally causes the relationship to crumble. In Looking for Mr. Goodbar, Theresa Dunn (Diane Keaton) is a young schoolteacher who instructs deaf children during the day and at night “cruises” the singles bars for temporary liaisons aimed at satisfying her narcissistic sexuality. In both Manhattan and Annie Hall, the protagonists embody the sexual anxieties of modern men, which, when transposed on interpersonal relationships, imbue them with the tasks of not only adjusting to the changing image of the liberated woman but also of justifying themselves as men.

Vietnam

That the Vietnam War and our involvement are examined in many of the memorable films of the 1970s is not accidental. As the decade opened, the national mood was wrenchingly altered by the perception that the war was widening into Laos and Cambodia. Films such as Michael Cimino’s The Deer Hunter (1978), Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979), and Hal Ashby’s Coming Home (1978) explored the effects of the war both on the front line and at home.

The last film, while taking an antiwar stance, focuses on the problems confronting the returning Vietnam veteran, graphically projecting the conflict between a traditional America accustomed to winning and a new, hip society that had to come to terms with loss. Among the victims of the Vietnam War were the warriors who had to learn to live in a society that rejected them. In Coming Home, Luke Martin (Jon Voight) is wounded, but his healing brings new insights about life; on the other hand, Captain Bob Hyde (Bruce Dern) is destroyed because he cannot reconcile old values with the world of Woodstock.

The Vietnam War also yielded more than four hundred documentaries that examined the war from various perspectives. Among the important ones produced in the 1970s were Saigon (1970), Vietnam: Voices in Opposition (1970), Where We Stand in Cambodia (1971), Lyndon Johnson Talks Politics (1972), Indochina 1975: The End of the Road? (1975), POWs: The Pawns of War (1971), The World of Charlie Company (1970), The Boat People (1979), and The Selling of the Pentagon (1971). Vietnam: Voices in Opposition was filmed in compliance with an FCC ruling that CBS must provide an opportunity for administration critics to reply to President Nixon’s televised statements on Vietnam, with CBS correspondents offering their analysis. Where We Stand in Cambodia examines the expansion of the war in Vietnam, and Indochina 1975: The End of the Road? assesses the gains made by Communist forces in South Vietnam and Cambodia and looks at the plight of refugees in both countries. Finally, The Boat People reports on the plight of thousands of homeless Vietnamese refugees stranded along the coast of Malaysia and Southeast Asia and examines U.S. policies concerning these people.

Documentaries made in the 1980s focus more on the aftermath of Vietnam. Memorable among these include Frontline: Bloods of ’Nam (1986), Frank: A Vietnam Veteran (1981), The Problems of Peace (1981), Are You Listening: Indochina Refugees (1981) and Becoming American (1982). Frontline: Bloods of ‘Nam examines the fact that although blacks made up only 10 percent of the soldiers in combat, they accounted for 23 percent of the casualties. Frank is a returning soldier’s monologue describing the horrors of his experience, while The Problems of Peace analyzes the problems of Vietnam from a postwar perspective. Finally, Are You Listening and Becoming American highlight the heartaches and joys of the American experience. The diversity of perspectives in the films underscores the impact of the Vietnam experience on the American psyche.

Compensatory Vision

In a decade where many of the societal problems continued to fester, the most successful films were often wish-fulfillment fantasies, which offered solutions to pervasive pressures. Perhaps the most significant among these are John Avildsen’s Rocky (1976) and George Lucas’s Star Wars (1977). The original Rocky was the first in a series of films that featured Rocky Balboa (Sylvester Stallone) as an underdog boxer from Philadelphia. In this recurring role, “Cinderella” Balboa becomes an American cultural icon by overcoming insurmountable odds through the strength of the human spirit—a veritable success story, triumphing over incredible odds.

Star Wars–type films such as Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), Battlestar: Galactica (1978), and Star Trek: The Motion Picture (1979) heralded a new, futuristic direction for the genre, which Robert Aldiss has defined as a “space opera”: “Ideally, the earth must be in peril, there must be quest and a man to meet the mighty hour. . . . There must be a woman fairer than the skies and a villain darker than the Black Hole. And all must come right in the end” (10). Star Wars fits this description neatly yet manages to convey a deeper meaning, as the narrator of the documentary The Making of Star Wars notes: “Its power is to rise from something simpler to something rarer, the romantic spirit. Before it we are young again and everything seems possible.”

Star Wars recreated a myth out of our own past and carried it into the future, making “the old fable of fateful youth rising to combat universal tyranny with a paean of communal hope” (Collins, 6), a theme reiterated in The Empire Strikes Back (1980). Coming in the 1970s, when Americans were buffeted by the repercussions of the Vietnam War, the disintegrating family, and the polarization of interpersonal relationships and feared being replaced and dehumanized by technological extensions of the self, Star Wars offered appealing, mystical solutions to problems of great magnitude. In the process, it restored the American dream and reaffirmed the American way of life.

Behind this sociocultural backdrop, the 1970s was also a watershed era in many critical aspects. The decade saw the renewal and rebirth of the film industry and was, in contrast to the 1950s and the 1960s, a box office– oriented period, with megablockbusters like Jaws (1975) and Star Wars standing among the highest grossing films in history. It was also in this decade that subsidiary markets—cable television and video sales and rentals—for Hollywood films emerged as result of new technology such as Sony’s Betamax and Japanese Victor’s VHS videocassette players.

The decade also witnessed the emergence of a new breed of directors, “Movie Brats” who had formal film school training and were able to create films that were both critically and commercially successful. They brought in an audiovisual rather than narrative approach to filmmaking, which often favored style, loud soundtracks, and action, stressing form and style as much as content. Among them were Martin Scorsese, George Lucas, Bob Rafelson, Alan Pakula, Brian De Palma, Peter Bogdanovich, and Robert Altman. These new talents were responsible for the most creative and artistically significant films of the period: Mean Streets (1973), Star Wars (1977), Five Easy Pieces (1970), Klute (1971), Carrie (1976), The Last Picture Show (1971), and MASH (1970).

The films of the 1970s range from the political to the apathetic, from the mundane to the speculative, from the philosophical to the mindless. Altogether, as Peter Lev has argued, the films of the decade represent a form of discussion about the nature and the direction of American society in the era: “open, diverse, and egalitarian, or stubbornly resistant to change” (36). It is an apt assessment that reinforces the relationship between film and history.
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[ WILLIAM J. PALMER ]

The 1980s

It is fitting that the central figure of 1980s social history and the trendsetter for 1980s film representations of that history is Ronald Reagan, a former film actor who repeatedly employed film images and references to advance his historical goals. The major social, political, and historical issues of the 1980s—winning the Vietnam War ten years after the fact, the New Patriotism, saber-rattling détente with Russia’s “evil empire,” renewed fears of nuclear holocaust, the federal deficit, the self-indulgent Yuppie lifestyle, a “neo-racism” against Asians much different from that of the World War II era—were in many respects both inspired and exploited by Reagan and his cohort. Other film reflections on social history, such as a strikingly focused cluster of farm-crisis films, a redefinition of feminist roles, and a proliferation of films about gangs and drugs, were all reactions to specific cultural events and trends. However, the greatest historical undermining of any 1980s illusion of 1950s, Eisenhower-era stability was the growing threat of an international terrorist community, organized on the two models of the “big event” and the “death squad.” The emergence of this invisible international villain, increasingly sponsored by national entities, either terrorist states or fascist governments, served as a violent dialogic denial of the grandfatherly illusion of prosperity and rededication to old-fashioned American values of the Reagan years.

Coincident with the spun imagery of the Reagan era, at the very beginning of the 1980s, a new approach to historical discourse—named the “New Historicism” by Stephen Greenblatt in a 1980 essay—came into vogue. It emphasized that the texts of history needed to be more diverse and more attuned to the “marginalized” voices of the poor and working classes of society as well as the politically, racially, and sexually disenfranchised members of society than the master-text, power-centered traditional histories of the past had been (1). Despite long-standing and consistent charges of the film industry’s traditional exploitation of historical fact and romanticizing of historical realism, Hollywood in the 1980s proved quite reactive and timely in its representation of social history. When the New Historicists presented their arguments that historical “fact” is always much more complex than conventional histories have portrayed it and that historical “reality” is extremely difficult to recreate, past charges of Hollywood’s historical inaccuracy and exploitation of history were rendered increasingly moot. If, as Graeme Turner writes, film “is a social practice for its makers and its audience, in its narratives and meanings we can locate evidence of the ways in which our culture makes sense of itself”  (xiv–xv), then the films of the 1980s proved a highly reactive, analytic, and accessible body of representations of the historical climate, the social trends, and the political violence of the 1980s. In other words, in this decade the mirroring of society was one of the things that films did best.

A literariness marked by films such as The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1981) and Ragtime (1981) proved a false start to the decade’s film consciousness, but by 1982 the first real gatherings of sociohistorical film texts around contemporary life texts began. Films such as Testament (1983) and Silkwood (1983), perhaps inspired by Israel’s preemptive strike against an Iraqi nuclear reactor in 1981, actually predicted (as The China Syndrome had in 1979) real-life toxic disasters such as the gas leak in Bhopal, India, that killed 3,400 people in 1984 and the Chernobyl nuclear plant explosion in 1986. The years 1983 and 1984 saw a newfound emphasis on the family farm with the release of Places in the Heart, Country, and The River, while 1987 was the year of Vietnam with Oliver Stone’s Academy Award–winning Platoon serving as an antidote to the politically fantasized winning of the lost Vietnam War in earlier films such as Rambo II (1985) and Uncommon Valor (1983). Comedy reasserted itself as a vibrant social commentator upon the triumphs and tragedies of Reagonomics in 1988, the year of the Yuppie hit Baby Boom. But if Vietnam was put to rest in the deficit-flaunting excess of the Yuppie lifestyle, other wars of a very different sort were asserting their sociocultural presence in the films of the 1980s. The resurgence of Cold War antagonism toward Russia and the emergence of organized international terrorism became prominent film texts.

For the New Historicists, movies are what Dominick LaCapra calls “mechanisms of diffusion” (80). They are one of the means whereby complex historical texts are circulated, interpreted, and used in society. For example, film diffuses the social history of the 1980s by defining those trends or texts—such as Vietnam guilt or Yuppie cynicism—that people of the time were trying to understand.

Two of the major film texts of the 1980s—the large group of Vietnam War films and the smaller cluster of nuclear-holocaust films—were holdovers from earlier decades. The Vietnam War films took two different shapes in the 1980s. Early in the decade, led by the hit Rambo series, a body of films espoused the militarist fantasy that the Vietnam War was not really lost in the 1960s and 1970s but merely placed on hold until 1980s heroes portrayed by Sylvester Stallone, Chuck Norris, Gene Hackman, and the like could go back and redeem the national pride, exorcise the national shame. Later in the decade, however, Oliver Stone’s Platoon (1986) became the most famous of a group of films—Full Metal Jacket (1987), Hamburger Hill (1987), Gardens of Stone (1987), Good Morning, Vietnam (1988), Off Limits (1988), Some Kind of Hero (1981), Birdy (1985), Cutter’s Way (1981), Cease Fire (1986), and The Killing Fields (1984)—that attempted to interpret the American experience in Vietnam and the “coming home” experience of the veterans of that war.

Another violent echo out of America’s past, the doomsday fear of nuclear Armageddon, also reasserted itself in the films of the 1980s and helped to generate another group of films that explored America’s slippery and fragile détente with Russia leading up to the fall of that “evil empire” in 1989. Early in the decade, one of the most important (and most watched) films of the 1980s appeared on television. The Day After (1983) may not have been as complex or well made as Testament (1983), Silkwood (1983), or War Games (1983), but it was seen by more people than any other movie of the decade. Its warning was unmistakably clear and was taken to heart immediately as the Reagan administration (which had threatened to place medium-range missiles in Europe) intensified nuclear disarmament negotiations with Russia, culminating in Reagan’s going to the Moscow Summit in 1988. Throughout the decade, these ongoing U.S. relations with Russia were explored in another group of films—Gorky Park (1983), Moscow on the Hudson (1984), Rocky IV (1985), White Nights (1985), Russkies (1987), and Little Nikita (1988)—that commented on the neo–Cold War brittleness of 1980s détente with a Soviet Union that was growing desperate in its economic failure.

But if the old devils of Vietnam and Russia were being exorcised in 1980s films, a new villain was casting its huge shadow (in the form of a threatening and frightening film text) over the whole decade. It was the shadow of international terrorism. Terrorism in its varied forms (from organized, state-supported, international terrorism to government, “death squad,” control terrorism to commercial, drug-trade terrorism) escalated throughout the decade and became commonplace. Hostages were taken, planes and cruise ships were hijacked and bombed, American soldiers abroad were attacked in discos and their own barracks, political figures and judges were assassinated, and finally a terrorist Jihad or “holy war” was declared against the United States. Films such as The Formula (1980), Rollover (1981), Nighthawks (1981), The Little Drummer Girl (1984), Half Moon Street (1987), and Die Hard (1988) examined the dynamics, the personalities and the motives of international terrorists. Another set of films—Missing (1982), The Year of Living Dangerously (1983), Under Fire (1983), Beyond the Limit (1983), The Killing Fields (1984), Under the Volcano (1984), Kiss of the Spider Woman (1985), The Official Story (1985), and Salvador (1986)—represented the terrorist control tactics of “death squad” fascist governments. Of this set of government terrorist texts, Under Fire and The Official Story are the two most perceptive. Under Fire is mainstream Hollywood filmmaking at its most commercial, but it tellingly engages one of the historical, moral struggles of our time, the control-terrorism text. The Official Story is the ultimate “New Historicist” film of the 1980s, for not only does it explore the plight of the “desaparecidos” of Argentina, but it also unfolds a striking subtext concerning the very nature of history itself, of how “the official story” intentionally obscures the real story of history.

But films of the 1980s focused on things other than international historical issues. Domestic issues such as the ascent of a neofeminism and a newly defined (in economic terms) form of racism against Asians found cinematic expression. Appropriate to the Reagan years, the films of the 1980s—beginning with the farm films of 1983 and 1984, all three of which focus on a working farm wife struggling to keep her family’s world together in the face of economic and natural disasters—championed a neoconservative redefinition of feminism as opposed to the radical and economic feminisms of the 1960s and 1970s. Other films, such as Atlantic City (1980), Personal Best (1983), and Educating Rita (1983), keyed on the attempts of working-class feminist heroines to find success in the competitive world of the 1980s. Still other films, such as Private Benjamin (1980), Urban Cowboy (1980), Swing Shift (1984), Betrayed (1988), and Working Girl (1989), signaled the success of neoconservative women in what were formerly male domains. Finally, some excellent female biopics were made in the decade—Coal Miner’s Daughter (1980), Heart Like a Wheel (1983), Eleni (1984), Marie (1985), Out of Africa (1986), and Gorillas in the Mist (1988)—that offered feminist profiles in courage for a new generation.

Less palatable, yet sociologically acute, was a group of films that represented American society’s growing resentment toward Asian immigrants and Asian Americans in the midst of Asian success in the economic exploitation of American markets. Films such as Alamo Bay (1985), Gung Ho (1986), and, especially, Year of the Dragon (1985) examine different versions of generalized anti-Asian racist tensions that were a clear residue from the Vietnam War.

But by far the major domestic film text of the 1980s was the Yuppie lifestyle text, a large grouping of films exploring the cynical angst and the economic excess of the Yuppie world. Bright Lights, Big City (1988) and Wall Street (1987) are the two marquee films exploring the Reagonomics phenomenon whereby all the money is grabbed and spent before it ever has a chance to trickle down. Perhaps The Big Chill (1983), however, is the ultimate checklist film for the Yuppie generation. Its conversational vignettes between its eight Yuppie stereotypes define the angst, anger, exhilaration, and confusion of the time.

Although the films of the 1980s were heavily influenced by eight years of Ronald Reagan’s neoconservative reimaging of America, they also engaged history, politics, and economics in some highly perceptive ways. They may have represented that burgeoning neoconservatism, but they also powerfully critiqued it. Perhaps Oliver Stone’s work in the decade—Salvador (1986), Platoon (1986), Wall Street (1987), Talk Radio (1989), and Born on the Fourth of July (1989)—is the best testament to the analytic critique of social history that film carried on in that turbulent time.
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[ COTTEN SEILER ]

The American Revolution

Gordon Wood opens The Radicalism of the American Revolution by noting, “We Americans like to think of our revolution as not being radical; indeed, most of the time we consider it downright conservative.” The names of prominent early American personae and the events in which they participated fail to conjure up images we typically associate with the term revolution: “We cannot quite conceive of revolutionaries in powdered hair and knee breeches. The American revolutionaries seem to belong in drawing rooms or legislative halls, not in cellars or in the streets. They made speeches, not bombs, they wrote learned pamphlets, not manifestos. . . . The American Revolution does not seem to have the same kinds of causes—the social wrongs, the class conflict, the grossly inequitable distributions of wealth—that presumably lie behind other revolutions. There were no peasant uprisings, no jacqueries, no burning of chateaux, no storming of prisons” (3).

Given this conception of the American Revolution, the scarcity of films treating it should come as little surprise. The revolution featured few dramatic events of the type Wood mentions—riots, conflagrations, executions—little of the chaotic, compelling imagery, in other words, in which the French and Russian revolutions abounded. It may be objected here that the American Revolution was, nonetheless, a war, and that military events have been vividly represented onscreen. There are differences, however, between narratives of war and those of revolution, and the military aspects of the American Revolution, despite their importance, did not define the event in any essential way. Instead, what distinguishes the era was the production and recognition of a new political ideology. According to Bernard Bailyn, the revolutionaries’ aims and grievances stemmed from the perceived suspension of rights guaranteed them by the British constitution. They sought “not the overthrow or even the alteration of the existing social order but the preservation of political liberty threatened by the apparent corruption of the constitution, and the establishment in principle of the existing conditions of liberty. . . . What was essentially involved in the American Revolution was not the disruption of society, with all the fear, despair, and hatred that that entails” (19).

Bailyn asserts the primary causes of the revolution to be ideals, not social discontent or tyranny. To make the point that the American Revolution was fundamentally a revolution of ideology and of language—communicating new understandings of social class, political power, and identity—in no way diminishes its significance. The preeminence of language, however, seems to have presented obstacles to constructing strong films.

Wood describes the popular notion of the American Revolution as a musty museum exhibit, a place one visits to gaze at the documents under glass and pay homage to the “Founding Fathers” whose faces grace our money. This presentation of history is more conducive to genuflection than fascination. One reason for this conception may be that the revolution has too often been interpreted in mythic and moralistic terms, as a narrative of men and women of unassailable character and vision inhabiting a utopia of American righteousness in conflict with British tyranny. This view tends to turn the era into a ready-made symbol of all that was right with America, a symbol generally used by those who assert that a great deal is currently wrong.

Of course, this narrow interpretation frustrates historians of the American Revolution, such as Wood and Gary Nash, who view the period as one of the most intellectually, socially, economically, and politically protean, fractious, and fertile in American history. Others, such as Howard Zinn, can be grouped under the headings of “People’s History” or “Social History.” These scholars regard the writing of history as a potentially radical political act, and they tend to focus on the suppressed stories of minorities, women, and the poor, challenging dominant interpretations to create “a history disrespectful of governments and respectful of people’s movements of resistance” (Zinn, 570). Whatever their focus, these historians have generally engaged with, and often been radicalized by, theoretical approaches generated outside the discipline of history since the 1960s, in departments of philosophy, women’s studies, sociology, ethnic studies, literature, and film. These new approaches have challenged historians to think thematically about the experiences of marginalized groups in American history, and practically about the textual nature of the past, the power embedded in historical knowledge, and the construction of historical truth. The new historiography, in problematizing and radicalizing the American Revolution, has attempted to rescue the era from both sacralization and irrelevance.

Struggles between historians over the meaning and political import of the revolution eventually find their way onto the screen; indeed, film serves as a more transparent medium in terms of illustrating the political uses of the past. Films, unlike most written history, tend to wear their ideology openly, often dispensing with objectivity in exchange for a more dramatic and accessible narrative. In defense of this tendency to interpret, it is important to note, as Robert Rosenstone has, that the best historical films are not necessarily those that “get it right,” but those that “offer a new relationship to the world of the past” (12). The most compelling historical films do more than render in visual terms the familiar names and events of history; they also hazard a vision of an alternate past and, with it, an alternate future.

One reason for the scarcity of films on the American Revolution lies in the conception of it that Wood ridiculed—as staid, cerebral, and, unlike the Civil War, very much over. The recent popularity of the Civil War and the accompanying plethora of films with Civil War themes have much to do with racial politics in the United States over the past decade. In many ways, the issues surrounding the Civil War remain unresolved, the reconciliation of regions and races unfinished. The Revolution, however, is perceived as a finished product: independence declared, British expelled, freedom enshrined—end of story. At their worst, both academic and cinematic historians merely restate these myths; at their best, they challenge such an erroneous and complacent relationship to the past.

Monuments to Americanism

The list of fictional and documentary films and television programs about the American Revolution is relatively short and, with a few exceptions, not terribly distinguished. Two major Revolutionary War films, America and Janice Meredith, were released in the spring and fall, respectively, of 1924. These films were extravagant monuments to Americanism, and demonstrated the newly arrived legitimacy of film as a middle-class entertainment. What is most remarkable about Janice Meredith and America is their spectacle—the sumptuous set and costume designs, the grand ballroom and battle scenes—and not their fealty to historical accuracy. The mission of D. W. Griffith’s America (alternate title, Love and Sacrifice) was “to stir the patriotic hearts of the nation as . . . no other picture has ever done” (Henderson, 249). Janice Meredith, produced by William Randolph Hearst, set about a similar task, though his film (also known as The Beautiful Rebel), starring his paramour Marion Davies in the title role, was not above taking a few titillating liberties with American history, including a portrayal of George Washington as a seeker of Miss Meredith’s affections.

John Ford’s Drums Along the Mohawk (1939) enjoyed a rare success in drawing audiences for a story set during the Revolutionary War. Adapted from Walter Edmonds’s popular 1936 novel, the film tells the story of a young couple (played by Claudette Colbert and Henry Fonda) on the upstate New York frontier. Though set in the Mohawk Valley in the early years of the war, the film employs genre conventions of the western. As John O’Connor has argued, this film enabled a vital reconnection to the American past and patriotic symbolism during the hard times of the Great Depression (100).

Johnny Tremain, John Paul Jones, and The Devil’s Disciple were produced in the late 1950s, and they remain among the most engaging films on the subject. Johnny Tremain (1957), a Disney film directed by Robert Stevenson, tells a fictional story of a young Massachusetts silversmith’s apprentice who becomes involved in the struggle for independence. John Paul Jones (1959), directed by John Farrow (and featuring his young daughter, Mia), stars an appropriately gruff Robert Stack as the father of the U.S. Navy. The Devil’s Disciple (1959), the most interesting of the three, will be examined in greater detail later in this essay. Also during this time, the French produced Lafayette (1961), which recounts the story of Washington’s young aide-de-camp, the marquis de Lafayette, and features Orson Welles as Benjamin Franklin.

1776 (1972) was adapted from the eponymous Broadway musical. Produced at a time when patriotic feeling ebbed for some Americans because of the Vietnam War, 1776 is ironically one of the more nuanced and insightful films depicting the Revolutionary era. Hugh Hudson’s Revolution (1985) emerged during a very different decade politically, at a time when Ronald Reagan’s presidency emphasized American myths once again. Yet this film, judged by most to be a flop of epic proportions, is nonetheless praiseworthy for its reluctance to recycle clichés. Instead, Revolution assumes the point of view of its least-heralded participants, the urban poor.

Television has perennially visited the subject of the American Revolution. Notable among these small-screen treatments are The Adams Chronicles (1976), George Washington and George Washington II: Forging a New Nation (1984–85), Liberty! The American Revolution (1997), and History Alive: The American Revolution (1998). The critically acclaimed PBS series The Adams Chronicles portrays the famous family from Quincy, Massachusetts. By stipulation of the executors of the Adams estate, the dialogue was restricted to the actual words written by the Adams themselves, giving the production a stiff, literary feel. The ABC-produced George Washington miniseries, in contrast, turns the revolution into substandard TV melodrama. The History Channel’s History Alive: The American Revolution combines Ken Burns–style talking-head narration and celebrity voiceover with re-creations of significant events. Another PBS series, Liberty! The American Revolution, is perhaps most successful in its merging of dramatic readings by actors, interviews with historians, re-creations of historical events, and still cinematography of period paintings and artifacts. It is important to emphasize that the majority of these works, unlike most cinema productions, sought out the counsel of academic historians. For example, among those enlisted by PBS for the Liberty! project were Bailyn, Wood, Pauline Maier, Margaret Washington, Dave Edmunds, and Michael Zuckert, scholars whose views diverge widely but whose expertise enhanced the production enormously.

Several films produced for school or institutional viewing manage to both edify and amuse. The Eastern National Park and Monument association, for example, managed to secure cinematic luminary John Huston to direct Independence (1972), a short film shown at Independence National Historical Park in Philadelphia. Various revolutionary leaders return to twentieth-century Philadelphia to remember the tumultuous events of the late eighteenth century. The film is well acted and informative, yet it glosses over the more contentious issues of the era, depicting an illusory consensus among the Continental Congress and colonists alike. Few educational films deviate from the standard historical model of the American Revolution as an ideological and intellectual feat performed by a handful of colonial elites, despite new historical evidence conflicting with this view.

A Racialized Revolution: America

The 1920s saw a historiographic trend in “debunking” the mythological interpretation of early American history, a trend that suffered a backlash in the history and historical films of the 1930s (see O’Connor). Historians such as Carl Becker (1915) and Charles Beard (1925) stressed class conflict and domestic political inequality as defining characteristics of a previously hallowed era and pointed out the economic self-interest that guided the Founding Fathers—those “pillars of the temple of liberty” whom Abraham Lincoln had praised in the previous century. This historiography paralleled the critique of economic inequality, class strife, and untrammeled corporate power associated with the Progressive Era.

D. W. Griffith’s epic America, however, displays little influence of the Progressive historians. The project began with a request from Will H. Hays, of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America, that Griffith make a patriotic film about the American Revolution. The movie industry had recently been sullied by scandal, and this type of film could help restore Hollywood’s reputation. Loosely based on Griffith’s unproduced play War and Robert Chambers’s novel The Reckoning, the film was developed in consultation of nationalistic organizations such as the Daughters of the American Revolution; the United States War Department contributed troops and materiel for the battle scenes. In addition to Chambers, who is credited for the story, the director enlisted John L. E. Pell, a specialist on Ethan Allen, for “historical arrangement.” Griffith was known to seek out such historical verification, but only from those sources and materials “that bore out his own preconceived ideas” (Henderson, 150). In fact, America largely recycled the moralism and didacticism in Griffith’s controversial Birth of a Nation (1914).

The narrative proceeds from the first stirrings of resistance in the early 1770s in Boston and Virginia to the defeat of Cornwallis at Yorktown in 1781. In typical Griffith style, these historic events serve as the backdrop for a romance between a common farmer, Nathan Holden (Neil Hamilton), and a Tory debutante, Nancy Montague (Carol Dempster). Besides the obvious obstacles of class, the romance is further hamstrung by the onset of the War of Independence: Nancy’s father, Justice Montague (Erville Alderson), remains faithful to the Crown, despite the family’s friendship with fellow Virginian George Washington. Escaping north to Canada, the family finds itself at ground zero—Lexington, Massachusetts, where the shooting war begins. Family loyalties are divided further when Nancy’s brother Charles (Charles Mack) joins the rebel cause at Lexington and is killed in Boston at the Battle of Bunker Hill. When Justice Montague is wounded in a mob incident outside a Lexington Inn, the blame falls on Nathan, whom Nancy scorns—until he is vindicated.

Holden and the Montagues embody American virtues: Nathan’s strength, bravery, love of liberty, and humility mark him as a hero, and Nancy epitomizes the ideal of pure American womanhood; yet Griffith also admires Justice Montague, with his steadfast devotion to monarchy, his respect for the rule of law and political order. For all its patriotic fervor, America is curiously unconcerned with the British, deciding instead to rewrite the revolution as a battle between virtuous and decadent Americans. Thematically, in other words, America revisits the conflicts of The Birth of a Nation. The villains are all either “savage” Native Americans or traitorous American loyalists who fought alongside British forces. Yet, as we see in the sympathetic portrayal of Justice Montague, not all Tories are depicted as villains.

Griffith’s moral world view, abundantly demonstrated in The Birth of a Nation, divided cleanly down racial lines: the darker races threatened the moral rectitude of the lighter; they represented vice, mongrelization, chaos. Yet more damnable were those whites who allied themselves with other races in a gambit for power. Treason against one’s nation was, in Griffith’s view, far less heinous than treason against one’s race. Nowhere is this type of villainy more clearly depicted than in the character Captain Walter Butler (Lionel Barrymore), a “Tory ranger” responsible for the infamous Cherry Valley Massacre of 1778. The first scenes featuring Butler show him first making a war pact with the Iroquois, then carousing in his hunting lodge with his men, Indians, and a group of slatternly, fawning women. Butler “dreams of an opportunity through which he may become leader, betray his King, and over the ruins of his country establish a new empire with himself as Viceroy.” A young Mohawk woman, barely clad, dances erotically before him as he whips the crowd into a fury. The scene tells all: Butler, who dreams of “autocratic” power, would turn America into his own decadent, violent, and miscegenated kingdom.

Consonant with Griffith’s anglophilia, the film ends with Montague and Washington, “again friends, to help solidify the power of the English speaking peoples in the work of the world.” While the film does not identify this “work,” it likely alludes to the alliance of the United States and Britain in the then-recent world war of 1914–18. Finally, Holden enters the ranks of the elite when he marries Nancy, reinforcing the belief in American class mobility. America ultimately does little to illuminate the American Revolution, yet it speaks volumes about the racial and political sensibilities of the most prominent American filmmaker of the 1920s and his audience.

A Fable of Individualism: The Devil’s Disciple

The 1950s saw a resurgence in the nationalistic historiography of the 1930s, a movement fueled by the Pax Americana and rising prosperity. This new affluence, along with a dominant sociological “consensus” model of American society fueled, it could be argued, a desire to see a similar consensus in America’s past. Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Henry Steele Commager, for example, attempted to overturn Charles Beard’s economic interpretation of the Constitution, arguing that its intended purpose was one of equitably distributing power, whatever the pecuniary interests of its framers. Yet consensus, as social critics of the 1950s warned, can verge on conformity, an especially loaded term during the Cold War. The most compelling popular culture products and developments of the 1950s (the James Dean of Rebel without a Cause, the rock ‘n’ roll of Chuck Berry) can be partially understood as reactions to the conformity and standardization of a highly developed, consumer society.

Guy Hamilton’s The Devil’s Disciple (1959) features the unlikely trio of Kirk Douglas, Burt Lancaster, and Laurence Olivier. A British production based on George Bernard Shaw’s play, the film examines moral obligation, conformity, individualism, and masculine identity in small-town Massachusetts during the war. Lancaster plays the Presbyterian minister Anthony Anderson, though not very convincingly. The story begins with the hanging of one of the parson’s flock, a patriarch of the town who was falsely accused of treason. The hanged man’s itinerant, ne’er-do-well son, Richard Dudgeon (Douglas), steals the body from the gallows. Dudgeon is everything the parson is not: reckless, bold, physically and mentally agile. Dudgeon boasts to Anderson of having sworn his soul to “his captain and friend,” the Devil, “and that oath and promise made a man of me!” Dudgeon’s raffish appeal is not lost on Anderson’s young wife, Judith (Janette Scott), a character who serves only to recommend his more preferable dynamic virility over Reverend Anderson’s pacifism and piety.

If Anderson and Dudgeon represent two types of masculinity, a third is presented in the character of General “Gentleman Johnny” John Burgoyne (Olivier). Foppish and sarcastic, Burgoyne was nonetheless one of Britain’s most effective commanders until his defeat at Saratoga in 1777. Olivier portrays Burgoyne, ostensibly the villain, as a voice of reason and civility in a pointless war. The general’s climactic confrontation with Dudgeon, mistakenly arrested as Anderson, is a volley of witticisms ranking among Shaw’s best. Meanwhile, after stumbling through a firefight, Parson Anderson suddenly takes to combat with unwonted skill and vigor for a (former) pacifist. When he rides into Burgoyne’s headquarters demanding Dudgeon’s release, Burgoyne is puzzled (as is the viewer) at the sight of the buckskin-clad clergyman, who declares, “In the hours of trial, sir, a man finds his true profession.”

The film ends with Lancaster exuding the same hammy nobility, but Olivier and Douglas are the true heroes here, as they make plans to dine together later. Burgoyne and Dudgeon are individualists, beholden to none, impatient with the stupidity and mediocrity of wars, nations, causes, and humanity at large. They care little for society’s approval but are so masterful in deed and bearing that they receive it any way. The combination of Burgoyne’s military efficacy and gentlemanly mien, Dudgeon’s chaotic spontaneity, and Anderson’s rectitude and faith provided a template for contemporary masculinity in the 1950s.
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FIGURE 5.  The Devil’s Disciple (1959). Richard Dudgeon (Kirk Douglas), about to be executed on the orders of General John Burgoyne, the British commander, who seeks to quell rebellious rumblings in a small New York town in 1777. Based on George Bernard Shaw’s satirical play of the same name, The Devil’s Disciple depicts a series of mishaps set off by the British occupation. Courtesy Brynapod and Hecht, Hill, & Lancaster Production.

The Devil’s Disciple plays fast and loose with the facts of Burgoyne’s campaign, which menaced Continental forces up until the British surrender at Saratoga. Also, the film ends with Burgoyne remarking that Britain will certainly give up its American colonies, a rather nonsensical pronouncement for a British general in 1777. Shaw’s irreverent play and Hamilton’s film are more interested in human folly than historical truth. “But what will history say?” a lieutenant asks Burgoyne at the film’s conclusion. He responds, “History, as usual, will tell lies.”

The Reagan Era Looks Back: Revolution

The resurgence of the American economy in the 1980s and the policies of the Ronald Reagan and George Bush administrations spurred a revival of conservative ideology and a new willingness to “feel good about America again.” It was a decade in which “The Age of Reagan and the Age of Hollywood merged not only in policies and rhetoric but also in popular images” (Sklar, 345). However, the 1980s were also a decade of resistance, a time during which gender and racial minorities found new strategies to combat what many regarded as a regression in civil rights and social justice. Not surprisingly, historiography reflected the era’s ideological battles. The prevailing conservatism resuscitated the myths of the American Revolution for the justification of some controversial policies (for example, President Reagan’s description of the Nicaraguan Contras as “the moral equivalent of our founding fathers”). Within academia, however, the scope of historical analysis of the American Revolution expanded, with scholars increasingly interested in “history from the bottom up”—the stories of the poor, women, and minorities.

Hugh Hudson’s Revolution appears, in many ways, to be a product of the new social and people’s history of recent decades. Hudson and screenwriter Robert Dillon seem to have drawn on new scholarship emphasizing the radical strains in the colonial era, the complexity of race, gender, and class relations in the eighteenth century, and the historical agency of marginalized groups. Mary Beth Norton, Gary Nash, Gordon Wood, Eric Foner, Ira Berlin, and Joan Hoff Wilson are among the group of historians who stress the radical democratic ferment of the late eighteenth century. Though not necessarily directly informed by such works, the film shares their sensibilities.

Revolution attempts to represent the world of the eighteenth century in a new way, both thematically and visually, and was beautifully designed and photographed. Bernard Lutic’s cinematography works with available light, mimicking the shadowy, torch-lit interiors of the era. The battle scenes are appropriately grim and horrifying, and the landscapes—especially what serve here as the Hudson Valley and Yorktown—are breathtaking. The socially “low” perspective of the film and its stark depiction of the eighteenth century may have accounted for its lack of box-office
 success. A less theoretical reason lies in its being a bad movie, with woeful miscasting, poor dialogue, inexplicable relationships, and underdeveloped characters.

The year is 1776, and New York is “goin’ crazy,” in the words of fisherman Tom Dobb (Al Pacino), with General Washington’s evacuation notice and the expected arrival of British troops. A mob topples a statue of George III and throws Tories into the harbor. Shot from a vantage amid the crowd, this opening scene comes as close as any film has in asserting that the revolution was a radical movement of the common people. As Gary Nash has noted, the urban crowds of the era, much feared by elites on both sides of the conflict, “included a broad range of city dwellers, from slaves and servants through laborers and seamen to artisans and shopkeepers” (Race, 216). Similar scenes in Revolution bear out Nash’s contention that the “developing consciousness and political sophistication of ordinary city dwellers came rapidly to fruition in the early 1760s and thereafter played a major role in the advent of the Revolution” (216).

After the crowd confiscates Tom’s boat for the cause, his young son, Ned (Sid Owen, later Dexter Fletcher), is tricked into enlisting in the Continental Army. Tom follows, and the two depart with the army for Brooklyn. Daisy McConnahay (Nastassja Kinski) is an idealistic young patrician caught up in the radical chic of independence, much to the chagrin of her family. For reasons untold, she is drawn to the monosyllabic Dobb, and brings him food after the Continentals are routed at Brooklyn Heights.

Back in New York, the British humiliate Dobb by forcing him to play the fox in a mock hunt. Ned is arrested as a guerrilla and tortured by a British noncommissioned officer (Donald Sutherland). Sutherland takes to his role with real aplomb, and his Sergeant Major Peasy, although a tough, battle-scarred veteran, reveals a dimension of class consciousness and compassion. Tom rescues Ned from the British camp, and, pursued by Iroquois trackers, escapes with him into the Hudson Valley. Dobb ambushes and kills the Iroquois, earning the trust of nearby Oneida, who take the escapees in and care for Ned. Some months later, Daisy is reunited briefly with Tom and Ned at Valley Forge when she arrives bearing supplies for the troops; she and Tom enjoy a brief (and unconvincing) romantic moment—a critical fault of the film is its inability to generate any motivation for the attraction between Tom and Daisy.

The choice of an Italian American actor for the part of the Scottish-born Tom Dobb is an interesting one, fitting the multicultural sensibility of Revolution, but Pacino never gets the feel of the eighteenth century—its social politics of deference, its manners and sensibilities. Ned’s marriage to a young Jewish woman he meets at Valley Forge is a similarly admirable attempt to show the ethnic diversity of the Continentals. The handling of ethnic integration, however, subscribes to an earlier, “melting pot” model of American heterogeneity. Despite more recent sociological models of the continuing cultural integrity of minority groups in American history, Revolution defines American identity as a racial and ethnic cipher. While minorities and women are represented, none—except, perhaps, Daisy—is given any abiding perspective as either an agent or an observer of historical change. Ultimately, the filmmakers failed to create a compelling film from the ingredients of social and people’s history, however commendable the intentions of screenwriter Dillon and director Hudson.

The Revolutionary Museum

As any museum visitor knows, touching the artifacts on display is against the rules. Given the power of the American Revolution to symbolize American ideals, perhaps it has been similarly marked as off-limits for revision and reconstruction in film. Yet historians, and especially historical filmmakers, must “touch” the past in order to bring it to life, and sometimes this means putting one’s fingerprints on it. America, The Devil’s Disciple, and Revolution are not exactly films about the American Revolution; rather, they involve attempts by their respective writers and directors to interpret the era in the light of contemporary social and political conditions. Griffith used the American Revolution to justify an ethnocentric worldview; Shaw and Hamilton used it to illustrate human folly and encourage individualism; Hudson and Dillon tethered its struggles and diversity to those of the present.
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The Civil War and Reconstruction

The people and events of the Civil War and Reconstruction eras long have captured the American imagination, but nowhere more so than in the movies. As Bruce Chadwick points out in The Reel Civil War, more than seven hundred Hollywood productions have portrayed Americans’ attempts to define the future of the nation between 1861 and 1877, more than any other period in the nation’s history. Civil War and Reconstruction films have had mixed success in making money at the box office. But whatever their financial fate, movies that depict the Civil War and the Reconstruction era have played major roles in shaping and reflecting popular and scholarly attitudes toward these watershed events in American history.

The Silent Era and Nationalist Historians

Americans sought to heal the lingering wounds of the Civil War during the early twentieth century. Appomattox still lay fresh within the living memory of many in the country, but Union and Confederate veterans had begun to meet in joint reunions that stressed their shared experiences and common bravery. During the same years, the Spanish-American War (1898) had brought the nation together in a common cause and demonstrated the tremendous power of a united country. In academia, historians such as James Ford Rhodes and John Burgess pioneered a nationalist school that sought to establish a usable past on which both North and South could agree. By the turn of the century, scholars from both regions of the country had reached a consensus that, although secession was constitutionally unjustifiable, the South had been more than punished by the excesses of the Reconstruction.

The theme of reconciliation dominated the flood of silent films about the war, and stories that both Northerners and Southerners identified with became common. Courage in the face of battle was one sectionally unifying theme. In Thomas Ince’s The Coward (1915), a Southern deserter redeems himself when he smuggles valuable Union plans to the Confederates. In D. W. Griffith’s The Battle (1911), a frightened young soldier proves his bravery to his sweetheart by bringing needed supplies to his regiment through enemy lines. Families and sweethearts separated by the war also were popular unifying themes. Rarely had immediate family members fought on opposite sides, but the image of brother fighting brother served as a symbolic representation of the divided Union. In The Sting of Victory (1916), a Southerner is rejected by his family and sweetheart after he fights for the Union, while In the Days of War (1913) follows brothers-in-law who fight on opposite sides but make their peace after they wound one another in battle. Lovers are divided in Herbert Blache’s Barbara Frietchie (1915), the most gripping version of the oft-retold romance, loosely based on the famous poem by John Greenleaf Whittier.

D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915) is the most important, as well as controversial, silent film on the Civil War era. The Kentucky-born son of a Confederate veteran, Griffith was raised on stories of the South’s wartime bravery and home front sacrifices. Griffith featured these images in many of his early Civil War films, but Reconstruction dominates The Birth of a Nation. Based on Thomas Dixon’s virulently racist novel and play The Clansman (1905), the movie tells the story of the Camerons of South Carolina and the Stonemans, their Northern friends. The Stonemans move to the South after the war, led by their patriarch, Austin (who was based on Thaddeus Stevens, the Radical Republican congressman). They find the Camerons’ entire way of life destroyed by arrogant carpetbaggers and ignorant freedmen, all of whom have gained political power during Reconstruction. Among their tormentors is Austin Stoneman’s protégé, Silas Lynch, a mulatto who becomes lieutenant governor. Stoneman eventually gets his comeuppance when Lynch proposes to his daughter, Elsie, while blacks rampage through the streets, drunk on their newfound power. The Camerons’ young daughter also falls victim to a black man’s sexual aggression, when, after a protracted pursuit, she leaps from a cliff to avoid being raped. Order is reestablished only by the Ku Klux Klan, whose members save Elsie Stoneman from Lynch’s clutches, avenge Flora Cameron’s death, and restore white control. At the end of the movie, North and South are reunited symbolically by marriages between the Cameron and Stoneman children.

Griffith used several innovative production techniques to heighten the drama of his story. He made viewers part of chase and battle scenes by filming with cameras placed on moving trucks, while irising reduced rectangular images to circles of various sizes to highlight characters and action. Rapid cross-cutting between two locales built excitement by allowing audiences to view events happening simultaneously, a particularly effective technique in the sequences where Lynch forces himself on Elsie and the Klan gathers for her rescue. Successive generations of filmmakers have followed the path forged by Griffith, and today many of his production techniques have become commonplace.

The Birth of a Nation drew mainly favorable reviews and large crowds, both because of Griffith’s cinematic innovations and because he effectively dramatized the prevailing views about the Civil War era. The early intertitle that reads, “The bringing of the African to America planted the first seed of disunion,” was in accord with nationalist historians who argued that the war was an unavoidable conflict and that slavery was one of its primary causes. But the film is most notable because of Griffith’s now-discredited version of Reconstruction. His portrayal reveals the influence of the Dunning school, the dominant scholarly interpretation of the period until World War II. Historian William Dunning and his students described Reconstruction as a “tragic era” characterized by black excesses and white suffering. Carpetbaggers were villains, scalawags were traitors, and freedmen were woefully unprepared to exercise the political rights thrust upon them. Most of Griffith’s black characters (played primarily by white actors in blackface) are stereotyped as sexual aggressors or as fools and dupes of the carpetbaggers. In one provocative scene, Griffith showed the South Carolina legislature dominated by blacks (which is accurate) who legalize interracial marriage while they prop bare feet on their desks, drink whiskey, and eat chicken. The images roused only limited audience protest because, by the 1910s, oppressive “Jim Crow” laws severely limited the rights of blacks in the South and discrimination prevailed throughout much of the nation. White viewers found common ground in the depiction of blacks as the cause of the war and the villains of the peace.

Scholarly reassessments of Reconstruction and changes in popular thinking about race have made The Birth of a Nation outdated and controversial. A small number of scholars first challenged the Dunning school as early as the 1930s and 1940s, but the most influential shifts in thinking occurred in conjunction with the civil rights movement of the 1960s. Revisionist scholars argued that black politicians pursued ambitious reform agendas, including civil rights and the establishment of public schools. Postrevisionist historians later minimized the lasting reforms of the era by arguing that the Southern power structure remained essentially unchanged by the war. Most recently, a new generation of scholars, led by Eric Foner, has tried to strike a balance that acknowledges both the genuine accomplishments of the era, particularly by African Americans, and the failure to affect sweeping changes. Although shifts in thinking about race make The Birth of a Nation unfashionable to modern audiences, the movie is a significant part of film history. In 1998, the American Film Institute placed Griffith’s masterpiece forty-fourth on its list of the one hundred best films in American history.

Moonlight and Magnolias

In contrast to the wealth of silent films about the Civil War, the 1920s and 1930s proved a barren period for the blue and gray. During the interwar period, the nationalist school broke down, and historians increasingly argued about the origins of the conflict. Some historians of the time, among them Charles and Mary Beard, explained the war as an economic struggle between the Southern planter aristocracy and capitalists of the North and West. Others historians, dismayed by what seemed to be the senseless tragedy of World War I, looked back and saw America’s sectional warfare as a “repressible conflict” that resulted from inept political leadership and fanaticism on both sides. For the public, however, the emergence of the nation from the carnage of the fighting in Europe brought primarily a desire for lighthearted and fast-paced entertainment. Hollywood avoided the events of the mid- and late nineteenth century, especially the serious social and political themes found in The Birth of a Nation. The war functioned occasionally as a backdrop in films, exemplified by two outstanding comedies. In 1926, Paramount released Hands Up!, a well-made satire of Civil War spy dramas. The next year, United Artists released Buster Keaton’s classic The General, loosely based on an 1862 raid by Union spy James Andrews. Keaton portrays a bumbling Southern engineer who wins glory and his sweetheart’s hand when he foils the raiders’ plans. With these notable exceptions, the Civil War and Reconstruction made little headway on the silver screen until 1939, when they returned in the blockbuster Gone with the Wind.

Producer David O. Selznick made a leap of faith when he paid a record $50,000 for the rights to Margaret Mitchell’s novel in 1936. Movies about the Civil War had gained a reputation as box-office
 poison, and when Louis B. Mayer reportedly expressed interest in acquiring the book, MGM’s Irving Thalberg convinced him otherwise. “Don’t do it, Louis,” Thalberg declared in one of the great miscalculations of film history. “No Civil War picture ever made a nickel!” (Hay, 183). Thalberg was correct about most Civil War movies, but the epic based on the triumphs and tragedies of Scarlett O’Hara was not most movies. Scarlett’s travails captivated audiences, and whether she wins back Rhett Butler has become one of the enduring questions in American popular culture. (Alexandra Ripley made an ill-conceived attempt to answer the question in her novel Scarlett, which was published in 1991 and aired on television three years later and which demonstrated that the characters’ fate is best left to the individual imagination.)

Selznick faced a daunting task in bringing the lengthy novel to the screen, and stories about the process have passed into legend. Vivien Leigh was chosen to play Scarlett only after a well-publicized national search; the original director was replaced during filming; and at least ten writers, including F. Scott Fitzgerald, tried their hand at the script. The film lost some of the subtlety and nuance of the book in the process. According to Mitchell’s biographer, the novelist considered herself a revisionist who saw Southern white society as more complex and multilayered than the one-dimensional planter elite commonly featured in popular entertainment. Selznick, however, perpetuated the “moonlight and magnolias” view that 1930s audiences expected. He transformed Tara, the O’Hara home, from the ordinary house of an Irish immigrant into the white-columned mansion of an established and prosperous planter. The elegance of Tara and the splendor of Twelve Oaks, the Wilkes’s plantation, disturbed Mitchell, who in a tour of Clayton County, Georgia, the setting for the two plantations, found only one antebellum home with columns. “When I think of the healthy, hearty country and somewhat crude civilization I depicted,” Mitchell wrote, “and then of the elegance that is to be presented, I cannot help yelping with laughter” (Pyron, 370–71).

In addition to romanticizing the image of Tara to fit audience expectations, Selznick altered the story to make the film more palatable to a national audience. Mitchell perceived herself to be a revisionist, but she held many of the racial and regional prejudices of her time. To avoid controversy, Selznick removed the author’s direct references to the Ku Klux Klan, as well as certain negative depictions of black characters. Additionally, in the scene where Scarlett shoots a Federal soldier who has entered Tara, the latter character is a deserter and looter, a character unsympathetic to both North and South. Nevertheless, Selznick retained much of the novel’s flavor, and the movie remains an accurate Southern view of the war and its aftermath.

Gone with the Wind opened in December 1939 to glowing reviews and strong box office returns. The sweeping love story appealed to audiences, and the theme of triumph over adversity resonated with viewers still reeling from the effects of the Depression. Although it is difficult to compare its profits to those of more recent films, by all estimations the movie has earned hundreds of millions of dollars. The film is set apart from pedestrian Civil War romances like So Red the Rose, a 1935 flop, by riveting characters; its attention to detail (California’s black soil was colored red, for example, to mimic Georgia’s); and Academy Award–winning performances by Vivien Leigh (Scarlett) and Hattie McDaniel (Mammy).

McDaniel made history as the first black performer to win an Academy Award, but her character finds less approval with modern audiences. As in The Birth of a Nation and other early films, black characters in Gone with the Wind are portrayed mainly as “happy darkies,” and their stereotypical performances now cause viewers to blanch. Prissy (Butterfly McQueen), the silly and indolent slave who “don’t know nuthin’ ’bout birthin’ babies,” is one of the more egregious examples. Although Selznick removed some of Mitchell’s objectionable depictions of blacks, he, like the author, reflected his times. Only in the 1960s and 1970s did historians such as Stanley Elkins, Eugene Genovese, and Herbert Gutman seriously explore the experience of slavery. Despite these limitations, the American Film Institute recognized the film’s enduring audience appeal and ranked Gone with the Wind fourth among its one hundred best films.

War had erupted in Europe and American involvement was on the horizon when Gone with the Wind appeared in theaters. Hollywood turned away from the mid-nineteenth century and created propaganda films to support the conflict at hand. The lack of attention to the Civil War continued after 1945, and few notable films about the era appeared for the remainder of the decade. Of note are Virginia City (1940), which stars Errol Flynn as a Union officer who escapes from a Confederate prison; Tap Roots (1948), a romance that repeats tired images of the Old South; and A Southern Yankee (1948), a comedic farce that employed the down-on-his-luck Buster Keaton as a gag writer.

The Rise of Consensus History

After the Allied victory in World War II and the rise of the United States as a world power, a new school of historical thought emerged that discouraged the lively debate over the causes of the Civil War that had dominated the interwar years. Consensus historians viewed America’s past as a steady march of progress, emphasizing factors that had united, rather than divided, the country. According to historian David Donald, consensus scholars eschewed analysis of the Civil War because “so appalling an aberration is inexplicable, easiest to pass over in silence” (354). Instead, many historians began new topics of exploration. Of particular note was Bell Wiley’s pioneering work on the experiences of the common soldier. John Huston brought the enlisted man’s story to the screen in 1951 in his faithful adaptation of Stephen Crane’s novel The Red Badge of Courage (1895). Audie Murphy portrays Henry Fleming, a Union soldier who flees from his first battle but performs heroically the following day. Huston accurately captured Civil War soldiers’ everyday experiences, including their boredom in camp and their desire to go into combat. “All we ever do is drill,” Fleming lamented before his first battle. “I’m getting mighty sick of it. Thunder! I joined up to fight. Smell gunsmoke for once. What are these here guns for anyway, to shoot or to drill with? Might as well be broomsticks.” Although studio editing dramatically changed Huston’s original version and the movie failed at the box office, Red Badge of Courage remains a superb portrayal of the common soldier at war.
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FIGURE 6.  Gone with the Wind (1939). At the close of the Civil War, Scarlett O’Hara (Vivien Leigh, right) and her housekeeper, Mammy (Hattie McDaniel, left), enter the Atlanta jail in the hope of convincing Rhett Butler (Clark Gable) to loan them money to pay the mortgage on the O’Hara plantation, Tara. Scarlett wears a dress made of old velvet drapes to disguise her poverty. Courtesy Selznick International Pictures.

William Wyler’s Friendly Persuasion (1956) also explores the common person’s reaction to the war. Gary Cooper and Dorothy McGuire star as Indiana Quakers who struggle to remain true to their faith as John Hunt Morgan’s Confederate cavalry raiders surge closer to their community in 1863. Whether their son (Anthony Perkins) will fight in the Home Guard is one in a series of moral dilemmas that confronts the family. The plot will disappoint viewers looking for a significant exploration of pacifism during wartime, although the film itself is charming and well acted.

In addition to portraying the experiences of the common soldier, Hollywood used the Civil War to exploit the popularity of westerns during the 1950s and 1960s. In many of these films the war provides the excuse for soldiers to be out west, where they fight Indians, Mexicans, and outlaws. A standard plot features Union and Confederate soldiers joining forces to face a common enemy, as portrayed in Major Dundee (1965), starring Charlton Heston, and The Undefeated (1969), with Rock Hudson and John Wayne. The rough-and-tumble Wayne also stars in John Ford’s The Horse Soldiers (1959), which invokes many of the elements of the typical western. Loosely based on an 1863 Union cavalry raid through Mississippi and Louisiana commanded by Benjamin Grierson, the film finds Wayne leading his troopers against a more numerous foe.

Jimmy Stewart starred in many westerns throughout the 1960s, but Shenandoah (1965) found him in the more thoughtful role of a Virginia father who attempts to keep his family neutral amid the turmoil of the war. Shenandoah lays the blame for the war firmly on slavery, and the charge of “rich man’s war, poor man’s fight,” recurs throughout the film, as it did during the conflict. The movie accurately captures the internal dissent that some historians blame for the Confederacy’s defeat, in stark contrast to many earlier films that portrayed the South united behind the war. Like most highland Southerners, Stewart’s Charlie Anderson owns no slaves, and he believes that the war is not his concern. When a Confederate soldier attempts to enlist the six Anderson boys, their father rebuffs him with, “This war is not mine, and I take no notice of it.” Anderson must take notice when Federal soldiers mistake his youngest son for a Rebel and take him prisoner. Anderson’s isolation from the war is screen fiction, for few Virginia farms remained untouched while the opposing armies swirled around them. Additionally, few young males avoided conscription in the post-Gettysburg South, with the exception of large slaveholders.

Shenandoah harkens back to scholars Avery Craven and James G. Randall, who argued that a “blundering generation” dragged the country into an avoidable conflict full of needless death and destruction. This school of thought had encountered challenges by the 1960s, but the interpretation found an articulate spokesman in Charlie Anderson. The plain-speaking farmer sums up the folly of the war in a monologue to his wife’s grave: “I don’t even know what to say to you anymore, Martha. There is nothin’ much I can tell you about this war. It’s like all wars, I suppose. The undertakers are winning it. The politicians will talk a lot about the glory of it. And the old men will talk about the need of it. The soldiers, they just want to go home.”

An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge (1961), an Academy Award–winning short subject film, also depicts a grim reality of war. Based on the story by Ambrose Bierce, a Union veteran, Robert Enrico’s film features an anonymous Civil War soldier at the moment of his execution by hanging. Miraculously, the noose appears to break and, as the soldier escapes from his executioners, thoughts of home and family swirl through his mind. Scenes in which dialogue is conspicuously absent contrast the condemned man’s past happiness with his present danger, and the unexpected ending effectively conveys Bierce’s bitter view of war. The movie later appeared as an episode on the CBS television series The Twilight Zone.

Although the war sparked introspective films and action-packed westerns, for many Hollywood producers the conflict remained the ultimate vehicle for the great romantic epic. MGM released Edward Dmytryk’s Raintree County in 1957, in an overt attempt to recreate the success of Gone with the Wind. Set in rural Indiana before and during the war, the movie traces the romance of a would-be writer (Montgomery Clift) and a beautiful Southern belle (Elizabeth Taylor). The couple briefly travels through the South after they marry, and the romantic images of the region reprise many earlier films. Unlike most of these movies, however, made when abolitionists were villains to both North and South, Raintree County portrays them in a sympathetic light. Clift plays a vocal critic of slavery, and he has the audience on his side as he forces his bride to free her slaves. The movie also openly addresses miscegenation, and Taylor portrays a woman who is driven slowly mad by her fear that her mother was black. A budget of more than $5 million and spectacular costumes and sets failed to compensate for a tedious script, and the movie fared poorly with audiences. Nevertheless, the Civil War remained an obvious setting for romantic epics, and long costume dramas would later thrive on television.

Television and New Social History

Television revolutionized popular media during the 1960s, and the Civil War found a home away from the silver screen. TV provided an accommodating venue for lengthy examinations and, beginning in the 1970s, miniseries about the era flourished. In 1977, the television version of Alex Haley’s Roots (1976), a fictionalized account of the author’s slave ancestors, brought new insights about slavery to the screen. The series aired for eight consecutive nights and stimulated unprecedented popular consideration of slavery. As scholars Eugene Genovese and Herbert Gutman had long been documenting, Roots vividly showed that slaves developed a community and a culture that existed outside of their relationship with whites. The series also portrayed Reconstruction from the perspective of emancipated slaves. Their determination to achieve an economic livelihood and to implement their political rights in the face of tremendous resistance provided a necessary correction to the portrait of childlike and unruly freedmen in The Birth of a Nation and the unflinchingly loyal slaves in Gone with the Wind.

While Roots challenged viewers to reconsider their perceptions of slavery, miniseries such as The Blue and the Gray (1982), North and South (1986), and its sequel, North and South Book II (1986) entertained viewers with familiar clichés. In these series, the conflict separates families and friends and forces them to make painful choices between region and loved ones. The success of these films demonstrates that the image of American fighting American was as poignant in the 1980s as it was seventy years before.

The most significant television film about the era is Ken Burns’s The Civil War (1990). Burns vividly brings to life the war’s civilian and military participants through photographs, music, letters, and diaries. Burns focuses on stories of individual failure and accomplishment because, as one prominent film historian describes, they create the “emotional connections [that] become a kind of glue which makes the most complex of past events stick in our minds and our hearts” (Toplin, 160). The film starts with the causes of the conflict, and, although Burns blames neither side, he attributes the war to slavery. The film then proceeds chronologically from battle to battle, and while Burns emphasizes the brutality and horror of these engagements, he also highlights many of the individual acts of honor and courage displayed by the participants. In the last episode, Burns examines veterans’ reunions and other acts of national unity that occurred in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. His focus glosses over much of the ill will that followed the fighting, but historian Robert Brent Toplin suggests that the focus on reconciliation is in keeping with late-twentieth-century Americans’ desire to emphasize their common heritage rather than their past differences.

Fourteen million people watched the initial run of The Civil War on PBS, and even more read the companion book or saw subsequent airings. Historians recognized that Burns had reached an audience underexposed to academic histories, and many were vocal with criticisms large and small. In an indication of the current dominance of social history, whose proponents study history “from the bottom up” by examining the everyday experiences of ordinary men and women, Burns was taken to task for emphasizing battles and generals. Many scholars believed that Burns and writer Geoffrey Ward gave short shrift to their particular areas of interest, including Reconstruction and the wartime roles of women. Some of Burns’s critics noted valid shortcomings and errors while others only nitpicked, but their attention to the series and its record-setting audience for public television suggest how relevant the war remains to Americans.

Among the many prominent individuals featured in Burns’s series, none is more important than Abraham Lincoln. (See “Abraham Lincoln.”) The sixteenth president was an immensely popular figure during the early years of the movie industry, and films such as The Land of Opportunity (1920) and Abraham Lincoln (1924) dramatized periods of his life and political career. In The Birth of a Nation, D. W. Griffith calls Lincoln the “Great Heart” and portrays him as a fatherly figure who pardons Confederate prisoners, a popular image in silent films. Griffith’s sympathetic image of Lincoln reflected a general sentiment that, had the President lived, he would have enacted more benign Reconstruction policies than did the Radical Congress. Griffith made Abraham Lincoln in 1930, a full-length talking film whose chief failing is an episodic approach to the president’s life. Young Mr. Lincoln (1939) and Abe Lincoln in Illinois (1940) focus on the president’s early career, and both perpetuate images of his frontier resourcefulness. The last few decades have generally found Lincoln on the periphery of Civil War films. Scholars are now less likely to portray Lincoln as a flawless leader, and some have sought to debunk his image as the “Great Emancipator.” The only recent full-length screen biography is Gore Vidal’s Lincoln (1987), based on Vidal’s fictionalized version of the Lincoln presidency. Vidal offers a very human portrait of a folksy yet shrewd president who is ultimately a heroic figure.

Few films that examine Lincoln as wartime president mention his decisive role in the recruitment of black soldiers. By 1865, 74 percent of free northern blacks of military age had volunteered, and these 179,000 men constituted nearly 10 percent of the Union military (Duncan, 20). The 54th Massachusetts was the first Northern black regiment, and its history came to the public’s attention in Glory (1989). The movie follows the unit’s organization under Colonel Robert Gould Shaw (Matthew Broderick) during the winter of 1862–63 through the ill-fated attack the following summer on Fort Wagner, which guarded the harbor at Charleston, South Carolina. The regiment suffered nearly 50 percent casualties, but the courage of its members helped to convince the Northern public that blacks would fight bravely and skillfully for the Union. To make an already poignant story even more so, the film’s regiment is filled with ex-slaves who initially labor in ill-fitting shoes and without uniforms. In reality, freeborn blacks dominated the 54th Massachusetts, and, as Governor John Andrew’s model black regiment, they received adequate supplies and equipment. Glory’s stirring score, performed by the Boys Choir of Harlem, and its gripping battle scenes dramatically bring forth the magnitude of the regiment’s accomplishments.

Like black soldiers, prisoners of war are underrepresented in the movies. One of the only films to explore this subject is the television film Andersonville (1996), the story of the infamous Southern prison in Georgia. Established in the late winter of 1864, the prison quickly exceeded its capacity, and malnutrition and disease ran rampant. The film accurately portrays the hellish conditions that led to the deaths of nearly one-third of the 45,000 inmates. Criminal gangs of prisoners, called Raiders, exacerbated the already deplorable conditions, and the film dramatizes a true incident in which the Confederate guards gave permission to the prisoners to try their tormentors and to execute the ringleaders. Andersonville depicts Captain Heinrich Wirz, the controversial commandant whom the War Department executed after the war, as vindictive and slightly crazy. Although he may have been both, historians now generally agree that Wirz was hampered by a lack of supplies and a deteriorating Confederate infrastructure.

The lingering pain of slavery became a silver screen topic in 1998, when Oprah Winfrey put her tremendous popularity behind a film adaptation of Toni Morrison’s Pulitzer Prize– winning novel Beloved (1987). In addition to producing the film, Winfrey portrayed Sethe, a former runaway slave who is haunted by memories of the daughter she killed rather than allow her to be captured by slave catchers. The film failed dismally at the box office, despite Winfrey’s moving performance. The poor showing was due more to Thandie Newton’s off-putting portrayal of Beloved, the murdered child, and to an overly long and confusing script than to audience resistance to the issue of slavery. Appearing concurrently and demonstrating the continued viability of the topic were Slavery in America (1998) a PBS documentary, and Remembering Slavery (1998), a book and companion audio tapes featuring slave reminiscences gathered in the 1930s by the Federal Writers’ Project.

[image: image]

FIGURE 7.  Gettysburg (1993). Involving hundreds of reenactors, Gettysburg chronicles the massive, detailed, and violent three-day battle of July 1863, which ended a Confederate invasion of the North. Courtesy Esparza/Katz Productions and Turner Pictures.

Despite Hollywood’s recent forays into new topics, many audiences still want to hear the crash of gunfire and the roar of artillery, and the ultimate Civil War movie occurs on the battlefield. Gettysburg (1993), based on Michael Shaara’s Pulitzer Prize–winning novel The Killer Angels (1974), is one of the most vivid depictions of Civil War combat, as is its prequel Gods and Generals (2003). Gettysburg portrays the decisive three-day battle during the summer of 1863 that ended the South’s last invasion of the North and marked the high-water mark of Robert E. Lee’s Confederate army. Filmed on the battlefield, the movie features thousands of reenactors and gives tremendous attention to accuracy of details. Effective camera techniques vividly convey the size and scope of the battle, most poignantly as line after line of Confederate soldiers sweep forward during Pickett’s Charge. But despite the presence of so many enlisted soldiers, the film is most concerned with explaining the actions and motivations of their officers. One of the more controversial portrayals is that of Lee, played by Martin Sheen in Gettysburg (but by Robert Duvall in Gods and Generals). Both sides revered the Confederate commander after his death in 1870, and his battlefield skill and sense of duty made him an American hero. In the past twenty years, however, Lee has come under increased fire from scholars such as Thomas Connelly and Alan Nolan, who criticize the general’s excessive confidence in the abilities of his men and his obsession with winning the war through a single, climactic battle. The movie suggests these deficiencies and portrays Lee as less capable than General James Longstreet (Tom Berenger), his chief subordinate—and a controversial figure in his own right.

Gettysburg is again examined in a series of documentaries by Greystone Communications. The topics are diverse and include episodes on the Irish soldiers who fought on both sides; Jennie Wade, the only civilian killed during the fighting; and the leading officers. Chamberlain at Gettysburg (1998), which focuses on the hero of Little Round Top, demonstrates the strength of the series, with sequences filmed on the battlefield, well-executed computer graphics, and a balanced combination of historians and United States Park Service experts.

Hollywood has explored the events of the era in hundreds of films since the advent of the film industry. The drama inherent in a war in which Americans fought their fellow countrymen has captured the public’s imagination. Just as audiences lined up to see Gone with the Wind, their grandchildren remained glued to their televisions throughout the Ken Burns series. In contrast to the attention given to the war, Reconstruction is rarely depicted in film. Many Americans know little about the war’s aftermath, except to perceive it dimly as a time of corruption, dishonor, and failure. Public understanding probably will lag behind scholarly reinterpretation until Hollywood challenges the outdated images of Griffith and Selznick with honest portrayals of the successes and failures of the era. Continued attention to the varied events of the entire period remains important, for, as Shelby Foote elegantly declares in The Civil War, “Any understanding of this nation has to be based, and I mean really based, on an understanding of the Civil War. . . . It defined us.”
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