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Robert Fyne

FOREWORD

American audiences have always enjoyed flag-waving war movies. They cheered
when U.S. forces ran up San Juan Hill in the silent short Tearing Down the Span-
ish Flag (1898), hooted when Union troops attacked Confederate forces in The
Birth of a Nation (1915), and whistled when Charlie Chaplin single-handedly
captured the kaiser in Shoulder Arms (1918).

When the industry moved to balmy Southern California, the Hollywood
moving picture became the country’s most popular form of entertainment.
Why wouldn’t it? Using elaborate sound equipment, sophisticated sets, well-
known writers, and established actors, these photodramas radiated with appeal.
But the war film caught the nation’s particular attention. With their strong
patriotic messages, frontal attacks, and hand-to-hand fighting, these titles
highlighted important victories and recalled glorious moments from recent
history. Soon they also became instruments of learning. Moviegoers came to
better understand the reasons for past confrontations and comprehend how
battles were fought and won.

Always in favor, this genre—despite its ups and downs, changing ide-
ologies, and blatant revisionism—appealed to young men yearning for the
adventures they had never realized or, conversely, to U.S. veterans recalling
moments of triumph. Why not? Isn’t the motion picture industry called the
dream factory?

Often criticized and frequently praised, Hollywood’s war dramas offered
moving evidence that the republic would prevail. When the farmers of the
Mohawk Valley were attacked, Henry Fonda stepped forward. Remember
Audie Murphy’s foray into the Confederate lines? And don’t forget Gary
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Cooper, who captured scores of Germans in the Great War. Give Spencer
Tracy some credit too. What about his Tokyo bombing raid? Say a prayer for
William Holden, whose Korean War death validated America’s anticommunist
determination. Stand up and cheer for Mel Gibson, who brought his men
home from Vietnam.

With all its glories and tragedies, its triumphs and mistakes, the Hollywood
war film remains a prominent fixture in the nation’s moviegoing experience.
In his Born on the Fourth of July memoir, Ron Kovic admits that, as an impres-
sionable teenager, watching John Wayne blasting Japanese pillboxes in Sands of
Two Jima inspired him to join the Marine Corps and volunteer for action. One
can only speculate how many other young men were similarly influenced by
combat motion pictures. For a broader public, these feature films also instill
pride, inspiration, loyalty, and respect; they foster an enduring sense of patrio-
tism and provide humble reminders of the high cost of freedom. Not only do
these screenplays mirror a nation’s past, but they also offer tangible evidence of
the ways millions of Americans have become devoted, as was General Douglas
MacArthur, to “duty, honor, and country.”
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John E. O’Connor and Peter C. Rollins

INTRODUCTION

Military conflicts have influenced American society and reshaped the lives of
Americans in complex and subtle ways. Although public documents, legislative
debates, and battlefield statistics may be the best sources for understanding
some of the more traditional historical issues such as war aims, strategies, and
logistical successes and failures, evidence from popular culture may show more
clearly how wars can liberate and also corrupt nations morally, just as they can
bankrupt them financially. On a more profound level, it can help us see how
nations can be born and—Ilike soldiers at the front—die in wars. Moreover,
what Carl von Clausewitz describes as “the continuation of diplomacy by other
means” (6) also involves the continuation of all sorts of other human concerns
and interrelationships under pressures induced by war. Why We Fought: America’s
Wars in Film and History explores how motion pictures have influenced, re-
flected, and interpreted the American experience of war.

War, like other critical life situations, really does bring out the best and
the worst in people. And the exigencies of war provide defining moments in
people’s lives. These universal principles were identified in the literature of
the ancients and still surface in today’s headlines. On an individual level, war
places people in frightening situations they must face on their own, yet it also
lays the foundation for friendships and support networks stronger than any
other. Subtle yet powerful evidence of such relationships is found in the letters
written home by members of the armed forces and in the images created by
battlefield artists—as well as in popular films (Chenoweth).

Unfortunately, war encourages soldiers (and civilians) to dehumanize and
demonize their enemies to make them easier to eliminate, butironically, when
warriors on opposing sides of a conflict are faced with similarly perilous situa-
tions, it initiates the preconditions for comradeship that few noncombatants
can comprehend. Surely brothers in arms, even allied soldiers of different na-
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WHY WE FIGH

A SERIES OF SEVEN
INEFORMATION FILMS

During America’s wars, public art—which includes motion pictures—strives to foster
national cohesion.

tional backgrounds, are wont to forget the prejudices they might have harbored
before putting on the uniform and find, to their surprise, a fellowship where
they least expected it. For example, the famous “Christmas exchange” on the
battlefields of France (25 December 1914) is remembered for such a mutuality
between armies engaged in deadly conflict—before and after the event. And
if, on the battlefield, denying the existence of any God seems too absolute,
there are surely very few atheists in foxholes. We have seen in letters, poetry,
and video that the daily confrontation with mortality—in the trenches of World
War I, on the landing beaches in the Pacific during World War II, out on patrol
in Vietnam, or after an improvised explosive device incident in Irag—can strip
away superficial concerns, revealing human beings’ stark need for God.

Some have argued that literature has been particularly successful in elu-
cidating such perennial themes, but motion pictures have sometimes been
even more poignant. Consider Erich Maria Remarque’s novel All Quiet on
the Western Front (1929) or Ambrose Bierce’s short story “An Occurrence at
Owl Creek Bridge” (1874). In both cases, it can be argued that the cinematic
adaptations are even more forceful than the works of literature from which
they were adapted. The first is a 1930 feature film spelling out the horrors

Library of Congress
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The motion picture
version of All Quiet on

the Western Front reached
the world with its antiwar

ILPIU POTENTE FILM REALIZZATO FINO AD DSEI!

message.

of trench warfare in World War I from the perspective of youthful members
of the German infantry (see chapter 8). The second is a very famous, short
French film, La riviére du hibou (1962), about the experience of a Civil War—era
Alabama farmer hanged on a bridge by Union soldiers and the desperate—yet
futile—fantasies of survival that may have gone through his mind at the split
second of his execution. There is an interesting contrast here to yet another
war film that enhances its dramatic effect by drawing out time, The Longest Day
(1962), which focuses on the first twenty-four hours of the 1944 Allied landing
at Normandy, chronicling the critical period for both the invading Allies and
the German defenders (see chapter 14).

Films about war often highlight cosmic ironies: for example, the feature
film The Victors (1963) portrays a group of American GlIs in World War II France
who do not appear particularly victorious; indeed, they are the pathetic victims
of an unfeeling command hierarchy—in this case, the U.S. Army, which decided
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that, as late as January 1945, executions for cowardice were still appropriate.
In addition to political documentaries, feature films and television programs
have questioned the wisdom of war. Some use black humor to satirize the very
idea of war in the nuclear age, such as Dr. Strangelove; oy, How I Learned to Stop
Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964), a classic that, as the years go by, seems to
become more outrageously entertaining. Films such as M» Roberts (1955) and
M*A*S*H (1970) create humorous situations even in the midst of suffering.
Some Hollywood warriors have been devoted to keeping themselves completely
out of danger, such as Lieutenant Commander Charles Madison (James Gar-
ner) in The Americanization of Emily (1964), who does everything possible to keep
himself safe in England rather than become a D-day statistic. And then there
is Captain Yossarian (Alan Arkin) in the Mike Nichols adaptation of Joseph
Heller’s memorable Catch-22 (1970), a World War II story that never would
have cleared the Office of War Information during the conflict. A comic twist
occurs in Hail the Conquering Hero (1944), in which Eddie Bracken, playing an
American common man with the unlikely but unquestionably patriotic name
Woodrow Lafayette Pershing Truesmith, is mistakenly given a combat hero’s
welcome on his return home, although, through no fault of his own, he was
declared physically unfit and never saw service at all.

Why We Fought takes on more than a score of period feature films and some
major documentaries along the lines of film scholarship developed over the
last thirty years. Since the nineteenth century’s professionalization of historical
scholarship, most people’s image of historical research has involved a seques-
tered university professor huddled over a dusty box of papers or squinting into
a microfilm reader. In the public mind, at least, the more distant the events
and the more explicit and more traditional the documentation, the more
acceptable the interpretation. Yet, looking back from our own highly visual
era, we notice that the oldest evidence of human experience is not in written
manuscripts at all butin the iconic forms of cave paintings and physical artifacts
left behind by ancient civilizations.

As scholars in the last three decades have broadened the types of questions
thatinterest them—to include what is now called “popular memory”—they have
turned to different kinds of evidence, such as motion pictures and television.
Like the archaeologists studying images on cave walls, the work of popular
culture scholars involves a different language and demands a different sensibil-
ity. They ask, Who were the filmmakers, and what influenced them to adopt
the approaches they took? Who were the audiences for whom these films were
originally produced, and what contemporary frames of reference influenced
how those audiences made sense of the films they saw?
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Frank Capra: American
spokesman.

After first studying a film’s content, considering the accuracy of the infor-
mation presented and the factors that may have influenced its production and
reception, the second phase of historical analysis demands studying the film
in the context of one or more of the four following frameworks for historical
analysis, established not by the film itself but by the type of historical inquiry
being undertaken (O’Connor):

Framework 1. A moving-image document as a representation of history. Does
it tell a historical story? This might be any documentary or feature film
that interprets a historical period or event.

Framework 2. A moving-image document as evidence for social or cultural his-
tory. Does a film made for a mass audience evoke the social or cultural
values of the audience to which the producers were trying to appeal?

Framework 3. A moving-image document as evidence for historical fact. Does
the film provide actual footage of a historical event as it took place in
front of the camera?
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Framework 4. A moving-image document as evidence for the history of film and
television. Although historians’ talents have been particularly valuable in
urging the study of the paper trail (such as the studio archives or papers
of the principals in the production process), there are also specific ques-
tions to be asked about the films themselves, dealing, for example, with
the development of technology and the evolution of film style.

In relation to each of these four analytical frameworks, the information
learned about content, production, and reception might have different mean-
ings. A wartime propaganda documentary such as one of the films in Frank
Capra’s Why We Fight series, for example, would hardly be reliable as unbiased
reporting from the front, but it could certainly be productive for the study of
social and cultural values: the camera angles and characterizations chosen,
even the manipulation of images (editing), offer insight into the way the film-
maker hoped to influence viewers. Knowing the role that government played in
censoring newsreels, one would be loath to use such films as factual records of
actual battlefield events, but when the records of the censoring agency, or even
the edited scripts of the newsreel commentaries, are available, intriguing work
can be done on the history of public information—and misinformation.

Most war films are representations of history—they tell a historical story
about war or about individuals or groups of people, affirming, in the process,
values, morals, and identities. Sometimes such films deal with recent history,
such as the battle drama Wake Island (released 1 September 1942), a fact-based
fictionalized account of U.S. marines valiantly defending a Pacific outpost
immediately after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. (Japanese planes at-
tacked Wake Island on 8 December 1941, and the garrison surrendered on 23
December after killing some seven hundred Japanese adversaries and sinking
four destroyers.) In life, as well as in the film, Wake Island was a microcosm
of American determination and teamwork. On other occasions, despite the
differences in weapons and tactics, producers have reached back into history
to remark on the commonalities of war throughout the ages. Peter Watkins’s
Battle of Culloden (1965) contrasts the soldiers of the strictly disciplined and
well-equipped British army with the poorly armed and discouraged Scots in
April 1746 during the final Jacobite rising. The film is shocking in the verisi-
militude of its hand-to-hand combat, and it is also thought provoking when one
considers the different style of combat American soldiers were experiencing
in 1965 in the jungles and rice paddies of Southeast Asia.

As should be expected, Hollywood films representing past American wars
have often been influenced by events going on at the time of their produc-
tion. Producers at 20th Century-Fox argued all the way to the top of the studio
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The main title was rendered in needlepoint for antique effect.

hierarchy in the late 1930s that making a film about the American Revolution
while the Germans were threatening Europe would not compromise Americans’
resolve to support Great Britain—as long as the film cast American Loyalists
and their Indian allies as the enemies, rather than British regulars. The project
went forward, and John Ford’s Drums Along the Mohawk became a prime release
of 1939 (see chapter 1).

Similarly, when Warner Bros. sought access to federal lands and cavalry
horses for They Died With Their Boots On in early 1941, the studio pointed out to
the War Department that “all possible consideration was given to the construc-
tion of a story which would have the best effect upon public morale in these
present days of national crisis.” It went on to suggest that “through the life of
the hero [General Custer, played by Errol Flynn, eulogized for the sake of a
new war effort], we have endeavored to show the real meaning of . . . whatan
officer is, what his standards and obligations are; what a regiment is and why
itis something more than six hundred trained men.” The film was scheduled
for release, the studio observed, “at the moment when thousands of youths are
being trained for commissions, and when hundreds of new and tradition-less
units are being formed. If we can inspire these to some appreciation of a great

Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive
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officer and a great regiment in their own service, we shall have accomplished
our mission” (MacKensie). To be sure, it is unusual to find such forthright
statements of the motives of the moguls of the motion picture business. After
all, the mission of the Hollywood studios has more often been oriented toward
the bottom line than the recruiting line. But there should be no question that,
thoughtfully approached, film—and its cousin, television—can become a valu-
able tool for understanding the gestalt of historical eras.

THE EIGHTEENTH AND NINETEENTH CENTURIES:
REvoLuTION, CONQUEST, AND UNION

The American Revolution

This book opens with the American Revolution (1776-1783). Hollywood has
made films about America’s wars before Lexington and Concord—struggles in
which the colonists fought beside the British against the French or the Span-
ish or the Indians allied with one or another of them—but the first conflict
for which we can posit a national war effort was the War for Independence.
John E. O’Connor discusses briefly a few of the earliest productions about the
Revolution dating back to 1911, including the first feature film to deal with
the subject, D. W. Griffith’s America (1924). After providing this cinematic back-
ground, O’Connor concentrates on two major films about the Revolutionary
War produced decades apart. Although Drums Along the Mohawk (1939) and
The Patriot (2000) both deal with rural farming communities during the eigh-
teenth century rather than the revolutionary centers of Boston, New York, and
Philadelphia, they both also reflect contemporary concerns—in the first case,
an impending war with Germany, and in the second case, the recent memory
of America’s traumatic debacle in Vietnam. Each historical interpretation
opens a portal into its own time.

The producers of Drums Along the Mohawk at 20th Century-Fox, who hoped
to profit from the success of Walter Edmunds’s best-selling novel (1936), were
sensitive about the English market; there were concerns that the film might be
read as an attack on the Atlantic Alliance. Proponents argued that Edmunds’s
story would finesse this problem, because the aggression against the colonists
in the Mohawk Valley was launched by Loyalists and Indians rather than Brit-
ish regulars or Hessians.

Studio heads were also concerned about earning back their investment,
because the production was so expensive—driven by the costs of extensive set
construction and shooting on location, not to mention the economics of filming
in the new, complicated Technicolor process. When requesting assistance from
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Benjamin Martin (Mel Gibson) is finally aroused to the colonial cause after his fam-
ily is attacked in The Patriot.

Washington to gain access to locations, they argued that the film would support
the national interest by helping to prepare the public for the approaching war
in Europe. The rationale of the producers comes through clearly in the detailed
interoffice memos in the studio’s extensive archives. Drums Along the Mohawk
can also be understood in the context of evolving historical scholarship during
the 1930s, which, in the histories of Samuel Eliot Morrison and Perry Miller, was
rebounding to a more patriotic view after more than a decade of debunking by
Charles Beard and such sardonic pundits as H. L. Mencken.

Director Roland Emmerich’s The Patriot was produced under very dif-
ferent conditions. By the end of the twentieth century, the major studios no
longer dominated the film industry; more and more films, like The Patriot,
were the outcome of ad hoc collaborations among independent screenwriters,
producers, and directors. The Patriot reflected both the state of scholarship
on Revolutionary America and the world situation at the time of the film’s
production—as had Drums Along the Mohawk some sixty years before. As in the
earlier film, the protagonist is a backcountry farmer inclined toward colonial

Columbia Pictures
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separation but driven to support the war less by ideology than by personal
motives—specifically, the callous murder of one of his seven children and the
destruction of his home by the British. At a time when memories of America’s
role in Vietnam were still vivid in the public mind, The Patriot reawakened
smoldering emotions. O’Connor explores both the historiographical and the
cinematic interpretations.

The Mexican-American War

America’s next war, the War of 1812, has attracted little attention from Hol-
lywood. Films addressing it have focused on a few naval engagements plus
Andrew Jackson’s heroic leadership against the British during the Battle of New
Orleans (1815). (See, for example, the two versions of The Buccaneer, made in
1938 and 1958.) It seems that the nation saw nothing heroic in a war fought
principally through an embargo, a passive strategy at best and one deeply re-
sented in states dependent on nautical trade. At the Hartford Convention in
1814, for example, New Englanders suffering from the naval embargo agitated
for secession from a Union dominated by Virginians.

The next two chapters march forward to consider the defense of the Alamo
in 1836 and the Mexican-American War of 1846-1848. Although the dramatic
siege of the Alamo by Santa Anna’s Mexican army was, in fact, part of an ear-
lier war for Texan independence, it marked the onset of a continuing conflict
between the United States and its southern neighbor. In the end, Texas was
admitted to the United States in 1845, and the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in
1848 brought under U.S. control what are now west Texas, New Mexico, Arizona,
and California. Frank Thompson’s “Reprinting the Legend: The Alamo on
Film” concentrates on the pivotal 1836 battle for the stronghold (now located
in downtown San Antonio). For many, the brief—and unsuccessful—defense
is a symbol of American grit and determination in the tradition of Wake Island.
Thompson’s role as historical consultant for the most recent treatment of the
event, The Alamo (2004), adds an intriguing dimension to his discussion. Having
spent time on the movie set, he has insightful observations, for example, on
Billy Bob Thornton’s characterization of Davy Crockett. Thompson credits the
film with seeking to “embrace the emotional truth of the moment [of Crockett’s
death] while respecting the historical truth,” although he admits that we do
not know exactly how Crockett died. Thompson himself plays a state legislator
in one contentious scene of John Lee Hancock’s epic.

The “manifest destiny” extolled by such newspapers as the Democratic
Review and by southern expansionists exploited the momentum of the Texas
revolution, of which the Alamo was just one early episode. In 1998 KERA-TV
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of Dallas, Texas, broadcast a serious, in-depth television history of the Mexican-
American War—calling the series The U.S.-Mexican War (1846—1848)and thereby
implying the United States’ aggression in the conflict. James Yates engaged in
original research and found the writers, producers, and directors at KERA very
cooperative. The war is little remembered in the United States; in contrast,
la intervencion norteamericana is a lively and sensitive issue in Mexico among
both ordinary citizens and scholars. Funded by the National Endowment for
the Humanities (NEH), the series was designed for broadcast by the Public
Broadcasting Service (PBS) and was obliged to consider multiple perspectives.
In four hours of television, the KERA production team blended narration,
historical drawings, reenactments, and interviews to bring a distant conflict
to life with both significant drama and thoughtful interpretation. Yates finds
the resulting production to be a success for public television and for the cause
of historical understanding, although he identifies some of the pitfalls of pro-
ducing a visual history for television. His helpful comparison of the PBS series
and feature films about the Mexican-American War complements the analysis
provided by Thompson in the previous chapter.

The Civil War

The signal example of writing history on film in the last twenty years is the
television series The Civil War (1990), an epic produced and directed by Ken
Burns. Gary R. Edgerton takes on the daunting task of evaluating the sixteen-
hour television series. Rather than adopting a single, dominant interpretation
of the war, Burns tried “to embrace . . . a variety of viewpoints.” As Edgerton
explains, Burns accomplished this cinematic goal by weaving together four
types of scenes: narrative descriptions, emotional chapters, “telegrams” (con-
temporary reactions to or observations about the evolving narrative in the
words of a variety of individuals, such as Southern diarist Mary Chesnut and
Northern lawyer George Templeton Strong), and editing clusters (montages
of corroborating and conflicting observations that create “a collage of multiple
viewpoints”). In this way, Edgerton believes, Burns bridges the divide between
popular and professional history—clearly, a significant achievement. The Civil
War was funded by the NEH and, more than any other such venture, made
friends for public support of the arts on Capitol Hill and along Main Street
America.

The second contribution on the American Civil War comes from Robert
M. Myers, who argues that Cold Mountain (2003) attempts to “justify secession
and account for the military defeat of the South.” This Lost Cause approach
began as early as the 1870s, promoting three ideas: “that the South fought
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for states’ rights, not slavery”; that Robert E. Lee was “a military genius and
a perfect embodiment of the Southern gentleman”; and that, “despite the
heroism of the individual Confederate soldier, the North’s overwhelming re-
sources and numbers eventually forced the South to succumb.” Myers places
both the novel (1997) and the film version of Cold Mouniain in the context of
this popular paradigm, which he argues also holds true for the two best-known
cinematic treatments of the war: The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Gone with the
Wind (1939). He argues that although the source of the story, Charles Frazier’s
novel Cold Mountain, was steeped in the Lost Cause tradition, the subsequent
adaptation of the screenplay by Englishman Anthony Minghella may have been
additionally influenced by contemporary antiwar concerns.

THE TWENTIETH CENTURY: TOTAL WAR

World War I

After the Civil War, U.S. military actions involved subduing American Indian
populations on the western frontier, followed by the Spanish-American War
in Cuba and the Philippines. Unlike these “splendid little wars,” America’s
experience in World War I was fortuitously timed to mesh with Hollywood’s
growing capacity to reach millions of viewers. While Michael T. Isenberg con-
cedes that war films were not particularly popular in the years immediately
following World War I, he discounts the traditional wisdom that Americans in
the 1920s rejected war and were overly embittered by the experience of World
War I. The coming together of a talented trio set The Big Parade (1925) apart
as the most memorable war film of the 1920s. King Vidor, Irving Thalberg, and
Laurence Stallings were responsible for the film, which ran in New York’s Astor
Theater for ninety-six weeks, bringing in a total of $1.5 million. Although the
soldiers in The Big Parade “yearn for the blessings of peace,” Isenberg explains,
they also demonstrate that “the doughboy is a committed civilian who, when
aroused, becomes a dominant warrior.” Two years later, William A. Wellman’s
Wings (1927) added momentum to this view by rendering World War I as a
noble adventure in the skies over France.

The second contribution on the World War I era addresses images and
documents often passed over by film scholars. James Latham explains that
hundreds of advertisements were created to promote films to local exhibitors,
who were “encouraged to see themselves not simply as merchants but as actively
serving both their local communities and the country.” Latham focuses on
film advertisements that touted new technologies that could make a differ-
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ence in combat—the machine gun, the submarine, the tank, the airplane. He
discusses a series of such advertisements and how they helped shape wartime
public opinion both directly and indirectly. He concludes that the promotion
of warrelated films “conveyed cultural meanings of patriotism and national
identity, as well as reasons why the country was at war and why the public should
participate.” Reinforcing the messages of the films, “advertisements functioned
to rally support for the war effort” and showed “how film could portray the
leaders, heroes, villains, and victims of the war in ways that furthered national
interests.” Latham’s chapter should remind scholars that film studies need to
consider more than just the viewing experience.

Interim and Isolationism

World War I generated its share of heroes, butit also shocked America and the
rest of the world with the costs—human and financial—of modern conflicts.
The 1920s saw enlightened but ultimately unsuccessful efforts by interna-
tional agencies to outlaw war. Three chapters deal with this interim period
(1918-1941). David Imhoof devotes attention to the meaning of World War I
films as they were viewed by the local audience of Goéttingen, Germany. He
concludes that, “like other cultural activities in Germany, local moviegoing
in the interwar period aided the process of Nazification as much as national
and international political events did.” Gottingen had a smaller working class
than most of its neighboring industrial cities, which may help explain its ten-
dency toward conservatism on cultural as well as political issues. In the end,
through a careful reading of the local newspapers, Imhoof is able to trace the
local reception of two films: Westfront 1918 (1930), the first German sound
film about the war, and Hollywood’s All Quiet on the Western Front (1930) in its
German dubbed version. Although most reviewers approved of the realism
and general antiwar orientation of Westfront 1918, All Quiet on the Western Front
was met with “raucous protests” in the streets of Berlin and “direct appeals
from politicians in Saxony, Brunswick, Thuringia, Wiirttemberg, and Bavaria
[that] eventually convinced the Appellate Censorship Board to reconsider
the approval of the film.” In the end, each of these films created a “popular
platform for talking about politics.”

John Whiteclay Chambers Il studies the relationship between Hollywood and
the isolationist debate in the United States between 1930 and 1941. He divides
the movement into three distinct parts: a peace movement—internationalist,
not isolationist—that advocated nonviolent methods; an isolationist movement,
opposed to U.S. intervention overseas but willing to support military defense
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of the Western Hemisphere; and an anti-interventionist movement comprising
participants from both the political Left and Right who were opposed to U.S.
entry into World War II. In various ways, all three “tried to shape members’
attitudes and actions toward motion pictures, the film industry, and U.S. for-
eign policy.” Chambers joins others in finding Lewis Milestone’s All Quiet on
the Western Front to be a touchstone for antiwar ideology, noting its rerelease
in 1934 and the release of an augmented version in 1939, by which time the
nation’s aversion to war had led to the production of other “disillusionist”
films such as Cavalcade (1933) and Paramount’s The President Vanishes (1935),
in which the chief executive goes into hiding rather than make decisions that
might lead to war. At first, peace organizations spoke out against films that
promoted war but then decided to sponsor special nontheatrical screenings
of films that supported international peace. Most noteworthy was Francis
Skillman Onderdonk’s Peace Films Caravan, which, during the early 1930s,
sponsored antiwar screenings in local churches and clubs in several states.
The outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936 and German rearmament and
aggression after 1938 had an obvious impact. By 1939, Chambers notes, “new
antiwar films became increasingly rare.” Soon thereafter, Hollywood began
distributing features such as The Fighting 69th (1940) and Sergeant York (1941),
which were clearly “preparedness” productions designed to nudge a quiescent
American public toward intervention.
Cynthia J. Miller studies Hitler, Beast of Berlin (1939) as a film that, rather
than whispering words of fear in the ears of American moviegoers, “screamed
. mocked, shocked, and menaced in defiance of the Third Reich.” It was
“one of the first to openly cast the Nazi regime in a villainous light.” But, ready
for distribution after a production schedule of less than a week, Hitler, Beast of
Berlinran into opposition from the Production Code Administration because it
was deemed inflammatory and prowar. In response, the Producers Distribution
Corporation and filmmaker Ben Judell agreed to a number of edits and even
dropped Hitler’s name from the title in several distribution markets. The central
characters are members of a small underground group in Germany resisting the
growing Nazi “beast.” The film opens with scenes of storm troopers parading
through small towns to the “reluctant salutes” of townspeople. The plot also
introduces concentration camps, venues of physical and psychological torture.
Itislittle wonder that the film was advertised as “a wail of anguish from a nation
in chains.” As Miller points out, the film is of special interest today because it
maximizes the melodramatic techniques of the B movies and noir films of the
day—both in the production and in its zany advertising stunts. No trick was
missed for attracting public attention and selling a message.
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World War 11

Although President Woodrow Wilson proclaimed World War I to be “the war
to end all wars,” the technological developments in the decades following the
conflict raised the costs of World War II by astronomic proportions—especially
for civilian populations, the ultimate targets of total war. In the first of four
chapters on World War II, Ian S. Scott studies Frank Capra and Robert Riskin
and their documentary films supporting America’s war effort. Although the
two men had worked together previously in a string of successful commercial
projects, including Mr. Deeds Goes to Town (1936), Lost Horizon (1937), and You
Can’t Take It with You (1938), in their greatest contributions to the war effort—
documentaries made for the U.S. government—they functioned independently.
Scott describes Capra’s Why We Fight series of films as narrative history imbued
with “a strong Christian ethos.” Scott sees Riskin’s documentary work for the
Overseas Branch of the Office of War Information, the Projections of America
series, as more of “a quiet affirmation of life in America, of accomplishment,
and, indeed, of social attainment and cultural appreciation.” The quiet films
of the Riskin team deserve more study and acknowledgment, since a number
of them fulfill one of the primary goals established by John Grierson, father of
the documentary: “to make peace as exciting as war.”

Obviously, the Hollywood studios continued to provide a product that
would please audiences, and there were numerous opportunities as they ad-
vanced the war effort. Yet the postwar era posed problems of its own: How would
amobilized nation—deprived of consumer goods during the war years—return
to a market economy? And what about the psychological stress of veterans as
they made the transition from the military, where life was structured, scheduled,
and controlled by direct and clear orders? Could young men who had battled
America’s enemies settle down to civilian “chaos”?

Filmmakers did notignore the plight of those who would later be described
as “the greatest generation.” One of the classic works of the postwar era, director
William Wyler’s The Best Years of Our Lives (1946), follows three veterans back to
their hometown in the American heartland—tracing their attempts to get in
step with a peacetime economy. Frank J. Wetta and Martin A. Novelli consider
Wyler’s film along with other selected film portrayals. Contrary to writers such
as Paul Fussell and Michael C. C. Adams, who dismiss such productions as
misrepresenting the impact of war on veterans, Wetta and Novelli argue that
amature “realism” in the post-World War II film justifiably includes stories of
adjustment and creative reintegration. In 7The Best Years, each of three former

servicemen must overcome challenges, but each emerges as an adjusted and
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constructive member of society: one rejects his drinking habit, an unfortunate
“hangover” from military life; another experiences divorce but discovers a re-
juvenating relationship; and a physically handicapped sailor finds acceptance
from his family and learns to adapt to his new limitations. No single solution in
the film is perfect for all, but these three stories argue that despair and anger
are not the only options for those tested in the fires of combat. In this regard,
the subject of Pride of the Marines (1945), Joe Schmid (John Garfield), loses
his sight but finds ways to succeed back home. As actor Garfield said of his
character, “I found him the kind of kid we like to think of as the wholesome
American type—brave, determined, resourceful, fun loving, but not without
some of the faults that are American, too” (Nott 156). Schmid is a human be-
ing, not an irreparably wounded soul. Likewise, Tom Rath (Gregory Peck) in
The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit (1956) comes home with problems but finds
happiness with his loving wife (Jennifer Jones) and growing son.

Although film is a popular medium, it has not been employed sufficiently
to tell the story of ordinary people during times of crisis. In her chapter on
both the novel and film versions of From Here to Eternity, J. E. Smyth believes that
author James Jones produced his book and Fred Zinnemann the award-winning
feature film to bring the unofficial—yet significant—history of America’s “Good
War” to the public. Indeed, it is Smyth’s contention that Jones devoted much
of his career to validating the perspective of “the hairy, swiftly aging, fighting
lower class soldier” in World War II. An uncompromisingly proletarian writer
in the tradition of Theodore Dreiser, Jones felt contempt for the officer corps
and, by extension, for America’s Establishment—including historians, whom he
decried as members of the upper classes writing forthe upper classes. Although
permission was granted for filming at the Schofield Barracks in Hawaii, the
film’s undermining of authority did not sit well with the Department of Defense.
Basing her chapter on a study of the literary original, studio documents such
as correspondence and scripts, and the film itself, Smyth concludes that James
Jones’s vision of the U.S. Army prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor was more
than a personal statement; it was an ambitious attempt to revise the image of
the American military. When From Here to Eternity reached theaters in the fall
of 1953, it was a harbinger of an entirely new Hollywood paradigm for the war
film, one that would reach its apogee during the post-Vietnam era.

Robert Brent Toplin, who is responsible for the fourth contribution on
World War II, brings his own considerable experience as both filmmaker and
historian. Both The Longest Day (1962) and Saving Private Ryan (1998) address
the Allied invasion of France in 1944, an accomplishment that represented one
of America’s finest efforts for the Allied cause, even though some ten thousand
U.S. troops were killed in this invasion to liberate Europe. As Toplin demon-
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Berlin: a divided city in a divided world.

strates, in addition to the obvious historical questions, each film can be read
as a comment on issues that were relevant at the time of its production. In the
1960s, for example, the German military commanders of 1944 were presented
in a relatively benign way because the nations of the West were relying on the
Federal Republic of Germany as a Cold War ally in holding the line against the
Soviet Union. As a result, in The Longest Day, leaders of the German military
elite “seem confused, fumbling . . . sometimes comic. . . . [and] not enthusiastic
about Nazi policies.” By 1998, after years of disillusionment with Vietnam and
scores of films that questioned the necessity of war, Steven Spielberg’s Saving
Private Ryan reminds audiences that “some battles are worth fighting” and that
the men who fight them “deserve to be honored.”

CoLD WAR AND INSURGENCY

The Cold War

The firestorm over Dresden and the mushroom clouds over Hiroshima and
Nagasaki raised the stakes of military conflict so high that most world powers
seemed to abandon plans for conventional warfare; then the threat of anni-
hilation was escalated after the first H-bomb tests in the mid-1950s. The result
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David Winter

Marine platoon commanders in Vietnam were often very young.

was a Cold War of challenges and containment. In Asia, victory of the insurgent
communists in China created yet another world power and set the stage first for
awar in Korea (1950-1953) and later for extended “low-intensity” conflicts over
several decades in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia—what Nikita Khrushcheyv, in
his famous “secret speech” of 1956, dubbed “wars of national liberation.”

Immediately after World War II, the city of Berlin became a compact mi-
crocosm of Cold War confrontation—a polity dramatizing the tensions of a
divided Germany and a larger divided Europe and, ultimately, a polarized world.
Thomas W. Maulucci Jr. surveys films that portray “the morally ambiguous hu-
man landscape and the still fluid and uncertain political situation of postwar
Germany.” These “rubble films,” as Maulucci calls them, “stress the need for a
clean break with the past.” Representing a “door in the Iron Curtain” (because
it was embedded in East Germany), Berlin became a meeting place for East
and West. Maulucci compares Berlin films from the West, particularly Billy
Wilder’s American production One, Two, Three (1961), with an East German
documentary that “premiered exactly one year to the day after construction
began on the Berlin Wall.” Until it came down in 1989, the infamous barrier
was a metaphor for world divisions as well as a physical obstacle that thwarted
freedom seekers. As the author concludes, “Cold War Berlin continues to
fascinate filmmakers and moviegoers who themselves remain divided about
life in Germany since reunification [in 1990].”

Susan A. George explains how, from the mid-1940s through most of the
1950s, “shaken by the trial of the ‘Hollywood Ten’ and the communist blacklists
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that put more than three hundred directors, technicians, writers, and actors
out of work,” a mood of fear and anxiety took root in Hollywood. But Robert
Wise’s The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) was different. Through inventive
manipulation of generic conventions, this now-classic science fiction film
“opens a space for emergent ideologies” and “offers a different worldview.” As
George demonstrates, films of this period tend to show women locked in as
homemakers in traditional families rather than as accomplished professionals;
they are basically “high-heeled, well-dressed damsels . . . who represent tradi-
tional American notions of hearth, home, and family.” In contrast, in The Day
the Earth Stood Still, it is a woman (Helen Benson, played by Patricia Neal) who
“disrupts dominant ideologies” by rejecting her suitor’s proposal of marriage
and protecting Klaatu (Michael Rennie), the alien invader who announces his
goal of promoting world peace.

The Vietnam Conflict

Turning to the war in Vietnam, Peter C. Rollins addresses what he sees as a
significant tendency toward bias in most histories, novels, films, and televi-
sion productions about the war. After surveying several memoirs, collections
of GI letters, and oral histories about the war, he observes that “war viewed
from a foxhole shows vivid pyrotechnics, but the view is often as narrow as it
is intense.” Vietnam as portrayed on television has been equally problematic.
Rollins underscores difficulties with the thirteen-episode WGBH series Vietnam:
A Television History (1983) and compares it with two rebuttal documentary
productions: Television’s Vietnam: The Real Story (1985) and Television’s Vietnam:
The Impact of Media (1986). Finally, he surveys a series of Hollywood films about
the Vietnam conflict, explaining how they reflect the opinions Americans
had about Vietnam and how important it is to ensure that students have “the
tools to identify opinion and point of view as they consider the meaning of
our longest war.”

The “gritty realism” of Oliver Stone’s Platoon (1986) is what interests
Lawrence W. Lichty and Raymond L. Carroll, although they also examine
three earlier films about Vietnam: The Green Berets (1968), The Boys in Com-
pany C (1978), and Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979). Platoon
accompanies Chris Taylor (Charlie Sheen) as he arrives for a tour of duty in
Vietnam, just as Stone had done as a soldier twenty years earlier. Lieutenant
Wolfe (Mark Moses) leads his unit into an area where all the confusion—and
much of the distress—of service in Vietnam becomes evident. This first part
of the film presents what Lichty and Carroll call “the ‘small war’ fought by
the ordinary grunt.” But as the story goes on, it presents some troubling ques-
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tions. For example, “when the bad soldier kills the good soldier, and young
Taylor must avenge the act, how are we to think about heroes or murderers?”
Platoon raises other provocative questions, too, about the “madness of war” and
Taylor’s corruption by it. Subsequent to the release of Platoon, Stone’s actual
company commander, Robert Hemphill, wrote a brief history of his infantry
unit entitled Platoon: Bravo Company, in which he details an alternative history
of the filmmaker’s experience, one more in keeping with the honored tradi-
tions of the U.S. Army and its citizen-soldiers.

The final contribution on Vietnam takes a longer view. William S. Bushnell
studies the vision of two screenwriters, working almost fifty years apart, and their
different takes on Graham Greene’s 1955 novel The Quiet American. Bushnell
describes the literary base as “part political thriller, part romance, and part
detective story set in exotic French Indochina in 1952.” Joseph Mankiewicz
was responsible for the first screenplay, filmed in 1958, which enraged Greene
because of its “reworking of his novel.” The second version, which reached
screens in 2002, was by Australian writer-director Phillip Noyce and “devotes
more interest to the character relationships and the introspective quality
of Greene’s text.” Taken together, the two films yield insight into America’s
experience in Indochina and the ways films can inform history; as is so often
the case, each reflects the preoccupations and prejudices of its own time. The
1958 version upholds a staunch Cold War vision of America’s rightful defense
of South Vietnam; in contrast, informed by the “Vietnam syndrome,” the 2002
rendering is more in the spirit of the British novelist’s skeptical interpretation.
Bushnell concludes that Noyce achieved a cautionary tale with the prescience
of the original.

THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY: TERRORISM AND
ASYMMETRICAL CONFLICTS

Lawrence Suid has devoted a research career and two respected volumes to
studying the Pentagon’s involvement in helping Hollywood producers make
better war-related films—films that, by virtue of “getting the history right,” also
protect and defend the reputation of the armed forces. Using the methods
pioneered by Suid, John Shelton Lawrence and John G. McGarrahan focus on
Black Hawk Down (2001), a classic example of a film that the Pentagon wanted
made. In December 1992, during Operation Restore Hope, President Bill Clin-
ton sent twenty thousand U.S. marines to bring law and order to Somalia and
its capital, Mogadishu, in the wake of a short but violent civil war. In June 1993,
after a system for distributing humanitarian aid had been set up and a United
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Rebel forces in Somalia had firepower.

Nations multinational peacekeeping force had been established, U.S. troops
were reduced to twelve hundred, but some of the remaining American forces
were responsible for a July 1993 raid that set the stage for violent conflict and
humiliating losses. Eventually, by March 1994, there was a complete (and some
believe ignominious) withdrawal of American troops from a nation in chaos. In
the end, despite the involvement of Pentagon consultants hoping for a positive
“spin,” Black Hawk Down presents a story of confusion, ill preparedness, and com-
mand failure. Some observers have suggested that the film fits very comfortably
into the Vietnam War film formula rather than a new, heroic mold.

More recently, there have been attempts to reconfigure the war film. In
his chapter, Jeffrey Chown surveys a wide selection of films that have emerged
from Operation Iraqi Freedom. The baseline for comparison is the famous
Vietnam-era documentary Hearts and Minds (1974) by Peter Davis. Chown sees
Davis’s Academy Award-winning film as a template of dramatic devices and
editorial techniques that Michael Moore used in his own widely seen documen-
tary Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004). In a survey of documentary productions, Chown
believes that Baghdad E.R. (2006) is the film on Iraq with “the most graphic

U.S. Army
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shock value,” as it depicts wounded American soldiers being brought in off
the line. Yet he concludes that this film—presented in the style of television’s
E.R.—is less critical of the war than might be expected. Proposing a “Vietnam
template,” Chown also compares The Anderson Platoon (1967) and Occupation:
Dreamland (2005), the latter of which traces the experiences of a squad in Iraq,
and he comments on the influence of lightweight video cameras in the hands
of combatants. As the war has evolved, so have the cinematic treatments. Al-
though the new war genre cannot be defined with exactitude, this early survey
of recent documentaries lays the groundwork for a critical exploration. In a
style fulfilling many of Chown'’s predictions, Brian De Palma’s Redacted (2007)
blends documentary footage with acted sequences to track the destructive
impact of prolonged combat.

Some of the earliest documentaries and feature films concerning the
Iraq war focus on the narrative of Pfc. Jessica Lynch, who was captured by
fedayeen after her convoy made a disastrously wrong turn and was ambushed
near Nasariyah. Since the Puritan-era revelations of Mary Rowlandson in
1682, Americans have been fascinated with stories of captivity and have found
lessons in them about national character and identity. Stacy Takacs devotes
a chapter to examining some of the treatments of Lynch’s ordeal, delineat-
ing how gender issues become enmeshed with political rhetoric. Motion
picture formulas apply as well: Jessica Lynch was a “damsel in distress” who
embodied the values of America’s homeland. (It is interesting to note how
many war films posit their protagonists from the Appalachians, assuming that
such a locale confers special heartland values and an innocent, politically
unsophisticated character. To name only a few, consider Benjamin Martin in
The Patriot, Davy Crockett in The Alamo, Inman in Cold Mountain, the Henry
Clark family in Riskin’s World War II documentary Valley of the Tennessee, the
protagonist of Sergeant York, the Gary Cooper character in Friendly Persuasion,
and, of course, Robert E. Lee Prewitt in From Here to Eternity.) The filmmakers
who rushed their Jessica Lynch documentaries and features to the screen in
2003 must have been surprised to tune in to C-SPAN in late April 2007 and
find the subject of their films testifying before a congressional committee
and rejecting her heroic status: “I am still confused as to why they chose to lie
and try to make me alegend when the real heroics of my fellow soldiers that day
were legendary.” (Notably, Lynch did not offer to return the fees she received
for her story from filmmakers and the networks.) Looking at the record of
Hollywood’s wars and American mythmaking, it comes as no surprise that the
details of her story were woven into a national fable; the resulting films are a
combination of generic and historical necessity.
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Hitting the Pentagon, a symbol of U.S. military might.

The recent mobilization of political and screen resources commenced, of
course, after the terrorist attacks on symbolic sites in New York and Washington
on 11 September 2001. Those watching NBC’s Today Show at 8:45 A.M. were
told that the first collision into the South Tower of the World Trade Center was
probably an accident. Then, while “experts” speculated for Katie Couric and
recalled the 1945 collision of a B-25 bomber into the Empire State Building,
the nation watched as, at 9:03, a second plane smashed directly into the North
Tower of thaticon of American capitalism. Within forty minutes, a Boeing 757,
acting as a flying bomb, hit a recently reinforced section of the Pentagon just
across the river from the National Mall, killing the 64 people aboard the aircraft
and some 125 workers in an edifice that has been a symbol of the American
military since World War II. Some twenty-seven minutes later, a heroic group
of Americans confronted their hijackers over Pennsylvania, thwarting a third
aerial attack on a Beltway target—either the Capitol or the White House.

The world gasped as it watched in real time and was then overwhelmed by
seemingly endless rewinds and reruns of the horrific events of what became
known as 9/11. James Kendrick considers the news and documentary render-
ings of these events and two feature films: Oliver Stone’s World Trade Center
(2006), which focuses on the heroism of Americans on that tragic day in the
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nation’s history; and Paul Greengrass’s United 93 (2006), a tense narrative of
the flight that went down in Shanksville, Pennsylvania. Kendrick discusses
how news programs and documentaries presented the events of that fateful
day and then compares them with the feature film renderings. Many people
thought that the films came too soon after the event, but given the recycling
of the actual images on television at every opportunity, Kendrick questions
why there would be any sensitivity remaining. Both feature films examined
“are built around themes of heroism and resilience.” In the case of United 93,
the “hero” is a group of ordinary Americans who stand up to the challenge of
terrorism. In World Trade Center, one central figure—in the Hollywood war film
tradition—takes the lead in asserting “the refusal of the United States to back
down in the face of aggression.” As marine staff sergeant Dave Karnes, actor
Michael Shannon “becomes a ready metaphor for the undaunted American
spirit in the face of catastrophe.” (After 9/11, the real Dave Karnes gave up
his career as an investment counselor and went back on active duty as a U.S.
marine, eventually serving two tours of duty in Iraq.)

The collection concludes with both a filmography and a bibliography assembled
by John Shelton Lawrence. Previous books have shown that listing the films
considered in a chronological sequence helps readers grasp the evolution of
the genre and see the relationships among the various productions. Lawrence
lists those films focused on by the contributors to this volume, as well as other
films that have received significant public recognition. Considering the rich
tradition of commentary, the authors could not be comprehensive in citing
every important book in their chapters; therefore, the bibliography extends the
chapter references and offers a guide—organized by war era—for future inves-
tigation. These resources provide excellent launch points for researchers.

TuE FiLm AND HISTORY APPROACH

Why We Fought takes a “film and history” approach, based on a commitment
to studying both the historical and the communications issues of the artistic
medium of motion pictures. Other methods exist, and each has value. The
following thematic rubrics, discussed in detail below, stress the interests and
commitments of film and history scholars who treat wartime motion pictures
or motion pictures about war as historical documents and apply the same
methods of analysis that would be directed toward texts in any archive—verbal
or visual (see more at www.uwosh.edu/filmandhistory/):
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1. War films must be studied in their historical contexts.
2. War films are propaganda vehicles.

3. Censorship and sponsorship influence war films.

4. War films constitute a genre of their own.

5. War films should be studied with caution.

Historical Contexts

Every war film is made within a cultural milieu that either dictates its approach
or more subtly influences its construction in ways that are often not perceived
by the filmmakers themselves. Anyone “reading” a cinematic text about war
must take into account the zeitgeist of the period in which it was made. For
example, most scholarship about the 1920s agrees with F. Scott Fitzgerald’s
famous lament that it was a decade the younger generation found empty of
heroic opportunities, with “all Gods dead, all wars fought, all faith in mankind
shaken” (Fitzgerald 185). Yet Michael T. Isenberg discovered that there was a
heroic way of remembering World War I and that King Vidor’s The Big Parade
(1925) documents an important alternative historical memory—yes, there was
suffering, but heroism and national maturation were fostered by the “Great
War.” Many years later, during the controversy over Vietnam, Vidor felt obliged
to apologize to Hollywood peers for the film’s (unintended) positive vision.

In the case of Oliver Stone’s Platoon (1986), itis important that the film was
not made until after the Watergate scandal of 1972-1974. Indeed, during an
interview with Playboy magazine, the iconoclastic director admitted that it was
Watergate-related revelations that inspired the script—not Stone’s experience
as a U.S. Army rifleman in Vietnam during 1967-1968. This detail about the
creative environment should inspire scholars to rethink their evaluation of the
film and to consider how it uses Vietnam as a vehicle to explore Stone’s views
on the culture crisis of the 1970s. In this context, Charles Reich’s The Greening
of America may be more relevant to decoding the messages of the film than any
military or diplomatic history. Such a reading would certainly exonerate the
film of the volleys of criticism launched by Vietnam veterans who were angered
by its many misrepresentations (see chapter 17).

Any study of America’s war films in context must consider where the
pendulum is located as it swings between isolationism and interventionism,
for the American national mood keeps shifting—seemingly by decade. With
respect to these moods, motion pictures often impact viewers by reinforcing
their established mind-sets—so much so that, in some cases, the antiwar film
of one generation becomes the recruiting poster of the next. This unexpected
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As you have seen, on

September lst, 1939, the
German armies, without

warning, blitzed into Poland.
The Nazi bid to smash the
world into slavery was on.

Why We Fight spoke in simple terms that everyone could understand.

reversal is confirmed by the fascination engendered by a DVD of Apocalypse
Now among the marines in Jarhead (2005) who are participating in the first
Gulf War.

Propaganda

Sometime prior to World War I, governments decided that motion pictures
could serve as psychological weapons. During the period of strict neutrality,
prior to the American declaration of war in 1916, motion picture producers
were asked to avoid partisanship. Indeed, antiwar efforts by such leading
filmmakers as D. W. Griffith were released to a public that was not willing to
become involved in a war that, by 1916, had already consumed hundreds of
thousands of lives in combat. (The Battle of the Somme in 1916 alone inflicted
some 300,000 battle deaths.) Productions such as Thomas Ince’s Civilization
(1916) played to isolationist audiences receptive to messages from the Prince of
Peace. Once America was committed to war, however, such films were quashed,
and in a prominent case, film producer Robert Goldstein was imprisoned for
sedition (see chapter 1).

After hostilities began, even Griffith produced his quota of films deni-
grating the German “Hun” and depicting damsels in distress, most notably in

U.S. Signal Corps
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Hearts of the World (1918), starring Lillian Gish. Never lax in his zeal, Griffith

2

made “war-front” documentaries with British troops going “over the top”
in such manageable geographical settings as Scotland. No one noticed this
falsification at the time, and the footage is still used repeatedly in television
documentaries and on covers of “historical” publications. Apparently, the im-
ages proved to be too convincing to be rejected, long after their fraudulent
nature had been exposed.

For World War II, the peace movement derived considerable support from
the dramatic success of director Lewis Milestone’s All Quiet on the Western Front,
a film so powerful in its antiwar statement that its star, Lew Ayres, converted
to pacifism and refused military service even after Pearl Harbor. (He did not
refuse to serve in the medical corps and was highly decorated for his combat
bravery as a frontline medic in the Pacific.) Chapter 8 reveals that there were
other uses for the film—uses by audiences. In Gottingen, Germany, All Quiet
became a Rorschach test around which citizens, unions, and elites defined
their attitudes toward the military disaster behind them.

And just as there are different kinds of propaganda, there are counter-
vailing efforts designed to swim against the stream and contradict the official
portrayal of the military—films such as From Here to Eternity (1953). In his epic
1951 novel, James Jones vowed to reveal the “untold story” of the working-class
members of the American military, a story that—according to Jones—had
been left out of the history books because history is written by the elite for
the elite. Both the novel and the film portray an antiheroic military rife with
indecency, brutality, and corruption—a portrait that never would have been
permitted during the war it portrayed. Part of the permissiveness stemmed
from the distance from the war, and part from Hollywood’s discovery that its
cooperation with the government during World War II had led not to contin-
ued support but to congressional probes, blacklisting, and a crushing Supreme
Court decision that abolished the studio system. It seems clear, in retrospect,
that the frustration of a limited war in Korea further undermined America’s
trust in the military. Newsreels (accurately) showed Americans outgunned and
overpowered in the early days of the struggle, to the point that the U.S. Army
was backed into a defensive perimeter around Pusan, Korea, during the late
summer of 1950. Here was a context ripe for negative portrayals.

The Vietnam War saw very few government-sponsored films in support of
the struggle, in part because President Lyndon B. Johnson and Secretary of
State Dean Rusk believed that a World War II-style public information cam-
paign would make it difficult to wage a limited war. The government-produced
Why Vietnam? (1965) included speeches by President Johnson and diplomats
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laying out a rationale for the struggle, but the preponderant response by the-
atergoers was negative. Later, PBS would release its own ambitious chronicle
of the struggle, Vietnam: A Television History, a thirteen-part series critiqued by
answer films from Accuracy in Media (see chapter 17).

The war in Iraq inspired documentaries such as the very popular Fahrenheit
9/11, in which Michael Moore emulates the style and themes of Peter Davis’s
anti-Vietnam classic. Moore’s analysis, in turn, was answered by such films
as Roger Aronoff’s Confronting Iraq: Conflict and Hope (2005), a feature that
showcases historians, cultural critics, and diplomats who argue that the war is
a viable strategy but requires political will to succeed.

It is safe to say that a/l war films have political implications, even when
they appear to avoid didacticism. There is not a single film considered in this
collection that does not carry lessons about American society, domestic issues,
or foreign policy. When all else fails, such films can be used to examine the
nature of America’s national character. For example, The Best Years of Our Lives
and The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit make no explicit attempt to buttress any
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U.S. troops fire a missile at a fortified position.

view of World War II, yet both consider the nature of America’s fighting men
and their resilience as they confront the new challenges of the marketplace in
the postwar era. Not political in any way, but also preoccupied with the issue
of character, is _Jarhead (2005). The narrative follows a small group of marines
from boot camp through Operation Desert Storm and then back home; the
film has a “destruction of innocents” message, which should not be surprising
since the screenplay was written by former marine William Broyles, a Viet-
nam veteran. What makes the film so interesting is its avoidance of political
commentary; what it does deliver is a bleak message of what it means to be a
marine (according to Broyles). The final scene gives a mixed judgment, but
the overall story is one of indoctrination and discipline, which are irrelevant
to a world that needs peacemakers.

Finally, the documentaries examined in chapter 21 seem more interested
in grandstanding or memorializing than in delivering a political message. The
proliferation of technologies has created an entirely novel production context,
leaving behind the days when messages were dispensed to a passive audience
by governments, defense departments, and oligopolistic television networks. In
the new context, even photos taken for personal use can prime political debate.
In a noteworthy example, the “humorous” photographs of Lyndy England and
Charles Graner touched off the Abu Ghraib scandal. Members of the 372nd

U.S. Army
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Military Police Company never realized that their e-mails would become politi-
cal bombshells. England and Graner may have found it “cool” to torment the
prisoners under their supervision, but the world thought otherwise—and so
did the army, which sentenced both to prison terms (England for three years
and Graner for ten years). Yet political statement was the last thing the two
pranksters had in mind as they “built” human pyramids, humiliated naked
prisoners, and mocked the dead and dying in their charge.

Censorship and Sponsorship

The federal government found ways to control film content during both world
wars because, as iterated in Why We Fought, motion pictures were important
weapons. Though it is easy to scoff at this effort to control public exhibitions,
itis also important to consider the observation of David Welch: “In all political
systems policy must be explained, the public must be convinced of the efficacy
of governmental decisions (or at least remain quiescent), and rational discus-
sion is not always the most useful means of achieving this, particularly in an
age of mass society” (xviii).

During the 1930s, President Franklin D. Roosevelt tapped the power of
radio to reach millions of Americans with his message of a “New Deal.” When
war came to America, Roosevelt—an avid movie buff—and General George C.
Marshall, his chief of staff, saw the importance of motion pictures in stimulat-
ing the national will. An obvious corollary was that control of overall movie
content was essential so that the messages would have the desired cumulative
effect. Likewise, through much of World War II, radar antennas were erased
from still photographs released to the public because it was assumed that the
enemy was better off not knowing about this advance in tracking—a special
advantage for naval operations under the cover of night.

Sometime in 1943 it was decided that the public had lost enthusiasm for
the struggle and needed to be made aware of the sacrifices being made at the
front. From that time on, bodies of American soldiers were shown floating in
the surf at Tarawa and other Pacific beachheads. Life magazine explained its
publication of such images as follows: “The love of peace has no meaning or
stamina unless it is based on a knowledge of war’s terror. . . . Dead men have
indeed died in vain if live men refuse to look at them” (Roeder 34). The goals
were to persuade civilians to donate to the war-bond drives and to subdue the
strong demand for consumer goods that was building against restrictions on
purchases.

Scripts for Hollywood films were vetted closely during both world wars,
and guidelines were provided to the studios. The studios normally cooperated
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with the governmentin these requests, although there was some tension before
the United States entered World War II and was still claiming “neutrality,” a
condition that came to an end at 0800 (Hawaiian time) on Sunday, 7 December
1941. A number of studies discuss the studios’ wartime commercial concerns,
including the availability of raw materials for film stock, but it can be assumed
that the studios were behind the war effort. In fact, most of the Hollywood mo-
guls were ahead of the public when it came to supporting intervention. Their
European backgrounds and business contacts kept them up-to-date about the
“progress” of totalitarianism in Italy, Germany, and the Soviet Union.

More significant was the notion of sponsorship and partnership between
the studios and the government. War films, in search of verisimilitude, needed
costumes, locales, equipment, and the guidance of military professionals. Al-
though it was (and still is) fairly easy to acquire the advice of retired military
personnel interested in serving as consultants, it was very expensive to procure
the machines and personnel of war. Here, cooperation with the Department
of War (1942-1947) and later the Department of Defense would continue to
be essential to the bottom line.

Some examples are worth mentioning. In making The Big Parade several
years after World War I, director King Vidor had the full support of the U.S.
Army (see chapter 6). An assistant director was sent to Killeen, Texas, to film
large bodies of troops and trucks advancing toward the front as part of the “big
parade.” The scenes must have taken a full day to complete, but the assistant
director came back with footage that Vidor rejected as unusable for aesthetic
reasons. Vidor then traveled to Fort Hood, where the scenes were reshot, once
more with army assistance; this second effort provided the epic mass and
rhythm sought by the Hollywood artist. For its part, the army believed that it
was improving its image with the postwar public.

Some fifty-four years later, Francis Ford Coppola discovered that the De-
partment of Defense was unwilling to provide the helicopters and troops he
needed for Apocalypse Now. The media liaison office concluded that the adap-
tation of Joseph Conrad’s novella to a Vietnam setting—and its ending with a
statement about “the horror”—would reflect negatively on the armed forces
of the United States and on national policy. Coppola’s epic encountered all
kinds of equipment, weather, and budgetary problems in addition to a lack
of cooperation by the government, but it finally recouped its investment. The
film is now considered one of the great American war productions—at least
by film critics.

During World War I, World War II, and the Cold War, the armed forces
cooperated with many filmmakers out of self-interest. Frank Capra’s Tunisian
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Victory (1944), a film about the North African campaign, was filmed in New
Mexico with an armored unit still undergoing combat training. Because the
early battles in Africa had gone badly for the Americans, it was very much to the
army’s benefit to have a heroic rendering. Therefore, track vehicles, fuel, and
troops were supplied in abundance. (It is inexplicable that Capra would later
deny his use of reenactments for any of his wartime productions.) In a more
complex twist during the Cold War, director Edward Dymytrk brought to the
military a project proposal designed to bring Herman Wouk’s The Caine Mutiny
to the screen. Dymytrk, who had been imprisoned as one of the “Hollywood
Ten,” was using this film as a vehicle to work his way back into the movie business
after being what was called a “friendly witness” for the House Committee on
Un-American Activities. The tiresome introduction to the film is an unabashed
commercial advertisement for the U.S. Navy, stressing the impressiveness of its
ships as well as the humor and humanity of the sailors who man them: music,
lighting, and color reveal an impressive nautical environment where it is fun
to serve. The navy was clearly happy to cooperate with the project, and the
director was working very hard to prove his loyalty, making it difficult for the
Department of Defense to turn down such a sanguine propagandist.

A classic survey of the interactions between Hollywood and the Pentagon
can be found in Lawrence Suid’s Guts & Glory: The Making of the American Mili-
tary Image in Film. As Suid notes, he is concerned with “the irony of filmmakers’
claims that they make only anti-war movies while continuing to portray combat
as exciting and as the place where boys become men, where men become
heroes, and even role models to the next generation”(xii). Suid notes in his
preface that motion picture hagiography contributed to the unseemly ease
with which Americans permitted an escalation of the war in Vietham. No one
interested in understanding the impact of governmental support and sponsor-
ship can ignore this work of truly original scholarship.

The War Film Genre

The study of popular culture and motion pictures is accepted by scholars in
the twenty-first century, but many have forgotten how it all got started. Back
in 1970, a pioneering work by John Cawelti entitled The Six-Gun Mystique was
published by Ray Browne of the Popular Press—published so hurriedly that
Browne neglected to stake a copyright claim for the volume. Cawelti’s funda-
mental argument is that the popular arts employ and embellish formulas that
are worked and reworked over time and that the study of the popular arts must
focus on these core motifs and their evolution, because the popular arts reflect
the concerns of the times in which they are produced. According to Cawellti,
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“formula . . . is cultural; it represents the way in which a particular culture has
embodied both mythical archetypes and its own preoccupations in narrative
form” (30). Obviously, his book focuses on the Western film, but he later ex-
amined the detective and mystery genres, and his many readers were inspired
to apply the notion to other literary and motion picture genres as well.

One such scholar is Jeanine Basinger, whose book The World War 1I Combat
Film s to the war film genre what Suid’s Guts & Glory is to the issue of sponsor-
ship. With a very empirical style, Basinger defines and then explores the char-
acteristics of the combat film, tracing its evolution over time from 7 December
1941 until January 1945. An update provides a chronology of war films up to
2003. The overview identifies the genre’s “introductory stage” (7 December 1941
to 31 December 1943), consisting of such films as Wake Island and Flying Tigers,
films that vilify the enemy while linking the conflict back to earlier embattled
moments in America’s history. Next, an “emergence of a basic definition” of
genre fundamentals occurred (1943), when productions such as Bataan and
Air Force introduced the formula of the “international platoon” that included
American regional, class, and ethnic types working together as part of a cohesive
fighting team. Finally, during a “repeat of the definition” (1 January 1944 to 31
December 1945), films stressed the sacrifice of servicemen in such dark stories
as Objective Burma and They Were Expendable. Later evolutionary variations are
also examined, including Battleground and The Story of GI Joe. About Battleground,
Basinger suggests that “it was a pure combat movie that celebrated, finally with
the full audience, the fact that we won the war and could dare to be proud of it.
It healed, united, and entertained” (147). About The Story of GI Joe, she concludes
that the film “announces itself as celebratory of the American common man,
a democratic look at the forces who fought for democracy” (129). In Why We
Fought, these two popular films are studied for their commentary on the much
debated topic of “Hollywood realism” (see chapter 12).

Basinger is a true popular culture scholar, in that her study unapologeti-
cally explores the combat genre as art form. With empathy for the efforts of
Hollywood, she observes, “World War II films were not intentionally unrealistic.
In the most cynical terms, that was not good business. Instead, working within
the limitations of censorship, wartime materiel restrictions, ‘good taste,” and
propaganda, they accepted their task as one in which they were to entertain the
audience butalso gain acceptance by coming close to the experiences they were
living through outside the theater” (256). Basinger’s book should be mandatory
reading as part of any investigation of Hollywood’s war films. Her respect for
the popular arts allows her to examine the details of the formula in a way that
yields insights that would likely be missed by the traditional scholar.
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Epic images of struggle on that “longest day” of 6 June 1944. Here,
British troops go ashore, bringing their three-speed Raleighs with
them.

Caution

War as a theme has attracted a number of independent filmmakers who, though
perhaps free of some of the commercial motives driving the major studios, may
still be in the grips of an ideology. Many of these people, lacking training in
history themselves, tend to grasp a single source—usually an easily illustrated
visual one—and make it their only source or become overly committed to the
ideas of their historical and military consultants. Thus, the fact that a motion
picture or television study of war has been made outside the studio system does
not guarantee a truly balanced perspective; in fact, the reverse may be true.
Visual literacy is certainly a goal to strive for in our media environment.
This is especially so when it comes to Hollywood’s wars, where government
support and studio budgets have often produced overwhelming experiences.
Films such as The Longest Day (see chapter 14) are of such epic proportions that
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their very scope can be humbling. Throughout the D-day film, the technique of
parallel action—used for the first time by D. W. Griffith in The Birth of a Nation
(1915)—starts with developments on the Allied side of the war and then cuts
to the German forces and their preparations; the implied omniscience of such
editing can deprive theater audiences of critical capacity. In Patton (1970), ac-
tor George C. Scott is built into a demigod through low angle shots, telephoto
lens manipulation, editing, music, and mise-en-scéne from the grandiloquent
opening (in which Patton addresses his imagined troops) to one of the most
powerful montages in the history of the war film. During the Battle of the
Bulge sequence of the film, “Patton’s Prayer” combines poetry, music, and lack
of sound to evoke a warrior’s ecstatic vision of conflict and victory. Director Carl
Foreman’s The Victors (1963) contains an execution sequence visualized against
asound track in which Frank Sinatra sings, “Have yourself a merry little Christ-
mas,” an audio track that directly conflicts with the grim story in a definitive
example of “film irony.” As Cynthia Miller points out in chapter 10, newsreel
footage was inserted into Hitler, Beast of Berlin to blur the line between what the
audience knew was real and what was fiction (viewers often lacked the visual
literacy to discern the distinction). Those who have been taught how motion
pictures communicate will both appreciate such artistic touches and be aware
of their intentions. The editors of this volume believe in this approach—for
all visual experiences—and have expressed concern over the years that those
who are not ready to decode such messages will become the unwitting victims
of them. In the case of war films, the ramifications could be disastrous.

Viewers forget how much thought and planning go into a film production.
In many cases, production files are available for inspection, and these paper
trails reveal the contending goals and varied production techniques explored
by filmmakers. Often, the Motion Picture Code Administration forced script
rethinking and changes; even more often, there were exchanges among writ-
ers, producers, and directors about the core issues in the films. From Drums
Along the Mohawk to Saving Private Ryan, Why We Fought has attempted to show
how much can be learned about the final released film by examining such
documentation.

The Internet provides a new portal, a gateway with unprecedented oppor-
tunities for researchers. Increasingly, documents about films are available at
dedicated Web sites. Press kits, correspondence, trailers, interviews, and scripts
are coming online, as are details about the lives of creative personalities in the
film business. List-servs such as those on H-NET invite scholars to post queries
and to engage in public discussions of research problems and opportunities.
When the editors of Why We Fought began their own study of film back in the
1970s, it took a major effort to find important reviews, essays, and opinions.
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An allied soldier in Iraq prepares for evening.

Today, such readily available resources as the Internet Movie Data Base (IMDB)
provide “external reviews,” details of plot, and even exact locations where films
were produced; through Project MUSE and other academic assistance avail-
able via university libraries, major journals around the globe can be searched.
Finally, documentary and feature films themselves are coming online to be
viewed or downloaded. And when all else fails, there is Netflix.

What will be needed in the future, of course, is a means to filter the pro-
liferating information from war films and to interpret the origins, messages,
and impacts of such information. This collection consolidates much of what
is now known and points to future “after-action reports” about Hollywood’s
wars. As we study these films, it is important that we remember the men and
women of our armed forces who, when called to serve, risked their lives—and
sometimes surrendered them. Hollywood’s wars project images of real events
for which they sometimes provide insight and sometimes obscure; either way,
the wars and the films deserve the attention of responsible citizens.

The task is not easy: King Vidor, director of The Big Parade, concluded
production of his epic with a sense of satisfaction that he had made an antiwar
film. How could he have been so wrong? After the release of his first Vietnam
film in 1986, Oliver Stone was surprised that Platoon was not accepted by all
as “Vietnam as it really was.” Time magazine ran a cover story to that effect,
but members of Stone’s unit and countless other combat veterans were out-

U.S. Army
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raged about what they saw as a gross misrepresentation of their service and
sacrifice. Why would a veteran so demean his comrades? Similarly, director
Eric Zwick’s very popular Glory (1989) cannot be understood without exam-
ining the foregrounding of racial issues in the 1980s; the film valorizes the
significant contribution of freedmen to the Union army during the Civil War,
an additional 10 percent of manpower that, according to the film, made the
difference between victory and defeat for the North. This story of the fight-
ing 54th from Massachusetts was no secret, but it took an era of affirmative
action to consider it important enough to become a major motion picture.
That Clint Eastwood’s 2006 feature about Iwo Jima, Flags of Our Fathers (2006),
would be followed almost immediately by his motion picture from the Japanese
perspective, Letters from Iwo Jima (2006), is a reflection of the current rapport
between the two former adversaries. The objective of Why We Fought: America’s
Wars in Film and History is to map out such connections and to identify avenues
of approach for future researchers.
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THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION ON
THE SCREEN

Drums Along the Mohawk and The Patriot

Hollywood productions about the American past have been relatively common
over the century-long history of motion pictures—especially if one counts all the
representations of the western frontier and all the films about American wars.
In this context it is somewhat surprising that there have been so few thought-
ful productions about the period of the American Revolution (1763-1789).
The truly memorable films dealing with the nation’s founding can easily be
counted on two hands, with a few fingers left over.

After all, the only feature-length film that focuses on the councils of the
Revolution, 1776 (1972), is a musical. A few of the earliest silent productions,
most too short to qualify as feature films, did deal with aspects of the Revolu-
tion. Consider The Pride of Lexington (1911), Washington at Valley Forge (1914),
and The Spirit of 76 (1917). The last of these was a two-hour film that landed its
producer, Robert Goldstein, in prison, charged with producing a film “designed
to arouse antagonism, hatred, [and] enmity between the American people and
the people of Great Britain at a time when the defendant well knew that the
government of Great Britain . . . was an ally of the United States in prosecution
of war against . . . Germany” (Slide 207-11). Perhaps, twenty years later, the
producers of Drums Along the Mohawk (1939) were aware of Goldstein’s troubles
when they decided to portray America’s eighteenth-century enemy differently.
Sixty years later still, producers of The Patriot (2000) were more sensitive to the
issues raised by foreign invaders in an agricultural countryside after decades
of debate and protest about America’s role in Vietnam.

The earliest well-known feature film to focus on the Revolution was D. W.
Griffith’s America (1924), a sweeping representation of the main events of the
Revolution from the Boston Tea Party to Yorktown, with special care taken
in the re-creation of such locations as Independence Hall in Philadelphia.
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The scope of Griffith’s epic was surely influenced by his previous productions
about major American military conflicts, such as The Birth of a Nation (1915)
and Hearts of the World (1918). Like these two films, made when World War 1
was in the headlines, several of Hollywood’s small collection of Revolutionary
War-era films seem to have been influenced by the world situation at the time
of their production. Although the European conflict was over by the time of
America’s release, and, presumably, a generation of American doughboys had
proved the amity that now existed between the two nations, the film was ini-
tially banned in Britain, despite Griffith’s traveling there to make a personal
appeal. Perhaps because of the difficulties Griffith faced in distributing his
film in Britain, added to what people knew of Goldstein’s troubles, there was
atendency in future productions to have American Tories rather than English-
men play a central role and to allow Native Americans to take the blame for
most atrocities (Glancy 523-45).

Another of the handful of notable films about the Revolution, Drums Along
the Mohawk, was released in 1939 as war clouds gathered again over Europe
and Americans began to worry about their possible role in a second world war.
John Ford’s film was based on Walter Edmunds’s popular 1936 novel about
farming settlers in upstate New York defending themselves against Indian raids
and later marching off to do their part in the larger conflict.! As had been the
case before World War I, it was clear that were America to be drawn into the
European conflict, Britain would be its ally. This certainly occurred to at least
some of the decision makers at 20th Century-Fox when they decided to make an
American Revolution film in which it would barely be noticed that the British
were the enemy. Domestic audiences were crucial, but a production such as
Drums could also expect European bookings. In normal times, had the British
enemy been featured, it might have been considered innocuous, but in 1939,
as one interoffice memo took pains to explain, “the international situation is
so delicately balanced, that the powers to be in England weigh feathers and
might find the picture injudicious.”

In the same way that 1939 audiences might have been influenced in their
reception of Drums, viewers of The Patriot in 2000 may have responded to Ben-
jamin Martin’s (Mel Gibson) original hesitancy to fight, followed by his seem-
ingly uncontrollable outbursts of violence on the battlefield, with thoughts of
America’s recent extended experience in Vietnam, as well as to the potential for
war looming in the Middle East. In addition, there were worldwide terror threats
that were soon to become very present even in downtown New York City.

Drums Along the Mohawk and The Patriot are interesting because they both
deal with the Revolution as it impacted not the famous leaders of the move-
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portrays a young rural family
under attack.

ment in Philadelphia and Boston but ordinary people, young families living
in western New York and in the Carolina backcountry and being driven to sup-
porta war that they did not start, or necessarily want, but one that nonetheless
reached out to engage them.

Historical spectacles about America were hardly a new genre in 1939, but
they did enjoy a spurt of popularity that year.> Why did Hollywood producers
choose this time to deal with the American past? Why did audiences respond
so well, choosing Drums Along the Mohawk, for example, as one of their favorite
movies of the 1939-1940 season? The answers to these questions lay buried
deep in the changing national consciousness as the Great Depression drew to
a close and involvement in another world war loomed on the horizon.

Even at the end of the decade, the vast majority of the American people
were still caught up in the malaise of the 1930s. Many suffered from a psycho-
logical depression brought on by the harsh economic realities of everyday life.
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Mel Gibson stars as farmer Benjamin Martin in The Patriot.

The Americans who had grown up in the freewheeling 1920s and felt that they
had every reason to look forward to success in life were forced to reshape their
images of America and of themselves. For some it was a trauma they would
carry for the rest of their lives.

As Europe turned toward fascism to confront its economic crisis, American
disillusionment and despair increased. Dreams of democracy and individual
success may have seemed unrealistic to many people living in a crisis-ridden
world. In this climate of tension and insecurity, panaceas became more appeal-
ing: Huey Long proposed to “Share Our Wealth,” Father Charles Coughlin
promised to expose those who conspired to betray America’s economic inter-
ests, and Francis Townsend explained that pensions for the elderly would prime
the economic pump by boosting consumer spending. When FDR sought to
defuse such movements by co-opting some of their suggestions in his proposals
for a social security program and a progressive income tax, a storm of indigna-
tion arose from those who still held dear the conservative gospel of rugged
individualism that supporters of Herbert Hoover had believed so fervently a
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decade before. Even supporters of the New Deal were unsure where the new,
seemingly uncharted course would take the nation. People felt the need to
reassure themselves that traditional American ideals were still alive and that the
United States would not follow Europe headlong into radical antidemocratic
experiments. This thirst for reassurance reached a new intensity in 1939 and
1940 as friends and allies overseas were caught up in another total war that
threatened, like the last one, to drag in the United States.

One manifestation of this concern of the 1930s was the passion for redis-
covering the roots of America’s national heritage. During the 1920s, an era
marked by extraordinary confidence in America, the trend in historical writing
had been toward debunking the legends of the founding fathers and adopting
amore cynical attitude toward the ideals for which they had supposedly stood:
James Truslow Adams condemned seventeenth-century Puritans for being
repressed autocrats, and Charles Beard accused the authors of the U.S. Con-
stitution of being concerned with pecuniary gain rather than the public good.
In his three-volume biography of George Washington, Rupert Hughes pulled
the legendary general off his pedestal and tried to set the record straight with
regard to all those supposed patriots in the struggle for independence: “The fact
[was] that the generation of Americans that coincided with the Revolution, was
far from being the supremely virtuous race its descendants have been pleased
to pretend. . . . A few soldiers, a few statesmen, a few devoted men did all the
work, suffered all the hardships, and saved the country in spite of itself, while
the majority ran away or kept aloof, grew fat and looked on” (691, 694). The
time was ripe for rebuilding the reputations of America’s founders.

The task began in 1930 with Samuel Eliot Morison’s respectful new look at
seventeenth-century New Englanders and was continued by Clifford Shipton,
Perry Miller, and others. An interesting index of popular history can be found
in the guides prepared in the 1930s by the Works Progress Administration,
including historical surveys of every state and major city in the nation. By cata-
loging the historic sites that related to the experiences of ordinary Americans,
as well as the homes of the great and the famous, the guides helped to restore
a recognition that ordinary people as well as their leaders made history. By
the late 1930s, a significant body of literature sought to reaffirm the virtues
of American heroes and to resurrect their positive images. Even radicals and
communists who before had devoted their efforts to pointing out the flaws in
American society now turned to highlighting the traditional American values
that united people of diverse backgrounds in opposition to fascism—thus
American leftists who went off to Spain in 1936 and 1937 to struggle against
Franco and Hitler called themselves the Abraham Lincoln Brigade.
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Drums ALONG THE MOHAWK

Published in 1936, Walter Edmunds’s Drums Along the Mohawk is a pastoral
novel. A man builds a home for himself in the wilderness, then marries a
pretty young girl and takes her to live with him there. They farm the land in an
idyllic setting and survive with the rest of their agrarian community of simple
folk. Their greatest challenge comes in the form of repeated savage attacks
by Indian “destructives” who remain loyal to the British and threaten frontier
settlements during the war for independence.

The novel owed its popularity to more than its romantic interest, its
bucolic setting, and its excitement and suspense. Edmunds so revered the
historical facts that he indicated in a foreword which of the characters were
fictional and which real and almost apologetically pointed out where a few
stories of actual persons had been altered for dramatic emphasis. Moreover, he
acknowledged his debt to specific historians, encouraged interested readers to
study further, and recommended primary as well as secondary sources for the
period. Edmunds also noted that the characters in the book were moved by
some of the same types of concerns that preoccupied Americans in the 1930s.
The challenges of everyday life on the colonial frontier were complicated by
the military struggle for independence, in which neither Continental troops
nor state militia could be relied on to defend tiny settlements on the fringe
of civilization, and in which the hopes and dreams of ordinary people were
shattered as families were terrorized and homesteads destroyed. Now the De-
pression had shattered hopes and dreams too, and, as in revolutionary days,
it seemed as though the solutions that were proposed from above sometimes
made things worse. As Edmunds explains in his foreword, “These people of
the [Mohawk] valley were confronted by a reckless Congress and ebullient
finance, with their inevitable repercussions of poverty and practical starvation.
The steps followed with automatic regularity. The applications for relief, the
failure of relief, and then the final realization that a man must stand up to live”
(xi). Here was the relevant and comforting (if only implied) message of the
book: through reliance on their inner strength and traditional American ideals,
twentieth-century Americans could live to prosper and to dream again about
the future just as the colonists had. The public responded so well to the book
that it seemed only a matter of time before it would be put to the screen.

Indeed, Darryl F. Zanuck had purchased the movie rights to the book in
1936, even before it went into circulation. The book’s sales moved slowly at
first, but in the first month of 1937, there were five printings of ten thousand
copies each, and Drums became a best seller. Still, Zanuck described himself
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as “not terrifically enthused” about the project, and when several other com-
panies made offers, he considered disposing of the property (memorandum).
Only the continuing popularity of the book (it went into thirty-one printings
by 1939) encouraged him to stick with the uplifting story. He personally su-
pervised revision after revision of the screenplay in a process that eventually
involved William Faulkner (who tried to simplify the story in a short narrative
treatment dated 15 March 1938), Sonya Levein (who wrote two dialogue treat-
ments and a first-draft continuity script with shots, angles, and cuts spelled out
in detail), and Lamar Trotti (who polished Levein’s work, made more changes
to satisfy Zanuck, and completed the shooting script in May 1939). At every
stage, Zanuck maintained close contact with the writers, dictating detailed
conference notes on several editions of the screenplay in which he specified
places to tighten the story and techniques to heighten the drama.

To Levein’s first-draft continuity script of 2 December 1938, Zanuck
responded,

In the first place, let us get it understood that we do not want to make a picture
portraying the revolution in the Mohawk Valley. We want to tell a story about
a pioneer boy who took a city girl to the Mohawk Valley to live and we must
tell the story of what happened to them—their ups and downs, their trials and
tribulations—the same as it was told about the Chinese couple in The Good Earth
[1937].In The Good Earth the producers wisely discarded chapter after chapter of
the book and concentrated on the personal story and on one spectacular trick
with the locusts. We must follow this example. We have in the script practically
all of the necessary ingredients to accomplish this but now they are dissipated
and lost in a rambling jumble of historical and revolutionary data.

After giving another writer three months to work on the project, the producer
was again dissatisfied, especially with the still complicated plot development.
Zanuck’s reactions on 11 March 1939, as written up by one of his assistants,
ran to eleven pages, but a few sentences carry the gist of his feelings:

We must not let ourselves be bound by the contents of the book—but simply
retain the spirit of the book. We must concentrate our drama, tighten what plot
we have and make it more forceful—so that we build and build to a sustaining
sock climax where we let everything go with a bang. So as long as we capture the
general line, the characters, the period—we can and should forget the book. Mr.
Zanuck could not be emphatic enough in bringing home the fact that we are in
the business to Give A Show—that our first job is to Make Entertainment.

Zanuck was happier with the “final” script of 24 April, but he and John Ford,
who had been chosen to direct the picture, still found seven pages of corrections
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Gil and Lana Martin (Henry Fonda and Claudette Colbert) share an idyllic moment
in the Mohawk Valley.

to suggest. All through the writing process, Zanuck looked to Julian Johnson,
chief story editor for the studio, for insight and reassurance. As Johnson ob-
served to him some weeks later in a memorandum dated 31 July: “I think the
thing that gave us the fine script we shot was, as much as anything else, your
own constant revision and elimination, revision and elimination, every time a
new treatment showed its head. The shooting final was a triumph of perspira-
tion as well as inspiration.”

Historian Edward Countryman has argued that, as a result of such pres-
sure, the script transformed an essentially historical novel into a “mythic” story
driven by the characters in “one isolated community.” In the process the writers
“transformed the social history of the Revolution. . . . By de-revolutionizing the
Revolution, even as it reconstructs it, the film has helped to rob Americans of
an appreciation of their past. Its social meaning cannot be grasped without
reference to this other, pseudo-revolutionary, de-politicizing part of its content”
(89). Screenwriters also altered some significant aspects of the plot and the
characterizations presented in the novel. For example, the scene that contrib-
utes the dramatic high point of the film never actually happened, either in
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history or in the novel. The settlers were forced into the fort and, from there,
did witness the burning of several of their homes, but this came earlier in the
story. The eventual victory was more of an anticlimax, as the overall defeat
of the British, culminating at Yorktown, Virginia, meant that they would no
longer be promoting the Indians’ attacks on the settlers. The main characters,
Lana and Gil Martin, also underwent transformation during the adaptation.
Edmunds had been much more sensitive to the plight of the pioneer woman
and portrayed her inner strength. In the film she does grow into a stronger
character, but the script gives her none of the depth and complexity possessed
by Edmunds’s heroine. The simplification of her role early in the film was
dictated by Zanuck, who feared that otherwise viewers would not see how far
she had developed by the end of the story (conference notes, 5 Apr. 1939).
Gil’s character was polished for the film. Early in the novel he takes partin the
burglarizing of the house of a suspected Loyalist, and later he joins a party of
Americans that deliberately seeks vengeance against a Tory settlement by set-
ting fire to homes and raping the defenseless women there. In each of these
two cases, Gil’s participation is only halfhearted, and he is plagued by second
thoughts, but even with those qualifications, the film’s Gil Martin could not
take part in such atrocities. Neither the Motion Picture Production Code nor
the patriotic tone of the film would permit it.

In their final form, the plot, characters, and dramatic elements of Drums
Along the Mohawk seemed tailor-made for the special talents of John Ford.
Ford’s skills as a director were well known, but they had resulted in only a few
memorable films: Iron Horse (1924), The Informer (1935), and Hurricane (1938).
There was also a series of Ford films with Will Rogers culminating with Steamboat
Round the Bend (1935)—films that focused on cherished American values. It
was in 1939 that Ford began to turn out hit after hit with Young Mr. Lincoln,
Stagecoach (his first Western since the introduction of sound), Drums Along the
Mohawk, and finally The Grapes of Wrath (1940). Each of these, like his 1941
classic How Green Was My Valley, gave him the opportunity to develop characters
based on common people. Ford’s best films shared with those of Frank Capra a
populist view of American society. Although Capra’s plot situations were usually
comedies, in contrast to Ford’s popular dramas, both men had a special talent
for portraying ordinary people who struggle to preserve significant human
values challenged by forces far more powerful than themselves.

Drums Along the Mohawk offered Ford a rare opportunity. Here he could
depict an idyllic, early-American agrarian community in more explicit terms
than in any of his other films. That this idealized lifestyle was menaced by
barbarous Indians who would not hesitate to rape and torture innocent vic-
tims served to accentuate the virtuous qualities of the God-fearing settlers. In
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Tory leader Caldwell (John Carradine), rather than British regulars, is the villain of
Drums Along the Mohawk.

dramatizing the life of New York’s Mohawk Valley in the 1770s, the film strikes
a careful balance between the individualism and the mutual interdependence
that typify the frontier ideal. Itis punctuated by scenes that celebrate the simple
agrarian life: weddings, births, and harvests, and a scene in which neighbors
come seemingly from miles around to help Gil Martin (Henry Fonda) clear
his land. The frontier people are outgoing and friendly. Some are comical,
such as Christian Real (Eddie Collins), who forgets to respond to his own
name while calling roll for militia muster, and the Scots-Irish parson (Arthur
Shields) who works an advertisement for a local dry goods store into his Sunday
sermon. Gil’s bride, Lana (Claudette Colbert), raised in a comfortable home
in Albany, is heartbroken at the first glimpse of his cabin on the fringe of the
wilderness and terrified at the sight of Blue Back, an Indian who turns out to
be peaceful and friendly. She demands that Gil take her back home. But soon
the beauty of the surroundings, the sense of accomplishment in seeing their
own farm take shape, and the feeling of belonging to the open and congenial
community of settlers bring her to love their simple life. Ford paints this picture
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in such appealing terms that the audience understands perfectly when she
prays, “Please, God, letit go on like this forever.” Unfortunately, the American
Revolution disturbs their serenity.

Thanks to Zanuck and his screenwriters, the story that reached the screen
is a fine example of movie drama with three carefully paced climaxes, increas-
ing in intensity until the final climax of the film. Shortly after the crops are
harvested, the colonists meet their first challenge as bloodthirsty Indians come
whooping through the woods and, under the direction of a Tory leader named
Caldwell (John Carradine), destroy the Martins’ farm, sending the settlers scur-
rying to the nearby fort to keep the women and children safe. When Gil returns
from chasing the Indians, he finds his house burned to the ground and his wife
barely surviving the miscarriage of their first child. Gil is disheartened by their
bad luck, and now it is Lana’s turn to sustain the pioneering couple. They go
to work for a wealthy widow, Mrs. McKlennar (Edna May Oliver), and begin
planning their family once more. But, as if on cue, a second crisis arises. It is
reported that Indians and Loyalists are gathering at the head of the valley in
preparation for a major attack, and the militia marches off to meet them. This
time we do not see the Indians themselves, but we do see the human cost of
their “war fever” as the men are pictured, weak and wounded, straggling back
from Oriskany. In a daze, Gil explains that the militia force was ambushed and
nearly wiped out, but they rallied and finally sent the Indians running. As Gil
sleeps off the exhaustion of battle, General Nicholas Herkimer (Roger Imhof)
lies outside in Mrs. McKlennar’s parlor, dying at the hands of a young doctor
performing his first amputation.

For a year after the Battle of Oriskany, the Martins and their infant son live
happily with Mrs. McKlennar, hoping someday to rebuild their cabin. Then,
on the day after they have celebrated a bumper crop, a party of hostile Indi-
ans sets fire to the McKlennar house and lays waste to the neighboring farms.
The terrified colonists, huddled at the fort at German Flats, find themselves
besieged by an overwhelming force. The plot becomes more active as the situ-
ation at the fort becomes more desperate. The colonists are outnumbered by
their attackers, and the women take weapons and join the men on the walls.
Mrs. McKlennar is the first to be hit. She takes an arrow in the chest and dies.
Things look bleak. Ammunition is getting dangerously low. In desperation, Joe
Boleo (played by Francis Ford, the director’s brother) resolves to escape and
run to Fort Dayton for aid. Unfortunately, Boleo is captured by the Indians,
who tie him atop a wagon loaded with hay and, in full view of the fortress, set
the wagon aflame. To spare him from being burned alive, the parson shoots
Boleo. It is left to Gil to make another try. Assuring Lana that he can outrun
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any “redskin,” he lowers himself through a portal in the fort wall and takes
off, with three Indians close at his heels.

Gil’s escape is the most memorable action sequence of the film, as Ford
drags out the chase for almost five minutes. It is worth noting that this is
another example of the screenwriters’ “adjusting” historical facts to improve
the film’s plot. The actual run, as described in Edmunds’s book and as noted
above, came earlier in the conflict and was made by a man named Adam
Helmer (played by Ward Bond in the film). It was made to the fort at German
Flats, not away from it. Furthermore, Helmer’s warning, instead of bringing
Continental reinforcements, frightened the colonists and their militia into
hiding within the walls of the fort. As portrayed in the novel, this was one
of dozens of confrontations with the “destructives,” none of which was truly
conclusive. In the film’s version of the run, it becomes the dramatic turning
point. The sun comes up a vivid orange in the background as Gil finally leaves
his pursuers gasping behind. In the next shot, the main force of Indians is
seen breaching the fort walls, and Lana, the woman who had cowered in fear
at her first encounter with the harmless Blue Back, is bravely shooting one of
the intruders at point-blank range. As Zanuck wanted it, alerted by Gil, the
Continental reinforcements arrive just in time to rout the savages and save the
day. Fortunately, the fight will not recur. In the last scene, an officer arrives
with the news that General Washington’s troops have defeated Cornwallis at
Yorktown in the final battle of the Revolutionary War. But thanks to the pencil
of fiction wielded by Zanuck’s writers, in 20th Century-Fox’s version of the
war, the farmers of the valley have enjoyed their own victory at German Flats
before the news of Yorktown arrives.

From the outset it was obvious that, because of the sets and locations
required, Drums would be a very expensive picture to make. The greatest
problems were logistical. The open spaces called for in the script required
shooting on location. Any thought of shooting in the Mohawk Valley itself
was quickly rejected because industrialization had transformed almost every
inch of the landscape. Moreover, Zanuck’s decision to film in Technicolor led
him to search for special atmospheric conditions to maximize the quality of
the photography. They finally chose a high plateau in the Wasatch Range of
the Rocky Mountains, near Cedar City, Utah, where the lack of haze in the
morning allowed vast distances to be photographed with perfect clarity, and
beautiful cloud formations appeared on schedule every afternoon to accent
the panoramic views (Drums press book).

Aswith its previous historical films, 20th Century-Fox was scrupulous about
details. The studio claimed to have searched all over Hollywood for Iroquois
Indians to play in the film. They could find only two, however, and one of them
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Benjamin Martin (Mel Gibson), a member of the South Carolina
Assembly.

was thought to be too short and fat. The other was a seventy-two-year-old man
named Chief Big Tree who was purported to have posed for the buffalo nickel.
He was given the role of Blue Back, a friendly but rather dull-witted native
who has been Christianized and now fights on the side of the colonists. Great
attention was also given to the uniforms the men would wear and the weapons
they would use. In a paean to its enterprising agents abroad, the studio boasted
that the flintlock muskets employed had been purchased in Africa, where their
anachronistic ineffectiveness had been proved in Ethiopia’s failed attempt to
ward off Mussolini’s modernized army in 1935 (Drums press book).

THE PATRIOT

Both the world situation and the nature of movie production were rather dif-
ferent in 2000 than they were in 1939. The two world wars were buried safely
in the history books, and the cold war seemed to be over as well. To be sure,
there were new tensions in the world, ones more colored by religious extrem-
ism, terror, and the world supply of oil. Americans still worried about being
drawn into foreign wars, but the conflicts seemed more likely to take place in
the Middle East, and the enemy was more likely to be driven by a commitment
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to Islamic fundamentalism than to the tenets of Hitler or Marx. Daily reports
of street bombings came from Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, and it seemed that dip-
lomats might be unsafe almost anywhere in the world. At the same time, the
movie studios were becoming things of the past. No longer did giant studios
maintain sound stages, stables of writers, costume departments, and contract
players ready to adapt themselves to whatever new project came along. Instead,
financial backers, producers, directors, and on-screen personalities might form
ad hoc relationships for a few pictures at a time.

The Patriot was the outcome of one of these collaborations. While working
together on the World War II drama Saving Private Ryan in 1996, screenwriter
Robert Rodat and producer Mark Gordon had the idea of making a film about
the American Revolution. They found the story of South Carolina planter
Benjamin Martin particularly appealing because it was “the story of a man
who has conflicting responsibilities to the then developing nation and to his
family.” The main character has to deal with “obligations that are in direct
conflict.” As the pieces came together for The Patriot, the team continued to
work together on Stargate (1994), Independence Day (1996), and Godzilla (1998)
(Fritz and Aberly 14).

The production of The Patriot was undertaken by Columbia Pictures and
Sony Pictures Entertainment, but the day-to-day work was put in the hands of
director Roland Emmerich and producer Dean Devlin through their indepen-
dent production company, Centropolis Entertainment. In a preproduction
boot camp, as they called it, they prepared their cast with training in the arts
of horsemanship and eighteenth-century warfare. In the end, the sixty-three
principal actors were supported by ninety-five stuntmen, four hundred extras,
and four hundred more reenactors familiar with re-creating battle scenes of
two centuries before. Whereas 20th Century-Fox had been able to utilize its
many in-house resources to research and acquire or produce what it needed
in terms of props and costumes for Drums, the Centropolis group enlisted the
Smithsonian Institution both to assist with research and to provide some of the
items required. The goal, as explained by associate producer Diane McNeff,
was to achieve a “subtle accuracy” in which viewers weren’t necessarily aware of
the work that had been done because “everything looks perfectly believable.”
The filming was done in South Carolina, where some major construction was
called for. The entire town of Pembroke was rebuilt, as were the ruins of Cow-
pens and Benjamin Martin’s plantation, where we first meet the characters
(Fritz and Aberly 14).

As the film begins, we hear Benjamin Martin’s voice before we see him.
It’s an inner voice expressing concern about his problems with self-control:
“I have long feared that my sins will come to revisit me and the cost is more
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British regulars torch the Martin homestead.

than I can bear.” We soon learn that the sins he regrets relate to his tenden-
cies toward violence, which expressed themselves in his conduct during the
French and Indian War. Yet our first sight of him is a picture of domesticity.
His wife having died recently, he is raising his seven children on his own. His
efforts at homemaking extend to his trying, without much success, to craft a
spindle-backed chair. Part of his problem is his short temper, which leads easily
to frustration and to a woodworking project gone awry.

Although he lives in the countryside, Martin is a community leader who
travels to the capital at Charleston to sit in the colonial assembly as it votes
for independence. We see and hear the debate on the issues of taxation and
imperial control, but the factors that really matter to Martin and at least some
of his neighbors are more personal. Martin wants to avoid fighting and thus
protect his family, as well as escape having to face his insecurity about his own
penchant for violence. But when his eldest son, Gabriel (Heath Ledger), enlists
and British regulars arrive in his neighborhood, Benjamin is driven to pick up
his weapons and go off to fight. Harking back to his experience in the Indian
wars, with his musket he carries another symbolic weapon of choice, a toma-

Columbia Pictures
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hawk, which he wields expertly. In some ways Gibson’s character seems to be
areprise of his role as a crazed Scottish freedom fighter against the British in
Braveheart (1995). In other ways, particularly in its revenge scenario, the film
is reminiscent of Lethal Weapon (1987), in which Gibson plays an “ordinary
man driven to manic despair and crazed violence by circumstances out of his
control” (Glancy 532).

The ultimate challenge that drives Benjamin into the conflict is the defense
of his family. His son Gabriel has already been in the fight for some months.
He is identified as a dispatch rider for the American army, is captured on a
visit to his father’s plantation by a particularly boorish British officer named
Tavington (Jason Isaacs), and is taken off for military trial and expected execu-
tion (a punishment that we learn is inappropriate for a lowly dispatch rider).
In the confrontation, Tavington (a character based on Banastre Tarleton,
leader of the Green Dragoons in South Carolina during 1780) shoots one of
Benjamin’s younger sons dead for trying to defend Gabriel and orders that
the house be put to the torch. Benjamin’s first action in support of the larger
cause is the ambush of the small party that is taking Gabriel away and achieving
his escape. Thereafter, Benjamin becomes the bane of the British regulars and
their Tory supporters by leading a ragtag but very effective local militia made
up of his neighbors and former fellows in arms. Before they can identify him,
the British refer to Martin as the “Ghost” because of his capacity to attack by
surprise and then disappear.

In this way the plot seems to resemble most closely the career of Francis
Marion, the South Carolina revolutionary known to the British as the “Swamp
Fox” because of his consistent ability to attack and then retreat to hide in the
protection of nearby swamps. Aspects of two other revolutionary leaders are
also reflected in Martin’s character. Daniel Morgan of Hunterdon County, New
Jersey, accompanied Benedict Arnold in his assault on Quebec and fought at
Saratoga. Later in the war he led troops seeking to slow the advance of Lord
Cornwallis in the South, culminating in the victory at Cowpens in January 1781.
A third source for Martin’s achievements was the life of Thomas Sumpter, a
Virginia-born officer who earned the nickname “Carolina Gamecock” for his
fighting against the British there (Fritz and Aberly 28).

After the British defeat at Saratoga (1777) and other losses in the North,
and with the formal entry of the French as an ally of the colonists, the British
adopted a “southern strategy.” They took Savannah and resisted an Ameri-
can assault there. Subsequently they besieged Charlestown (an attack that is
portrayed in the film). Then in 1780 and 1781 the war became centered in
the Carolinas, with the British, led by Cornwallis, enjoying the considerable
assistance of Loyalists there. The Patriot follows the struggle of the colonists’
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militia forces in resisting the British as they fight their way north through the
Carolinas: there is the British defeat at Cowpens, the bloody confrontation
at Guilford Courthouse, and the final cornering of the British at Yorktown,
where they are forced to surrender. (For the fullest and most recent treatment
of these events, see John Ferling’s Almost a Miracle: The American Victory in the
War of Independence, especially his chapter “The Pivotal Southern War.”) Along
the way Martin satisfies his thirst for revenge, killing Tavington (his younger
son’s shooter) in a face-to-face confrontation.

We also observe two love stories—Benjamin’s growing affinity for his wid-
owed sister-in-law (Joely Richardson) and Gabriel’s feelings for Anne Howard
(Lisa Brenner), who is smitten with Gabriel when she hears him stir the com-
munity to fight. Anne marries Gabriel in a seaside ceremony but then dies in
the most vicious of the British attacks on local citizens: the British board up and
set fire to a church full of worshippers. This is perhaps the most questionable
event portrayed in the film. Producer Devlin claims, “We tried to keep all the
events in the film real to the events that happened in the American Revolution.
They may not have happened in the same way or in the same place, but the
spirit of everything in the film can be drawn from real events all throughout
the American Revolution” (quoted in Fritz and Aberly 18). The immolation
of religious people in a house of worship certainly seems more twentieth than
eighteenth century—and more Nazi than British—in spirit. But it may have
rung true to most viewers of the 2000 film as they matched the film’s acts of
terror with what they read in daily newspapers.*

There are touching moments, too, in the film, such as the relationship
that develops between Martin and revolutionary officer Colonel Burwell (Chris
Cooper), one of Martin’s previous fellows-in-arms who comes to appreciate
even more the guerrilla fighters led by his old friend. And a few interesting
symbols are used. Benjamin gives Gabriel a star amulet as a remembrance of
his mother. He passes it to Anne as a symbol of their love and commitment to
each other, only to find it later in the ashes of the church. As a symbol of the
indestructibility of Gabriel and Anne’s love, the amulet survives the fire. In
contrast, as the military engagements progress and Benjamin needs lead for
musket balls, we see him on several occasions melting down the toy soldiers
he kept in remembrance of his younger son, who was killed by the British in
the first confrontation at their home. The toy soldiers are melted to form shot
to kill real soldiers.

Both Drums Along the Mohawk and The Patriot were widely reviewed at the time
of their release. Critic Louella Parsons called Drums “unexcelled entertain-
ment.” Most reviewers were impressed with the action scenes, such as the
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Indian attacks and Gil’s dash for reinforcements. Almost all liked Fonda and
Colbert. Several also noted approval for Arthur Shields and Edna May Oliver,
especially for the scene in which she browbeats two Indians who have just set
her house on fire into carrying her and her bed through the flames to safety
(see New York Times 2 Nov. 1939; Variety 9 Nov. 1939; New York World Telegram 4
Nov. 1939). Movie critic Herbert Cohn, who saw the film at the Roxy Theater
in Manhattan (along with a stage show featuring “Bobby May, the juggling
jester”), was more perceptive than some of the better-known reviewers. He
noted that the film needed “dramatic tightening” and more “fluidity of plot”
(Brooklyn Daily Eagle 4 Nov. 1939). Time magazine (20 Nov. 1939) predicted that
the film would appeal to “fans who like their warpaint thick, their war whoops
bloodcurdling, and their arson Technicolored.” Moviegoers who responded
to questionnaires in twenty-six newspapers across the country ranked Drums
their thirteenth favorite film of the year (Film Daily Yearbook 1941), and the
studio was pleased enough with the profits to rerelease the film in 1947 for
another successful run.

Reviewers of The Patriot were also generally pleased with what they saw.
(Some were concerned about the images of youngsters using guns, but it was
a revolution, after all.) By 2000, even prestigious historical journals were re-
viewing films, and here there was more dissatisfaction. The reviewer for the
Journal of American History, for example, expressed concern about an inter-
view with Mel Gibson indicating that the filmmakers had “taken license with
history to make it more compelling” and noted the film’s “almost complete
omission of the Loyalists. . . . Though Loyalist provincial and militia units
constituted one-half of the British army in the South, the film portrays only
one Loyalist soldier” (St. George 1146). In Britain, according to one analyst,
“critics discussed the film in a dismissive manner rather than a condemnatory
one” (Glancy 536). FreeRepublic.com, an online conservative news forum,
reported that British prime minister Tony Blair “demanded an apology from
Mel Gibson for ‘Anti-British’ Sentiments in The Patriot” (Shamaya). And there
was a flurry of gripes from viewers who noted mistakes, especially in the film’s
editing and continuity.’

The study of the evolution of these two productions, and the comparison of
the two films that eventually reached the screen, suggests a few generalizations
about Hollywood’s treatments of the American Revolution—indeed, its treat-
ment of many historical topics. We can posit three general rules.

First, for a film to be successful with a mass audience, it must contain
scenes and characters with which the broadest possible group of people can
identify—therefore Drums includes the roles played by Eddie Collins and Ar-
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thur Shields and accents weddings and births, experiences that every viewer is
likely to have encountered at some time in life. The opening scene in Drums,
the wedding at Lana’s comfortable Albany home, does not appear in the novel.
It was added by the scriptwriters in an obvious attempt to provide a colorful
contrast to the Spartan life of the frontier and to allow the audience to relate
immediately to Gil and Lana. This type of scene, of course, was John Ford’s
stock in trade and may have had special meaning for him, but its most basic
function in a film such as this is in helping the audience relate immediately
to characters from the past. The same end is accomplished in The Patriot with
the poignant playing up of the widower father and his children. The relation-
ship between Benjamin and his son Gabriel is central to The Patriot’s drama.
As Devlin explains, “It’s an enormously emotional compelling story about a
father and a son, which I think everyone can relate to, the idea of a father try-
ing to keep his family together” (quoted in Fritz and Aberly 18). The scene of
Gabriel and Anne’s wedding at the beach is touching too. The film appealed
to women as well as to men who might picture themselves fighting alongside
Benjamin and his compatriots.

Second, characters who are meant to have broad appeal cannot be too
intellectual or too radical; their personalities should be simple and their loyal-
ties unconfused. One aspect of Gil’s personality is forgotten in Drums. In the
novel he, like Benjamin in The Patriot, has a troubling personal history—his
previous experience in battle also showed a penchant for violence. The early
chapters of Edmunds’s book include reference to a bloody raid Gil and other
colonists made against an Indian settlement, justifying their own savagery
against the less-than-human “destructives.” In the film, in contrast, there is
no reference to specific earlier Indian conflicts, and Gil is shocked at the
violence he encounters in his fight with the Indians. He remarks emotion-
ally to his wife about the surprised look on one Indian’s face as he fell on an
upturned knife, and he expresses distress that some other colonists seem to
be enjoying themselves in the fight. Driven though he is to acts of violence,
he shows some sensitivity to the suffering and barbarity encountered on both
sides. In The Patriot, several of Benjamin’s violent outbursts appear, and view-
ers may be put off by his placement of a tomahawk squarely in the forehead
of one of his foes. At another point he is drenched in the blood of one of his
opponents, but perhaps the filmmakers resisted the temptation to show even
more bloodletting.

Third, events and characters might have to be adjusted or their actions
reordered to heighten the excitement and sharpen the climaxes. Therefore
Gil rather than Adam Helmer makes the dramatic run, and a cavalry-to-the-
rescue dramatic ending is grafted onto Drums to achieve the desired emotional
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crescendo. The clearest example of such creative adaptation in The Patriot is
the shock value achieved by the burning of the church full of worshippers.

However indirectly these two important films on the American Revolution
may have responded to the contemporary events of 1939 and 2000, impending
wars in Europe and the Middle East helped set the tone for their interpreta-
tions of history. In addition, in their “adjustments” of plot and characteriza-
tion (such as the cleansing of Henry Fonda’s character in the film version of
Drums and the sharpening of the violence in The Patriot’s church burning),
both films reflect a twentieth-century worldview. The colonists in Drums are
blameless victims of the Indians and Tories inflamed by the British, and the
inhumanity of the church-burning enemy in 7#e Patriot justifies any response.
Taking a long view, both these films about the American Revolution answer
the very challenging question of why we fought.

We can wish for more thoughtful and more accurate representations of
our nation’s founding struggle, ones more driven by scholarship than by per-
ceived box office appeal. But as long as motion pictures remain a popular art
form, historians who study them must remain cognizant of the pressures that
inevitably come to bear in a film’s production and must be sensitive to the con-
cerns and perceptions of the audiences for whom the films were made. In the
end, the analysis of popular historical dramas such as Drums Along the Mohawk
and The Patriot can help us to understand the centuries-long confrontation
between settlers and Native Americans, as well as the more specific struggle
for American independence. Moreover, such study can inform us about how
the nation’s involvement in twentieth-century wars has helped shape modern
portrayals of American history.

NoOTES

Much of the material here on Drums Along the Mohawk was originally published in
my article “A Reaffirmation of American Ideals: Drums Along the Mohawk (1939),” in
O’Connor and Jackson (97-119).

1. Another Hollywood product of 1939 was The Howards of Virginia, which cast
Cary Grant and Martha Scott as frontier settlers. They are at the center of revolution-
ary developments: Matthew Howard (Grant) is elected from his frontier district to sit
in the House of Burgesses, where he votes for independence. As another interesting
detail, Howard’s brother-in-law, played by Sir Cedric Hardwick, was an unreconstructed
Loyalist.

2. The memo was between two military consultants relied on by the studio to
gain access to specialized information and to maintain good relations with the armed
forces. Captain Lloyd Morris to Colonel Jason Joy, 27 June 1939, story editor’s corre-
spondence file, 20th Century-Fox Archives, Hollywood, Calif. Presumably, the author
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was not thinking of the Indians’ costumes when he suggested that the British might
“weigh feathers.”

3. Consider adaptations of other historical novels such as Margaret Mitchell’s Gone
with the Wind (1939) and Kenneth Roberts’s Northwest Passage (1939).

4. Glancy argues that the event is a reference to the burning of a church in World
War II. Although the scene was based on an actual wartime atrocity, he observes, it “was
in the French village of Oradour-sur-Galne, and in 1944, that the German SS locked
the villagers in their church and set it on fire.” Others saw the burning of the church
as a reference to the massacre of civilians at My Lai in Vietnam. Still others saw it as
a reference to the siege of the Branch Davidian compound in Waco, Texas, in 1993
(Glancy 536, 538).

5. For example, one viewer noted that, although the film covers a seven-year
span from 1776 to 1783, with one exception the children in the film do not age at
all. Movie Mistakes <http://www.moviemistakes.com/film958>. See also http://www
.moviemistakes. com/film958/corrections and http://www.saunalahti.fi/~frogl /goofs/
patriot.htm.
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REPRINTING THE LLEGEND

The Alamo on Film

Back when schoolchildren actually knew something about history, the stir-
ring and heroic saga of the siege and fall of the Alamo was as well known as
Washington’s crossing of the Delaware or Teddy Roosevelt’s charge up San Juan
Hill. To tell the story was to sing a hymn to gleaming, unassailable patriotism
and, as Alamo commander William Barret Travis wrote in his most famous
letter, “everything dear to the American character.” Surely, the battle of the
Alamo is a mythic event.

TaE MyYTHIC STORY

The story that those schoolchildren knew was roughly this: In February 1836 a
small but determined band of Americans holed up in the Alamo, a crumbling
old mission turned fort just outside San Antonio, Texas. Texas was at the time
still a part of Mexico, and the cruel and despotic Mexican dictator General
Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna adjudged these Americans to be interlopers and
revolutionaries. He and his army of thousands laid siege to the Alamo. What
the defenders inside the walls of the Alamo lacked in numbers they made up
for in ferocity, bravery, and sterling goodness. Young William Barret Travis,
a firebrand lawyer and revolutionary, was in command. His cocommander,
Jim Bowie, was too ill to take an active role in the defense of the fort, but
his legendary knife and exciting exploits were such that his presence was as
important as his actions.

But even Bowie’s fame paled beside that of a recent arrival, Davy Crockett
of Tennessee. Crockett’s fellow fighters in the Alamo were inspired by his color-
ful history as a bear hunter and Indian fighter—not to mention congressman
from 1826 to 1830 and from 1832 to 1834. He was possibly the greatest living
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The Alamo set from Errol Flynn’s San Antonio.

frontiersman, and he had cast his lot with the outnumbered Texans in San
Antonio.

Santa Anna’s cannon pounded the walls of the Alamo for thirteen days.
Despite Travis’s repeated pleas for assistance, only one group of thirty-two
reinforcements showed up. Finally, knowing all was lost, Travis gave a stirring
speech to his men, telling them that they would surely die if they continued
to defend the Alamo. He drew a line in the dirt with his saber and invited ev-
ery man who volunteered to stay and fight to the death to cross over the line.
Without hesitation, they all crossed over.

In the predawn hours of 6 March 1836, the Mexican army attacked. By
sunrise the battle was over and every defender of the Alamo lay dead. But each
Texan had taken scores of Mexicans with him into death. As Travis had promised
in his letter of 24 February, Santa Anna’s victory was “worse than a defeat.”

A few weeks later, a vengeful Texas army under Sam Houston surprised
Santa Anna at San Jacinto and defeated him in a battle that lasted a mere
fifteen minutes. Santa Anna was captured and, in exchange for his life, gave
the land we now call Texas to his victorious adversary. Now the territory was an
independent republic, thanks to the martyrdom of the heroes of the Alamo.

Frank Thompson Collection
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THE BACKSTORY

Of course, as with all “true” stories, the actual event was far more chaotic and
complicated than that pristine myth of patriotic sacrifice. Scholars and histo-
rians have spent decades uncovering new details, and every time they do, it
seems that the legend of the Alamo is chipped away just a little more.

James Bowie was certainly an adventurer—but he was also a slave trader,
land swindler, and sometime partner of the Louisiana pirate Jean Lafitte. And it
appears that the famed Bowie knife was created by James’s brother Rezin Bowie.
William Barret Travis abandoned his pregnant wife to take up with a mistress
and arrived in Texas under suspicion of murdering a man back in Alabama.
And David Crockett, while admittedly a fine hunter, did not have much of a
career as a fighter of Indians or anybody else. His most striking achievement
in life had been serving three terms in Congress.

Nor was the Texas revolution quite the pure-hearted enterprise of which
the storybooks sing. Settlers had been drawn to the Mexican territory of Texas
by offers of no taxes and free land. But when Mexican dictator Santa Anna
closed the borders, the settlers saw the action as downright un-American and
started protesting and then fighting the new rulings.

In short, the battle of the Alamo was not a case of good guys being over-
whelmed by bad guys but a conflict in which each side had uncompromising
arguments that could be settled only by violence.

My Two VERSIONS OF THE ALAMO

For the movies, however, complexity has never been a comfortable attitude.
Nearly every Alamo film over the past century has gone straight for the legend,
erasing any ambiguity of motive. After all, if John Wayne is fighting for an ideal,
who can doubt that he is firmly on the side of good and right?

John Wayne did not introduce me to the subject of the Alamo. In 1960,
at the age of eight, I had lived through the backwash of the Crockett craze of
1955, even though I had been just a little too young to experience the real
thing. Long before Wayne’s The Alamo came along, I had spent countless hours
defending the redoubtable fort in the backyard and re-creating the massacre
with my precious 54mm plastic figures by the Louis Marx Toy Company. Thus
I'walked into the Wayne film somewhat familiar with the subject—but I walked
out as a convert.

In the summer of 1963 my family took a road trip from South Carolina to
San Antonio to let me see the Alamo in person. While we were there, I bad-
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The John Wayne version of the Alamo.

gered one of the Daughters of the Republic of Texas—the caretakers of the
shrine since 1905—with questions. I couldn’t quite reconcile the modern-day
Alamo, which is essentially one building, with the massive mission compound
that had served as the fort back in 1836. The caretaker suggested to my father
that he take me down to Brackettville, a tiny town about 120 miles southwest of
San Antonio, to see the set constructed for the Wayne film. My father thought
that was a splendid idea, and we drove down the next day.

The Wayne set—or the Waynamo, as aficionados call it—was out in the
middle of nowhere, in ruins from the blasts it took during production of the
film four years earlier. It was magical—like a Marx play set come to life. From
that day on, my imagination had room for two Alamos—the historical Alamo
and the Alamo of popular culture. I kept them separate but equal. Others, as
I was to learn over the years, did not bother to separate them at all.

In the late 1980s I began work on a book about the Alamo on film, which I
titled, imaginatively, Alamo Movies. In itI charted the different ways Hollywood
has approached the famous story. But I did not deal with how history has been

Frank Thompson Collection
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mangled in these films. That struck me as pointless. No one had ever even
tried to make an accurate depiction—although nearly every Alamo filmmaker
made extravagant claims to authenticity. The artistic license started from the
very beginning.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE MoOVIE HISTORIES

In January 1910 the New York-based Star Film Company came to San Anto-
nio, Texas, in search of sunny winter quarters to make moving pictures. The
company, under the direction of Gaston Mélies, older brother of cinema pio-
neer Georges Méliés, came to San Antonio to populate its one-reel Westerns,
comedies, and melodramas with “real cowboys” and “real Mexicans.” The
visitors stayed in the famous health resort Hot Wells Hotel and rented a house
and barn on the banks of the San Antonio River. They called it the Star Film
Ranch; it was the first moving picture studio in Texas. Given the location, it was
probably inevitable that, in addition to the genre films they were producing,
the Alamo would strike Mélies’ troupe as a perfect subject—especially since
no one had ever tried it before.

The Film Index reported that the company planned “a correct representa-
tion of the Alamo insurrection, famous in history, taken on the very ground
where it took place. Many of the old houses which played an important part
in the ‘defense of the Alamo’ are the scenes of the picture” (26 Feb. 1910, 3).
The Alamo picture was among the first announced projects of the Star Film
Company, but it took a year for the filmmakers to get around to it. When they
did, director William Haddock stressed how hard they were working to fill the
film with solid history. He told a San Antonio Light reporter in January 1911,
“Already the scenario is being prepared and has necessitated delving into the
old archives to obtain the correct historical setting and the infinite number of
details to be known. Of course it would be impossible to give the siege in its
entirety, but the incidents of most historic interest will be faithfully portrayed.
The Alamo as it now stands does not resemble its appearance at the time of
the famous battle, so we are building an exact reproduction of the structure as
it then looked” (12-13). In 1911 the siege of the Alamo was still within living
memory, closer in history than we are, for example, to Black Monday, which
marked the stock market crash that precipitated the Great Depression. Many
elderly citizens of San Antonio had witnessed the event. Indeed, at least one
survivor of the battle—Enrique Esparza, who, as an eight-year-old boy, had
watched his father die in the Alamo—still lived in the city, not far from where
the film was produced.
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A scene from the first Alamo film, The Immortal Alamo (1911).

All the information from these witnesses and the records found in the “old
archives” must have ensured that The Immortal Alamowould be as accurate and
authentic a reproduction as was possible to make. But of course, it wasn’t.

The “exact reproduction” turned out to be a painted canvas backdrop.
Cadets from nearby Peacock Military Academy were pressed into service be-
cause their uniforms were vaguely similar to those worn by the Mexicans in
1836. And the plot was pure fictional melodrama about a pretty Anglo wife
who survives the battle only to be nearly forcibly “married” to a lustful and
deceitful Mexican (portrayed by Francis Ford, older brother of director-to-be
John Ford). Luckily for her, her husband, Lieutenant Dickinson (a historical
character who actually perished in the Alamo) has been sent out for reinforce-
ments. He and Sam Houston’s army arrive just in the nick of time, like the
perennial cavalry, defeating the Mexican army and, more important, saving
Mrs. Dickinson’s honor.

The Immortal Alamo set the pattern for Alamo movies over the next nine
decades. Claims of exhaustive research and rigorous attention to historical
detail were regularly followed by cinematic depictions that were rarely anything
other than pure fiction.

The press book for producer Anthony J. Xydias’s With Davy Crockett at the Fall
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of the Alamo (1926) claims that the film bears “the stamp of authentic detail” and
that the Alamo and San Antonio sets “are shown exactly as they were in those
days,” a lie made even odder by the fact that the city of San Antonio appears
nowhere in the film, authentically or otherwise. And, needless to say, only tiny
snippets of history were allowed to seep into the action-packed movie.

John Wayne loudly touted that the sets for his The Alamo (1960) were based
precisely on the “original blueprints” in Spain and that screenwriter James
Edward Grant had read scores of books on the Alamo. Of course, there are no
“original blueprints.” If they existed, perhaps art director Al Ybarra’s sets would
not have been so fanciful and inauthentic. And there is no evidence in Grant’s
dreadful, entirely fictional screenplay that he had read even a single book on
the Alamo. Wayne did hire two of Texas’s leading historians, Lon Tinkle and
J. Frank Dobie, to act as historical consultants on the film, but both men left
the set in disgust at the historical liberties being taken and asked Wayne to
remove their names from the credits.

And the IMAX production Alamo . . . The Price of Freedom (1988), which
even Alamo historians believed would be the most scrupulous film of all, was
compromised by the reuse of Wayne’s inaccurate set (which still stands near
Brackettville, Texas), a cast of primarily amateur actors, and a simplistic screen-
play written by one of the film’s major financial backers. The creative forces
behind the project crowed loudly about their careful adherence to fact, but
even these history buffs were not immune to the lures of myth. The screen-
writer, the late George McAlister, told me during production of Alamo . . . The
Price of Freedom that whenever his research yielded more than one version of
any given event, “we came down on the side of heroism every time.”

So do nearly all Alamo films. Although the filmmakers want the public to
believe they are witnessing precise reconstructions of events as they actually
happened, the story of the Alamo has always been particularly problematic on
this score. First, and perhaps most important, the myth of the Alamo is more
persistent in the public’s imagination than are the facts of the matter. Before
the smoke of battle had cleared, the event was already inspiring poetry. Soon
would follow songs, novels, plays, toys, games, souvenirs, comic books, and, of
course, movies. And, in all these media, the battle of the Alamo is portrayed
as an uncorrupted moment of heroism, the tale of an outnumbered band of
patriots who stood bravely against an overwhelming, barbarous army led by
a despot. That makes a shining legend, but it has little to do with the reality
of the Alamo. Still, as the newspaper editor in John Ford’s The Man Who Shot
Liberty Valance (1962) says in one of the most quoted lines in movie history,
“When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”

In 1955, when Fess Parker went down swinging his rifle at the onrush-
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Fess Parker as Davy Crockett.

ing Mexicans in the “Davy Crockett at the Alamo” episode of Walt Disney’s
Disneyland TV series, the image was fixed in the minds of millions of impres-
sionable youngsters. The Crockett craze of that year was the big bang of the
baby boom—more than three thousand items of Crockett merchandise were
sold; Crockett-related clothing accounted for a whopping 10 percent of all
children’s clothes sold; and the theme song “The Ballad of Davy Crockett,”
recorded by a score of artists, sold millions of copies. There is almost nothing
of real historical value in the program. The sets and costumes are all wrong,
nearly all the characters are fictional, and there is no political context for
the fight—just some vague lines about freedom. But none of that mattered
to the kids who became Crockett fiends overnight. They followed the Liberty
Valance principle: if this isn’t what the battle of the Alamo was like, it’s what
it should have been like.

The release of John Wayne’s epic five years later only compounded the
problem. This huge Batjac/United Artists production was found wanting by
many, but its homespun script, its outsized characters, and its colorful scenes
of action were hugely attractive to those same kids who had lately been con-
verted by the Crockett craze to the secular religion of Alamoism. The Wayne
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film contains not a word, character, costume, or event that corresponds to
historical reality in any way. Butin its heartfelt simplicity, it remains enormously
entertaining and even moving. Its vast sets and location shooting even give it
a powerful aura of reality. Unfortunately, many have confused this aura with
genuine authenticity, of which the film contains not a whit.

I followed Alamo Movies with two more books on the subject: The Alamo: A
Cultural History (2001) and The Alamo (2002). That seemed like enough for any-
body, and I figured I had had my last word on the subject. But I was wrong.

My CONTRIBUTION TO THE MOVIE MYTHS

In April 2002 producer Todd Hallowell asked me to attend a “summit meet-
ing” with Ron Howard and several Alamo historians at the Omni Hotel in
Austin. There had been rumblings for some time that a new Alamo film was
in preproduction, and now I learned that the rumors were true.

Screenwriter Les Bohem had pitched the idea to Howard several years
earlier and in 1998 had produced the first draft of a screenplay. But the project
remained on the back burner until the terrorist attacks on the World Trade
Center on 11 September 2001. Soon afterward, Disney head Michael Eisner
put the dormant project on the fast track, apparently eager to get a good,
patriotic, all-American story onto the screen. (It seems clear that Eisner’s view
of the Alamo came from other movies, not from history.) But Howard did not
see the subject as a flag waver. Instead he wanted to tell the story of the Alamo
with all the grimness and violence of Saving Private Ryan or The Wild Bunch.
And overriding everything was his desire to take history seriously. Several
other screenwriters contributed drafts, including one fascinating if rambling
effort by independent filmmaker John Sayles, who was known for his original
meditation on Texas history in Lone Star.

The summit meeting undoubtedly unnerved Howard far more than it
enlightened him. He, his production designer Michael Corenblith, and his
producer Todd Hallowell spent a very long day with the eight historians, dis-
cussing and debating every nuance of the Alamo narrative. Sometimes when
Howard asked us a question, he would receive eight mutually exclusive answers.
On some points, the authorities disagreed vehemently.

Howard left the project soon after and was replaced by John Lee Hancock.
Happily, Hancock (a Texan) was even more determined to make the film as
authentic as possible. He wrote a meticulously researched final draft of the
script and kept two noted Alamo historians, Stephen Hardin and Alan Huff-
ines, on the set with him nearly every day. Even so, he admitted that “each of
us who attempts to tell the story of the Alamo, whether in words or images, is
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An unused book cover for what would become The Alamo: The Illustrated Story of the
Epic Film.

doomed to some degree of failure. Seemingly, every source one finds defends
itself against a counter source; every bit of data carries an asterisk that puts its
relevance or veracity in question.” One day, in conversation with Corenblith,
Hancock was reminded “that in any true story there exists both a factual and
emotional truth. And that, to be faithful to the tale, you need a balance of
both” (quoted in Thompson, Alamo: Illustrated).

During production, I learned that my Alamo book output was to rise from
three books to a whopping five. I was assigned to write not only the “making
of” volume, The Alamo: The Illustrated Story of the Epic Film, but also the novel-
ization of the screenplay, The Alamo. I was given carte blanche to visit the set
and was even asked to appear in a cameo role in the film as a Texas politician.
All this, as you can well imagine, made me want to write a detailed postcard
to the eight-year-old me.

The production of the Hancock version of The Alamowas one of the great
events in my life. And part of the reason was that John Lee Hancock stayed

Frank Thompson Collection
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true to his pledge of making The Alamo the most authentic and accurate film
ever made on the subject. For the first time, all the events were based on what
we know—or, at least, what we think we know—about the historical reality of
the time and place. Also for the first time, the costumes evoked the top hat
and tailcoat fashion of 1836 rather than the generic “frontier” style of other
films on the subject; director Hancock took to calling the clothing style “dirty
Dickens.” Corenblith’s sets, among the largest ever built at more than fifty acres,
are very nearly perfect. The Alamo church—the only building standing today,
the structure that we now call the Alamo—was reproduced in stunning detail
based on its 1836 appearance. Indeed, each stone in the facade is the precise
size and shape of the stones in the real thing. And the characters, Bowie (Ja-
son Patric), Travis (Patrick Wilson), Crockett (Billy Bob Thornton), and Santa
Anna (Emilio Echevarria), are thoughtful and multidimensional creations,
built solidly on what we know about the real men. The film correctly depicts
the climactic battle as a surprise attack under cover of night, meticulously
re-created according to Santa Anna’s original battle plans and the eyewitness
accounts of survivors.

But even with all this, The Alamo presents a curious dichotomy: it is by
far the most accurate and authentic Alamo movie ever made, yet, by its very
nature, it can be neither accurate nor authentic; such a feat is simply beyond
the capabilities of a single film—on any subject. Hence the hero worshippers
may be offended by the distinctly human, and often fallible, portrayals of the
Alamo heroes; the lovers of the myth can be dismayed that the motives of the
Mexican army are presented with respect and understanding; and the hard-
core Alamo buffs, each of whom clings to his specific set of beliefs as though
they were handed to him by the angel Moroni, can endlessly nitpick each detail
that differs from his own conception—and almost any detail of this particular
moment in history can be nitpicked to death.

WHO Was Davy CROCKETT?

As an example of how impossible Hancock’s task was, consider the character
who was the most famous figure at the Alamo—David Crockett.

Who was he? What was he really like? It depends on who described him.
To his political enemies, Crockett was an illiterate buffoon, a figure to ridicule.
To his followers, he was a shining symbol of the frontier, clean, virtuous, and
canny. To readers of the ubiquitous Crockett almanacs, he was a devilish and
witty trickster, violent, racist, crude, and exuberant—*“a ring-tailed roarer,
half horse, half alligator and a little tetched with snapping turtle” (Clarke
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The real David Crockett.

164). To baby boomers in 1955 and ever after, he was the perfect hero—kind,
principled, and brave.

But no movie has the luxury of exploring every aspect of a personality—
especially one for which we have so relatively little to go on. John Lee Hancock
had to do what any screenwriter must—create a character who is basically fic-
tion but would seem real, based as closely as possible on the historical record.
Billy Bob Thornton’s portrayal of Crockett is the richest and most complex
in any Alamo movie (sorry, Fess). It is a brilliant, nuanced performance that
explores the duality of Crockett’s life—“David” versus “Davy.” There is plenty
of evidence to support the idea that he did engage in such a struggle, that he
felt limited, if not trapped, by the public’s unrealistic perception of him.

One of the earliest scenes in the film depicts a true incident that speaks
volumes about how the world viewed Crockett and how he viewed himself. In
the scene, Congressman Crockett attends the performance of a play, The Lion
of the West by James K. Paulding. The lead character, Nimrod Wildfire, was
widely known to be a crude lampoon of Crockett, a buffoonish bull in a china
shop who constantly enrages or embarrasses the high-society types on whom
he imposes himself. The real Crockett was not pleased by the portrayal. When

Frank Thompson Collection
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he showed up in the theater in Washington that night in 1833 (1835 in the
film), the actor who played Nimrod, James Hackett, had every reason to be
nervous; as far as he knew, Crockett really was a violent bumpkin like Nimrod.
Before the play began, Hackett bowed to Crockett. As the audience applauded
enthusiastically, Crockett stood and bowed back, a beautiful moment in which
the real man acknowledged his own legend—however imperfect.

Thornton’s Crockett understands the power of this legend. When he shows
up in Texas, where he hopes to begin a prosperous new phase in his political
career, he is dressed in buckskins and a coonskin hat—exactly as his constitu-
ents, or audience, expect to see him. Later, in the Alamo, when Bowie teases
him about the hat, Crockett sheepishly admits, “I only started wearing that thing
because of that play they did about me. People expect things.” Throughout
the film, this tug-of-war between the man and the myth continues. Trapped
behind the walls of the Alamo, Crockett confides to Bowie, “If it was just me,
simple old David from Tennessee, I might jump over that wall one night and
take my chances. But that Davy Crockett feller—they’re all watchin’ him.”

The struggle is resolved only at the point of his death. Of course, the man-
ner of Crockett’s death is among the most hotly and bitterly contested Alamo
topics, even though there is virtually no real evidence to support any of the
theories. But many historians take the word of one of Santa Anna’s officers,
Colonel José Enrique de la Pena, that Crockett was among the few Alamo
defenders who survived the battle and were later executed. The film’s purely
speculative solution to this conundrum is slightly controversial but, dramati-
cally, highly satisfying. As Crockett, on his knees before Santa Anna, faces death,
he notices that one Mexican soldier is wearing his vest and another is sporting
his coonskin cap. With a rueful laugh, Crockett realizes that he now has to
choose for good—David or Davy. And he chooses Davy, the hero. He grins at
his attackers and takes as his last words a line from the stage production of
The Lion of the West—“I'm a screamer!”

Did this actually happen? Certainly not. Except for de la Pena’s version,
we have nothing reliable on which to base our guesses about Crockett’s death.
But this fictional moment seeks to illuminate a truth about Crockett, one that
embraces the emotional truth of the moment while respecting the historical
truth.

Itis, in short, something that virtually no movie about the Alamo has ever
attempted, preferring to look at Crockett and the others as men, not marble
statues. The 2004 telling of The Alamo is not a documentary-style foray into
unvarnished truth; it simply takes history seriously and tries its best to honor
the reality of what those men and women in distant 1836 went through. I have
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watched, studied, and researched every Alamo film ever made, and I believe
that this is probably the most we can ever ask of a movie with a historical sub-
ject. It is impossible to fully resurrect a time, a place, a people. But if those
elements can be evoked with honesty, integrity, and sensitivity, the attempt can
help ease us into a fuller appreciation and understanding of the subject. The
result may be more emotional than historical, but when it comes right down
to it, emotion is what the movies do best.
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ASSESSING TELEVISION’S VERSION
OF HISTORY

The Mexican-American War and the
KERA Documentary Series

To better understand the Mexican-American War, we must place the conflict
within the historical framework of the early and mid-nineteenth century, and
especially in the context of how Americans viewed themselves and the world.
The 1840s were years of rapid and dramatic territorial growth. This expan-
sion, coupled with the ebullient popular attitudes, resulted in actions many
Americans insisted were part of a “manifest destiny.” The phrase was coined
by John L. O’Sullivan in an editorial for the Democratic Review regarding the
annexation of Texas in July 1845, and it quickly became the watchword for the
mission of the republic and its citizens. Elected on a proexpansion platform
in 1844, President Polk quickly moved to annex Texas and defiantly disre-
garded British claims to Oregon. Polk “incorrectly believed that the Mexican
government was acting with Great Britain to thwart US territorial ambitions”
(Haynes, “Manifest” par. 7), thereby fueling a distrust of Great Britain that
lingered throughout the decade.

The gatherings and celebrations of American victories south of the border
moved Walt Whitman to declare that there was no more “admirable impulse
in the human soul than patriotism,” which convinced him that the Mexican
war was a great democratic mission; these military victories, he believed, would
“elevate the true self respect of the American people” to a point equal to “such
a great nation as ours really is” (82-85). This assertion of superiority and pa-
triotism of the American ideal was but one element of manifest destiny; it also
justified the extension of American democracy to the rest of the continent and
placed a mantle of legitimacy over the entire expansionist effort. Of course,
America’s superiority assertion also contained the denigration of the enemy.

Though expansion and manifest destiny were inevitably linked, the ex-
pansionist agenda, never a clearly defined movement, did not enjoy what
is now called bipartisan support. The fear and anxiety that Americans felt
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Manifest destiny was a dream of progress.

toward Great Britain—whose real and imagined designs involved blocking
American territorial expansion at every turn and (what was feared by Southern
landowners) actively engaging in a plot to abolish slavery throughout North
America—changed the face of manifest destiny. Anglophobia converted sup-
port for gradual expansion to a more militant brand of American imperialism
(Haynes, “Manifest” par. 1-2, 6-7).

In the years preceding the Mexican-American War, Great Britain was the
dominant power opposed to the U.S. annexation of Texas. Her Majesty’s gov-
ernment maintained extensive commercial and financial links with Mexico—
Mexico owed a substantial debt to British stockholders, and the majority of
foreign merchants living in Mexico were British. British policy essentially
had two objectives: to secure Mexico’s northern frontier against further en-
croachment by the United States and to reduce Britain’s dependency on the
American South by utilizing Texas’s position as a great producer of cotton
(Roeckell 182). Thus, according to historian Sam Haynes, there were much
larger issues involved in the United States’ expansion into Mexico (telephone
interview).
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Another aspect of the struggle between the United States and Great Britain
was control of the western territories of Oregon and California. According to
Haynes, “There was a fear that if the United States didn’t acquire this terri-
tory now, Britain would acquire California; however, that does not diminish
the Mexican role” (telephone interview). In fact, during the summer of 1845,
Thomas O. Larkin, a U.S. merchant in California, warned the Polk administra-
tion that Britain, as well as France, had designs on the region. Mexican officials
recognized California’s vulnerability to American encroachment by land and
sea and approached British minister Charles Bankhead for protection against
potential U.S. expansion. But the British government was not prepared to
contest America’s move in California (Graebner 86-87). Once the annexation
of Texas was accomplished, Great Britain abandoned further efforts to resist,
rejecting opportunities to acquire California in 1845 and 1846.

Though the Mexican-American War has almost vanished from the Ameri-
can collective memory, it still remains very much alive south of the Rio Grande,
where the war is called la invasion norteamericana, la intervencion norteamericana,
and la guerra del 47. Ironically, though the United States was victorious, the
war is one that America strives to forget because it does not fit well with the
preferred idea of American history; likewise, the war is one Mexico would like
to forget, as it was lost in part because of internecine conflicts.

TELEVISED HISTORY

The television documentary has served a variety of functions since its inception
in the early 1950s: it has been a focal point for national attention on complex
issues, a record of human experience, and an instrument of social and artistic
expression. Consequently, the genre is often a barometer of social and political
dynamics. A nonfiction report devoted to a single thesis or subject overseen
by a single producer, the TV documentary blends words, visuals, sound tracks,
and individual aesthetic style to focus on singular moments or issues in his-
tory. But all too often, filmmakers are not content to merely depict the past;
instead they turn out products designed to change attitudes and perspectives.
When the work of these documentarians becomes popular, the films can serve
to bridge the chasm between historians and the lay public (as evidenced by
the success of Ken Burns’s The Civil War [1990] and many programs on the
History Channel), but they can also deepen the rift. The genre is judged not
only by the standards of television but also by the standards of the academy.
In achieving “resonance” (as Ken Burns terms a documentary’s current social
and moral relevance) with the modern mind as it places its subject in contem-
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porary social and moral thought, the genre can fall victim to the dangers of
historical manipulation and “presentism” (Melton par. 30).

Praised for its multiple-perspective approach and meticulous research, the
KERA-Dallas/Fort Worth series The U.S.-Mexican War (1846—1848) (1998) em-
bodies the tensions and compromises inherent in the production of any such
historical documentary: the limitations imposed when presenting a historical
event—and its subtleties—in a dramatic fashion; the presence of bias, even
when attempts are made to avoid it; and the difficulties involved in creating
an interesting and balanced product while remaining “true” to history, espe-
cially when focusing on a highly controversial period of conflict between two
intricately connected nations. With its combination of contemporary visual
materials, modern-day re-creations, and expert commentaries, The U.S.-Mexican
War series is a case study for examining the creation of a compilation televi-
sion documentary. Several key theoretical questions—and their very practical
solutions—emerge: How can a narrator dramatically relate an event long
ignored by some, yet significant and highly emotional for others? How can
various contentious viewpoints be dealt with, both in preproduction and in the
final product? Can such a project ultimately be fair and accurate, yet engag-
ing enough for a general audience? The series applies current ideals, morals,
and standards to historical figures and events, portraying the past through
the prism of present-day standards. Even the series’ title asserts a judgment,
characterizing the United States as the aggressor.

Dallas-based columnist Ed Bark called The U.S.-Mexican War (1846—1848)
a “triumph of the will” for KERA executive producer Sylvia Komatsu, who
“wouldn’tlet the project die, despite innumerable rebuffs from potential major
underwriters.” The project began in 1991, when Komatsu saw an exhibition
of daguerreotype images from the battlefields. After years of appealing, plan-
ning, and fund-raising, she won the aid of experts and historians steeped in
the subject. She revealed to Bark that corporations were polite but “very frank”
in declining to underwrite the project. “They told us, ‘Fascinating subject, but
it’s simply too controversial for us to be associated with’” (C1). After finally
receiving $672,000 in planning and production grants, including $527,000
from the National Endowment for the Humanities and generous support from
Corpus Christie attorney J. A. “Tony” Canales, the series eventually attracted
other funding from various foundations and councils. Komatsu, coproducer
and screenwriter Rob Tranchin, director Ginny Martin, and the rest of the
production team faced numerous challenges during production. Tranchin
remembered that “it was a fight to get the show on the air. There was a certain
lack of perspective, especially in the Northeast, and we were surprised by the
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Marines battle on the plain below Chapultepec Castle, September 1847.

feeling on the part of some that the war was of more regional interest than
national significance” (telephone interview).

Essentially, the series presents a war fought in the name of manifest destiny.
In 1846, the United States was looking well beyond the Rockies to expand all
the way to the Pacific, but a vast wedge of Mexican territory inconveniently
obtruded. The conflict with Mexico gradually escalated over the span of a
decade: first came the Texas revolt of 1836, with the massacre at the Alamo
followed quickly by a stunning victory for Sam Houston’s forces in the Battle
of San Jacinto; later came the more sustained conflict, involving the U.S. Army
and Navy from 1846 to 1848 and the historic U.S. Marines’ actions at the “Halls
of Montezuma” (i.e., Chapultepec Castle, Mexico City).

The KERA series locates the conflict’s origins in slavery, taxation, and an
American settler rebellion against Mexico’s central government. In the inter-
vening nine years, President Polk annexed Texas all the way to the Rio Grande,
deep inside territory claimed by Mexico. The unstable Mexico City regime was
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experiencing enough problems overseeing its own southern states, so many
felt that it was impossible for Mexico to have much influence on its northern
territory. Though Mexican officials knew their country was too weak to fight a
war, their pride would not allow them to settle the issues diplomatically. When
Polk declared war, it would be “the first time tens of thousands of [American]
soldiers would be sent to fight on foreign soil,” narrator Bruce Dubos intones
(forgetting the incursions into Canada in 1776 and 1812). The series also as-
serts that, as the first war “fought in the media,” the conflict fueled popular
passions through heroic songs, plays, paintings, and lithographs, bringing the
first reassurance since the War of 1812 that Americans could act heroically
as a nation. By the 1840s, jingoistic cries arose from newspaper editors who
wanted the country to exertits rightful interests and who whipped up war fever
to bring about that end.

A darker consequence—internal division—threatened the movement
toward war. The conflict was denounced as a cruel act of aggression by New
Englanders as diverse as Henry David Thoreau, Frederick Douglass, and Daniel
Webster, all of whom feared southern expansion. Conversely, it was celebrated
as a necessary step in expansion and development by Polk and John C. Calhoun.
As this division fueled the slavery debate, Massachusetts senator Webster op-
posed the antislavery position taken by his own Whig Party; he emphasized the
party’s need to remain flexible and abstained from voting on the declaration
of war. Later, in response to the Wilmot Proviso, Webster stated that the United
States should not wrest territory from the Republic of Mexico (Britt 477).

THE SERIES

On 13-14 September 1998 PBS affiliate KERA broadcast its four-hour docu-
mentary series The U.S.-Mexican War (1846—1848). As an original broadcast, the
series was shown in two-hour blocks over two nights. Produced in both English
and Spanish, the series was KERA'’s first major PBS telecast since LBJ (1991).
Interestingly, the series was not broadcast on KERA’s Spanish-language partner
network Canal Once (channel 11) or channel 13, the Mexico City educational
station, until November of that year. The primary reason was that to air the
Mexican version—which was a complete reproduction with Mexican actors and
a complete reworking of the sound track—at that time was considered “too
painful for their viewers” (Komatsu interview), since 13—-14 September marked
the 151st anniversary of the fall of Mexico City. Both sides paid heavily in blood.
Of the 104,556 American men who served, 13,768 died—“the highest death
rate of any war in our history,” writes historian John S. D. Eisenhower (son of
President Dwight D. Eisenhower) in So Far from God: The U.S. War with Mexico
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(quoted in Killian 2). Mexican casualties were considerably higher. But mention
the U.S.-Mexican war, and most Americans react with a blank look. Mexicans,
in contrast, remember more passionately. “It’s a scar for them,” Komatsu ex-
plained in an interview. Senior producer Paul Espinoza told journalist Diane
Claitor that, when the war is mentioned in Mexico, “even a Mexican with a
limited education will say, ‘Oh, the war where the Gringos stole our territory,’
while the Americans say, ‘Which war?’” (par. 6).

The KERA series used a multiple-perspective approach to avoid historical
inaccuracy.! The filmmakers provided commentary from both Mexican and
American scholars. During preproduction, a panel of thirteen historians met in
Dallas for a two-day seminar. Komatsu guided the discussions, soliciting advice
and interpretive and factual information for the production.? Coproducers
Paul Espinoza and Andrea Boardman, director Ginny Martin, and producer-
scriptwriter Rob Tranchin often had to insert the working aspects of television
production into a discussion that, at times, was “contentious” (according to at
least one adviser) as the scholars lobbied, labored, and argued over points of
particular concern (Haynes telephone interview). As David Weber remembered
the process, “We read various drafts of the script and offered corrections or
suggestions in our own areas of expertise. It seemed that those [corrections]
were incorporated when possible.”

The production team found itself in what amounted to a “scholarly
war—with its own skirmishes, pre-emptive strikes, and sometimes full-fledged
battles” (Claitor par. 13). Sam Haynes found the experience “frustrating and
contentious and a rehash of old grievances.” The older Mexican historians,
he felt, often took “a position of victimhood,” while the American historians
examined the war in “broader, more objective terms.” Ultimately, he thought
that this “colored the editorial process”; “the battle lines were drawn and it was
like we were fighting the war all over again.” In his view, the Mexican historians
on the panel exercised more editorial control over what was shown than the
American historians, though he insisted that the traditionalist view was not
shared by all attendant experts. Yet the traditionalist view does “make for more
compelling television.” In summing up the overall atmosphere of the meet-
ing, Haynes said, “It may have started out as a turf war, but it didn’t stay that
way. Mexican historians were more passionate than the American historians”
(telephone interview). The American advisers credited Komatso with moving
the panel toward consensus on key points (Weber).

One of the most vocal members of the committee and the loudest critic
of the series, Josefina Zoraida Vazquez argued that, in spite of the producers’
earnest attempts at balance, a clear American bias surfaced. “I recognize the
good intentions [of the production team] and it is difficult to overcome 150
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years of trying to justify an unjust war,” but she wished the Mexican advisers
had been able to influence the makers of the series more. “In general,” she
said, itis unfortunate that the filmmakers “portray the standard U.S. view of the
war . . . because most of the sophisticated university text books on U.S. history
acknowledge U.S. provocation of the war” (quoted in Claitor par. 18-19). As
Claitor explains, Vazquez is referring to “the presence of U.S. troops on the
border, which led to border skirmishes that were used to justify the American
invasion” (par. 19). Another Mexican adviser and critic of the series, Jesus
Velasco-Marquez, further argues that, during the conflict, Mexico defended its
territory not as “a result of arrogance, nor of irresponsibility, but rather the only
[possible] response to the arguments and actions of the U.S. government. . . .
The armed conflict between Mexico and the United States from 1846 to 1848
was the product of deliberate aggression and should therefore be referred to
as ‘The U.S. War Against Mexico’” (par. 15). As noted above, the title of the
series certainly implies this viewpoint. According to Weber, “Each of us had
our own particular interest and viewpoint, and not all of those could be ac-
commodated. . . . Most of the scholars were very aware that the film could not
be too didactic or it would lose its audience.” Therefore, the advisers did not
provide “easy” answers to the filmmakers, whose goal was not to cast blame for
the war but to present a “neutral” narrative. “I remember a couple of occasions,”
Weber added ironically, “where the filmmakers seemed more concerned with
historical accuracy than with filmic qualities, while the historians wondered
how to make the narrative more crisp, increase the number of images, and
make the film more visually interesting.”®

Komatsu said that the production team “let the point of view come from
historical characters and the historians themselves.” Both Tranchin and Kom-
atsu accept the criticism of the finished product: Said Tranchin, “It is natural,
since different opinions were encouraged and those opinions were delivered
in good faith and were reflective of difficult discussions.” He pointed to the war
itself as evidence of this natural reaction: “The subject for each audience is very
different. Audiences come to the series with completely different emotional
mind-sets” (telephone interview). Yet, Komatsu explained, “It wasn’t simply
a matter of U.S. advisers vs. Mexican advisers. Everyone involved felt that he
or she had a ‘particular take on the war,” not simply a matter of national bias.
These divergent views were even present among the production team.”

In the end, most of the historians agree that the other filmmakers “made
a tremendous effort to include as many voices as possible. From Tejanos and
women to Native Americans, there was a diversity of voices” (Haynes telephone
interview). Weber concluded that “this was a fine collaboration, for each group
was interested in advancing the fundamental goal of the other.” Obviously,
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the participants prefer to cast a more positive light on these proceedings and
to take a high ground over the disagreements. But it stands to reason that
any product forged out of such contentiousness—and with such an earnest
attempt to include as many voices as possible—might suffer from its own best
intentions. In this atmosphere, political correctness would very likely arise to
placate all sides, to soften and dilute any historical realities that might prove
troublesome to any of the “voices.”

Once the project was under way, points of contention multiplied expo-
nentially. “Did Polk have a vision of how the war was going to take place when
he sent [General Zachary] Taylor to the Rio Grande?” Tranchin asks. “In the
main, our American scholars felt that he [Polk] didn’t know—that he was re-
acting as much as acting. Our Mexican scholars felt Polk had a plan and was
carrying out that plan. These are tricky shoals to navigate. When the narrator
is involved, we make sure that the narrator doesn’t plant a seed where we can’t
be sure” (quoted in Stabile 13). Despite the efforts of the production team to
maintain an equilibrium, the series, as producer Andrea Boardman saw it, “was
still television,” meaning that the first priority remained presenting a story to
an audience in an entertaining manner—which in so many telegenic studies
of history leads to preferring drama over information and modern prejudice
over truth about the past. From the producers’ point of view, the need for a
consistent narrative voice and clear, streamlined “story line” arose immediately.
Tranchin recalled that “writing the script was excruciating because there were
so many different points of view. The production was ongoing as the script
was being constantly revised. It was a lot of work to get the visual track and
narration to work together. Ginny [Martin] went through many revisions”
(telephone interview).

A major challenge also lay in the actual storytelling, especially in describing
the origins of the war. The producers felt it necessary to include basic informa-
tion and history to set the stage. As Tranchin notes, “Most people imagine the
war as the Alamo, which was a decade earlier.” That meant the producers had
to “get the viewers up to speed very quickly.” The challenge to keep both the
narrative development and the informative aspect provided yet another layer
of tension: “We didn’t want a spotty, superficial program, especially since a lot
of TV history is bad history” (Tranchin quoted in Claitor par. 31, 36). To make
this process as accessible as possible, the producers aimed to reflect the pulse
of the past. They made an effort to incorporate a larger number of artifacts,
portraits, and images of the period. “Paintings and lithographs are images,”
Tranchin said, “but they are also artifacts—they speak of a time and place
in addition to the images they present. Daguerreotypes, photographs, and
archival film footage are artifacts as well; they have a mechanical and optical
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A lithographic rendering of the Battle of Cerro Gordo, April 1847.

relationship to the world that most viewers accept as more authentic, though
not necessarily more interesting” (e-mail). But one of the difficulties the team
faced—surprisingly—concerned access to visual and written documents. For
some, this inability to deal with primary materials might appear to be a major
flaw. As Weber pointed out, “Visual materials for this period of time are scarce.
With photography in its infancy, we had to depend on lithographs, paintings,
historic places, and reconstructions. In the interest of historical accuracy, the
producers did not employ photographs from later eras and present them
anachronistically as of the era of the U.S.-Mexican War.”

The producers sought to be authentic. “We were trying to balance the
wealth of information from the U.S. side with a relative lack of information
on the Mexican side,” Tranchin said (telephone interview). English-language
texts were available, but one challenging aspect, Komatsu said, was “our access
to Spanish-language materials. Ultimately, our team of advisers would often be
able to help us obtain translations of Mexican materials.” Tranchin pointed
out that the production team was “also fortunate to work with institutions that
provided invaluable assistance. This testifies to a commitment to use historically
accurate materials—a commitment that distinguishes most PBS productions”
(telephone interview). Though such a statement rings of public relations
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posturing, the series does include these materials, which adds another layer
of authenticity. The filmmakers combined these materials with scholar inter-
views, voice-over readings of period writers such as Walt Whitman, and scenes
of battle reenactments. The producers rendered vignettes regarding events,
individual battles, and interesting characters with historical accuracy.

One way the series attempted to reflect the pulse of the past was to include
numerous landscape shots: “Landscapes are flexible because the viewer can
accept them for what they are and imagine a past that took place ‘there’”
(Tranchin e-mail). Martin’s challenge was to evaluate such perspectives and
create a relationship between pictures and words. She was also in charge of
the numerous historical re-creations; she “contacted several reenactor groups
and set up a production schedule in Colorado, South Texas, and Mexico.”
Martin compiled and developed a wish list of historical moments to portray,
sequences to set up, and shots to be taken at “a set of locations—Ilike the Cali-
fornia coastline, or a Santa Fe winter scene, or a South Texas plain” (Tranchin
telephone interview). Tranchin explained, “Ginny would think . . . of shots
that would convey a sequence—for example, introducing the battle of Palo
Alto—and those locations would be approached with an eye towards record-
ing the most important historical details. There was an enormous amount of
footage, and only a fraction of it ended up in the final show.” Re-creations are
always perilous: “especially in documentaries,” they “require a leap of faith.
They function as moving illustrations and have to be produced well and used
carefully because they can either enhance or distract” (Tranchin e-mail). The
filmmakers found the reenactment groups to be as valuable as the advisory
committee of scholars. “Our re-enactor groups were excellent to work with,”
Komatsu remembered. “They were very helpful and often served as advisers
on historical detail.” Of course, unless sketches or paintings are used instead,
reenactors are necessary in a documentary depicting historical battles from
periods before the advent of the motion picture camera to enable the audi-
ence to visually connect with the actions and the period. But this reliance on
reenactors also proves problematic, because each reenactor has a personal
view of the period and the conflict, and once again, the plethora of voices
can overwhelm a visual history. Nevertheless, the production team was well
aware of its responsibility to the public, and the final product demonstrates a
responsible balance between reenactments and historical materials.

Though this approach is fairly standard for a historical compilation film,
according to Tranchin, “there are so many different kinds of images and so
many variables at work in each sequence. The images were chosen for their
ability to carry the sense of the narration and dramatic readings, and sometimes
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Antonio Lépez de Santa
Anna, president of Mexico.

because they enhanced the emotional quality of a certain passage.” Various
images perform certain functions at key points in the narration. “Some [im-
ages] have a naturally introductory character—they set the scene. Others are
explanatory—they underline a point. Some enhance a particular mood or
emotion” (Tranchin e-mail). The series’ visuals thus achieve Ken Burns’s no-
tion of resonance in placing the Mexican-American War squarely within the
present social and moral dialogue.

Along the way, the filmmakers created lively portraits of major personalities
of the war, such as generals Zachary Taylor and Winfield Scott and Ambassa-
dor Nicholas Trist, primarily through their own writings, contemporary news
accounts, and letters. The two most prominent and colorful characters to
emerge in the series are presidents Antonio Lépez de Santa Anna and James
K. Polk—the former as a windbag of military bravado and foolhardy resolve
and the latter as a steely, intimidating agent of American expansion. Polk,
a dark-horse presidential candidate who won one of the closest elections in
American history, was unswervingly devoted to Jacksonian democracy and ag-
gressively confrontational toward Mexico. As historian David Pletcher states in
the series, “When you face Santa Anna with Polk, you’re facing one opportunist
with another. They both had that characteristic as part of their makeup. Polk
was using Santa Anna deliberately to gain negotiations with Mexico, but he
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didn’t count on Santa Anna rallying his people. Polk didn’t realize this as a
danger.” An example of the series’ portrayal of these two pivotal characters lies
in Santa Anna’s manipulation of Polk to enable the former to reenter Mexico
from his exile in Cuba. Santa Anna persuaded Polk to let him slip through the
naval blockade under the pretense of arranging negotiations between Mexico
City and Washington. After Polk agreed and Santa Anna was safely back in
Mexico City, he staged a coup, reinstalled himself as president, and declared
war against the United States.

Key FLAWS OF THE SERIES

Historians have been divided in their interpretations of the war since it ended
in 1848. Some hold the United States culpable, while others blame Mexico; a
survey of the historical literature indicates that the majority have taken a bal-
anced view and consider neither country entirely blameless. Some, like John
Eisenhower, see the annexation of Texas to the Union as the goal of the war
(xix). Others believe that the fundamental conflict was a simple dispute: the
United States demanded Mexico’s land, and Mexico refused. The series returns
to this particular point time and again. Vazquez argues in her commentary
that “for North America, Texas was already a thing of the past. The only thing
that interested them was to buy territory.” Pletcher adds that “the one way to
provoke the Mexicans into resistance was the one way Polk had chosen: to pres-
ent a strong front and bluff the Mexican government into resisting—or into
yielding—in other words, negotiating at cannon’s point.” The United States
expected Mexico to willingly surrender half of its large territory, while Mexico
expected, equally unrealistically, to fend off a U.S. military force.

Despite the resolve of the filmmakers to present an unbiased and factual
look at the U.S.-Mexican war, the series demonstrates a tendency to downplay
or omit significant elements that contributed to the conflict. One of the most
obvious examples regards the role Great Britain played, if not in sparking the
conflict then at least in exacerbating it. Not only does the series simplify the
rather complicated role Britain played (only a fleeting reference is made in
“The Terrible Word” and “The Other Shore” segments), but it omits that the
British accused the United States of ignoring consequences to British trade
and investments in Mexico and deliberately provoking an unjust war for the
extension of slavery. (Mexico had abolished slavery in 1826; Britain abolished
slavery and the slave trade in 1833.) Even more glaring, the series ignores the
crucial role British diplomats played in facilitating communication between
the United States and Mexico. In fact, thanks largely to British urging, Nicholas
Trist remained in Mexico after being recalled by President Polk. In addition,
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British agents assisted in the negotiations leading to the Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo (Roeckell 182). Ultimately, the series weaves all the various causes of
the war into one simplistic and personalized thread: the U.S.-Mexican war was
a result of President Polk’s obsession with manifest destiny.

The series does note the war’s military and journalistic significance. As
mentioned above, except for incursions into Canada in 1776 and 1812, the
Mexican-American War was the first occasion on which American troops were
sent to fight on foreign soil. It was also the first war in which the United States
raised and trained a large army, transported troops by railroad and by sea, and
made a major amphibious landing. Significantly, it was the first war to be cov-
ered by mass circulation newspapers using dedicated correspondents. In the
segment “Mr. Polk’s War,” the series shows the role the press played in affecting
the public. It reveals that the war, for example, inspired Henry David Thoreau’s
famous treatise against war, “Civil Disobedience,” and was the first major subject
for mass-produced color lithographs and America’s penny press.

Another area in which the series vacillates concerns President Polk’s
decision to go to war. According to the series’ segment “Declaration of War,”
on Saturday, 9 May 1846, Polk met with his cabinet to “discuss” a declaration
of war against Mexico—a document that had already been drafted. Later, at
6 p.M., Polk received Taylor’s dispatch from two weeks earlier, detailing the
commencement of hostilities. According to Weber, the production sidesteps
that Polk had already decided to go to war but needed a plausible excuse to
take to Congress:

One of the points that I particularly wanted the film to make is that Polk had de-
cided to declare war on Mexico even before he received the news of the skirmish
on the Rio Grande. We know this from Polk’s diary. At that point, many congress-
men would have balked and war would have been a hard sell. Then came news
of the episode on the Rio Grande that allowed him to make the specious claim
that American blood had been shed on American soil and gave him a pretext
for war that American congressmen found palatable. Although I'd suggested on
more than one occasion that the script should include this small point, it didn’t
make it into the final cut.

This example illustrates the central problem with the series: the need for a nar-
rative required the elimination of historical clutter. To appeal to the audience,
the editorial desire for dramatic “story” took precedence over informational
nuances. These particulars represented fascinating material that might provoke
discussion, yet the producers’ intention was to present a general overview for a
general public that might be confused or bored by such historical sidelights.
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This tendency to oversimplify extends to the treatment of the Saint
Patrick’s Battalion (Batallon de San Patricio). As depicted in the segment
“The Naked Blade,” the Mexican army, retreating to the Churubusco River,
was pursued by U.S. troops, who came under heavy crossfire from the bridge
and nearby convent. Here, the U.S. Army also clashed with two companies of
Catholic immigrant deserters from the American army who had crossed over
to the Mexican side. These deserters “stiffened the backbone of the Mexican
resistance and brought about a more serious battle than Scott had any reason
to expect,” adds Eisenhower (quoted in Killian). The next mention the series
makes of the deserter unit is in the segment “The Fate of Nations,” where, as
the battle at Chapultepec Castle rages on, thirty members of the Saint Patrick’s
Battalion watched from the gallows and, as the American flag was raised over
the castle, were executed. According to Eisenhower, “if ever there were two
points of view, this was one. To the Mexicans, the San Patricios were patriots.
For the American military, there was little sympathy for deserters” (quoted
in Killian). Yet the series offers no explanation for these soldiers’ desertion.
Though virtually none of the men left written records, as Robert Ryal Miller
points out, other contemporary sources indicate possible factors (150). Brutal
military discipline, hatred of and unsuitability for military life, harassment
of and discrimination against foreign-born soldiers by native-born officers,
religious sentiments and ideological beliefs, romantic entanglements, and,
ultimately, material enticements by Mexican officers are all plausible reasons
that the members of this battalion deserted (151). Yet the series offers little
more than scant hints of the more complex issues within the Mexican army.

In contrast, MGM'’s feature film One Man’s Hero (1999), which chronicles
the life of Major John Riley and the Saint Patrick’s Battalion, presents sig-
nificant explanations for the Irish troops’ desertion. According to the film,
President Polk, with the backing of southern slave states, raised an army of the
sons of Irish immigrants by promising them full citizenship for their families
and forty acres of western land. After encountering pervasive nativism, the
Irish troops deserted the army and fought for the Catholic Mexicans. Since
the monumental volte-face, generations of Mexicans have regarded Riley as a
folk hero. Director Lance Hool, who labored for three decades to bring the
story to the screen, doubted whether American audiences would have the same
sympathetic reaction: “After all, the Saint Patrick’s were deserters. But they
were also fighting for a cause they believed in [freedom from intolerance], a
quality Americans still appreciate today” (quoted in Wherry 89). The film fol-
lows on the heels of Mark Day’s 1996 documentary The San Patricios, which was
shot on location in Ireland, Texas, and Mexico. Day’s film includes interviews
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with American and Mexican historians, writers, and journalists and has been
broadcast by RTE in Ireland, Televisa in Mexico, and more than a dozen PBS
stations in the United States. In September 1997 the Saint Patrick’s Battalion
was honored in a commemoration ceremony in Mexico City involving Mexican
president Ernesto Zedillo, Ireland’s ambassador to Mexico, and other dignitar-
ies. One Man’s Hero did not benefit from this attention, however; controversy
arose shortly after its release because of its seemingly anti-American flavor, and
MGM stopped its U.S. distribution. To add insult to injury, the film was also
critically assailed, often receiving a dismal rating of one star when it appeared
on television listings.*

KEY STRENGTHS OF THE SERIES

Though effective in its military execution, the Mexican-American War was
intensely ambiguous in the American national consciousness and remains
controversial as a defining moment. The U.S.-Mexican War is successful in
presenting these uncertainties for Mexico and offers some reflections on U.S.
uncertainties as well. In the “Legacies” segment, Pletcher insightfully comments
that America, “if not at fault, did not fully live up to its ideology of democracy.
This was an aggressive war in which we attacked a neighbor. We do not like to
look at the way in which we won it.”

The series effectively discusses how this war ravaged Mexico. Though
the Mexican cession of a half million square miles of new territory was the
most important consequence of the war, the country also fell into political
turmoil—France invaded in 1862 to collect a massive debt, and a series of
brutal dictatorships further ravaged the country until 1910. Mexico remains
economically underdeveloped. According to Israel Garza, “The only benefit
is that we have found a spirit of Mexican identity.”

The series is also strong in relating the differences in size between Mexico
and the United States. In 1846 Mexico had a population of 7.5 million, com-
pared with the United States’ 20 million. The northern provinces in dispute
were sparsely populated. California had only 7,000 residents, and except for
Texas, what would become the American Southwest was desolate and isolated
from central authority. Mexico received $15 million for lands lost to the
United States, plus $10 million in other compensation. Before the war, Polk
had offered $30 million to buy the territory outright. Miguel Soto adds in the
“Legacies” segment, “The sooner we Mexicans confront how we have been in
the presence of the United States, the better we will relate to North America.
That we are victims of imperialism, yes, and many other ways as well. Certainly,
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our conditions helped the U.S. do what it did and to do what it does today. It is
necessary to demystify our relationship with the U.S.” Josefina Zoraida Vazquez
adds, “To study that war will help those here to live together.”

The Mexican-American War has long been eclipsed in the nation’s popular
memory by the American Civil War, which followed only a dozen years later,
even though the war with Mexico ignited passions that would lead to the Civil
War. For Mexico, the end of the war ushered in demoralization and turmoil,
social restructuring, economic collapse, and the creation of “American” lands
and Chicano culture.
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REACTION TO THE SERIES

Verne Gray of Newsday commended the series for its “efficient, crisp script” and
its stunning cinematography, remarking that it “looks fresh and feels energetic
for the most part,” but he criticized the extended commentary from Mexican
and American historians. Gray opined that there was too much reenactment
footage, “though it does, presumably, give a sense of what battle dress was like.”
He noted the density of detail in the series: “The producers seem to have found
every illustration still extant of the war, including every early daguerreotype.”
Most critics held that the series’ biggest accomplishment was the attempted
conjoining of both national memories. As historian Eisenhower notes, “the
biggest thing that Americans have to realize is that Mexicans have not forgot-
ten this [war]” (quoted in Killian). Walter Goodman, in the New York Times,
called the production “vigorous” and “fair-minded”; he appreciated that the
main battles of the war were “effectively re-enacted in a rugged-looking ter-
rain, and in the spirit of [Ken Burns’s] The Civil War, soldiers’ letters home
provide personal touches.” Goodman praised the producers for giving the
Mexican defenders their due (1). In the Columbia (S.C.) State, Doug Nye found
that the film “excellently blends daguerreotypes, lithographs, and paintings of
the period with re-enactment footage shot at the actual battle sites” and com-
mended the producers, who “strove hard to present a balanced and unbiased
presentation of both sides of the story” (3). Ed Bark, in the Dallas Morning
News, called the series “extraordinary save for its ordinary title” and charac-
terized it as an “indelible, valuable retelling of this largely forgotten conflict”
(CI). Tranchin noted that the series “had decent ratings, maybe not a home
run like The Civil War was, but we had a uniformly good response” (telephone
interview). In 1999, the series won an Emmy Award.

The most immediate impact of the series, according to the producers, was
educational. The series “created more awareness about the war, and [it] is still
being used in the classroom,” Komatsu said; “it’s helped to show how history
and demographics change.” The “balance of opinions” was key to the criti-
cal and commercial success of the series, and the panel of advisers reported
“overwhelmingly positive responses” (Komatsu). The companion Web site to
the series was identified by PBS as among its top visited. PBS was so pleased
that PBS Educational Services funded a refurbishment of the site, including
extensive video, sophisticated graphics, a brief episode summary, an interactive
timeline map of events, and a large biographical section that covers the major
figures involved on both sides of the conflict.”

The consensus among the production team was that Americans, espe-
cially Texans, would reject Mexican interpretations of the conflict. For many
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Americans, who are accustomed to a stable government, there is a tendency
to look at the disorganization and disunity in Mexico as a sign of ineptitude.
To counter that stereotype, Tranchin said, one goal of the series was to por-
tray Mexican society at the time as it emerged from imperial domination. “It
had only been a nation for twenty years and was still operating with medieval
institutions and a government it had inherited from the Spanish” (telephone
interview). This colonial structure hampered the Mexican reaction to the U.S.
invasion and severely handicapped efforts at national defense. But despite the
mostly positive reviews from critics, the series’ presentation of Mexico’s view
of the conflict as a war of Yankee aggression was repugnant to some viewers.
Komatsu, for example, remembered that when KERA aired a short promo-
tional spot before the series debuted, the station immediately received angry
calls from Dallas viewers, who often began with phrases like, “My ancestors
fought the Mexicans at San Jacinto” and “How dare you” (quoted in Claitor
par. 49). Tranchin hoped that, when the series aired, Americans in all parts of
the country would see how much more complex the issues were and still are.
“The Mexicans didn’t come to the U.S., the U.S. came to them,” he said. After
attending a San Antonio preview with a largely Mexican American audience,
Tranchin said that he was struck by the “intensely emotional reaction” to the
“Legacies” section. “Here the series makes it clear for the first time that the
war between U.S. and Mexico was the birth event for the Mexican American
[i.e., Chicano] people,” he explained (quoted in Claitor par. 57). The war was
assuredly pivotal for both nations in a variety of ways, and for many it is still an
emotional firestorm 150 years later.

No matter how sincere the production team’s effort was to achieve a balanced
approach to presenting the war with Mexico, the divisive nature of the subject
undermined the final product. The series suffers from trying to be all things to
all sides: at times, it vocalizes the “victimhood” of the Mexican viewpoint while
castigating the arrogant American motivations; at other times, it steadfastly
presents the American viewpoint of expansionism and defense while demon-
strating the Mexican arrogance and, ultimately, incompetence in provoking a
war with its dynamic neighbor. The series shows the difficulty of maintaining
balance in the face of fervent multiple perspectives. In the end, the series at-
tains no single perspective but leaves it to the viewer to form a rationale for
the nature and causes of the war—which is not necessarily a negative result.
Ultimately, the series falls victim to its own ambitions: by concentrating on
streamlining a clear, telegenic narrative, it loses significant historical subtle-
ties, and by striving so diligently for multiple perspectives, it often succumbs
to political correctness. These are critically missed opportunities to add layers
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of complexity and understanding for the viewer. The filmmakers fall back to
the traditional question that has been asked from the first major projectin the
compilation tradition, Victory at Sea (1952-1953): what would be most interest-
ing and engaging—and visually dramatic—to an audience?

History is not always well served by the methods of production that result
from such a focus. The U.S.-Mexican War (1846—1848) is significant as the most
comprehensive television treatment of this war. The impact of the series will
continue to be felt, and the “almost forgotten war” will remain in the conscious-
ness of two very different—yet very connected—nations. The U.S.-Mexican war
gave shape not only to the borders but also to the populations and political
identities of the two countries, an impact that has extended into the twenty-first
century. KERA’s The U.S.-Mexican War does not merely offer historical details
but, more significantly, presents perspectives on an ambiguous and pivotal
moment in U.S.-Mexican relations—a historical moment that may have more
relevance as the twenty-first century progresses.

NOTES

1. From the outset, Komatsu and her production team resolved to present multiple
perspectives to produce a balanced and compelling story. According to screenwriter-
producer Rob Tranchin, “The bi-national nature of the project was our biggest
challenge—it always, in a way, had two heads. We were trying to account for both the
U.S. and Mexican perspectives without having each cancel out the other point of view”
(quoted in Stabile 12). The extensive collaboration of experts from the United States
and Mexico did, indeed, attract a wide range of views. KERA also provided a number
of teaching materials, including a companion book (Christensen and Christensen), a
curriculum kit designed for middle and secondary schools, and a thorough Web site
(http:/ /www.pbs.org/kera/usmexicanwar/educators) amplifying the issues broached
by the documentary. A significant element of the KERA documentary is its emphasis
on the Mexican point of view; some Mexican scholars view the conflict as not merely a
war fought over territory but a spiritual violation by expansionist America—a violation
of language, labor, and culture. Other Mexican sources view the war as a simple matter
of self-defense that Mexican authorities were unable to meet—in addition to fighting
the Americans, many Mexican factions were fighting one another. Still others come
very close to echoing nineteenth-century Mexican nationalist José Maria Lafragua’s
demand that the United States return unjustly acquired territory to the nation from
which it was wrested.

2. The advisory panel included R. David Edmunds, American history, University of
Texas at Dallas; Mario T. Garcia, Chicano and American race and ethnicity, University
of Santa Barbara; Deena Gonzalez, history of Chicano/a studies, Pomona College; Rich-
ard Griswold del Castillo, history, San Diego State University; the late David Pletcher,
history, Indiana University; Miguel Soto, history, Universidad Nacional Auténoma de
México; Ron Tyler, history, University of Texas at Austin; Josefina Zoraida Vazquez, his-
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tory, El Colegio de México; Sam W. Haynes, history, University of Texas at Arlington;
Robert W. Johannsen, history, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign; Robert Ryal
Miller, history, California State University, Hayward; Jests Velasco-Marquez, interna-
tional studies, Instituto Tecnolégico Auténomo; and David Weber, history, Southern
Methodist University.

3. The historical commentary was provided by numerous scholars, including Antonia
Castaneda, Israel Cavazos Garza, Richard Deertrack, William DePalo Jr., R. David Ed-
munds, John S. D. Eisenhower, Luis Garfias, Miguel Gonzdlez Quiroga, Sam W. Haynes,
Robert W. Johannsen, Tony Mares, Genaro Padilla, David Pletcher, Carlos Recio Davila,
Miguel Soto, Josefina Zoraida Vazquez, Jesus Velasco-Marquez, and David W. Weber.

4. After The U.S.-Mexican War aired in September 1998, interest in the Mexican-
American War grew as other films appeared on the small screen and in theaters, though
not entirely without controversy. In 1998 the History Channel aired a four-part docu-
mentary titled Mexico that offers a different perspective on the war. The film’s second
episode, “From Independence to the Alamo,” examines the initial conflict between
Mexico and the United States. The third episode, “Battle for North America,” treats
the U.S.-Mexican war as a result of Polk’s obsession with manifest destiny and Mexico’s
refusal to accept the annexation of Texas by another country.

In the fall of 2006 the History Channel presented a new two-hour documentary
called The Mexican-American War. The documentary was shot in high-definition and was
also broadcast on History en Espanol, the channel’s Spanish-language sister network.
Three of the KERA production’s advisers, Sam Haynes, Jestus Velasco-Marquez, and
Josefina Zaraida Vazquez, also served as advisers and interviewees on this documentary
(Filmmakers 1-3).

5. The impressive Web site, http://www.pbs.org/kera/usmexicanwar/, is arguably
the best Internet site dealing with the war. If one combines the Web site, the series, and
the companion book written by Carol and Thomas Christensen, both accomplished
translators and publishers, one has a full and detailed discussion of the broad strokes
of the war and a good presentation of the subtleties of the conflict. Where the series
often comes up short, the Web site and the book fill in numerous details. Although
the Web site never contradicts the series, it does capture more of the nuances of the
conflicts and broaches a wider spectrum of interpretations.
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KEN BURNS’S REBIRTH OF
A NATION

The Civil War as Made-for-Television History

It has been around eighteen years since The Civil War premiered over five
consecutive evenings (23-27 September 1990), amassing a level of attention
unsurpassed in public television history. Ken Burns’s eleven-hour version of
the war acted as a flash point for a new generation, attracting a spectrum of
opinion that ranged from rapturous enthusiasm to milder interest in most
segments of the viewing public, from outrage over Yankee propaganda in a
few scattered areas of the South to both praise and criticism from the academy
(Lord, “Did Anyone” 18; Civil War Illustrated July-Aug. 1991; Confederate Veteran
Jan.—Feb. 1991, Mar.—Apr. 1991, July-Aug. 1991; Toplin). Burns employed
twenty-four consultants on this project, including many prominent historians,
but understandably, not all these scholars and filmmaking specialists agreed
with everything in the final series.! With so many experts, and with a subject
the size and scope of the Civil War as the historical terrain, a certain amount
of controversy was unavoidable.?

One historian even concluded his analysis of The Civil War by calling the
series “a flawed masterpiece” (Koeniger 233), evoking the customary judg-
ment of D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915) that has been repeated in
dozens of general film histories over the past seventy years.” This analogy goes
only so far, however; it makes more sense on the grounds of shared cinematic
brilliance than on the basis of any similarities in outlook or sensibility. Indeed,
one of Burns’s stated intentions was to amend the “pernicious myths about the
Civil War from Birth of a Nation to Gone with the Wind,” especially in regard to
racial stereotyping and the many other bigoted distortions in plot and imagery
(quoted in Milius 1, 43).

Still, The Birth of a Nation and The Civil War were similarly indicative of
mainstream contemporary public opinion. For example, Russell Merritt has
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argued convincingly that the racist aspects of The Birth of a Nation were anything
but the ravings of some “isolated crackpot”; rather, they were representative of
white America at the time. According to Merritt, Griffith “attracted his audi-
ence . . . because the drama itself was one . . . Americans wanted to see” (167,
175). As a result, The Birth of a Nation was embraced by an estimated 10 per-
cent of the U.S. population in its original release, making it the preeminent
box office success in silent film history (166).

The popular reaction to The Civil War was likewise record setting. Public
television achieved its highest ratings ever when 38.9 million Americans tuned
in to atleast one episode of the five-night telecast, averaging 12 million viewers
atany given moment (Statistical Research Inc. 2.1-2.8). The audience research
findings also indicated that half the viewership would not have been watching
television at all if it had not been for this program (“CBS, PBS” 28; “Learning
Lessons” 52-53; Gold 36; Carter C17; Gerard 46; Bickelhaupt, “‘Civil War’
Weighs” 61, 64). This fact was reflected in the range of published responses
to The Civil War, which included pieces by political pundits who rarely, if ever,
attend to the opening of a major motion picture or television series. George
Will, for example, wrote, “Our [liad has found its Homer. . . . If better use has
ever been made of television, I have not seen it” (A23). David S. Broder and
Haynes Johnson weighed in with similar high praise.

Film and television critics from across the country were equally effusive.
Newsweek reported that The Civil War was “a documentary masterpiece” (Waters
68); Time called it “eloquen[t] . .. a pensive epic” (Zoglin 73); and U.S. News and
World Report named it “the best Civil War film ever made” (Lord, “Unvarnished”
74). David Thomson in Film Comment declared that The Civil War “is the great
American movie of the year—and one of the true epics ever made” (12). Tom
Shales of the Washington Post remarked, “This is not just good television, nor
even just great television. This is heroic television” (Gb). And Monica Collins
of the Boston Herald informed her readers that “to watch “The Civil War’ in its
entirety is a rare and wonderful privilege.” She then urged, “Keep in mind that
the investment in the program is an investment in yourself, in your knowledge
of your country and its history” (43).

Between 1990 and 1992, accolades for Ken Burns and the series took on
institutional proportions, as it garnered more than forty major awards from
the entertainment industry and the academic community combined. Burns
was named producer of the year by the Producers Guild of America; the series
won two Emmys for outstanding informational series and outstanding writing
achievement, best foreign television award from the British Academy of Film
and Television Arts, a Peabody Award, a duPont-Columbia Award, a Golden
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Globe, a D. W. Griffith Award, two Grammys for best traditional folk album and
best spoken word album, best special and best program from the Television
Critics Association, and a People’s Choice Award for best television miniseries.
Gettysburg College also awarded The Civil War its first $50,000 Lincoln Prize
as the “finest scholarly work in English on Abraham Lincoln or the American
Civil War soldier” in competition with forty-one books (“Ken Burns Wins” 14).
Burns was awarded eight honorary doctorates from various American colleges
and universities in 1991 alone.* In retrospect, Burns said, “I don’t really know
how to put my finger on it. A generation ago as we celebrated, or tried to
celebrate, the centennial, we seemed focused on the battles or the generals,
and the kind of stuff of war, but here we seemed to respond to the human
drama, and maybe it just resonated in a particular way with how we are. I feel
a tremendous sympathy for this country and somewhere along the line that
sympathy must line up with where we are now and whatever the subjectis” (per-
sonal interview). The Civil Warbecame a phenomenon of popular culture. The
series was mentioned on episodes of Twin Peaks, Thirtysomething, and Saturday
Night Live during the 1990-1991 television season. It was spoofed on National
Public Radio and in a New Yorker cartoon. Burns appeared on the Tonight Show
shortly after Johnny Carson took the unusual step of recommending the series
to his audience on the Monday following the Sunday debut of the first episode.
Burns was selected by the editors of People magazine as one of 1990’s twenty-five
“mostintriguing people,” along with the usual odd assortment of international
figures, including George H. W. Bush, Julia Roberts, M. C. Hammer, Saddam
Hussein, Bart Simpson, Sinead O’Connor, and Nelson Mandela.

The series also developed into a marketing sensation, as the companion
book published by Knopf, The Civil War: An Illustrated History, became a runaway
best seller. According to Publishers Weekly, “The celebrated PBS television series
The Civil War certainly helped its eponymous companion volume sell enough
books for the #2 slot. Knopf reported sales of 560,931 in 1990, and the book
is still enjoying a brisk rate of sales in 1991”7 (Mayles 20). This hardcover title
spent eleven straight weeks on the top-ten list during 1990 and then extended
its streak for fifteen additional weeks in 1991 (“Longest-Running” 34). “Con-
sidering the $50 ticket price,” Publishers Weekly related, “the book is easily the
year’s bestselling nonfiction grosser in dollars” (Mayles 20). The accompanying
Warner sound track and the nine-episode videotape version from Time-Life
were similarly successful. Burns noted that “the Civil War videotapes are the
best-selling nonfiction documentary series on history ever made” (“Movie
Maker” 1050). Billboard reported that the videotape set reached the 1 million
plateau in aggregate sales as early as October 1993 (Fitzpatrick 9).
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Several interlocking factors evidently contributed to the extraordinary
level of interest surrounding The Civil War, including the overall technical and
dramatic quality of the miniseries itself, its accompanying promotional cam-
paign, the momentum of scheduling Sunday through Thursday, the synergic
merchandising of all its ancillary products, and a TV industry strike earlier in
the year that disrupted the fall season and caused the network competition to
briefly delay its season premieres. Most significant, though, a new generation of
historians had already begun addressing the war from the so-called bottom-up
perspective, underscoring the role of African Americans, women, immigrants,
workers, farmers, and common soldiers in the conflict. This fresh emphasis on
social and cultural history had revitalized the Civil War as a subject, adding a
more inclusive and human dimension to the traditional preoccupations with
great men, transcendent ideals, and battle strategies and statistics. The time
was propitious for creating another rebirth of the nation on film thatincluded
the accessibility of the bottom-up approach. In Burns’s own words, “I realized
the power that the war still exerted over us” (personal interview).

The Civil War has, indeed, fascinated Americans for more than 140 years. In
his Pulitzer Prize-winning Battle Cry of Freedom, James M. McPherson estimates
that the literature “on the war years alone . . . totals more than 50,000 books
and pamphlets” (865). Reader interest had been increasing in the five years
preceding the debut of The Civil War; 520 of the 1,450 titles that were still in
print in September 1990 had been published since 1986. After the premiere
of the series, however, fascination with the war became “higher . . . than it has
ever been” (McDowell D10).

Shelby Foote was the first modern writer to liken the Civil War to the Iliad,
in the third volume of his trilogy The Civil War: A Narrative (Red River 1064).
His intent was to emphasize how “we draw on it for our notion of ourselves,
and our artists draw on it for the depiction of us in the same way that Homer
and the later dramatists—Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides—drew on the Trojan
war for their plays” (“Conversation” 8). Much of the success of Ken Burns’s The
Civil Waris linked to the extent that his version made this nineteenth-century
conflict immediate and comprehensible to audiences in the 1990s. The great
questions of race and continuing discrimination, of the changing roles of
women and men in society, of big government versus local control, and of the
individual struggle for meaning and conviction in modern life all remain. The
Civil War captivates because its purposes endure; Americans are as engaged as
ever in the war’s dramatic conflicts. As Burns summarized,

There is so much about The Civil War that reverberates today . . . a developing
women’s movement, Wall Street speculators, the imperial presidency, new mili-
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Shelby Foote (seated left), the author and principal on-
screen commentator for The Civil War, with producer-

director Ken Burns.

tary technology, the civil rights question and the contribution of black soldiers.
... There are also approximations and that sort of thing. You have to cut stuff
out. I would have loved more on the congressional sort of intrigues during the
Civil War. I would have loved to do more on women and more on emancipation
and more on Robert E. Lee and more on the western battles, but limitations of
photographs or just time or rhythm or pacing, or whatever it is, conspired against
those things. And they were there, but they were taken out to serve the demands
of the ultimate master, which is narrative. (personal interview)

THE FILMMAKER AS POPULAR HISTORIAN

Narrative is a particular mode of knowledge and means of relaying history. It
is a historical style that is dramatic and commonly literary, although The Civil
War does indicate that it can be adapted to electronic media as well. Burns
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strongly recognizes that “television has become more and more the way we
are connected to the making of history” (“In Search” 1). In selecting the Ho-
meric model, he chose certain narrative parameters that are epic and heroic
in scope. The epic form tends to celebrate a people’s national tradition in
sweeping terms, and a recurring assertion throughout Burns’s filmic history is
that the Civil War gave birth to a newly redefined American nation. The final
episode, “The Better Angels of Our Nature,” for example, begins with three
commentaries on nationhood that rhetorically set the stage from which the
series will be brought to its rousing conclusion:

Strange is it not that battles, martyrs, blood, even assassination should so condense
a nationality. —Walt Whitman (spoken by Garrison Keillor)

[The Civil War] is the event in American history in that it is the moment that
made the United States as a nation. —Barbara Fields

Before the war it was said the United States are, grammatically it was spoken that
way and thought of as a collection of independent states, and after the war it was
always the United States is as we say today without being self-conscious at all—and
that sums up what the war accomplished: it made us an is. —Shelby Foote

These remarks are immediately followed by the bittersweet and tragic lament
that serves as the series’ anthem, “Ashokan Farewell,” thus reinforcing the
overall heroic dimensions of the narrative. Heroism, honor, and nobility are
related Homeric impulses that permeate this series, shaping our reactions to
the great men of the war, such as Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, and
Robert E. Lee, along with the many foot soldiers whose bravery often exceeded
the ability of their officers to lead them, resulting in the appalling carnage
recounted in episode after episode.

History on TV tends to stress the twin dictates of narrative and biography,
which ideally express television’s inveterate tendency toward personalizing
all social, cultural, and, for our purposes, historical matters within the highly
controlled and viewer-involving confines of a well-constructed plot structure.
The scholarly literature on television has established intimacy and immediacy
(among other aesthetics) as inherent properties of the medium (see Newcomb,
Television and T'V; Fiske and Hartley; R. Adler; Allen; and Bianculli). In the case
of intimacy, for instance, the confines of a relatively small TV screen, typically
watched within the privacy of the home environment, long ago resulted in an
evident preference for intimate shot types (i.e., close-ups and medium shots).
Thus most fictional and nonfictional historical portrayals are fashioned in the
style of the personal drama or melodrama, played out by a manageable number
of protagonists and antagonists. When the effort is successful, audiences closely
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This famous photograph of three Confederate soldiers captured at the Battle of
Gettysburg is used several times during The Civil War. Shelby Foote discusses it for
nearly a minute at the start of episode five, “The Universe of Battle,” suggesting that
it reveals the “attitude . . . determination . . . and individuality” of its subjects. He
concludes, “There is something about that picture that draws me strongly as an im-
age of the war.”

identify with the historical actors and stories being presented and respond in
intimate ways in the privacy of their own homes.

The Civil War's most celebrated set piece, the poignant and eloquent voice-
over of Major Sullivan Ballou’s parting letter to his wife before he was killed
in the First Battle of Bull Run (again accompanied by the haunting strains of
“Ashokan Farewell”), illustrates the skillful way in which Burns infuses the epic
sweep of the series with a string of highly personal and well-placed dramatic
interludes. This scene, which lasts approximately three and one-half minutes,
concludes episode one, “1861—the Cause,” thus lending the preceding ninety-
five minutes an air of melancholy, romance, and higher purpose. Poetic license
is used throughout the segment, as Ballou’s declaration of love is heard over

Library of Congress
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Valentine Museum, Richmond, Va.

This photograph is used in The Civil Way, in the accompanying
book, and on the series’ video jacket to portray a band of young
Confederate soldiers. Taken before the Confederacy was even cre-
ated, however, this photo actually shows the Richmond militiamen
of the First Virginia Regiment, who were guarding John Brown

in Charles Town, West Virginia, in November 1859, following his
capture at Harpers Ferry. Such poetic license is a regularly acknowl-
edged feature of TV histories.

images that have nothing factually to do with Sullivan Ballou but evoke the
emotional texture of his parting sentiments: photographs of the interior of
a tent where such a letter might have been written, a sequence of pictures
portraying six other Civil War couples, and three static filmed shots of the
Manassas battlefield as it looks today in a pinkish twilight.
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After narrator David McCullough briefly begins the scene with the words,
“A week before Manassas, Major Sullivan Ballou of the Second Rhode Island
wrote home to his wife in Smithfield,” actor Paul Roebling’s serenely heartfelt
and understated reading fades up quietly underneath the photographs:

My very dear Sarah. . . . I feel impelled to write a few lines that may fall under
your eyes when I shall be no more. . . . I have no misgivings about, or lack of
confidence in the cause in which I am engaged, and my courage does not halt
or falter. . . . Sarah my love for you is deathless. . . . The memories of the blissful
moments I have spent with you come creeping over me . . . but O Sarah, if the
dead can come back to this earth and flit unseen around those they loved, I shall
always be near you . . . always, always, and if there be a soft breeze upon your
cheek, it shall be my breath, as the cool air fans your throbbing temple, it shall
be my spirit passing by. Sarah do not mourn me dead; think I am gone and wait
for thee, for we shall meet again.

The effectiveness of this section, titled “Honorable Manhood,” was immediately
apparent, as Burns recalled a year later: “Within minutes of the first night’s
broadcast, the phone began ringing off the hook with calls from across the
country, eager to find out about Sullivan Ballou, anxious to learn the name
of Jay Ungar’s superb theme music (‘Ashokan Farewell’), desperate to share
their families” experience in the war or just kind enough to say thanks. The
calls would not stop all week—and they continue still” (“Mystic Chords”).
Burns’s plot structures are characteristically composed of four kinds of
scenes. To start with, he employs narrative descriptions, which primarily move
the story along. These sections follow a simple chronology and are designed
above all to provide the audience with the basic historical facts: what is hap-
pening and who is involved. The Civil Warwas planned as a five-part, five-hour
series, according to the National Endowment for the Humanities grant ap-
plication written in late 1985 and early 1986 by Ken and Ric Burns, with each
section “covering roughly one year of the conflict, 1861 through 1865. While
the three central episodes will treat most of the major battles and campaigns,
we will take advantage of the militarily less eventful years, 1861 and 1865, to
explore the origins and consequences of the conflict. The war was, of course,
a great epic, and episode by episode we will chart the large ebb and flow of the
war: the mobilization of men and material, of industry and new technology,
the deeds of generals and diplomats, the statistics of death, disease, and cost”
(9). By the premiere telecast, The Civil War had more than doubled in length
to eleven hours. Burns “eventually subdivided '62, ’63, 64, and ’65 into the
first and second halves of the years, creating a total of nine episodes” (Burns,
“Movie Maker” 1035). As Daniel Boorstin explains, the “most popular” method
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of organizing historical stories is in one-year, ten-year, and “hundred-year pack-
ages. Historians like to bundle years in ways that make sense, provide continuity
and link past to present” (37). Burns, first and foremost, then, creates descrip-
tive scenes that provide the factual details needed to support and validate the
larger historical outlines of the overall nine-episode structure.

Second, he designs what he calls emotional chapters, such as the afore-
mentioned Sullivan Ballou set piece, that have the “ability to float between
episodes” (Burns, “Movie Maker” 1037). This category of scene is bound less
by chronological demands than by its capacity to affect mood and engage an
audience emotionally at strategic moments within the plot. The Civil Waris pep-
pered, for instance, with the entertaining and informative anecdotes of writer,
popular historian, and master raconteur Shelby Foote. His seemingly intimate
asides about the human-interest aspects of the conflict add a needed personal
dimension to the drier evidential framework of the broader historical narrative.
Burns suggested, “Just go back to the section on the Gettysburg Address and
watch Shelby’s head twitch as he talks about Lincoln stepping down from the
stand and, Shelby says, he came back and he turned to his friend Ward and
he said, Ward, that speech won’t scour. And he tilted his head as if, [had] the
camera pulled back, you’d see next to Shelby, Abraham Lincoln, and on the
other side of Lincoln, Ward Lamon. And to me, any man who puts you there,
that’s a great gift” (personal interview).

The third type of scene that Burns designs are those he calls “telegrams
[or] short bursts that also have a certain potential to move but are more or
less tied to a specific moment or a specific time” (“Movie Maker” 1037). Tele-
grams are a mixture of both narrative description, because they are bound
to whatever event is transpiring in the story line at the time, and emotional
chapters, since these concise segments strongly contribute to viewer involve-
ment. Prime examples of this sort of scene include the many private reactions
to a wide array of historical developments throughout the series by Southern
diarist Mary Chesnut (as spoken by Julie Harris) and Northern lawyer and civic
leader George Templeton Strong (as spoken by George Plimpton). The most
remembered telegrams, undoubtedly, are the ones built around single archival
photographs featuring ground-level views of ordinary Union and Confederate
soldiers before and after virtually every bloody engagement. These evocative
images, once again, render the personal dimension of the conflict much more
accessible to a modern audience of millions. As Burns disclosed,

We wanted you to believe you were there. . . . There is not one shot, not one
photograph of a battle ever taken during the Civil War. There is not one mo-
ment in which a photographer exposed a frame during a battle, and yet you will
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swear that you saw battle photography. . . . You live inside those photographs,
experiencing a world as if it was real inside those photographs. . . . Once you’ve
taken the poetry of words and added to it a poetry of imagery and a poetry of
music and a poetry of sound, I think you begin to approximate the notion that
the real war could actually get someplace, that you could bring it back alive.
(personal interview)

Burns, fourth and finally, constructs editing clusters as his way of criti-
cally analyzing the various sides of a theme, question, or controversy that is
central to a better overall understanding of his subject, such as “slavery and
emancipation” in The Civil War, which he calls “the inner core of our story”
(“Movie Maker” 1040). This type of scene involves editing together images of
historical relevance with a montage of commentators who typically present
both corroborating and conflicting opinions, creating a collage of multiple
viewpoints. The “Was It Not Real?” segment of the final episode, for example,
contains three commentaries presenting both confirming and dissenting
points of view about the lasting meaning of the Civil War. Barbara Fields, who
previously had suggested that Lincoln was actually a moderate on the issue
of race in comparison to his contemporaries, begins by observing that “the
slaves won the war and they lost the war because they won their freedom, that
is the removal of slavery, but they did not win freedom as they understood
freedom.” Next, James Symington provides a different slant on the issue by
declaring that “the significance of Lincoln’s life and victory is that we will never
again enshrine [slavery] into law.” Yet he agrees with Fields that we should
“see what we can do to erase . . . the deeper rift between people based on race
... from the hearts and minds of people.” Stephen Oates ends this section
by shifting the focus to the survival and triumph of “popular government,”
ending with the assertion that the Civil War is “a testament to the liberation
of the human spirit for all time.” Oates’s conclusion has little to do with the
specific substance of the previous statements by Fields and Symington, but
coming where it does, his testimony cannot help but soften the references to
racial injustice that preceded it.

More important, this specific editing cluster establishes the liberal plural-
ist consensus: different speakers might clash on certain issues (such as what
degree of freedom was won in the Civil War and by whom), but disagreements
take place within a broader framework of agreement on underlying principle.
In this case, the larger principle is Oates’s evocation of popular government,
which is understood to guarantee the democracy and human rights needed
to eventually eradicate racial inequality and disharmony. A historical narrative
does not merely record and dramatize what happens; it also at times interprets
events and shapes the presentation of the subject at hand.
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Furthermore, this particular example illustrates that the historical docu-
mentary is able to sustain a certain degree of analysis (although not nearly as
deep and comprehensive an analysis as written discourse and public discussion
and debate can provide). The expert testimonies and first-person reports that
Burns employs provide shifting angles of vision that sometimes agree and at
other times contrast with each other. These multiple voices, however, form a
cultural consensus because of both the filmmaker’s liberal pluralist orientation
and, in Burns’s words, “the power of film to digest and synthesize” (quoted in
Weisberger 99). In the end, then, Ken Burns, the popular historian, is much
more a committed storyteller than a reasoned and detached analyst. As he
explains, “Itis the texture of emotion that is important to me. And this is what
television can do that all the texts cannot do” (quoted in Powers 218).

Burns’s position as a historical documentarian, moreover, straddles two
well-established and generally distinct professions. He is a highly accomplished
television producer-director and, as he often characterizes himself, “an amateur
historian” with a wide-ranging interest in American history but no particular
scholarly training or specialization. His work habits, nevertheless, do have a
great deal in common with many standard academic practices. Preparing a
historical documentary includes the disciplined rigors of thoroughly research-
ing his subject, writing grant proposals, collaborating and debating with an
assortment of scholarly advisers, composing multiple drafts of the off-screen
narration, and gathering and selecting the background readings and the expert
commentaries. (The final 372-page script for The Civil War was its fifteenth
version.)®

The academic community began paying far closer critical attention to
Burns and his made-for-television histories after the remarkable public response
to this miniseries. One historian, for example, chided Burns for utilizing the
Sullivan Ballou letter without “report[ing] in The Civil War . . . that the letter
was never sent; it was discovered among Ballou’s possessions” (Sullivan 42).
Other scholars pointed out that a number of versions of the letter exist (Dono-
hoe 54-55; Bickelhaupt, “Civil War Elegy” 1, 5). Burns responded that “poetic
license is that razor’s edge between fraud and art that we ride all the time.
You have to shorten, you have to take shortcuts, you have to abbreviate, you
have to sort of make do with, you have to sometimes go with something that’s
less critically truthful imagery-wise because it does an ultimately better job of
telling the larger truth, but who is deciding and under what system becomes
the operative question” (personal interview).

Here Burns raises two fundamental differences between his own approach
to producing history on television and the academic standards shared by most
professional historians. First, he is far more concerned with the art of story-
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telling than with a fundamentalist sense of detailed accuracy, although he is
always careful to marshal the facts of history as his stated goal of capturing the
emotional truth of his subject allows (Burns, “Historical Truth” 752). As he
explains, “The historical documentary filmmaker’s vocation is not precisely
the same as the historian’s, although it shares many of the aims and much
of the spirit of the latter. . . . The historical documentary is often more im-
mediate and more emotional than history proper because of its continual joy
in making the past present through visual and verbal documents” (“Mystic
Chords”). Second, Burns is not as self-reflexive about historiography as are
professional historians. He is aware that there are “systems” to history, but he
has been criticized for stressing plot over historical analysis: “I am primarily
a filmmaker. That’s my job. I'm an amateur historian at best, but more than
anything if you wanted to find a hybridization of those two professions, then
I find myself an emotional archaeologist. That is to say, there is something in
the process of filmmaking that I do in the excavation of these events in the past
that provoke a kind of emotion and a sympathy that remind us, for example,
of why we agree against all odds as a people to cohere” (personal interview).

At first blush, Burns’s statement might appear to confirm the assessment
offered in a 1992 American Quarterly essay, which suggests that ““The Civil
War’ stands as a new nationalist synthesis that in aims and vision can be most
instructively compared to James Ford Rhodes’s histories of the Civil War
(written at the end of the nineteenth and in the early twentieth centuries)”
(Censer 245). A 1991 appraisal in American Historical Review similarly takes the
filmmaker to task: “Burns used modern historical techniques, at the level of
detail and anecdote, to create an accessible, human-scale account of the Civil
War. But, when it comes to historical interpretation, to the process by which
details coalesce to make events meaningful, The Civil Waris vintage nineteenth
century.” The severity of these judgments is encapsulated by the same author
in a final dismissal: The Civil War “is the visual version of the approach taken
by generations of Civil War buffs, for whom reenacting battles is a beloved
hobby” (DuBois 1140-41).

Historical documentaries should certainly be subject to evaluation and
criticism, especially if they are to be viewed by audiences of tens of millions
and subsequently used as teaching tools in our nation’s schools. The Civil War,
for example, was licensed after its premiere telecast to more than sixty col-
leges and universities for future classroom use (Jones and Kelley D4). Burns
reports that he has “received over 6,000 letters and cards from secondary school
teachers alone, grateful for the series, pleased with how well it works” (“Mystic
Chords”). Clearly, then, The Civil War should be assessed, and the authors of
the American Quarterlyand American Historical Review articles raise relevant ques-
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tions of interpretation and detail. It is a welcome development that historians
are increasingly attending to the validity of films and television programs.

These reviews, however, also demonstrate the academy’s long-standing ten-
dency to underestimate yet another motion picture or television series, which
in turn shortchanges The Civil Waras popular history. One of the primary goals
of scholarship is to create new knowledge. No more thorough indictment ex-
ists, according to this frame of reference, than to reject a text for its obsolete
conception and design, in this case, banishing it to the nineteenth century.
The Civil War, however, deserves a more measured examination than dismissal
as the stuff of “Civil War buffs.”

In his widely acclaimed book That Noble Dream (1988), Peter Novick skill-
fully examines the controversies that have fundamentally affected the history
discipline over the last generation. Current debates continue in the literature
and at conferences over the relative merits of narrative versus analytic history,
synthetic versus fragmentary history, and consensus versus multicultural history.
Lawrence W. Levine suggests that all these historiographical exchanges make
“sense only when it is seen as what, at its root, it really is—a debate about the
extent to which we should widen our historical net to include the powerless as
well as the powerful, the followers as well as the leaders, the margins as well as
the center, popular and folk culture as well as high culture” (8).

The Civil Waris a product of this intellectual climate. In this respect, it is
not enough to focus on specific details from The Civil War, such as the Sullivan
Ballou letter, without also considering Burns’s ideological bearings and the
scope of his historical net. This more comprehensive outlook reveals fragments
of a nationalist approach to historiography, as the aforementioned reviewers
suggest. The Civil War evinces elements of the romantic, progressive, social his-
tory, and consensus schools as well. As Burns explained, “In narrative history
you have this opportunity, I believe, to contain the multitude of perspectives.
You can have the stylistic, and certainly my films have a particular and very
well-known style. You can involve yourself with politics, but that’s not all there
is. And that’s what I'm trying to do, is to embrace something that has a variety
of viewpoints” (personal interview).

The Civil War is essentially a pastiche of assumptions derived from a number
of schools of historical interpretation. As just mentioned, the series is national-
istic in its apparent pride in nation building, butitlacks the nineteenth-century
arrogance that envisioned America as the fulfillment of human destiny. The Civil
Wayr is romantic in its narrative, chronological, and quasi-biographical struc-
ture, butitlacks the unqualified, larger-than-life depictions of the unvarnished
“great men” approach. The Civil Waris progressive in its persistent intimation
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that the war was ultimately a struggle to end slavery and ensure social justice,
although this perspective, too, is tempered by some passages, such as Barbara
Fields’s assertion in the final episode that the Civil War “is still to be fought,
and regrettably, it can still be lost.” The Civil Waris also informed by social his-
tory, with its attention to African Americans, women, laborers, and farmers,
and especially with its firsthand accounts in each of the nine episodes by two
common soldiers (Elisha Hunt Rhodes, a Yankee from Rhode Island, and Sam
Watkins, a Confederate from Tennessee), but the series is nowhere near as
representative of the bottom-up view as is pure social history. In Burns’s own
words, “I try to engage, on literally dozens of levels, ordinary human beings
from across the country—male and female, black and white, young and old,
rich and poor, inarticulate and articulate” (quoted in “Civil War” 58).

What Burns is annunciating is his liberal pluralist perspective, where dif-
ferences of ethnicity, race, class, and gender are kept in a comparatively stable
and negotiated consensus within the body politic. Burns’s brand of made-for-
television history is marked more by agreement than is the multicultural or
diversity model that grounds the social history perspective. The preservation
of the Union and an emphasis on its ideals and its achievements are funda-
mental to consensus thinking; they are also some of Burns’s primary themes
throughout The Civil War:

It is interesting that we Americans who are not united by religion, or patriarchy,
or even common language, or even a geography that’s relatively similar, we have
agreed because we hold a few pieces of paper and a few sacred words together, we
have agreed to cohere, and for more than 200 years it’s worked and that special
alchemy is something I'm interested in. It doesn’t work in a Pollyanna-ish way.
... We corrupt as much as we construct, but nevertheless, I think that in the
aggregate the American experience is a wonderful beacon . . . and I think the
overwhelming response to The Civil Waris a testament to that. (Burns, personal
interview)

Rather than being ideologically stuck in the nineteenth century, Burns and
the audience for The Civil War were instead fully modern in their outlook.
The tenets of liberal pluralism were prevalent throughout American culture
during the 1990s and continue to be today. Popular metaphors such as the
quilt, the rainbow, and, to a lesser degree, the old-fashioned melting pot are
still used by public figures across the political spectrum to evoke a projection
of America that is basically fixed on agreement and unity, despite whatever
social differences may exist. By realizing this perspective on film, Burns has,
moreover, usurped one of the foremost goals of social history, which is to make
history meaningful and relevant to the general public. The Civil Warbrilliantly
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fulfills this objective as few books, motion pictures, television series, or even
teachers, for that matter, have ever done.

BRIDGING THE DIVIDE BETWEEN
PoruLAR AND PROFESSIONAL HISTORY

The mutual skepticism that sometimes surfaces between popular and profes-
sional historians is understandable but unfortunate. Each usually works with
different media (although some scholars do produce historical TV programs,
videos, and films); each tends to evaluate differently the role of storytelling
versus the role of analysis in relaying history; and each tailors a version of the
past that is designed for disparate—though overlapping—audiences. These
distinctions are real enough. Still, the artist and the scholar, the amateur and
the expert can complement each other more than is sometimes evident. Both
make their own unique contributions to America’s collective memory—that
is, the full sweep of historical consciousness, understanding, and expression
that a culture has to offer.

Interdisciplinary work in memory studies now boasts adherents in Ameri-
can studies, anthropology, communication, cultural studies, English, history,
psychology, and sociology.® The contemporary preoccupation with memory
dates back to Freud, although recent scholarship focuses more on the col-
lective nature of remembering than on the individual act of recalling the
past, which is the traditional realm of psychological inquiry into this topic.
Researchers today make distinctions between the academic historical record
and the rest of collective memory. Professional historians, in particular, “have
traditionally been concerned above all else with the accuracy of a memory,
with how correctly it describes what actually occurred at some point in the
past” (Thelen 1119). However, “less traditional historians have allowed for a
more complex relationship, arguing that history and collective memory can
be complementary, identical, oppositional, or antithetical at different times”
(Zelizer, “Reading” 216) . According to this way of thinking, more popular uses
of memory have less to do with accuracy per se than with using the past as a
kind of communal, mythic response to current events, issues, and challenges.
The proponents of memory studies, therefore, are more concerned with how
and why a remembered version is being constructed at a particular time, such
as The Civil War in 1990, than with whether a specific rendition of the past is
historically correct and reliable above all else. As Burns further clarifies his
approach, “History . . . is an inclusion of myth as well as fact because myth tells
you much more than fact about a people” (“Historical Truth” 749).
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Rather than thinking of popular and professional history as diametrically
opposed traditions (i.e., one unsophisticated and false, the other more reli-
able and true), it is more helpful to consider them as two ends of the same
continuum. In his 1984 book Culture as History, the late Warren Susman first
championed this more sympathetic appreciation of the popular historical
tradition. Susman noted that myth and history are intimately linked. One
supplies the drama; the other, the understanding. The popular heritage holds
the potential to connect people passionately to their pasts; the scholarly camp
maps out the processes for comprehending what happened with richness and
depth. Susman’s fundamental premise was that popular history and profes-
sional history need not always clash (7-26).

From this more inclusive perspective, popular history and professional
history are seen less as discrete traditions and more as overlapping parts of
the same whole, despite the many tensions that persist. For instance, popular
histories can nowadays be recognized for their analytical insights, while profes-
sional histories can be valued for their expressive possibilities. Popular history,
too, is built squarely on the foundations of academic scholarship; it provides
professional historians, such as Fields and Oates in the case of The Civil War,
with a platform from which to introduce their scholarly ideas and insights to
a vastly wider audience. Together, popular history and professional history
enrich the historical enterprise of a culture, and the strengths of one can serve
to check the excesses of the other (Susman 7-26).

Any understanding of The Civil War, accordingly, needs to be based on
the fundamental assumption that television’s representation of the past is an
altogether new and different kind of history. Unlike written discourse, the
language of TV is highly stylized, elliptical (rather than linear) in structure,
and associational or metaphoric in its portrayals of historical themes, figures,
and events. The Civil War as popular history is above all an artistic attempt to
link audiences immediately and intensely with the life stories of the people who
were caught up in the conflict. A content analysis of “444 substantive letters
from the more than 1,100 letters Burns had received as of March 1991” found
that “more than one out of every four letters (27 percent) praised Burns for
offering them a sense of direct, emotional connection with the past” (Glassberg
3). As with any mediated rendering of history, the main strength of The Civil
Waris experiential: it provides viewers with the dramatic illusion that they are
somehow personally involved in the action, even as they are learning factual
details about this vast subject through the course of the narrative. Popular his-
tory is always vicarious and participatory, rather than comparatively detached
and analytical like most examples of written professional history.
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Made-for-television histories are thus never conceived according to the
standards of professional history. They are not intended chiefly to debate is-
sues, challenge conventional wisdom, or create new knowledge or perspectives.
The Civil War, more specifically, is designed for the far less contentious and
communally oriented environment of prime-time television with its audiences
in the tens of millions. In this way, producing, telecasting, and viewing this
miniseries became a large-scale cultural ritual in and of itself.

This process, in turn, completed three important functions: First, The Civil
War served as an intermediary site bridging the findings of professional his-
torians with the interests of the general public. “There are levels of inquiry,”
according to Burns, “and we have to celebrate those that bring us to the door
of the next level. And I think Roofs brings in a huge audience. Maybe The Civil
Warhas a little bit more select audience . . . but all of it is enriching the academy
as well as the populace” (“Historical Truth” 757). Second, the series facilitated
an ongoing negotiation with America’s usable past by portraying those parts
of the collective memory that were of most interest to the television producers
as well as to the nearly 40 million viewers who decided to tune in: issues such
as the residual effects of slavery and the continuance of racial conflict and
discrimination in the United States, the influence of a strong federal pres-
ence in both state and local governments across the country, and the search
for meaning and personal responsibility in national life. In this regard, Burns
explains, “history is really not about the past; it’s about the present. We define
ourselves now by the subjects we choose from the past and the way each suc-
ceeding generation interprets those subjects. They are more a mirror of how
we are now than they are a literal guide to what went before” (“Movie Maker”
1033). And, third, The Civil Warloosely affirmed mainstream standards, values,
and beliefs; in the filmmaker’s own words, “there is more unum than pluribus
in my work” (“Historical Truth” 747).

Burns, overall, articulates a version of the country’s past that conveys his
own perspective as a popular historian, intermingling many widely held as-
sumptions about the character of America and its liberal pluralist aspirations.
Like other documentarians of his generation, he too addresses matters of race,
gender, class, and regional division, but unlike many of his contemporaries,
he presents an image of the United States eventually pulling together despite
its many chronic differences rather than coming apart at the seams. Exploring
the past is Burns’s way of reassembling an imagined future from a fragmented
present. The Civil War, in particular, reaffirmed for the members of its principal
audience—which, according to the ratings, skewed white, male, thirty-five to
forty-nine, and upscale (Statistical Research Inc.)—the relevance of their past
in an era of unprecedented multicultural redefinition. This aesthetic reinte-
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gration of the past into the present is one of the major purposes of popular
history. For Ken Burns, it is a process of reevaluating the country’s historical
legacy and reconfirming it from a wholly new generational outlook.

In the end, Burns contends, “the Civil War compelled me to do this film,”
enabling him to establish “a dialogue with the past.” As Fields reminds us in
the final episode of the series, “The Civil War is in the present as well as in the
past.” In this sense, at least, all history is contemporary. We can never escape
our own time or set of ideological predispositions, and within this context, no
one has ever done a better job of “bringing [the Civil War] back alive” to more
Americans through the power and reach of television than Ken Burns.

NOTES

1. The consultants listed in the credits are Shelby Foote, Barbara J. Fields, C. Vann
Woodward, Don Fehrenbacher, Stephen Sears, William McFeely, James McPherson,
Bernard Weisberger, Mike Musick, Richard Snow, Eric Foner, Stephen B. Oates, Robert
Johannsen, Tom Lewis, William E. Leuchtenburg, Daniel Aaron, Charles Fuller, Char-
ley McDowell, Ira Berlin, Gene Smith, Robert Penn Warren, Jerome Liebling, Dayton
Duncan, and Amy Stechler Burns.

2. Some of the more prominent critiques of The Civil War focus on its errors in de-
tail, its abridgement of the origins of the war and Reconstruction, and its condensation
of other complex issues, such as policy making and the formation of public opinion.
For additional disagreements in interpretation, see J. Adler, Censer, DeCredico, DuBois,
Koeniger, Marc and Thompson 307, May, Purcell, and Summers.

3. Echoing many film scholars before him, Louis Giannetti writes, “Birthis a diseased
masterpiece, steeped in racial bigotry” (67). This critical ambivalence about The Birth
of a Nation in general film histories dates back to Ramsaye, Hampton, and Jacobs.

4. Burns received the following honorary degrees in 1991: LHD, Bowdoin College;
LittD, Amherst College; LHD, University of New Hampshire; DFA, Franklin Pierce
College; LittD, Notre Dame College (Manchester, N.H.); LittD, College of St. Joseph
(Rutland, Vt.); LHD, Springfield College (Ill.); and LHD, Pace University.

5. The final draft of the script, dated 17 July 1989, is in the Ken Burns Collection,
Folklore Archives, Wilson Library, U of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. The materials
on The Civil War include all drafts of the script, all the filmed interviews with various
scholars and experts (including outtakes), other footage, notes on decision making,
test narrations, some financial records, and correspondence.

6. See Fussell; Kammen; Le Goff; Lewis; Lipsitz; Schudson; and Zelizer, Covering
and Remembering.
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“IT’s WHAT ProPLE SAYy WE'RE
FicaTIiING FOR”

Representing the Lost Cause in Cold Mountain

In the introduction to Cold Mountain: A Screenplay, author Charles Frazier de-
scribes a strange moment that occurred during the making of the film. As they
were filming a Christmas celebration, director Anthony Minghella suddenly
stopped the cameras and asked Frazier, “This scene is in the book, isn’t it?”
Remarkably, Frazier responded, “I'm not sure. I'd have to check” (xii). This
unusual confusion over authorial paternity leads Frazier to speculate on the
proper relationship between a book and its film version. On the one hand, he
recognizes that “books are books and movies are movies. They should not be
identical, nor can they be” (xii—xiii). Nevertheless, he insists that “the original
work—if'itis worth taking on in the first place—is owed something. Not perfect
fidelity. Not excessive respect. But it is owed a degree of commitment not to
violate its essence, its heart. Otherwise, go make up your own story” (xv).

The initial impression that Minghella’s Cold Mountain (2003) creates is
one of unusual fidelity to Frazier’s novel. The costumes, the sets, and the mu-
sic all capture the essence of the novel’s time period. But a close analysis of
the novel and the film reveals many differences. Scenes that are central to the
novel’s meaning did not make it to the screen, and other scenes, such as the
Christmas party, are not in the literary version. As Frazier recognizes, many of
the differences can be attributed to a film’s need for compression: “a sort of
agreed-upon shorthand of narrative and character development” (xiii). Other
changes are harder to explain: for example, in the film, the corrupt minister,
Veasey (Philip Seymour Hoffman), suffers ostentatiously from constipation,
and Teague (Ray Winstone), the ruthless leader of the Home Guard, inex-
plicably joins in the singing of “I Wish My Baby Was Born” shortly before the
shooting of Pangle (Ethan Suplee) and Stobrod (Brendan Gleeson). But the
most consistent and intriguing differences between the novel and the film are
in their representation of the ideology of the Lost Cause.
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The expression the “Lost Cause” comes from the title of an 1866 history of
the Confederacy by Edward A. Pollard.! The meaning of the phrase has shifted
over time, but Thomas L. Connelly and Barbara L. Bellows suggest that, in
its general sense, it refers to “the core of that enduring memory of southern
defeat” (4). In the 1870s, the Southern Historical Society, led by its president,
Jubal Early, formulated a discourse to help justify secession and account for
the military defeat of the South. Through the society’s journal, the Southern
Historical Society Papers, members constructed a consistent interpretation of
the war that promoted three main ideas. First, they insisted that the South
fought for states’ rights, not slavery. Second, they represented Robert E. Lee
as a military genius and a perfect embodiment of the Southern gentleman.
Finally, they claimed that, despite the heroism of the individual Confederate
soldier, the North’s overwhelming resources and numbers eventually forced
the South to succumb. In the 1880s, this Lost Cause vision grew from the
stubborn resistance of a few Virginia diehards into a widespread celebration
of Southern culture and virtue. Indeed, as the two sections began to move
toward reconciliation in the late nineteenth century, Northerners increas-
ingly adopted elements of the Southern interpretation of the war, especially
the deification of Lee and the celebration of the Southern soldier. Much of
the nationalization of Lost Cause ideology can be attributed to two immensely
popular epic films: D. W. Griffith’s 1915 The Birth of a Nation, an adaptation of
Thomas Dixon’s The Clansman (1905), and David Selznick’s 1939 version of
Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind (1936). While not as popular as these
earlier works, Cold Mountain in its novel and film versions perpetuates the
mythology of the Lost Cause.?

FrAZIER AND THE L.OST CAUSE

An important figure associated with the historiography of the Lost Cause is
Thomas L. Connelly, who was a professor of history at the University of South
Carolina when Frazier was working on his PhD. In The Marble Man: Robert
E. Lee and His Image in American Society (1977), Connelly traces the develop-
ment of the Lee myth from the 1870s, when the Southern Historical Society
represented him as the embodiment of the Southern chivalric ideal, to the
Civil War centennial, by which time Lee had been transformed into a national
hero and a representative of middle-class values (161). By the 1970s, historians
such as Connelly had begun to complicate the Lee myth, and this revisionist
history seems to have influenced Frazier’s novel, especially the characteriza-
tion of the protagonist, W. P. Inman. At the Battle of Fredericksburg (1862),
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Photofest

Union troops under withering fire in Cold Mountain.

Inman’s regiment is placed behind a stone wall on Marye’s Heights, near Lee
and Longstreet. Frazier writes that “the two generals spent the afternoon up
on the hill coining fine phrases like a pair of wags” (12). However, unlike
subsequent historians, Inman is not impressed:

Old Lee . . . said it’s a good thing war is so terrible or else we’d get to liking it
too much. As with everything Marse Robert said, the men repeated that flight of
wit over and over, passing it along from man to man, as if God amighty Himself
had spoken. When the report reached Inman’s end of the wall he just shook his
head. Even back then, early in the war, his opinion differed considerably from
Lee’s, for it appeared to him that we like fighting plenty, and the more terrible
itis the better. And he suspected that Lee liked it most of all and would, if given
his preference, general them right through the gates of death itself. (12)

Proponents of the Lee myth attributed his military defeats to failures by his
subordinates, especially Longstreet’s alleged lethargy at Gettysburg in 1863.
Butwhen Inman compares Lee and Longstreet, he thinks “he’d any day rather
have Longstreet backing him in a fight. Dull as Longstreet looked, he had a
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mind that constantly sought ground configured so a man could hunker down
and do a world of killing from a position of relative safety” (10). Inman realizes
that his thoughts about Lee are unspeakable, “as were his feelings that he did
not enlist to take on a Marse, even one as solemn and noble-looking as Lee
was that day on Maryes Heights” (12).

This passage raises the question of why Inman enlisted. As a deserter, he
is in an ambiguous position between the two sides, and he frequently muses
on his reasons for fighting. As he struggles through the foul flatlands near
Raleigh, North Carolina, he wonders, “How did he ever think this to be his
country and worth fighting for?” (85). When he passes through a region with
large mansions, he bitterly realizes “he had been fighting battles for such men
as lived in them, and it made him sick” (261). The most sustained discussion
of the causes of the war occurs while Inman recuperates with the goat woman.
She asks him, “What I want to know is, was it worth it, all that fighting for the
big man’s nigger?” (275). When Inman protests, she insists that slavery is the
real cause of the war: “Nigger-owning makes the rich man proud and ugly and
it makes the poor man mean. It’s a curse laid on the land. We’ve lit a fire and
now it’s burning us down. God is going to liberate niggers, and fighting to
prevent it is against God” (275). Inman then speculates aloud on the reasons
that he and his fellow Southerners fought: “I reckon many of us fought to
drive off invaders. One man I knew had been north to the big cities, and he
said it was every feature of such places that we were fighting to prevent. All I
know is anyone thinking the Federals are willing to die to set loose slaves has
got an overly merciful view of mankind” (275). Finally, Inman realizes that he
was motivated partially by the call of adventure: “The powerful draw of new
faces, new places, new lives. And new laws where-under you might kill all you
wanted and not be jailed, but rather be decorated. Men talked of war as if they
committed it to preserve what they had and what they believed. But Inman
now guessed it was boredom with the repetition of the daily rounds that had
made them take up weapons” (276). When Sara tells him that her husband
was killed at Gettysburg, he completes the process of effacing any meaningful
cause for the war: “Every man that died in that war on either side might just
as soon have put a pistol against the soft of his palate and blown out the back
of his head for all the meaning it had” (305). Accordingly, at the end, when
Inman must decide whether to return to the fighting or surrender to the
Yankees, the decision is purely pragmatic. He decides to “put himself in the
hands of the Federals, the very bastards who had spent four years shooting at
him. They would make him sign his name to their oath of allegiance, but then
he could wait out the fighting and come home” (436).
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When the war is represented as being without larger purpose, the focus
shifts from the legitimacy of the cause to the courage of individual soldiers.
David Blight has pointed out that, in the late nineteenth century, the eman-
cipationist implications of the war were neglected as both Northerners and
Southerners enabled sectional reconciliation by developing amnesia over the
causes of the war. Instead, they celebrated the heroism of the American soldier,
whether Union or Confederate: “By the 1880s, Americans needed a social and
moral equivalent of war. They would achieve this, of a kind, in the realm of
sentiment—in a resurgent cult of manliness and soldierly virtues recycled in
thousands of veterans’ papers, speeches, and reminiscences. But such a moral
equivalent of war came increasingly to exalt the soldier and his sacrifice, dis-
embodied from the causes and consequences of war” (95). Ambivalent about
the cause of the war to the point of desertion, Inman is nevertheless clearly
not a coward. He reflects with some surprise on his ability to fight: “Before
the war he had never been much of a one for strife. But once enlisted, fight-
ing had come easy to him. He had decided it was like any other thing, a gift”
(123). As he struggles to return home, he dispatches every enemy, regardless
of the odds. As is the case in nearly all Civil War literature, both northern and
southern readers can admire Inman’s martial prowess.

In Lost Cause ideology, the courage of the Southern soldiers is linked
closely with an insistence on the superior numbers of the North. Frazier de-
scribes the Battle of Fredericksburg from Inman’s perspective as resembling
“a dream, one where your foes are ranked against you countless and mighty”
(11), and Inman becomes frustrated at the persistence of the seemingly limit-
less enemy: “The Federals kept on marching by the thousands at the wall all
through the day, climbing the hill to be shot down. . .. The Federals kept on
coming long past the point where all the pleasure of whipping them vanished.
Inman just got to hating them for their clodpated determination to die” (11).
When he is with the goat woman, Inman regrets his initial enthusiasm for the
war: “The shame he felt now to think of his zeal in sixty-one to go off and fight
the downtrodden mill workers of the Federal army, men so ignorant it took
many lessons to convince them to load their cartridges ball foremost. These
were the foes, so numberless that not even their own government put much
value to them. They just ran them at you for years on end, and there seemed
no shortage. You could kill them down until you grew heartsick and they would
still keep ranking up to march southward” (276). But Frazier seems to under-
mine the Lost Cause emphasis on the Northern superiority of numbers. When
Ada and Ruby visit Mrs. McKennet, she tells “a long and maudlin story she had
read about a recent battle, its obvious fictitiousness apparently lost on her. It
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was fought—as they all were lately—against dreadful odds” (181). Like the
Southern women who would maintain the altar of the Lost Cause throughout
the postwar period, Mrs. McKennet “found the fighting glorious and tragic
and heroic. Noble beyond all her powers of expression” (180). Ada dismisses
the romantic story as “the most preposterous thing I have ever heard” (181).

To some extent, Frazier’s ambivalent representation of the Lost Cause
can be attributed to his protagonist: by focusing on a soldier from the moun-
tains of North Carolina rather than a Tidewater cavalier, Frazier puts his fic-
tion outside the mainstream of Lost Cause ideology. Nina Silber points out
that in the 1880s Northerners looking to heal the wounds of the war turned
with hope to the Southern mountaineer. Praised for his primitive virility and
national loyalty, the mountaineer was especially valued for his racial purity:
“Indeed, what began as an explanation of the mountaineers’ isolation from
the sectional politics of slavery and the slaveholder became a tribute to their
detachment from the black people. . . . Suddenly, the southern mountaineers
had become a people defined by their distance from African Americans, a point
of considerable significance in a period when northern culture had begun to
cast the black population aside as foreign and to embrace Anglo-Saxonism
as pure Americanism” (146—47). Although Frazier does not completely avoid
the racial implications of the war, they are not as central to his novel as might
be expected for a work published in 1997. Mountaineer and deserter, Inman
evades the complications that would have been inherent in a sympathetic
protagonist fighting for the preservation of slavery.

MINGHELLA’S FiLM VERSION OF Corbp MOUNTAIN

In an interview, Minghella explained that when he read Cold Mountain, it ap-
peared “to be a story about the American Civil War, and I don’t necessarily
have an interest in war stories. But then I realized that war was not the issue. It’s
more about a man’s return from war, the after effects of war, and the effects of
war on the world away from the battlefield” (quoted in Walsh par. 21). Given
his lack of interest in war stories and his cultural distance from the American
Civil War, it is not surprising that Minghella ignores much of Frazier’s critique
of the Lost Cause. Although some important elements of this ideology remain,
they are transformed by Minghella’s own cinematic vision.

Frazier’s challenge to the idolization of Robert E. Lee is eliminated from
Minghella’s film. The screenplay does include a shortened reference to Lee’s
famous quote at Fredericksburg: before he is sent on his mission at Globe Tav-
ern, an officer tells Inman (Jude Law), “It’s what our general said, son: Good
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Inman (Jude Law) deserts the battlefield and returns to his roots.

thing war is so terrible, else a man might end up liking it too much” (22), but
there is no irony to undercut the quote, and these lines were dropped from the
film. Likewise, there is less emphasis on the overwhelming numbers of the North
and the heroism of the individual Confederate soldier. In the film, Inman tells
the goat woman (Eileen Atkins), “I could be at killing for days, my feet against
the feet of my enemy, and I always killed him and he never killed me,” but the
cinematic version shows fewer of his battles during the war and on the way home
to Cold Mountain. The Battle of the Crater in Petersburg is not as lopsided as
the endless slaughter at Fredericksburg; Minghella deletes Inman’s battle with
the three men at the Cape Fear River; and Inman is assisted by Sara (Natalie
Portman) in his fight with the three Yankees.

Minghella’s Cold Mountain reflects the Lost Cause interpretation most
pointedly on the origins of the war. In contrast to Lost Cause ideology, the film
identifies slavery as the fundamental cause, but Minghella carefully distances
the main characters from this issue. In the published screenplay, the hospital
has been moved from Raleigh to a former mansion in Charleston, the location
of Fort Sumter, where the war began. As Inman convalesces, he is surrounded
by slaves in the fields, and the stage directions note, “He brings the wet bandage
to his neck, considers the ocean, his fellow ragtag of wounded, the slaves, the
great fields, the mansion. The whole meaning of this war around him” (43).
Although this episode does not appear in the film, a similar scene makes the
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point even more clearly. The Charleston hospital is surrounded by cotton fields
that are being worked by slaves, and as the doctor shows a group of women
the horrors of the hospital, he comments, “Look out the window, ladies, and
see what these poor fools are dying for. How many would still lose a leg for
the rich man’s slave?”

The film suggests that, before the war, the average Southerner was deluded
about what was leading the South into war. Esco Swanger (James Gammon),
who is described in the screenplay as having “no truck with a war he judges to
be based on a conflict between one type of wealth and another,” gets into a
debate with young men enthusiastic about the prospect of going into battle:

Esco: What do you fools think you’re fighting for?
Rourke: The South.

Esco: Last time I checked, south was a direction.

In the screenplay, he continues, “You cut the wood, you carry the water for
good old King Cotton. Now you want to fight for him. Somebody has to explain
it to me” (9-10). As they are hammering nails into the church roof, one man
says, “I call this nail Northern Aggression.” In the screenplay, the next line is,
“I call this nail a free nigger” (5—6), but in the film, it is changed to “Yankee
skulls,” and another man dismisses their enthusiasm: “Fightin’ for a rich man’s
slave, that’s what.” Minghella represents the economic interests of the wealthy
planters as the real cause of the war, a cause that is hidden from most of the
men who will fight.

Inman’s motives for enlisting are problematic. In the screenplay, he ex-
plains to Ada Monroe (Nicole Kidman), “I don’t care much for a man from
Washington telling me how to live” (20), echoing the Southern antigovern-
ment individualism that W. J. Cash discusses in his classic study The Mind of the
South. In the film, this scene is replaced by a conversation that occurs during
Inman’s walk with Ada’s father, Reverend Monroe (Donald Sutherland). When
Monroe comments on the beauty of the distant mountains, Inman replies,
“It’s what people say we’re fighting for—to keep it that way.” Thus in the film,
he enlists to protect the South he loves, whereas in the novel, he comes to a
more complex realization that it was boredom that seduced him into military
service. In any case, both screenplay and film take pains to demonstrate that he
does not enlist to defend slavery; indeed many of Minghella’s changes to the
novel distance Inman from the racism of the region. In a scene deleted from
the final cut, Inman is “appalled” when Butcher (Trey Howell) kills a wounded
black Union soldier after the Battle of the Crater (15-16).% In Frazier’s novel,
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Inman meets Veasey as he is about to murder his white mistress; Minghella
makes her black, which gives Inman the opportunity to express his outrage:
“So you reckoned to kill her because she’s a slave.” Similarly, when Inman
attempts to buy eggs from the escaping slaves, he insists, “I’ve got no quarrel
with you.” Thus Minghella challenges the Lost Cause denial that slavery was
the cause of the war, but his critique is compromised by Hollywood’s need to
make sure that a protagonist is free of racism—even more than Inman’s status
as a Confederate deserter would suggest.

Ada’s racial attitudes in the film are equally modern. Minghella gives
Reverend Monroe slaves; indeed, in the screenplay, he points out that they
are the only slaves within twenty miles of Cold Mountain (28). When Ada ar-
rives at Cold Mountain, a voice-over describes her happiness at escaping from
Charleston, “a world of slaves, and corsets, and cotton.” During a party, she
demonstrates her compassion by serving root beer to the lowly inhabitants of
the slave quarters (20). In the screenplay, the Home Guard drives Monroe’s
slaves away by burning their homes (35), butin the film Ada frees them herself.
Commenting on the sorry state of Ada’s farm, Sally Swanger points out, “Poor
soul. She let those slaves go free and she’s got nobody and nothing.” Indeed,
the only racists in the South seem to be the members of the despicable Home
Guard. In a scene cut from the released version, Teague echoes the message
of The Birth of a Nation when he promises to “guard against the Negro. They
want what the white man got. Give them the chance, they’ll carry rape and
murder to your firesides” (28).

TuE RESIDUAL LosT CAUSE

Modern interest in arguments about the causes of the war, the relative merits of
its commanders, and the reasons that the North won is largely limited to Civil
War historians. Yet key aspects of Lost Cause ideology have become embed-
ded in popular culture. Connelly and Bellows define the modern Lost Cause
as “an awareness of defeat, alienation from the national experience, and a
sense of separatism from American ideals. Itis not the totality of southern folk
culture, but remains a strong central element”(137). They argue that America
has alternated between two images of the South. One option, especially dur-
ing the desegregation struggles of the 1950s, has been to see the South as a
benighted contrast to mainstream America (138). The other option, evidentin
such films as Walking Tall (1973), Smokey and the Bandit (1977), and Every Which
Way but Loose (1978), has been to see southern resistance to northern culture
as a desirable alternative to the social turmoil of post-1960s America; in these
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films, “the stress was upon the protagonist, who, while fighting evil, exhibited
human weaknesses slightly outside of the confining aspects of the law. To a
nation emerging from civil turmoil and disillusionment with its political lead-
ers, the southern image was a welcome change” (144). In other words, Inman
might be seen as a Southern Dirty Harry who has exchanged his .44 Magnum
for a LeMat pistol. Seeing Inman as an antiestablishment vigilante who uses
violence for good ends creates a context for Cold Mountain’s selective embrace
of Lost Cause mythology: like those Clint Eastwood antiheroes, Inman faces
overwhelming numbers with courage, is ambivalent about the cause for which
he fights, and has contempt for his superiors.

Another aspect of the Lost Cause that has persisted in American culture can
be sensed in country music. Connelly and Bellows argue that “the core of this
music is continual striving amid perpetual disappointment—thatis the heart of
the Lost Cause” (146). Music plays an important role in the novel, and much
of the film’s popularity may be attributed to Gabriel Yared’s bluegrass score.
Indeed, not one but three popular albums have been generated by the film:
the original sound track (2003), Return to Cold Mountain (2004), and Backroads
to Cold Mountain (2004). Songs such as “Wayfaring Stranger” and “I'm Going
Home” evoke the heroic endurance of the Southern people.

This perseverance in the face of defeatis common to the endings of both
novel and film. To provide narrative closure, Frazier adds an epilogue that
balances the random, violent death of Inman with images of his child and
Ada thriving on Black Cove Farm. Frazier sets the epilogue in 1874, midway
between the 1872 reelection of Ulysses S. Grant (the last election in which
the “bloody shirt” of the war was useful to the Republicans) and the 1876
election of Rutherford B. Hayes, which precipitated the end of Reconstruc-
tion by way of the Compromise of 1877. This period was the beginning of the
celebration of the Lost Cause that would lead to a restoration of Southern
confidence and ultimately to sectional reconciliation. The film does not make
the time frame clear but instead concludes with Ada’s mournful voice-over:
“What we have lost will never be returned to us. The land will not heal. Too
much blood. The heart will not heal. All we can do is make peace with the
past and try to learn from it.” Clearly, the lesson from the past is to avoid
war, but the film’s final image draws on Lost Cause affirmations of Southern
perseverance, reinforced by images of music, family, and religion.

In his introduction to Cold Mountain: The Journey from Book to Film, director
Anthony Minghella uses adoption as a metaphor for the process of convert-
ing a novel into a film: “Sitting with Charles Frazier on the porch where most
of his novel was written, the mountains in front of us shrouded in mist, I was
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conscious of a strange moment, as if I were adopting someone’s child. I was
starting the long and painful journey to turn Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain
into something of my own” (12). In his introduction to the screenplay, Frazier
uses a slightly different version of the family metaphor. While recognizing the
inevitability of difference, he insists, “If novel and film adaptation can never
be twins, it seems to me that they ought to share significant amounts of DNA
beyond just a correspondence of character names and the barest elements
of plot, always the least interesting parts of a movie or a novel for me” (xiv).
Adopted child or sibling, the film version is a creation of both parents and
reflects the ideologies of both author and adapter. Of course, Frazier’s novel
isitself a retelling of Homer’s Odyssey. Frazier explained that while writing Cold
Mountain, “I realized that there are two kinds of books about a war: there’s an
1liad, about fighting the war, and about the battles and generals, and there’s an
Odyssey, about a warrior who has decided that home and peace are the things
he wants” (interview, par. 12). The choice of the Odyssey as a pattern does
distinguish Cold Mountain from those Civil War novels that glorify war—for
example, Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels (1974). And even more than the
novel, Minghella’s Cold Mountainfocuses on Inman’s disenchantment with the
war and the manipulation of the common soldier. Inman tells the goat woman,
“I'm like the boy who goes for wood in winter and comes back in the spring
with a whistle. Like every fool sent off to fight with a flag and a lie.” War was
certainly a context for Minghella’s involvement with Cold Mountain: he wrote
the screenplay in the spring of 2001 and began filming in July 2002, during
the buildup for the Iraq War.

Nevertheless, one wonders whether either the novel or the film is truly
an effective antiwar protest or merely another opportunity to experience vi-
cariously the thrill of battle, sheltered under reassuring platitudes about the
evils of war. An entire chapter of Cold Mountain: The Journey from Book to Film
is devoted to the filming of the battle sequence, and producer Bill Horberg
describes the crew’s painstaking quest for realism: “We wanted to avoid the
sense of reenactment that turns up in most films of the Civil or Revolutionary
War. We wanted a quality of first-time authenticity and nonvarnished life that
didn’t feel like it came out of the Smithsonian Museum” (quoted in Sunshine
77). The “thousands of extras and tons of explosives” (77) certainly did produce
an exciting and memorable experience, butit seems less certain that filmgoers
were any more repulsed by, or informed about, the horrors of war than they
would have been at a Civil War reenactment.

In 1960, C. Vann Woodward, in The Burden of Southern History, warned that
America might fall victim to its beliefin its own innocence and the inevitability
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of success. Writing during the cold war, just prior to the buildup of Vietnam,
Woodward described the paradox of America’s situation in the world: “Having
more power than ever before, America ironically enjoys less security than in
the days of her weakness. Convinced of her virtue, she finds that even her al-
lies accuse her of domestic vices invented by her enemies. The liberated prove
ungrateful for their liberation, the reconstructed for their reconstruction, and
the late colonial peoples vent their resentment upon our nation—the most
innocent, we believe, of the imperial powers” (172-73). As southerner and
Yale professor, Woodward called for the southern historian, infused with the
Lost Cause understanding of limitations and defeat, to rescue America from its
blindness. He warned of the potential consequences if the implications of the
Civil War were not learned: “There is the danger that America may be tempted
to exert all the terrible power she possesses to compel history to conform to
her own illusions. The extreme, but by no means the only expression, would
be the so-called preventive war” (173). Forty years later, both Frazier’s novel
and Minghella’s film use the tragedy of Southern experience to represent the
dangers of naive idealism and the horrors of war. But recent events suggest
that it remains unclear whether we have avoided Woodward’s Cassandra-like
prophecy that America might not learn the lessons of the Lost Cause.

NoOTES

1. There has been much recent scholarship on the Lost Cause. Gaines M. Foster, in
Ghosts of the Confederacy: Defeat, the Lost Cause, and the EEmergence of the New South, 1865—1913
(1987),sees the late-nineteenth-century popularity of the concept as a response to social
tensions in the New South. Charles Reagan Wilson, in Baptized in Blood: The Religion of the
Lost Cause, 1865-1920 (1980), argues that the Lost Cause was a civil religion that linked
Christianity and regional history. David W. Blight, in Race and Reunion: The Civil War in
American Memory (2001), discusses the role that white supremacy played in Lost Cause
ideology. Thomas L. Connelly and Barbara L. Bellows, in God and General Longstreet: The
Lost Cause and the Southern Mind (1982), distinguish between the literary productions of
diehard ex-Confederate political and military leaders that occurred before World War
I and the timeless Confederate ideal that has evolved into a national Lost Cause.

2. Gross sales for The Birth of a Nation are difficult to determine with any accuracy,
but according to the Internet Movie Database, it grossed $3 million, which adjusts to ap-
proximately $50 million today. Gone with the Wind remains the highest-grossing film of
all time, with gross box office receipts at $198 million in the United States alone. Cold
Mountain has grossed $95 million (“Business Data”).

3. Although the Union attack at the crater was performed largely by African
American troops, Minghella’s soldiers are white, because he used the Romanian army
as actors. There is, however, a brief scene showing the Native American swimmer (Jay
Tavare) grappling with an African American soldier—perhaps to emphasize the irony
of two oppressed groups fighting a white man’s war.
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THE GREAT WAR
VIEWED FROM THE 1920s

The Big Parade

The decade of the 1920s has long stood in the popular perspective as a unity,
bounded by the ignoble brackets of war and economic crisis. The customary
view of the period, kept alive by dozens of colorful book titles, is that it was a
time of carefree hedonism and relentless materialism when American society
unleashed the pent-up energies of the war years.

The traditional vision sees World War I not only as Woodrow Wilson’s great
crusade but also as the great watershed in modern American history. The war
broadened the breakdown of the old moral code, particularly in relation to
late Victorian concepts of femininity. It produced a universal social malaise
that saw all gods dead, all heroes humbled, all causes exhausted. Americans
responded to the Carthaginian peace of Versailles by withdrawing from world
affairs and expressing a strong revulsion to war and militarism. The author
of the League of Nations proposal died embittered and disowned by his own
political party; Wilsonian idealism lay sacrificed on the altar of normalcy.

With the exception of the unfortunate Herbert Hoover and a few others,
the decade was almost bereft of first-class political leaders at all levels. The
economy, though it seemed to be booming right along, was disastrously uneven.
By contrast, the nation’s intellectual life flourished, particularly in areas of
cultural criticism. The war produced a strong and antagonistic reaction from
literature and the plastic arts. The postwar climate shaped by such “lost gen-
eration” authors as Ernest Hemingway, John Dos Passos, and e. e. cummings
commonly is regarded as one of disillusionment.

The traditional interpretation is clear. A fatigued society, worn from pa-
triotic exertion and with its almost hysterical idealism shattered, turned away
from Progressive reform and ran the gamut of self-indulgence. Only with the
convulsive shock of the stock market crash and the sickening slide into eco-
nomic depression did Americans begin to pay for their excesses.
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President Woodrow Wilson promised to “make the world safe for democracy.”

Yet this traditional view of the war-spawned 1920s is drawn largely from
the evidence provided by cultural elites dissatisfied with their society. The war
itself was at least as much an accelerator as it was a cause of the postwar mood
of dissatisfaction and rebellion. Although many Americans doubtless took part
in the war-induced climate of cynicism, historians have tended to overlook
the continuities of the period. The flaming passions of the Jazz Age probably
held more smoke than fire, for family and church life continued as the hubs
of social activity for millions. The Progressive reform impulse still flickered;
Robert La Follette was able to mount a strong third-party movement on its
base in 1924, and watchdogs such as George Norris kept progressivism alive
in Congress. Some old Progressives were still around to praise the New Deal,
although many became as intensely displeased with the second Roosevelt as
they had been enchanted with the first.

Overlooked in the minds of many Americans is the fact that the recent
European war experience persisted as a legitimate theater for heroism and
the display of national idealism. To be sure, this attitude was at a high pitch
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In 1919 General John J.
Pershing helped create the
Military Order of the World
Wars, a distinguished veteran
officers association that is still
active on military issues.

between 1917 and 1919, when government, organs of public opinion, motion
pictures, and popular literature allowed almost no dissent from total and un-
compromising support of the war effort. But even in the years following the
war, the general public was probably as supportive of this alternative vision as
of the more pessimistic view that is much better known historically. With the
nation in a conservative mood, the sacrifices of wartime met with approbation
as well as disapproval. Veterans’ organizations hawked their brand of patri-
otism. The Veterans of Foreign Wars, founded in 1899, gained new life and new
blood from World War I, while veterans of the American Expeditionary Force
(AEF) developed the American Legion and the Military Order of the World
Wars in 1919. These organizations had fond memories of the Great War and
were assiduous in the cultivation of “Americanism” and militant patriotism in
textbooks and among teachers.

Although it is fair to say that most of the elitist literature and art was
intensely critical of the war and of America’s role in it, newspapers, popular
magazines, cheap books, and motion pictures did not advance beyond the
common sentimentality of daring heroism and noble sacrifice. This view was
particularly true of the motion picture industry, a young and growing busi-
ness giant that advanced to the forefront of popular culture during the 1920s.
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Americans became habitual moviegoers during these years, when the silent
film reached its artistic and financial peak. What had once been an inexpensive
source of amusement for lower-class urban workers blossomed into a major
recreation for persons of every social and geographic background.

Historical evidence gleaned from commercial films is useful because of
their appeal to a mass audience. Common themes in films often reflect the
fears, desires, ideas, attitudes, and beliefs of the mass audience. Producers de-
pend on this relationship, for profitis maximized in the dead center of audience
desires. Such evidence is indirect, but it must be noted that traditional forms
of evidence are also indirect in this regard. Historians using novels, memoirs,
and other literary works often make assumptions about the impact when they
have no audience on which to depend. The difference between using film and
literature as historical evidence is one of degree, not of quality. If anything,
film evidence may be more useful because of its wider audience. The American
literary public for a Hemingway novel numbered in the thousands; the movie
public for a Chaplin film was in the millions.

The motion picture industry generally did well during the war years. Mov-
iemakers dutifully cranked out hundreds of one- and two-reel features with
war plots, most of which brought an average return of a few thousand dollars.
Many of these films were of the trite heroic genre, although some moved far
enough into the fantastic to be remembered today as examples of the ex-
tremism of war. The Kaiser;, the Beast of Berlin (1918) might be regarded as the
quintessence of the latter type. But with the armistice, the hate pictures quickly
became ludicrous. War pictures were falling off as profit makers by November
1918. Caught with titles such as Red, White and Blue Blood and Break the News to
Mother, industry flacks hastened to assure distributors that these were not war
stories. Movie pioneer Fred J. Balshofer remembered that on the day of the
armistice, he completed final cutting on a “six-reel all-out anti-Kaiser picture.”
The market was dead, and he lost $80,000 (Balshofer and Miller 139).

The immediate postwar climate continued to treat the war film as a pariah.
Very few pictures with a world war background were made between 1919 and
1925. Almost all sank at the box office. The one major exception, Metro’s Four
Horsemen of the Apocalypse (1921), succeeded largely on the strength of its excit-
ing new leading man—Rudolph Valentino. In general, the industry rode the
crest of the broadening wave of materialism, sexual freedom, and sensation.

VIDOR, MAYER, THALBERG, AND STALLINGS

Riding this crest with everyone else was a young director named King Vidor.
Vidor was born in Galveston in 1894, the descendant of a Hungarian grandfa-
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ther who had immigrated to Texas at the close of the Civil War. In 1918, already
a veteran maker of amateur newsreels, Vidor moved to Hollywood, the new
golden land where the motion picture industry had firmly seated itself during
the second decade of the century.

In 1918 and 1919 Vidor did a series of feature films for the Brentwood
Corporation, a group of doctors and dentists seeking profits in foreign fields.
Then, after a short stint with First National, he formed Vidor Village, his own
independent production company. As was common in those days, he inserted
his “Creed and Pledge” in Variety in 1920. It was couched in the purplish
prose and hyperidealism of a young man, and an inevitable recession from its
extremes soon occurred. But throughout his life Vidor remained committed
to film as an art and as a noble device of human expression: “I believe in the
picture that will help humanity to free itself from the shackles of fear and suf-
fering that have so long bound it with iron chains” (quoted in Baxter 10).

In 1922 Vidor Village folded, and the young entrepreneur moved to the
Metro Pictures lot. He then worked on “artistically respectable” productions
for Louis B. Mayer, and in 1924 he moved with Mayer to the newly formed
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Studios, where he was a staff director. By the age of thirty,
Vidor had put a world of moviemaking experience behind him, a background
not uncommon in an industry whose organizational and bureaucratic patterns
were still congealing. Mayer regarded him as a reliable director of marketable
films, and Vidor was entrusted with directing some of MGM’s best talent, such
as John Gilbert in His Hour (1924) and Wife of the Centaur (1925).

Irving Thalberg, Mayer’s chief of production, was even younger than
Vidor, having been born in 1899 in modest middle-class comfort in Brooklyn.
His father was a lace importer, but the young Thalberg broke away from the
world of trade and by 1919 was on the West Coast working for Carl Laemmle
at Universal Studios. For four years he learned about motion pictures from
the front office. In February 1923 he amicably left Laemmle to join Mayer.
The division of labor worked out by the two men—which carried MGM to
leadership of the industry in less than a decade—was for Thalberg to concern
himself with the production end and Mayer to serve as administrator and
link to the home office in New York. Thus, Thalberg was the man the restless
Vidor approached late in 1924 with an idea for a film that would tackle an
important question. As a child of the Progressive Era, Vidor was concerned
with three major topics: war, wheat, and steel. Thalberg asked whether he had
a particular subject in mind, and Vidor replied vaguely that the story would be
about an average young American, neither patriot nor pacifist, caught up in
war. Nothing was on paper yet, and the two men agreed to search for a good
story centered on World War I (Vidor, Tree 111-12). Both knew of the chilly
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box office reception of war stories, yet each felt that a fresh and innovative
treatment would find an audience. Thalberg, who had production control,
was the key to script approval.

Weeks later, Thalberg returned from a trip to New York accompanied by a
writer named Laurence Stallings and a story, tentatively titled “The Big Parade,”
typed on five pages of onionskin. Unlike Thalberg or Vidor, Stallings (who was
the same age as Vidor) was an AEF veteran. As a captain in the U.S. Marines,
he had lost his right leg at Belleau Wood in June 1918. When Thalberg met
him, the young veteran and Maxwell Anderson had one of the hottest plays
of the 1924 season, What Price Glory? running on Broadway.

The former marine had recently completed a semiautobiographical novel,
Plumes, about the painful rehabilitation of a wounded war veteran. Overwritten
and consciously tendentious, Plumes presented a weaker version of the postwar
climate of disillusion that had been more artfully limned by such writers as
Hemingway, Dos Passos, and cummings. For Stallings, the sound of the trum-
pets persisted among the carnage. Despite a shattered leg, his hero, Richard
Plume, remained a patriot, albeit a troubled one.

Until his death in 1968, Stallings retained the love-hate relationship for
the war that is so evident in What Price Glory? and in much of his later work.
The memory of his doughboy comrades was constantly with him. “Why write
of them at this hour?” he asked rhetorically in 1963. “Why open the door of
a room sealed off in my mind for so many years?” In fact, the door was never
sealed; the stump of his right leg was a daily reminder: “I have my Idaho wil-
low foot to remind me now” (Stallings, Doughboys 1). As it did for many aging
veterans, romanticism battled horror for memory’s hand and won. Stallings
claimed in his final testament concerning the earth-shaking adventures of his
young manhood that he had written about the doughboy “conscious of being
unable to summon him back in entirety, and heartsick of enduring the melan-
choly of trying to recover long-buried remembrances of the past” (6-7).

In 1924 Stallings’s memory of the war was fresh and unencumbered by
time. The theatrical realism of his brawling, cursing marines in What Price
Glory?brought him to Thalberg’s attention. Those first five pages were loosely
based on Plumes, but what evolved bore little resemblance to the original.
Whereas Plumeswas concerned with a veteran’s postwar struggles, the onionskin
treatment dealt mostly with the war itself. Both Thalberg and Vidor believed
that they had found their story. Vidor and writer Harry Behn traveled back
to New York with Stallings, stayed a week, and returned with the completed
script of The Big Parade. The title was a product of Stallings’s romantic image
of the transatlantic chain of doughboys fighting in defense of liberty (Vidor,
Tree 113-14; Stallings, Doughboys 7). As the film would make clear, the vision
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included another less exhilarating “parade”—of the ambulances returning
from the front with America’s wounded.

ProbpucCING THE BiG PARADE

Casting the film presented little problem, since MGM had a growing roster
of contract actors from which to choose. Robert Sherwood, one of Stallings’s
friends at the celebrated Algonquin Round Table, would later claim that Stall-
ings had been allowed to select the director and the leads. However, this was
Stallings’s maiden voyage in the hazardous seas of film creation, and though
Vidor and Thalberg were young, they were not inexperienced in the indus-
try. It is therefore most unlikely that Stallings had the final say in the casting
process (Baxter 26).

The male lead, an average American boy, was cast against type. Thalberg,
with Vidor’s concurrence, selected John Gilbert, although Vidor had supposedly
experienced some difficulties with the actor on the set of Wife of the Centaur.
Thalberg convinced Vidor that Gilbert, shorn of his mustache, would fit the
role of Jim Apperson nicely. The actor had developed a sophisticated, roman-
tic acting style that began to attract public notice after Thalberg offered him
a five-year contract with MGM (Crowther 103—4). The female lead, a French
peasant girl, went to an unknown with the improbable name Renée Adorée.
The roles of Apperson’s two doughboy buddies were filled by raw-boned
Karl Dane, who had just stepped up from a job as studio carpenter, and Tom
O’Brien, a stocky “Irish” actor (Vidor, Tree 115).

The story line, a collaboration of Stallings, Vidor, Behn, and perhaps
Thalberg, was modified slightly by Vidor a number of times during shooting,
a common practice in the silent film era. What emerged was a tale hackneyed
by today’s standards but fresh and engaging to the motion picture audience
of 1925.

As the film opens, the three principal characters are seen in their civil-
ian occupations: Slim (Dane) at work as a steelworker on a skyscraper; Mike
“Bull” O’Hara (O’Brien), as a bartender; and James Apperson (Gilbert) as a
rich wastrel—a departure from Vidor’s notion of an average young American.
Apperson is persuaded to enlist by an exciting parade of recruits, leaping from
his luxury car to join the marching men and their brass band.

A time-transition montage sequence follows the conversion of the raw
recruits into doughboys, tracing the developing friendship of the central trio.
The unit is sent to France, where the men are billeted in a small village and
they begin to mingle with the local population. Apperson meets a pretty girl,
Melisande (Adorée), in the first series of light romantic scenes. Rash youth
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Melisande (Renée Adorée) bids au revoir to James Apperson (John Gilbert) as he
marches off to the battlefront.

that he is, Apperson attempts to kiss her but is met with a slap in the face. The
budding romance is postponed by the movement of Apperson’s unit to the
front, a melee of scurrying soldiers, careening trucks, and hurried good-byes.
The sequence includes one of the most famous separation scenes in cinema,
in which Melisande has to be pried from her lover by a sergeant. Distraught,
she clings to Apperson’s leg, then to a chain dangling from the rear of his
truck transport, and finally collapses in the dust of the road. Apperson throws
her his dog tags, watch, and an extra boot as a remembrance. The fade-out
is on the peasant girl clutching the precious boot (a symbol of Apperson’s
forthcoming injury) and gazing toward the front.

The battle sequences follow, most prominently a tense march through
woods—resembling Belleau Wood, where Stallings was wounded—heavy with
impending death. When Slim ventures into no-man’s-land and is killed, an
enraged Apperson engages in hand-to-hand combat. He holds a bayonet to a
German soldier’s throat but cannot follow through. Instead, he lights a cigarette
for the German, who then dies of other wounds. Apperson takes the cigarette

Photofest



The Great War Viewed from the 1920s / 145

and calmly smokes it himself. (There is a matching shell crater scene with a
German corpse in All Quiet on the Western Front [1930].)

A parade of trucks returning from the front disgorges Apperson, minus a
leg. The village has been evacuated, and Melisande is nowhere to be found. Ap-
person is repatriated to America, where his family is shocked by his appearance
and his deferred brother is courting Apperson’s left-behind fiancée. Nothing
remains but a postwar return to France; he and Melisande are reunited in an
open field as the film ends.

Location shooting was rare under the studio system, and the adventures
of Apperson and his buddies were mostly re-created on back lots. Many of the
sets had an authentic air, a tribute to the talents of an artist named Warren
Newcombe. Many of the bombed upper stories of French farmhouses and the
roof of a cathedral used as a field hospital were expertly painted by Newcombe
to match the action taking place in the lower half of the frame.

The technical skill behind the picture is not readily apparent today because
the film is usually seen without the original orchestration. The most admired
aesthetic aspect was the welding of visual imagery to music. As a young man,
Vidor had shot footage of army maneuvers in Texas; some of these composi-
tions helped him order the crowd shots of The Big Parade. In preparation for
filming, the director screened almost a hundred reels of Signal Corps war
footage. In the process, he was struck by the rhythmic cadence of the soldiers’
images in combat—*“the whole pattern spelled death.” For the sequence of the
doughboys advancing through the woods, filmed in Los Angeles’s Griffith Park,
Vidor used a metronome for pacing and had a bass drum keep the beat for
the actors as they strode toward enemy positions in Belleau Wood. In theaters,
the orchestra stopped playing during this sequence, and only a muffled bass
drum kept cadence with the warily advancing soldiers on the screen, a highly
evocative suspense mechanism (Vidor, Tree 156-57).

Vidor and his assistants also created distinctive orchestral rhythms for the
love scenes and the hurly-burly of the movement to the front. Most of the war
footage was shot for the film, adhering rigidly to Vidor’s visual conceptions
gleaned from the Signal Corps material. The director sent an assistant down
to Fort Sam Houston to get shots of trucks, planes, and men all moving in a
straight line (the “big parade” to the front). Although army personnel were
cooperative, they convinced the assistant that the actual conditions on the west-
ern front had not allowed such geometry. Vidor was aware of this fact, but the
convolutions in the resulting footage did not match his vision, so everything was
reshot. Thus, realism and aesthetic considerations were interwoven, although
some of the scenes of trucks moving at night look like model work. The director
sometimes kept his camera running through three hundred to four hundred
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feet of film without a cut. This experiment was quite an innovation. Longer
scenes would later evolve with the use of synchronized sound and what Vidor
called “panning and perambulating cameras” (Vidor, Tree 120-21).

The picture had been intended as a standard production, budgeted at
$205,000, but when Thalberg saw the rushes during filming, he decided to
promote it as a major feature. An exhibitor named J. J. McCarthy, whose release
of Ben-Hur would shortly give MGM another box office hit, viewed the finished
print and offered to promote it if more battle scenes and romance were added.
Under pressure, Vidor added the weak Apperson family sequences toward the
end and created the subplot with Apperson’s American fiancée. Since Vidor
was already involved with his next project, La Boheme, director George Hill
filmed additional night battle scenes at a cost of $40,000. This tinkering did
not enhance the film, but it gave rise to the legend that Thalberg overhauled
The Big Parade to make it a major release. Vidor later claimed that only about
seventy feet of additional combat footage got into the final print (Baxter
21-24). Certainly the film is strongest in its re-creation of combat and in the
romantic bits Vidor dreamed up for Apperson and Melisande. The next-to-
closing sequences are conventional domestic soap opera.

With the studio firmly behind the picture, its New York release was heavily
promoted. Vidor arrived in the city with a print of 12,800 feet. This running
time was a bit too long for the distributor, who claimed that commuters in the
audience would be put off their schedules by such a long film. The director
was requested to pare 800 feet from his creation. Vidor was naturally averse to
letting an editor hack away at the footage, so he took the print back to the coast
with him. Each night, after a day spent working on La Boheme, Vidor snipped
three frames from the beginning and end of each scene. Upon the completion
of this labor, he was still 165 feet over the desired length, so he pruned one ad-
ditional frame on each side of every splice. At that point, the total eliminated
came to exactly 800 feet. This process of excision would have been impossible
with a sound film (Vidor, Tree 123-24).

The orchestral scores were written in New York City after the distributors
received the truncated version. A full orchestra was in the pit at the Astor
Theater, but Vidor’s idea of the single bass drum accentuating the foreboding
walk into the forest was not used until the film opened at Grauman’s Egyptian
Theater in Hollywood (Vidor, King Vidor 142).

The Big Parade (1925) was a moneymaker from the beginning. At the Astor
alone, the picture took in $1.5 million during a ninety-six-week run. By 1930
it had grossed more than $15 million nationwide. In 1931 it was rereleased
with a musical sound track to capitalize on new audio technology. The final
gross was in the neighborhood of $20 million. Vidor personally reaped little



The Great War Viewed from the 1920s / 147

of this bonanza. Originally he had owned a 20 percent interest in the film,
but his own lawyer convinced him that a fixed directorial fee was safer than a
box office percentage. Later in life he sourly remarked, “I thus spared myself
from becoming a millionaire instead of a struggling young director trying to
do something interesting and better with a camera” (Vidor, Tree 125).

CRITICS AND AUDIENCES RESPOND

Critics nationwide generally applauded the picture, which played well in urban
and rural areas alike. Both Stallings and Vidor burned with the desire to show
war realistically, and this realism was the most common point of admiration
among the critics. Gilbert Seldes, for example, thought the war scenes were
magnificent. Stallings’s friend Robert Sherwood was amazed that the war
scenes actually resembled war (Seldes, review 169), while another admirer
expostulated that “in every sense of the word, it is the war!” (Finch 25). Military
organizations also favored the film’s vision; that Vidor had used AEF veterans
as technical advisers had been widely publicized.

The favorable critical reception reflected several themes infusing The
Big Parade that were also congenial to Americans. The war was perceived not
only as democracy’s war, in a righteous sense, but also as an intrinsic leveler
of class differences. The spoiled rich boss, Apperson, quickly fuses interests
with the steelworker and the bartender; in avenging Slim, he is mourning a
friend. His romance with a peasant girl furthers the democratization process,
and his rejection of his former way of life affirms his commitment to a simpler,
unostentatious existence.

The combat sequences did not part substantially from heroic, adventurous
patterns. Several critics mistakenly praised the film as antiwar because of the
shell-hole incident in which Apperson balks at killing. But Apperson, Bull, and
Slim do their share. A publicity still for the picture had the primitive steelworker
simultaneously bayoneting one German and decking another with his free
hand. Virtually all the war films of the era preached the litany of commitment,
duty, heroism, sacrifice, and The Big Parade made no innovations in this regard.
The heroics are individualized by dramatic convention. Apperson’s war is an
intensely personal one: “I came to fight—not to wait and rot in a lousy hole
while they murder my pal.” His sacrifice (which is double—a friendship and
his own body) is rewarded in the fade-out.

In this context, The Big Parade offers a most admiring view of the American
soldier and his war efforts. The doughboy is a committed civilian who, when
aroused, becomes a dominant warrior, only to yearn for the blessings of peace.
Here Vidor’s humanitarianism, which infuses the film, is unable to overshadow
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the ambiguities of Stallings’s relationship to the war. Stallings and most of his
comrades could never admit the possibility that the whole thing had been
unnecessary, meaningless, and disastrous. This reconsideration would have
made the loss of life and limb unbearable as well as tragic. So the war became
a legitimate theater for the heroics of the democratic fighting man, the GI as
New World Cincinnatus.

The general critical tone indicated appreciation of an epic entertainment
grounded in human emotion. No one wanted to applaud the war itself, but
The Big Parade did not indict the war aims or practices of the United States nor
those of any of the Allies. This statement by an industry reviewer unintentionally
keyed the significant qualities of the picture: “It is the first production that I
have ever seen that has caught the spirit of national pride that makes the United
States Army the greatest fighting organization on earth—that subtle yearning
to acquit themselves honorably in doing that which the situation demands, that
brings heroes out of the slums and the mansions of wealth alike” (Finch 59;
emphasis added).

The themes of nationalism, honor, duty, and egalitarian heroism are all
common to the war-adventure genre. Plots threaded with them cannot make
a coherent antiwar or pacifist statement, since the focus of such themes is
individualistic rather than situational. When another member of the Algon-
quin Round Table, Alexander Woollcott, viewed The Big Parade, he observed
among his fellow moviegoers pity for the dying doughboys and satisfaction in
the scenes of German deaths (40). The individualism of the film is sketched
in the positive attributes of friendship and democratic solidarity. Transferred
to the emotional level of the viewer, these become the admirable qualities of
loyalty, devotion, and dedication to service. Here, patriotic impulse overcomes
the horrors of war, not vice versa.

The mass audience that saw the film was probably unaware of the am-
biguities actually underlying the plot. The Big Parade’s patina of realism was
deemed to be significant comment in itself. Also, many in the audience doubt-
less shared these ambiguities without any intellectual tensions whatsoever.
Thus, war could be applauded and excoriated at the same time. Thalberg in
particular was convinced that his production marked a significant departure
from earlier war films:

The only difference between it and the other war pictures was the different
viewpoint taken in the picture. We took a boy whose idea in entering the war was
not patriotic. He was swept along by the war spirit around him and entered it
but didn’t like it. He met a French girl who was intriguing to him, but he wasn’t
really serious about her. The only time he was interested in fighting was when a
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Jim Apperson in an archetypal
World War I situation: alone in
a shell crater. (Note the extra
boot.)

friend, who was close to him, was killed. It was human appeal rather than patri-
otic appeal, and when he reached the German trenches and came face to face
with the opportunity to kill, he couldn’t do it. In other words, a new thought
regarding the war was in the minds of most people, and that was the basis of its
appeal. (quoted in Thomas 129)

The producer offered a virtually complete list of mistaken reasons for the film’s
popularity. The basic appeal of The Big Parade was adventure and romance.
None of its ingredients were new; they were only packaged differently. The
theme of war as a democratic leveler stretched back in movie time at least to
Thomas Ince’s Civilization (1916). Rich boys democratized by war had been
prominentin such earlier films as Edison’s 7he Unbeliever (1918) and McManus’s
The Lost Battalion (1919). Apperson reaches romantic fulfillment with ingenu-
ous Melisande at the war’s end in spite of his being “not really serious about
her.” Finally, it is difficult to reconcile the audience partisanship observed by
Woollcott and applauded by many reviewers with a “human” rather than a
patriotic appeal.

The Big Parade is flawed as an antiwar statement by the very individualism
Thalberg regarded as its primary virtue. Years later Budd Schulberg would suc-
cinctly call the film “second-rate perfection” for exactly this reason (Schulberg
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117).In Seldes’s terms, Vidor gave American audiences the spectacle of the war
but “little else” (Seldes, “Iwo Parades” 111-12). As long as individuals stood
apart from the mass and were made special through the devices of romance or
action, the cinema could never come to grips with the true nature of twentieth-
century warfare. The protagonists of The Big Paradedid not lay down their arms
and refuse to fight, nor were they left numbed by the potential nihilism of their
situation. They dwelled in a rational, if horrible, condition and responded to it
in necessary and rational ways. The Big Parade was thus a prisoner of dramatic
convention, and, judging from its reception, so was its audience.

Although English and French viewers naturally tended to resent the film on
chauvinistic grounds, its real difficulty lay in a fundamental misapprehension
of the war itself. If international combat is conventionally seen as a process with
winners and losers, the screen in the 1920s transmuted these into heroes and
villains. The Big Parade marched in an intellectual arena heavily populated with
the ghosts of nineteenth-century romanticism and the American cult of the
individual. Here it tapped one of the deepest veins in the national character,
and therein lay its success—not in any new conception of the war, for it had
none. “No film dare show what [war] resembled,” wrote critic Iris Barry. As she
saw it, The Big Parade “wreathes machine-guns in roses” (946-47).

Vidor himself later admitted that his love for documentary realism had
been dominated by conventional screen action and romance. He saw the
picture as late as 1974 and stated: “I don’t like it much. . . . Today I don’t en-
courage people to see the film. At the time, I really believed it was an anti-war
movie.” Thus, even the director conceded that the basic appeal of the film was
not the “parade” of young men marching toward the maelstrom of death but
the romantic bits developed for Apperson and Melisande (Baxter 21).

What remains is nevertheless an exceptional piece of screen storytelling.
By the standards of its day, The Big Parade’s battle scenes were realistic. A few
critics derided the forest sequence as militarily inaccurate, but Vidor claimed
to have received a letter from the War Department praising precisely those
portrayals (Mitchell 180). The basic merit of the film lay in Vidor’s ability to
maintain the action without interrupting overmuch with titles; in this sense,
the picture is a choice example of mimetic art.

MGM’s box office success inevitably inaugurated a war-adventure film
cycle throughout the industry. The cycle lasted for five years—at least through
the release of Howard Hughes’s Hell’s Angels (1930). What Price Glory? and its
brawling marines appeared in 1926, and William Wellman’s aviation epic Wings
appeared the nextyear; both spawned dozens of imitators. Vidor’s original plot
contributions became stale through reiteration, until Seldes finally threw up his
hands in surrender when he wrote in the 3 July 1929 New Republic: “In all Ameri-
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can films since The Big Parade, if a regiment is marching away, or a thousand
trucks roll by, the hero or heroine staggers through the lines, fighting off the
men in the trucks, trying to make his or her way to the beloved and departing
one” (179). Not until 1930, when Universal gambled with a screen adaptation
of All Quiet on the Western Front, did the American public see an American film
that was truly antiwar in intent and execution. Even then, films depicting war
as a worthy arena for heroic adventure and romance were not extinguished.
The genre survived to fuel the buildup to a new and greater war.

AFTER THE BiG PARADE

Stallings stayed with motion pictures, working as an editor of Fox Movietone
newsreels and turning outjourneyman film scripts, several for Vidor. Stallings’s
documentary film The First World War (1934) was his harshest statement on
the experience, but his bittersweet written history The Doughboys retained
the essential ambiguities developed in Plumes, The Big Parade, and What Price
Glory? Thalberg continued his record of high-quality film production until his
untimely death from lobar pneumonia in 1936. John Gilbert’s career faded in
the late 1920s. His deterioration and early death, which also occurred in 1936,
compose a case history that is often cited as a classic example of the decline
and fall of a star. Vidor went on to become, by any standards, one of the fin-
est directors in Hollywood history. He tackled a wide variety of projects, from
socialist symbolism (Our Daily Bread [1934]) to Western epic (Duel in the Sun
[1946]), before finally closing the books with the routine biblical tale Solomon
and Sheba (1959). His original concerns—humanistic, idealistic, fraught with
optimism—remained remarkably consistent throughout a career that spanned
five decades.

Vidor, Stallings, and Thalberg, all of them thirty or younger at the time,
bear the essential creative responsibility for The Big Parade. The realistic vision
of the war is Stallings’s; the aesthetic vision belongs to Vidor. Put another way,
the story was an intensely personal one by Stallings, but the storyteller was
Vidor. Their product is symbolic of an American view of the great crusade
as seen from the 1920s, a vision that contrasts markedly with the traditional
consensus to be found in elite histories and fictions.

Historian Otis L. Graham Jr., in a succinct study of continuity and discontinuity
in the Progressive reform impulse, recently restated the traditional view. World
War I was “the stimulus to private indulgence and social irresponsibility” (91).
To Graham and many others, the war caused the spirit of reaction so evident
in many of the social conflicts of the decade (109). This spirit suffused the
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The popular consensus: World War I was an epic—albeit tragic—adventure.

debates over fundamentalism, rekindled nativist sentiment, and heightened
the tension between urban and rural sectors of America. Reaction, like almost
all American social trends, had no distinctive class basis. Thus, films like The
Big Parade cannot be analyzed as mouthpieces of social thought from either
the Left or the Right.

Instead, The Big Paradeis an indicator of a broad, classless climate of opin-
ion, circa 1925, concerning the nature of the Great War. Consensusis too strong
a word, implying a reasoned decision based on choice. Evidence from films
such as this resolves a seeming paradox concerning the historical analysis of
the 1920s, which may be stated as follows: how can a decade usually classed as
reactionary or conservative also be seen as one of intense antiwar sentiment?
To be sure, conservatism and militarism do not always fit snugly, but the instinct
for tradition and order implicit in the former camp usually finds a welcome
home in the latter. There is sketchy evidence—for example, the empty pacifist
idealism of the Kellogg-Briand Pact (1928)—to indicate that hostility toward
war can encompass reformers and conservatives alike. But such evidence is

U.S. Signal Corps
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sparse and does not drive a lasting wedge between conservatism and militarism
as patterns of thought and behavior.

The paradox vanishes when the elitist basis of traditional 1920s historiog-
raphy is recognized. Our evidence of the antiwar and antimilitarist condition
of the period is drawn largely from professional cultural critics: novelists, jour-
nalists, artists, and others whose business it is to criticize. This is hard evidence
and convincing in its sphere; the mistake lies not in accepting it but in allowing
this material to dominate the historiography of the decade.

The Big Parade, touching a far wider audience than anything produced by
cultural elites in the 1920s, departs from the common view. Its alternative vision,
of course, does not stand alone—but neither should that of the antiwar elites.
The foggy differentiation between art and entertainment, or high culture and
popular culture, should not obscure the fact that in relying on film evidence
to test the nature of American thought about the war, we are using precisely
the same method as historians who rely on written materials. Only the nature
of the evidence is different.?

The popularity of the war-adventure films of the 1920s strongly indicates
that a considerable number of Americans retained an ambiguous relation-
ship to the war experience. For many, the image of war persisted as one of
a legitimate theater for heroism and nationalistic endeavor. America had
confronted Europe with ancient European wrongs; having righted them on
the battlefield, the young giant of the West rejected involvement in the cor-
rupt diplomacy of a decadent continent. Thus, the feelings of frustration and
disillusion strengthened the climate of isolation, which was indeed strong
throughout the interwar period.

But isolationism is not antimilitarism. Intellectual elites might inveigh
against the sword, but the qualities of patriotism, service, and social hierarchy
implicit in a uniform remained positively symbolic of the essence of national
idealism for many Americans. In this sense, the war was perceived as an un-
welcome task that had to be undertaken. The passionate excesses of the war
years had dampened even before President Wilson’s debilitating stroke, but the
conviction that the war was necessary survived in many quarters. The tragedy
was thus not only one of lives destroyed and bodies shattered but also one of a
task completed with an imperfect ending. Here there was no nation to forge,
no sundered Union to reunite, no defeated Mexicans or Spaniards waiting to
drop vast acreages into the lap of Uncle Sam.

In the final analysis, it was a war fought for ideals of the highest order.
Human imperfection can suffer this strain for only so long, and the resulting
disillusionment is compounded by the strength of the original moral fervor.
The motion picture theater, however, is a house of dreams: there, ideals not
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only achieve perfection but endure in screen time forever. The steadily un-
winding spools of celluloid may simultaneously reduce a world war to romance
and enshrine it as a fit pantheon for heroes. American filmmakers were only
beginning to learn the language of tortured ambiguity, and their audiences
remained largely unreceptive to this language when it spoke of war.

So Vidor and the others failed, in a sense, to make their antiwar statement.
Like all of us, they were culture bound, working in a medium that relied on
broad cultural acceptance for its livelihood. The Big Parade inspired no marches
to the recruiting station, but neither did the film indict the war itself. An era
rich in contradictions blandly ignored one of the most profound contradic-
tions of all—the reconciliation of militancy and pacifism under the symbolic
blanket of democratic idealism.

NoOTES

Isenberg’s original essay on The Big Parade appeared in O’Connor and Jackson in 1979
and is republished here as a particularly fine example of historical film analysis.

1. This is not to argue that historical impact is measured in numbers alone. I
analyze the reasons for the mistrust of film evidence by the history profession in “A
Relationship of Constrained Anxiety.”

2. We leave in abeyance the question of causation, which is exceedingly difficult
to resolve in the context of intellectual history. This difficulty is true regardless of the
nature of the evidence. I examine the contours of this question in “Toward an Histori-
cal Methodology.”
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TECHNOLOGY AND “REEL
PATRIOTISM” IN AMERICAN

Fii.m ADVERTISING OF THE
WOoORLD WAR I ErA

Adpvertising and publicity are forms of commercial speech that motivate mov-
iegoing and shape the understanding of films. In fact, at times, advertisements
are even more memorable, more evocative, and more widely seen than the
films they promote. Although historians have studied the production and ex-
hibition of war-related films, they have paid less attention to how these films
were marketed. Advertising did more than simply tout movies; it conveyed
cultural meanings of patriotism and national identity, as well as reasons why
the country was at war and why the public should participate. This case study
of seven advertisements reveals the ideological power of what Christian Metz
describes as cinema’s “third machine: after the one that manufactures the films,
and the one that consumes them, the one that vaunts them, that valorizes the
product” (14). Most of these advertisements promoted films exhibited in the
latter years of World War I, when the United States and its film industry were
fully engaged; other ads emphasized war-related issues that were of special
concern to exhibitors, such as taxes on theater admissions.!

World War I-era advertisements for war films created rich rhetorical forms
with words and images that could evoke the primal fear of victimization or the
optimism of the modern technological age. Technologies were depicted in ads
to encourage exhibitors to book movies and the public to see them. World
War I marked the introduction or modernization of the submarine, machine
gun, tank, airplane, artillery, radio, and chemical weapons, technologies that
transcended conventional limitations of space and time to deliver destruction
to distant military and civilian populations on an unprecedented scale. Film
promotion both familiarized audiences with these technologies and used them
rhetorically to signify the relative power of combatants and the righteousness
of the Allied cause. When, for instance, ads depicted Americans with one of
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these new weapons, “we” were portrayed as effective and morally justified; in
contrast, when a German wielded a machine gun, he was inept or evil. In ad-
dition to new technologies, film promotion depicted conventional and even
primitive weapons, including knives and clubs, sometimes staging allegorical
scenes with figures such as Uncle Sam and Kaiser Wilhelm II. These melodra-
matic images condensed the war into a conflict between two familiar combat-
ants and alluded to the great historical significance, or the putative ancient
animosities, of the democracy of the doughboy and the tyranny of the evil
“Hun.” Film promotion even depicted nonmilitary technologies being used as
weapons, such as mechanical presses that squeezed the Kaiser to death. Thus,
images of technology often went beyond the literal content of the films they
promoted, as is typical with advertising—a practice prone to hyperbole and
other means of playing on the emotions of consumers.?

Like the films they promoted, advertisements functioned to rally support
for the war effort and to exploit the conventional movie attraction of technology
as spectacle in such forms as action, novelty, and raw power. War film promotion
also valorized the medium of cinema, itself a modern form of communication
and a powerful technological weapon that served “our” interests. Ads touted
the capacity of film to provide news and spectacular images from the war with
greater verisimilitude than any other medium. They praised cinema’s ability
to serve the war effort, explaining how film could portray the leaders, heroes,
villains, and victims of the war in ways that furthered national interests. Movies
were likened to weapons such as the machine gun, with the information and
persuasive content of film images being as powerful as bullets in combating
the enemy. Alternatively, ads promoted cinema as a respite from the struggle,
providing escapist entertainment that rejuvenated war-weary spirits. As pro-
viders of this potent new medium, local exhibitors were encouraged to see
themselves not simply as merchants but as providers of a service for both their
local communities and the country.

“REEL PATRIOTISM” AND THE FEARLY WAR EFFORT

American film advertising from World War I depicted technologies in
ways that benefited the U.S. government’s war effort while serving the film
industry’s own business interests. Advertising promoted movies and also the
technological, economic, and moral superiority of the United States as part
of what Leslie Midkiff DeBauche terms the film industry’s wartime “reel pa-
triotism.” The industry’s direct cooperation with the government functioned
to promote the war to often indifferent Americans, improve cinema’s public
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image and profitability, and help the industry achieve what would become its
long-standing dominance of the global film market. Indeed, this period was
pivotal for the U.S. film industry, which was just beginning to migrate toward
Los Angeles while vertically integrating and rapidly expanding its distribution
in both domestic and international markets—an expansion caused partly by
the war’s overseas socioeconomic and political disruption as well as America’s
prolonged neutrality.

Although the June 1914 assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand
precipitated the war in Europe, the United States remained officially neutral
until April 1917, for reasons that included widespread public sentiments of
isolationism and pacifism. When the United States finally entered the war,
among the government’s immediate mobilization efforts was the formation
of the Committee on Public Information (CPI), which conducted a massive
advertising and public relations campaign to promote the war.”* The CPI was
unprecedented in its scale, sophistication, and interplay with the private
sector, providing a model for conducting warfare through the modern mass
media. The CPI’s Division of Films enlisted the emerging Hollywood industry
on many levels of production, distribution, and exhibition. Seeking cultural
legitimacy and an outlet for its own patriotism, as well as the economic benefits
of working with the government, the film industry responded by producing
movies that derided Germany, praised the Allies, and urged public participa-
tion in the war effort. Film companies encouraged local exhibitors to show
these movies and to promote the war to the public in various other ways, such
as providing forums for the thousands of volunteer “four-minute men,” who
gave patriotic speeches about the war in movie theaters during reel changes.*
Studios and exhibitors also produced advertising that stimulated the demand
for films with a wartime fervor.

During the period of U.S. neutrality, Germany was not especially vilified in
American film promotion.® Films about the war typically were not promoted
in a manner that criticized Germany, and even some pro-German films were
imported and distributed in the United States.® Among the more common
types of films about the war during these early years were newsreels showing
footage from Europe, including what were purported to be the front lines.
A trade journal ad for one such series, The Fighting Germans, was typical in
this regard. The ad contains no call to arms or moralistic fervor but instead
depicts more neutral imagery of battles and anonymous soldiers. It refers to
the spectacle of “marvelous,” “bloody,” and “giant” scenes of warfare and to
the authenticity of the images of “actual” battles filmed by A. K. Dawson, de-
scribed as “the most daring camera correspondent in the European war.” The
film is described as “showing the horrors of a desperately fought battle from
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Moving Picture World 28.8 (20 May 1916): 1278-79.

the very beginning to the very end.” Overall, the ad emphasizes the realism
of actual footage and the spectacle of warfare rather than the melodramatic
clash of good and evil that would dominate film promotions in 1917-1918.
The emphasis on realism is a long-standing appeal of documentary footage
and may have been especially compelling for films of the World War I period.
The technological limitations of movie cameras made it difficult to perform
location shooting even under the best of circumstances, much less in combat
situations. Outdoor events were often reenacted in safe locations—whether
controlled studio environments or neutral territories such as Scotland—and
presented to viewers as authentic, with varying degrees of verisimilitude. Thus,
while promoting a particular newsreel series, this ad also implies the developing
power of cinematic technology to capture moving images from anywhere in
the world for geographically dispersed audiences to see up close in the safety
and convenience of their local movie theaters. The four separate images in
the ad support this sense of ubiquity.

Although this advertisement may valorize cinematic images of actuality,
it also encourages exhibitors to contact local newspapers for possible cross-
promotions. This encouragement may reflect hierarchical assumptions about
the credibility of the more established print news organizations in contrast to
the new entertainment-dominated medium of film. More likely, however, it is

James Latham Collection
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an attempt to encourage exhibitors to work with local newspapers instead of
viewing them as rivals. Probably this message is promoting a tie-in campaign,
with serialized newspaper stories appearing in conjunction with regular in-
stallments of the newsreel and perhaps containing images from the film, thus
capitalizing on the synergistic potential of print and moving image media.

PromMoTING WAR Fi1.MS AND TECHNOLOGIES

German warfare technologies that appeared in American film promotion
included zeppelins, U-boats, airplanes, artillery, guns, and explosives. In film
promotion before and after the war, these technologies did not signify an
immediate danger to the United States and even had benign connotations as
novelties or symbols of modernity. But during 1917-1918 German weapons
technologies were criticized as symbols of military power (malevolent forces
to be reckoned with) or mocked as comically inept (nuisances that were eas-
ily overcome), such as the reference to an ineffectual “rubber periscope” in a
promotion for the Charlie Chaplin film Shoulder Arms (1918).

Among the technologies most often depicted, zeppelins were usually as-
sociated with malevolent qualities and the entertainment value of spectacle.
For example, a trade journal ad for The Zeppelin’s Last Raid (1917) shows a
dirigible being attacked by several biplanes and exploding while a city below
is in flames, apparently from the bombs dropped by the zeppelin.” In addition
to touting the involvement of producer Thomas Ince, a marketable name in
1917,® the ad emphasizes the entertainment value of dogfight imagery, explo-
sions, and flames, in part by quoting several reviews of the film attesting to its
ability to “thrill, entertain and impress all who see it.” Although this image is
ostensibly apolitical in its emphasis on spectacle as entertainment, in fact, it
has an anti-German slant. The dirigible symbolizes ominous German power,
although its destruction also suggests technological weakness; at the very
least, it suggests that this particular lumbering airship is no match for the
more mobile Allied planes. Thus, the message is that “they” may have modern
weaponry, but “ours” is better. The strongest anti-German reference, though,
may be the image of a city in flames; at least two church steeples are visible,
and the one in the lower right is toppling. The violence of this image might
have been compelling enough if it had depicted a battlefield, but showing
“araid upon a defenseless village” that might be located anywhere—perhaps
even within the United States—likely enhanced the emotional and hence
commercial impact of the ad.

In wartime film promotion, technology is often depicted serving the Al-
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Exhibitor’s Trade Review 2.25 (24 Nov. 1917): 1961.

lied cause, whether it shows American military might, the moral legitimacy of
unleashing this power on the enemy, or the unified support among Americans
for doing so. For example, an ad for The Greatest Power (1917), also known as
Her Greatest Power, shows Ethel Barrymore (instead of a male soldier) dutifully
grasping an artillery round at waist level and tilting it upward as she loads it into
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the breech of a cannon (Exhibitors Trade Review 9 June 1917: 23). Promotion
for The Submarine Spy, a film about the workings of a U.S. submarine, shows
Uncle Sam as a colossus holding the submarine in a phallic position (Moving
Picture World 12 Dec. 1914: 1460-61).

Although warfare typically involves a battle of the most advanced tech-
nologies, the weapons of war depicted in film promotion of this era were not
always modern. An ad for the early Raoul Walsh film The Prussian Cur (1918)
forgoes modern technology for hand-to-hand combat. Here the Kaiser is shown
lurking in an alley or a cave in the lower right, cringing in fear or perhaps
preparing to lunge with his long sword. He stands atop many victims whose
facial features and hair seem to code them mostly as women. (These figures
may simultaneously symbolize a captive Europe, allude to the abundant claims
of German atrocities circulating in the Allied media during the war, and
provide a counterpoint to the other, more visible female figure in the ad, the
Statue of Liberty.’) Whether protecting Liberty or empowered by her, Uncle
Sam dominates the scene,' standing tall and erect with his sleeve rolled up
and wielding a club in what is probably a reference to Theodore Roosevelt’s

James Latham Collection
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famous 1903 proclamation that, in its foreign policy, the United States should
“speak softly and carry a big stick.” Altogether, the blunt message here is that
the Kaiser is an enemy to American values, institutions, and people; he must
and will be beaten into submission.!' The Kaiser may have some technological
superiority (the relatively modern sword versus the primitive club), but this
potential advantage is trumped by American democratic values and Uncle
Sam’s willingness to defend them. Thus, advertisers could have it both ways: in
some images the enemy might be depicted as technologically inferior, whereas
in others he might enjoy a degree of technical superiority but is ultimately
defeated by other factors specific to “our” side.

Whereas some wartime film ads depicted premodern weaponry, others
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referenced technologies that were not weapons at all but symbolized the powers
associated with them. One example promotes Mutt and Jeff cartoons by depict-
ing the Kaiser cranking sausages out of a meat grinder into a container marked
“Bill Hohenzollern and Son, Sausage Makers.” This image, which appeared in
the months following the war, depicts the Kaiser’s son offering up Jeff, “der
nice big fat von,” to which the Kaiser responds in equally accented English,
“Dot’s nice! Chuck ’em in.” Overhead, Mutt points a pistol at the Kaiser, ready
to save Jeff from the meat grinder. The rhetorical techniques employed here
include manipulating people’s names, in one case by elevating filmmaker

J

Bud Fisher to the status of “captain,” and in another case by diminishing
Kaiser Wilhelm to the status of “Bill.” More significant, although the image
does not depict battle scenes or German atrocities, it alludes to them, with
the callous Kaiser and his son about to toss a sympathetic living victim into a
meat grinder. Intended or not, this seems to satirize the relations among the
German leadership, military, and public, especially late in the war, when nearly
any adult male was deemed fit for active service. Thus, Jeff may symbolize a
draft dodger being captured (his disguise has not saved him) and forced into
the service of the German military.'"? Subordinated to the state, he is turned
into a faceless cog in a deadly war machine. He also may represent an Allied
prisoner of war or even Europe itself, similarly threatened with destruction
at the hands of the Kaiser’s war machine. Mutt’s pointing a pistol toward the
Kaiser could symbolize the United States’ liberating Europe from evil, similar
to Uncle Sam in the ad for The Prussian Cur.

This image satirizes Germany’s role in the war as an absurd act of mass
murder and conjures notions of a nation consuming itself and its neighbors and
of people helplessly serving the twisted whims of their leadership. Further con-
notations include German desperation because of food shortages, the enemy
as barbaric and cannibalistic, and the stereotyping of Germans as merchants
(particularly butchers) and heavy consumers of processed meat. (Although this
image likely had resonance for its period, it is even more chilling when viewed
in relation to the later Holocaust, the epitome of modern Teutonic efficiency
and mechanized mass murder."?) Finally, in the context of film promotion,
this image may evoke the physical analogue between the meat grinder and the
movie camera or projector, or even the industry in general. In a sense, cameras,
projectors, and the industry crank out reels of film like sausages. If one observes
this parallel, then it is possible to view Jeff here as a movie actor being turned
into a character for the consumption of audiences “everywhere”; the Kaiser
could be a director or producer figure conducting this commodification, with
his lackey son being something like a casting director.
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PrRoOMOTING THE WAR EFFORT TO EXHIBITORS

The film industry promoted the war effort for its own patriotic reasons but
also because producers, distributors, and exhibitors had strong incentives to
create goodwill with the national government, local businesses, and the film-
going public."* This compliance enabled the industry in general, and theaters
in particular, to become more integrated with the fabric of American life by
providing entertainment, information, and places for communities to gather,
which in turn facilitated economic growth and stability for the film industry. Yet
within the industry there was resistance to the war effort, particularly among
exhibitors, who were generally more susceptible to local tastes and cultures
than the regionally and nationally oriented distributors and producers. De-
Bauche notes in Reel Patriotism that throughout America’s involvement in the
war, there was an ongoing debate within the industry about what films should
be made. Some believed that escapist entertainment best served the public,
while others advocated films that were more directly engaged in contemporary
issues. Regarding the latter films, there was concern that overtly propagandistic
films might be unpopular with audiences, and therefore harmful to business,
because of their inflammatory content as well as the pacifist or even privately
pro-German sentiments of some American filmgoers.'” Exhibitors also resisted
compulsory Monday theater closings for energy rationing, as well as war taxes
that increased movie ticket prices.

The CPI and film studios responded to these concerns on several levels,
as illustrated in the remaining images in this chapter. The studios carefully
scheduled the production of war films so that they never constituted a dominant
market share and overwhelmed audiences. The films were varied in genre and
rhetorical tone to make them appealing to diverse audiences. Local exhibi-
tors were targeted with promotions arguing that they could contribute to the
war effort while making profits. For example, war taxes could be justified to
filmgoers as a way for them to support the struggle while being informed and
entertained at the movies.

Among the advertisements that targeted the concerns of exhibitors is one
for Francis Ford’s Berlin via America (1918). This image shows Ford dressed as
an aviator along with an exhibitor; together they push the Kaiser through a
meat grinder, with money pouring out the bottom and filling a “box office.”
The roles from the Mutt and Jeff ad are now reversed; this time, the heroic
figures are using the meat grinder to serve “our” pro-social purposes, and the
Kaiser is suffering as he is pressed through the machine and turned into dol-
lars and cents. The costuming of the heroes facilitates a reading of them on
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Moving Picture World 36.11 (15 June 1918): 1531.

different levels, suggesting a soldier (the film’s star) representing the military
and a civilian (the exhibitor) representing the general public. The moral
value of a technology depends on who is using it, how, at what costs, and for
what ends. The end in this case is defeating Germany while making money.
The image asserts that war films and the broader war effort need not alienate
audiences or channel revenues to the government or the studios. Instead, they
allow studios and exhibitors to work together to make money because of the
putative drawing power of the Kaiser and the war, especially when “big and
timely stories [are] ably presented by artists of the highest order, and with Mr.

Ford in the stellar role.”!®

James Latham Collection
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Moving Picture World 35.2 (12 Jan. 1918): 232.

Another advertisement speaks to the same issue and depicts a similar
scene, but with interesting differences. This image, promoting the war tax on
movie theater admissions, depicts the Kaiser being crushed in a press—“the
army”—that is activated by the tax. The implication is that the money collected
goes directly to the army to crush the Kaiser rather than to governmental
bureaucrats. Here again, technology symbolically kills the Kaiser, though not
for the purpose of making money. In fact, exhibitors may be losing money be-
cause of the war; this loss is downplayed, though, in several ways. One involves
the depiction of the tax payment in the form of loose change, suggesting a
minimal expense; recall that the previous image showed dollar bills as well as
coins coming out of the meat grinder. In addition, the hands dropping the
money into the bag represent not exhibitors but film audiences (one of the
anonymous hands is a woman’s, and another appears to be that of a child),
thus minimizing the sense that the exhibitor is losing profits; instead, filmgoers
are absorbing the cost of the tax. Also, the presence of multiple hands implies
that costs are being distributed among a mass audience and that movies are
popular even with a higher admission price. Finally, whatever burdens the
tax may place on exhibitors or audiences, it is for a good cause and places far
greater burdens on the enemy than on “us.”

Whereas some of the previous ads depicted meat grinders that could be
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Moving Picture World 35.12 (23 Mar. 1918): 1591.

analogues of movie cameras and projectors, a final one, for Paramount and
Artcraft Pictures, more overtly associates cinema with a different technology—
namely, the machine gun. This image depicts a battlefield scene of a dough-
boy firing a modern water-cooled machine gun; behind him, soldiers charge
up from a trench toward an unseen enemy. A parallel scene of the home
front depicts a projectionist cranking a movie projector for a theater full of
middle-class filmgoers. This imagery draws parallels between the machine gun
and film projector (and camera) in terms of their general construction and
functioning. The rotating motion rapidly and continuously feeds a strip of
individual frames (or bullets) through an apparatus and sends them through
space to their “targets”—namely, movie screens or enemy soldiers.'” Perhaps
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more significantin this wartime context, though, is the value of these devices as
weapons in the war effort, with images being potentially as powerful as bullets
in defeating the enemy. As the copy asserts, “It is just as important to project
the right sort of pictures as to fire the right sort of cartridges.”

Probably alluding to the rectangular movie screen as a device that restricts
our perception, the ad encourages exhibitors to keep Americans “in the right
frame of mind” by showing the “right” kind of films—that is, those distributed
by Paramount and Artcraft. This apparent certitude is undermined, however,
when the copy simultaneously disparages “trashy entertainment” films and
advocates films that evoke emotional responses of “laughter” and “tears.” These
contradictions may reflect the diverse range of films offered by Paramount
and Artcraft, as well as the broader ambivalence within the industry about
what kinds of films best served the war effort."® Curiously, the image does not
show the film that is being projected in the movie theater, possibly to allow
for this ambivalence. Perhaps the film is the scene shown on the left, and the
audience is watching a movie about Allied soldiers rushing into harm’s way.
Or perhaps itis an escapist entertainment film that ignores the war altogether,
with the audience literally looking away from scenes of battle. In either case,
the message instructs exhibitors that they can both serve the community and
make money during the national struggle. Exhibitors are likened to domes-
tic soldiers, providing films that can inform or entertain, rally the public or
provide a brief respite from everyday concerns; in so doing, exhibitors simul-
taneously help the war effort, serve the public, and generate revenues. This
imagery is also consistent with an ongoing discourse in the trade press that
depicted projectionists in heroic terms as people who served their customers
(and theater managers) via their professionalism, technological prowess, and
even bravery in risking their lives in the projection booths, where the highly
flammable nitrate film stock could be deadly.

The depiction of technology in film promotion was only one of many elements
in the larger campaign to persuade Americans to participate in both filmgo-
ing and the war effort. But this depiction served multiple—and sometimes
contradictory—purposes. Technology worked to attract filmgoers to see ad-
vanced weaponry in action or to persuade reluctant exhibitors that audiences
indeed wanted to see such things. Technologies were praised when serving
“our” interests but condemned or belittled when used by the other side. They
were flaunted as modern marvels or crude instruments of power. Advertising
promoted the medium of cinema as a new and powerful tool in shaping the
hearts and minds of mass audiences as well as distracting and entertaining them.
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All these meanings and more were combined in ads that were seemingly simple
yet participated in complex dialogues about the intersections of war, culture,
technology, and power in the modern world—a world increasingly shaped by
both the illusions and the harsh realities portrayed in the media.

As Hollywood developed from an industry struggling for a foothold in the
media landscape into a global multimedia empire, the messages in its films
and promotion expanded in quantity and quality. The film industry has par-
ticipated in new wars and reenacted previous ones, often perpetuating myths
and sometimes revising them or creating new ones. Today, Hollywood and its
audiences are more enamored than ever of new technologies, including those
of warfare. The combatants and battlefields may have changed, and the ways
of waging war through moving images may have proliferated, but the under-
lying fascination with technology continues to attract, inform, and entertain
mass audiences across the divides of nation, language, and culture. The im-
ages discussed in this chapter come from a particular moment in early film
history and reflect circumstances unique to that time. But they also speak to
broader and deeper concerns about the human condition, including conflict
resolution through violence. If, as suggested in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968),
the invention of tools was the pivotal moment in the transition from ape to
human—and if the first tool was not the wheel or fire but the club—then
these ads may serve as examples of how far and yet how little humanity has
progressed through the millennia.

NoOTES

A previous version of this essay appears in West Virginia University Philological Papers 51
(2006): 61-76. I wish to thank Leslie Midkiff DeBauche, Kathryn Fuller-Seeley, and
Mary Beth Haralovich for their thoughtful readings of this essay.

1. Although some of the advertisements examined in this chapter resemble post-
ers, all are from the trade press, whose readership was relatively small but also highly
influential in terms of local theater programming and promotion. As I have written
elsewhere, ads in the trade press encouraged exhibitors to acquire films and related
products, including ads for films (“Promoting Otherness in Films”). In its form and
content, promotion in the trade press often resembled more general promotion, but
it also addressed issues that were of specific importance to the film industry (including
how to best attract and satisfy audiences)—issues that were downplayed or absent in
more public venues such as posters and fan magazines. As a case study, my work here
examines only one part of the promotional apparatus of the film industry, but it is an
important part.

2. Jane Gaines discusses how the movie poster and its antecedent form, the circus
poster, often used hyperbole to go beyond the literal attributes of the products they
promoted. With the poster’s garish colors and exaggerated scenes and verbal descrip-
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tions, the “pleasure afforded by hyperbolic representation is actually in this going
beyond the literal” (35). Gaines associates this pleasure with the Barnumesque notion
of “humbug”: the enjoyment of being tricked while knowing that one is not really being
tricked, or being seduced by deceptions while not fully believing them.

3. For more on American wartime media propaganda, see Pratkanis, Rollins and
O’Connor, Lasswell, Isenberg, and Vaughn.

4. Their name derives from both the Revolutionary War militiamen and the time
limit on their speeches, which were monitored by the CPI to avoid “jeopardizing the
hospitality of the theater owner” (Ross 245).

5. A search for promotional materials that overtly referenced “Germanness” in
the fan and trade press from 1910 to 1925 yielded a total of 284 items, mainly adver-
tisements, publicity articles, photos, and editorial cartoons. Quantitatively, this search
showed that references to Germanness were relatively and consistently marginal before
and after the war and in the years before America’s involvement; the period covering
America’s involvement in the war saw a major increase in references to Germanness,
amounting to about half of all the collected references. Similarly, in qualitative terms,
Germanness was depicted mainly as benign or positive before and after the war; there
was some ambivalence from 1914 to early 1917, and Germanness was couched in highly
negative terms from April 1917 to the end of the war and a few months thereafter. One
reason for the lingering of propaganda film promotion after the war may have been
that some films simply were not ready for release until that time. For a study of race and
dehumanization in these materials, see my article “The Kaiser as the Beast of Berlin.”

6. A trade paper ad for a news film told exhibitors that they could “be neutral and
still show your patrons the idol of the German army. The master mind on which the
hopes of the German Empire rest—the man, who every day, bears the greatest weight
of responsibility ever placed upon the shoulders of a human being—Field Marshall
von Hindenberg” (Moving Picture World 13 Mar. 1915: 1698). This film supposedly con-
tained “the first motion pictures of this colossus of the military world, taken at Army
Headquarters in East Prussia.” Another ad described official war pictures as having
just arrived from Germany “by special permission of the Kaiser” and featuring “the
latest German war news taken on the battle fronts,” providing “Germany’s side of the
war”—what patrons wanted and otherwise could not get. The film was made by the
Eiko Film Company, described as “the largest moving picture company in Germany”
(Moving Picture World 15 May 1915: 1157).

7. The composition of this ad could suggest that the bottom image is for the other
advertised Thomas Ince film, the Bessie Barriscale vehicle Those Who Pay, but the content,
style, and position of this lower image in relation to the upper one make it more likely
to be for The Zeppelin’s Last Raid.

8. The reference to Thomas Ince may be surprising to those familiar with his earlier
and more famous antiwar film Civilization (1916). In fact, the story line of The Zeppelin’s
Last Raid parallels that of Civilization. Ince’s earlier film depicts a war-loving Teutonic
count changing his mind because of a peace activist and then purposely sinking his
own ship and drowning himself as a sacrifice to peace. Likewise, the later film depicts
a zeppelin commander persuaded by both his activist fiancée and German atrocities
to become an opponent of the war. While on a climactic bombing mission, “the zep-
pelin commander refuses to attack a British sea town and begs his crew to follow his
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lead and join his crusade for peace. They ignore his pleas and continue preparations
for the raid, but rather than kill civilians, the commander blows up the zeppelin in
midair, destroying his crew and himself” (American Film Institute). Whereas the earlier
Ince film was strongly antiwar, the later film apparently was more ambivalent, with its
combination of anti-German rhetoric and antiwar sentiments affirming the German
commander who makes the ultimate sacrifice to promote peace. The ambivalence of
the film may reflect that of Ince or his perceived audience; put another way, the film
may have been designed to maximize its audience by including elements that would
appeal to both detractors and supporters of the war effort.

9. The work of Dutch graphic artist Louis Raemaekers contains several related
themes, including images of Uncle Sam confronting German military leaders or the
Kaiser himself. One image by Raemaekers depicts the Kaiser and probably his son stand-
ing atop a pile of dead soldiers while surveying the battlefield landscape; an accompa-
nying poem by Eden Phillpotts, titled “A Higher Pile,” likens this scene to Golgotha,
“all shattered, torn, and sped, a mountain for these royal feet to tread” (Raemaekers,
Kultur in Cartoons 18-19). See also Raemackers’ Cartoons and the three-volume Raemack-
ers’ Cartoon History of the War.

Pamela Grace suggested to me that this image of a modern tyrant standing atop
his people may refer to ancient images of tyrants and pharaohs standing atop their
slaves and other subjects, or to religious images of bodies writhing in agony or in hell.
Image makers always have a vast cultural intertext from which to draw, consciously
or not; for a historical study of visual depictions of war that suggests this vastness, see
Perlmutter.

10. From his beginnings, possibly in the War of 1812, Uncle Sam represented
values such as loyalty, common sense, and hard work. In peacetime his politics were
rather fluid, and he could appear in advertising as a congenial and apolitical authority
figure comparable to a product spokesman. But in wartime he embodied a strident
patriotism, translating complex national issues into categories of right versus wrong,
or good versus evil, and acting symbolically on behalf of America (see Leeming and
Page 42-43). His presence here as a single figure—not flanked by comparable Allied
figures—may suggest American independence or a selfimage as the one country
that has the power and values to make a difference in the war. The Statue of Liberty
references France, though indirectly and as something both inspiring Uncle Sam and
being protected by him.

11. Although this cartoonish scene does not appear in the film, it does reflect the
film’s harsh anti-German animus. Indeed, The Prussian Cur was eventually removed
from distribution because of its Birth of a Nation—style scenes in which American patriots
dressed as Ku Klux Klansmen heroically lynch a group of pro-German “traitors.” Appar-
ently, what could be done to African Americans in films of the time was not acceptable
to the mass audience when done to Aryans.

12. The diminutive Jeff resembles a child wearing pajamas, possibly alluding to
Allied wartime propaganda depicting Germans as evil baby killers. Jeff’s mask appears
to be that of an animal, perhaps a dog. If so, this may add a layer of criticism leveled at
violation of the Western taboo against eating dogs. Mary Beth Haralovich mentioned
to me that this depiction may allude to an early Edison film, Dog Factory (1904), in
which stray animals are turned into sausages. Indeed, the staging of this single-shot film
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strongly resembles the ad discussed here, and in the background, among the labels for
different kinds of sausages, is one prominently marked “mut.”

13. Julian Putkowski mentioned to me that this ad may allude to contemporaneous
British rhetoric about the German “corpse factory,” where enemy corpses were allegedly
turned into soap and other products (foreshadowing later Nazi practices).

14. Negative motivations included the possibility of the industry’s being shut down
as “nonessential” during the war or being subjected to strong governmental censorship
(DeBauche, “United States’” 138).

15. By 1900, more than a quarter of the U.S. population was of direct German
descent (Gatzke 31). German Americans varied in their loyalty to the German govern-
ment, but many probably had deeper ethnic and familial ties to the homeland that
complicated their attitudes toward the war, especially in immigrant communities such
as Milwaukee and St. Louis.

16. Francis Ford’s younger brother John would direct some of the major feature
films and documentaries about World War II, including They Were Expendable (1945)
and The Battle of Midway (1942).

17. Flexible film stock and an intermittent mechanism were prerequisites for
cinema. The machine gun may have provided a model for the latter development;
the sewing machine certainly did (Thompson and Bordwell 15). Shooting was used as
a synonym for filming by the 1910s.

18. In a conference paper, Kathryn Fuller-Seeley presented a study of Paramount’s
ten-year public relations campaign that began in 1917 to promote not the studio’s films
or stars but the psychic and social values of filmgoing itself, in a manner consistent
with the promotion of other consumer goods at the time. This Paramount and Artcraft
Pictures ad apparently was part of that larger campaign.
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CULTURE WARS AND THE
LLOCAL SCREEN

The Reception of Westfront 1918 and All Quiet on
the Western Front in One German City

Six nights in December 1930 were all it took to make Lewis Milestone’s All
Quiet on the Western Front (1930) the most controversial film in Germany be-
tween the world wars. For six nights it played in Berlin, with protests inside
and outside the theater and across the country, until Germany’s Censorship
Board reversed its earlier approval of the movie and banned it. For several
weeks the conflict about the movie—Should it be shown or not? What does
it mean for Germany?’—grabbed front-page headlines, a singular feat that
indicated the film’s significance for national politics. Like the thirty films
about the Great War produced in Weimar Germany between 1925 and 1933,
Milestone’s American film offered Germans a variety of ways to come to terms
with a cataclysmic defeat (Kester 291-301). Since very few Germans actually
saw All Quiet in 1930, it served chiefly as a political lightning rod in Weimar
Germany. Its function as a symbol of the era’s conflicts and vitriol has marked
its place in the history of interwar German cinema and politics.

By contrast, less controversial films such as G. W. Pabst’s Westfront 1918
(1930) clearly illustrate the very real and significant function of the Great War
in interwar German politics; it opened a dialogue among critics and viewers
about the war through the era’s most important mass medium. To use Carl
Schorske’s idea about a previous epoch, German politics in 1930 was performed
in a “‘sharper key,” a mode of political behavior at once more abrasive, more
creative, and more satisfying to the life of feeling than the deliberative style
of . ..liberals” (119). In that year of vituperative elections and street fighting,
Westfront offered Germans across the political spectrum a rare opportunity to
find common ground, whereas All Quiet served only to polarize.

This chapter analyzes reactions to Westfront 1918 and All Quiet on the Western
Front in the midsize German university town of Gottingen to investigate the pro-
cess by which cinema both reflected and shaped perceptions about the Great
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Max Fertig

Map of Germany after World War 1.

War and its role in German politics. The history of these two films in Gottingen
demonstrates that local perspectives and experiences helped determine how
national cultural products took root in everyday life. Eventually the experience
of integrating external ideas and images into local cultural life taught Germans
how to make Nazism a part of their daily lives too. Indeed, discussions sur-
rounding these two films in Goéttingen helped normalize ideas about culture
and national identity that directly benefited Hitler’'s movement.

No matter where motion pictures originated, Germans experienced them
in their own towns and neighborhoods. More than is often recognized, local
cultural purveyors, institutions, and discourses molded the development of
mass culture in interwar Germany. Celia Applegate and Alon Confino have
shown that the most important negotiation of political and cultural change in
modern Germany took place at the local level.! Like other cultural activities in
Germany, local moviegoing in the interwar period aided the process of Nazifi-
cation as much as national and international political events did. Discussions
about movies such as Westfront and All Quiet articulated a homegrown set of
notions with which Nazi ideas could resonate.
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The University of Gottingen’s Auditorium, circa 1930.

GOTTINGEN AS MISE-EN-SCENE

To quote Clifford Geertz, anthropologists and cultural historians “don’t study
villages . . . they study ¢n villages. . . . The locus of study is not the object of
study” (22). My analysis draws its significance from the fact that the location is
both unique and representative. A city of about forty-five thousand between the
world wars, Gottingen was large enough and diverse enough to experience a
wide range of cultural activities, yet small enough to reveal the finer workings
of local cultural practices. Located south of Hanover, Géttingen was a histori-
cally important trading and administrative city for the Kingdom of Hanover
and then Prussia. Today it stands almost exactly at the center of Germany,
along major north-south and east-west transportation routes. The George
August University, which opened in 1737, has defined the city as a provincial
intellectual center. The university has, for instance, produced more Nobel
Prize winners than any other except Cambridge. Many of the scientists who
worked on America’s Manhattan Project trained there, and the city has hosted
anumber of important Americans, including historian George Bancroft, poet
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, President William Howard Taft, and, briefly,

City Museum, Gottingen
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Benjamin Franklin. The city’s peaceful surrender to American forces in April
1945 helped engender good relations between Goéttingen and the United
States after the Second World War.

In the 1920s Gottingen was a conservative city: the many pensioners, mili-
tary personnel, students, professors, and bureaucrats there exercised more
influence than the working class, which was smaller than that of more indus-
trialized German cities (Saldern 14-56). Cultural purveyors such as newspaper
critics and cinema owners, in particular, reflected this social and political
conservatism, since they often came from and worked closely with the local
elite who held leadership positions in both the city administration and cultural
organizations. Top city officials, who passed and enforced laws controlling
cultural activities, remained much the same in terms of both personnel and
perspective from before World War I through the end of the Third Reich.

Gottingen’s conservative politics shaped cultural activities themselves and
the ways in which they were discussed in the media. City leaders, for instance,
viewed the expansion of leisure activities, especially mass culture, with some
apprehension. As the mass culture medium par excellence in the 1920s, cin-
ema was a particularly visible target for elite attempts to mold popular culture.
Germany’s reactionary Motion Picture Law of May 1920 and its taxation rules
in particular enabled local governments to encourage the showing of some
films rather than others in their towns. City leaders and newspaper critics
generally favored historical dramas, documentaries, and films based on clas-
sical literature over the more popular musicals, melodramas, comedies, and
mysteries that dominated the silver screen during these years. They could use
their own prerogatives to set the tax levels for films, which in turn influenced
the prices of individual tickets. Allowing an “educational” film to show tax free,
for instance, meant that the cinema owner could lower ticket prices to attract
patrons. In Berlin a group of movie industry leaders and government officials
actually decided which films were deemed “culturally valuable” per the 1920
Motion Picture Law; local authorities then had the power to use those defini-
tions to grant tax breaks. Such policies alone might not determine the success
or failure of a particular film, but they could shape the size of the audience
and bring in revenue for the city from the more popular films.

Cultural critics in Gottingen newspapers and periodicals, moreover, directly
influenced how moviegoers thought about cinema by creating a common syntax
for cinematic discussions that blended local, national, and international ideas
and images. Commentators promoted cinema as a benefit to the local economy
and civic prestige, offering tangible reasons for integrating mass culture into
established local institutions and Gottingen culture. The cultural purveyors
who regulated and promoted cinema in Gottingen pressed a traditional (essen-
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tially nineteenth-century) concept of culture, one that reinforced conservative
politics in general. In particular, the Gottingen Magistracy, the highest elected
body in the city, wrote local regulations for cinema and oversaw their applica-
tion by the police. Its stable membership and general approval of nationalism
(in both cinema and government) helped legitimize the city council’s move
toward the right that began in the late 1920s and culminated in a significant
victory for nationalist parties in the May 1929 local elections.

As the economy worsened after the American stock market crash that
October, Gottingers were increasingly attracted to the solutions offered by
Hitler’s party. The Nazis preached an antipolitics that rejected the efficacy of
Weimar democracy and thus drew strength from both political maneuvering
and cultural activities. Newspaper critics, who had also been slow to embrace
cinema’s value, often connected these two different public activities. Since they
generally preferred to act as boosters rather than critics, the more powerful
conservative newspapers extolled celebratory rather than critical cinema. The
papers exercised considerable influence on local perspectives about cinema,
often using reviews of a national premiere to set the terms of discussion about
a specific film even before it arrived in Goéttingen. Together, civic leaders and
cultural purveyors thus endorsed motion pictures with more “traditional” sub-
jects and positive visions of German history. Films based on the works of Goethe
or Shakespeare, for instance, received tax discounts as “culturally valuable”
films and positive reviews from critics, as did historical epics about Frederick
the Great. By supporting such films over popular comedies or melodramas or
any kind of critical treatment of the past, these influential Gottingers promoted
a conservative vision of culture and ultimately helped politicize cinema in a
way that fostered emerging Nazi notions about culture.

WAR FiLMs AND THE WEIMAR REPUBLIC

Fictionalized cinematic depictions of the Great War illustrated the spectrum
of thought on cinema’s role in German society and politics. The First World
War had served as midwife to both the Weimar Republic and the contemporary
German film industry and therefore became integral to the post-1918 cultural
scene. Memories and mythologies of the war defined and energized Weimar
politics and ideology. Conservatives blamed Germany’s subsequent problems
at home and abroad on defeat and the Versailles Peace Treaty and challenged
any attempt to portray the war in terms other than glory, heroism, and sacrifice
on the part of German soldiers. For Social Democrats, in contrast, the war
served as the tragic impetus for a new Germany; they saw it as a terrible event
that the new republic must never repeat. The German Communist Party had
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actually formed as a result of a 1917 split over support for the war between
the Independent Social Democratic Party and the Social Democratic Party. A
number of left-wing artists used these political sentiments to portray a society
broken by the war and unwilling to cope with its aftermath. George Grosz and
Otto Dix, chief among German visual artists, rendered the war’s effect: the
glaring inequities it failed to change and the search for hollow sensation it
engendered. Conservatives lamented what one columnist in Goéttingen called
the “pleasure craving” and “cocainism of the entertainment industry” that had
been spawned by war and hardship (7ageblatt 2 Aug. 1925).2 War films made
this politically charged issue a part of mass entertainment.

By 1930 the Great War had already been the topic of seventeen German
motion pictures. Some were hard-hitting and controversial, such as the antiwar
Nameless Heroes (1925) and films about war guilt such as The Double Murder of
Sarajevo (1920) and The European Arsonist (1926). Many others were documen-
taries or sentimental features, including The Heart of a German Mother (1926)
and German Women—German True (1928). American war films such as Havoc
(1925), The Big Parade (1925), What Price Glory? (1926), and Wings (1927) had
also played in Germany, as had French films such as Verdun (1929). Popular
knowledge about the vicious anti-German propaganda movies made in the
United States during World War I raised concerns about Hollywood’s fairness
in portraying the conflict (especially if Germans chose to forget their own
nation’s vitriolic cinematic campaign during the war). No matter who made
them, filmed versions of war offered potentially greater controversy and com-
mercial windfall than did other cultural representations of the conflict (Saun-
ders 29-31). The year 1930 represented a high-water mark for movies about
the war—six productions premiered that year—and for violent political clashes
across the country, including in Géttingen. The films Westfront 1918 and All
Quiet on the Western Front highlighted major fault lines in German politics in
1930 and the ways arbiters of culture articulated their differences.

WesTrrONT 1918

G. W. Pabst’s Westfront 1918 did not treat war romantically and seemed to
advocate postwar rapprochement between France and Germany. Its realism
prompted responses ranging from patriotic enthusiasm to strong antiwar senti-
ment, as had the 1927 UFA nationalist documentary The World War (Saunders
44-45; Korte 206).” Indeed, the various English translations of Pabst’s German
title—including Comrades of 1918, The Western Front 1918, Four Infantry Men,
Drums of Doom, and Shame of a Nation—underscore the film’s various valences.
Westfront 1918 was based on Ernst Johannsen’s 1929 novel Four from the Infantry.
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Westfront 1918: comradeship in the trenches.

It was Pabst’s first effort with sound and the first German sound film about the
war. The realistic representation of the horrors of trench warfare owed much
of its power to the expressive cinematography of Fritz Arno Wagner, who also
worked on the early silent classic Nosferatu (1922) and rich German sound films
such as M (1931), The Testament of Dr. Mabuse (1932), and Amphitryon (1935).

Unlike All Quiet on the Western Front, which follows the hero’s personal
narrative and loss of innocence, Westfront 1918 episodically portrays the
daily experience of war. It is built on the connected stories of four seasoned
soldiers—an aristocratic lieutenant, a wry Bavarian, a young student, and a
middle-class family man named Karl—in the same company during the final
year of the war. The love interests of two characters in particular illustrate the
broader impact of war. The student falls in love with a French girl and volun-
teers for a dangerous assignment so that he can visit her. But his reward is a
gruesome death at the hands of a French African, a scene that illustrates the
implicit racism informing many Germans’ thoughts about the war and their
enemies. When middle-class and long-suffering Karl goes home on leave, he
finds that his wife is having an affair with a butcher’s assistant because she is
lonely and hungry. Karl is bitter and wants to return to the front, preferring

Max Fertig Collection
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Westfront 1918: ubiquitous death scene.

the comradeship of the trenches to the complexities of home. Likewise, the
marked difference between the lieutenant’s zeal and the Bavarian’s mordancy
encapsulates the breadth of attitudes about war. Ultimately, though, attitudes
do not matter: for these four soldiers, death is the common outcome.

The film ends with a French soldier taking Karl’s dead hand and saying,
“My comrade . . . not my enemy!” But Pabst is telling a cautionary tale: he
closes the film with “The End?!” Reviewers in and out of Germany remarked
on the film’s realism and its antiwar perspective (Kester 127-36). The New York
Times’s Berlin correspondent, for instance, called it “the most vivid argument
yet contrived against war” (Trask 4). The film’s popularity—it was one of the
ten top-grossing films of the season in Germany and had the second-longest-
running premiere—indicates that Pabst’s realism might have shocked but did
not necessarily outrage.

In Gottingen Westfront 1918 played in the Capitol Theater, the largest and
most luxurious movie house in town. Ernst Heidelberg, the city’s leading figure
associated with cinema throughout the interwar period, built the theater in
October 1929. He used this substantial landmark to secure more of the big
films coming to Gottingen than the other five theaters in town. Heidelberg
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and other theater owners often made local premieres into important events
that helped glamorize and localize the experience of moviegoing. By emulat-
ing gala national premieres in Berlin, theater owners and newspaper review-
ers connected local activities and mass culture. At the grand opening of the
Capitol, for example, one newspaper reporter concluded that this modern
“big-city movie theater” would take up Goéttingen’s “great cultural obliga-
tion” and fulfill “a cultural mission in our city” (Tageblatt 3 Oct. 1929). Since
cinema and other forms of mass culture introduced new cultural products to
Gottingen, this “cultural mission” meant that local institutions and individuals
integrated external ideas into local life. The rituals of moviegoing—national
premieres and discussions in local papers, then local premieres, reviews, and
discussions—gave Gottingers a process by which they could make the images
and ideas of cinema parts of their daily lives. As an important film about an
important subject playing in an important movie theater, Westfront therefore
acquired special significance.

When Westfront opened in Gottingen on 1 July 1930, its premiere coincided
with several events that underscored the continued local impact of the Great
War. Just the day before, Allied forces had completed their evacuation of the
area around the Rhine River that marked Germany’s traditional western bor-
der, ending a humiliating legacy of the Versailles Peace Treaty. Marches and
celebrations were organized by various groups in Gottingen and continued for
several days thereafter. A collection of veterans’ associations hosted a “German
evening” on 1 July in honor of the event. That same day former prisoners of
war in Gottingen marched to protest unemployment among veterans. And just
a month and a half earlier, on 17 May, the American Young Plan, organized
by the U.S. government and banks to refinance Germany’s $9 billion wartime
reparations payments, had gone into effect. Although this new payment plan
attempted to address realistically Germany’s ability to honor its massive debt,
the October 1929 stock market crash that sent the world into depression seemed
to nullify its potential benefit. Nationalists in particular chafed at this most
recent American intervention in Germany’s finances as the economic crisis
intensified. In short, the loss of the war seemed doubly painful because the
ramifications of the reparations payments hit vulnerable veterans especially
hard. This mix of celebration, commemoration, and attention to the worsening
depression meant that a movie about the Great War would be treated as a highly
significant statement about something that directly impacted Gottingers’ lives.
And given that parliamentary elections were just two months away, it promised
to reflect—and perhaps shape—political perceptions.

Reviewers from the three main local newspapers, each of which represented
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a different political perspective, enthusiastically endorsed Westfront 1918 for
very different reasons. The ultraconservative Tageblatt (2 July 1930) gravely
commended director Pabst’s depiction of valor and sacrifice, calling it “the
cinematic gravestone of the unknown German soldier.” The Social Democratic
Volksblatt (2 July 1930) praised Westfront as an “accusation against the war and
National Socialist supporters of war.” Waxing literary, the cautiously liberal
Zeitung (3 July 1930) maintained that the film reveals the “countenance of war”
and condemns the “great senselessness” of 1914 to 1918. Both the Tageblattand
the Volksblatt mentioned one specific scene in which officers call the soldiers
heroes. The conservative Tageblatt expressed approval, whereas the Volksblatt
reminded readers that the sardonic Bavarian grumbles that if they really were
heroes they would be home already. Likewise, the Tageblatt questioned the
validity of a scene in which an officer tries unsuccessfully to rally the men to
cheer, and the Social Democratic paper observed that the scene exemplifies
one class’s forcing another to continue a pointless war.

The conservative Tageblatt review came from Heinz Koch, the newspaper’s
local editor and chief cultural critic. Koch’s steady stream of writing on all
things cultural and local throughout the interwar period in the city’s most
widely read newspaper made him the premier cultural critic in Gottingen.
Like many conservatives, Koch arrived late at the conclusion that cinema could
serve a positive purpose, but he eventually became an ardent supporter and
took his reviews of films as seriously as those of opera, music, theater, and art.
Beyond noting the film’s political implications, his review situated Westfront
within the broader contexts of the many books and films about the war and the
development of sound films, lauding its technical and topical efficacy. Koch
was a well-known conservative who helped make the Tageblatt a nationalist and
right-leaning newspaper (his incendiary work even prompted authorities to
shut the paper down temporarily in 1922). Butin Westfront he saw not antiwar
or anti-German sentiments but a powerful, empathetic portrayal of the war and
of soldiers’ experiences. Anyone, he wrote, “who lived through those horrify-
ing, hopeless final months of retreating battle in the west must admit: it was
just like that!” Apparently politically neutral in this review, Koch concluded
that the French saying “C’est la guerre!” would also make a suitable title for
this film (7Tageblatt 2 July 1930).

Westfront 1918’s statement about the horrors of war was neutral enough to
prompt discussion of the qualities of the film and to cause critics from across
the political spectrum to praise it. As was the case for other cultural activities
in Goéttingen, though, this film’s ability to unite conflicting political opinions
bolstered conservatives (like Koch), who had consistently lamented Weimar’s
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fragmented political scene. The common condemnation of the suffering por-
trayed in Westfront in all three newspapers lent some support to the conserva-
tive desire to honor fallen soldiers rather than address difficult issues such as
the validity of the war, the experience of guilt, and the justice of the ensuing
peace. Such sentiments, clearly visible in reviews of Westfront, underscored
the growth of nationalist political parties—especially the Nazis—beginning
in 1929 and gave nationalists a set of powerful images with which their ideas
could resonate.

ALL QUIET ON THE WESTERN FRONT

In contrast to Pabst’s film, All Quiet on the Western Front had the effect of pour-
ing gasoline on an already fiery debate. Although the publication of Erich
Maria Remarque’s book in January 1929 had prompted attacks and protests,
detractors lacked a specific time and place to stage their demonstrations; these
elements were conveniently provided by the film’s premiere. Controversy had
already helped the novel become the world’s best-selling book. Everywhere
the discussions and anger surrounding All Quiet reflected both postwar disil-
lusionment and malaise and disagreement about the Great War itself (Eksteins
60). In Gottingen and across Germany, the brouhaha surrounding the film
illuminated the mutually reinforcing relationship between mass politics and
mass culture.

After German studios declined to make the film, Universal Studios in
Hollywood undertook the project, with Lewis Milestone directing. Like the
book, the film follows a group of idealistic German high school students and
their natural leader, Paul Baumer, during four years of war. It portrays their
growing up and camaraderie through scenes of battle, celebration, bitter trips
back home, and death. Its American release in May 1930 generated both sharp
criticism and strong support, and it won the Academy Award for best picture.
In Paris, London, and Brussels, All Quiet garnered enormous attention and
generally good reviews. Anticipating opposition in Germany, Universal made
some judicious edits before the German-language dubbed version premiered
in Berlin on 4 December 1930 (Eksteins 61-62).

Much had happened in Germany in the months since Remarque’s book
had been published and even since Westfront 1918 had debuted. Democracy
and liberalism had taken some heavy blows. A grand national coalition of
various opposing parties fell apart in March 1930. In July President Paul von
Hindenburg and Chancellor Heinrich Briining (Catholic Center Party) invoked
article 48 of the Weimar constitution, using its emergency powers to dissolve
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the existing Reichstag (parliament), call for new elections, and temporarily rule
by presidential decree. (This move, aimed at squelching the Social Democratic
opposition, provided precedent for Hitler’s use of the same constitutional
provision in 1933.) In the September 1930 elections the Nazi Party earned the
second-largest majority in parliament, and voters increased their support for
the Communists as well. Thus, although the agencies governing film policy and
policing had not changed between the releases of Westfront and All Quiet, the
tenor of government had shifted in Berlin and in Géttingen (Jelavich 157-90).
In addition, just before All Quiet premiered, leftist artist Georg Grosz had been
cleared of slandering the Catholic Church, invoking a storm of protests and
outraged rhetoric from conservatives, who deplored his nightmarish postwar
visions in which Germans embraced sex, violence, and brutality.

The 4 December 1930 opening night in Berlin proceeded without inci-
dent, and All Quiet garnered generally good reviews in most national papers.
Protests began the second evening, most notably when Joseph Goebbels (then
National Socialist German Workers’ Party propaganda director and head of
the party in Berlin) and a group of Nazis halted that night’s showing by shout-
ing “Jewish film,” tossing stink bombs, and releasing mice in the aisles. Nazi
agitators then used the film as an excuse to march, fight, and generally cause
chaos at various points across Berlin for the next couple of days. Even though
All Quiet had been approved by the national Censorship Board in November,
elected representatives continued to debate fiercely in the Reichstag whether
the film should be played. Together with the raucous protests in Berlin, direct
appeals from politicians in Saxony, Brunswick, Thuringia, Wiirttemberg, and
Bavaria eventually convinced the Appellate Censorship Board to reconsider
the approval of the film. Testimony from regional and federal government
officials, some of whom had, in the meantime, reversed their opinions about
All Quiet, gave the appellate board ammunition for labeling it anti-German
and dangerous, and it decided to ban the film on 10 December 1930. Board
members claimed that it represented a threat to public order and “German
reputation” at home and abroad (Jelavich 157-77).

Gottingen newspapers reported these protests and debates in great detail.
Even more than in their Westfront reviews, the papers used the film’s debut and
the ensuing scandal as vehicles to push their ideological lines about the war,
the uneasy peace, and the republic that followed. The right-wing Tageblatt came
out strongly against Milestone’s film, which it called “a new anti-German hate
film,” and it celebrated the film’s prohibition—*“at last”—on the front page as
“Goebbels’s Victory!” (Tageblatt8, 12 Dec. 1930). On 10 December the local section
reprinted a speech by Hans Frick, an important regional Nazi Party minister,
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Tageblatt 12 Dec. 1930.

in which he used the attack on All Quiet to promote the National Socialist fight
against “cultural Bolshevism,” specifically the threats represented by “Jews,”
“modernism,” and “materialism.” Certainly, in many conservative minds, the
fact that Americans had produced All Quiet (whereas Germans had made
Westfront) made it more reprehensible. But the animosity toward Milestone’s
film says more about grave changes occurring in Germany during 1930 than
it does about the films’ national origins.

The left-leaning Volksblatt (11 Dec. 1930) called Goebbels’s “hate speech”
about the film a “witch hunt for Jews,” a provocation for riots, and a call to
replace the Weimar Republic with a “Third Reich.” The Social Democratic
paper also singled out the conservative press as a mouthpiece for Nazi ideas.
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The Volksblatt’s front page on 12 December called the ban a “suppression of
the truth” and featured a cartoon showing Prussian soldiers marching behind a
triumphant (former) Kaiser Wilhelm II and crushing everyone in their way. The
caption read: “This is how films must look to tell the truth in Germany.” The
following day the Volksblatt ran another cartoon, this one of an aggressive and
“happy” Mars, dressed as a Roman warrior and surrounded by skulls, thanking
the “brave” Nazis for securing the All Quiet ban. The Tageblatt also featured a
front-page cartoon on 12 December, showing a packed Berlin movie house at
the premiere of All Quiet, half of which was filled by local police officers. The
next panel portrayed all the patrons fleeing, except for a few Communists.
The caption exclaimed, “For four years Germany held the world at bay! Must
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a self-respecting nation [16/k] now just collapse?” The moderate Zeitung (9, 12
Dec. 1930) carefully explained the reasons for the initial approval and the
subsequent reversal, presenting both sides of the debate.

The controversy continued to dominate the Goéttingen papers for days
after the ban, and its echoes reverberated for months. A 12 December ban
of a documentary about the Stahlhelm, a right-wing paramilitary group, for
instance, demonstrated that the response to All Quiet had made film censors
more cautious. Coverage in the Zeitung (13 Dec. 1930) about that prohibition
ran as part of a front-page analysis of perspectives on war movies in and out of
Germany. On its front page that day the Tageblatt derisively called the Stahlhelm
film ban “revenge for Remarque” and attacked the fear instilled in censors
as “a new disgrace for Remarque-types!” The Tageblatt reported extensively
through the end of the year on the “echo of the film ban,” detailing various
reactions across Germany and beyond and describing the law and order that
the ban had restored to the nation (Tageblait 16, 19, 27-28 Dec. 1930). The
Volksblattalso continued to cover the ban’s ramifications. A 19 December article
reported that leaders of the Austrian government had responded positively to
All Quiet at a private screening in Vienna, maintaining that it was a pacifist but
not anti-German film. Soon, however, Austrian censors banned the production
because of embarrassing protests and the potential strain in Austro-German
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relations (Simmons 56). As late as 31 March 1931, the Volksblatt reported that
the Social Democratic faction of the Reichstag had formally protested the “il-
legal” ban of All Quiet.

The context of a recently empowered Nazi Party shaped perspectives about
All Quiet on the Western Front at the local and national levels. Peter Jelavich argues
that the ability of National Socialists to pressure the German government into
banning All Quiet in many ways marked the demise of a “Weimar culture” that
had previously promoted critical engagement, liberalism, and experimenta-
tion ( Jelavich 176; see also Gay xii—xiv). He attributes the “death” of Weimar
culture around 1930 to the fear and passivity that the All Quietban engendered
among potentially critical artists. Although this narrow slice of cultural activity
did not often affect the lives of many Germans, the particular cause céleébre of
All Quiet defined the events of 1930 as a major turning pointin Germany when
mass culture became both the medium and the message for more aggressive
politics and a less critical culture.

CiNEMA’S RoLE IN PoLiTicAL TRENDS

Different responses in Gottingen to Westfront and All Quiet highlight local
trends in political behavior and cinema’s role as a vehicle for connecting po-
litical ideology with daily life, both of which explain the growing popularity
of Hitler’s party. The traditional elite and university students had supported
Hitler since the early 1920s; beginning in 1929 the deepening world depres-
sion pushed the “floating” middle-class vote toward nationalist parties that had

Gottingen City Museum
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consistently challenged the Weimar Republic. Local elections in May 1929 gave
a Nazi-led right-wing coalition an absolute majority on Gottingen’s city council
and placed key party members in the elite Magistracy. The September 1930
Reichstag elections prompted violent demonstrations in Gottingen against
the national government and bloody street fighting between Nazis and left-
ists. More than one out of three Goéttingen voters (37.8 percent) supported
the National Socialists that year, more than double the party’s 18.3 percent
showing throughout Germany (Marshall 272-327). This growing political
power emboldened those in Berlin and elsewhere in Germany who went to
such trouble to stop the showing of a film. Against a backdrop of conflict and
violence, therefore, conservative support for the banning of All Quiet made
sense to many in Gottingen who voted for a “nationalist” solution to Germany’s
social and economic woes. Discussions in newspapers about the film’s provoca-
tive and divisive nature jibed with campaign rhetoric from right-wing groups
about the need to move beyond an unstable democratic “system” that kept
Germany weak and fractured.

For very different reasons, both Westfront 1918 and All Quiet on the Western Front
bolstered conservative claims that ideological differences in the parliamentary
system continued to divide Germans and that only “apolitical” solutions could
unite them. Pabst’s film illustrated that “safer” treatments of the war could
garner a broad audience, whereas Milestone’s epic underscored the danger
of critical filmmaking. The controversy surrounding A/l Quiet, together with
growing right-wing majorities in national, regional, and local governments,
moved the national Film Censorship Board in a conservative direction. There-
after, critical and controversial movies such as Pabst’s Three-Penny Opera (1931)
and the worker melodrama Whither Germany? (1932) lost some of their bite,
as filmmakers censored themselves to assuage the Censorship Board. Yet they
still faced difficulties passing the censors’ scrutiny (Willet 207-8). In contrast,
nationalist historical dramas such as the more neutral and sympathetic Westfront
1918 fared well in the early 1930s because of their established tradition in
German film, their less overtly political messages, and their broad popularity
among both elites and average Germans (Korte 250; Murray 234).

The many Weimar-era motion pictures about Frederick the Great, the
Napoleonic wars, and other moments of perceived national greatness, for in-
stance, expressed nationalist sentiments in the context of a less controversial
past. Such historical dramas formed an important thematic bridge between
the Weimar and Nazi regimes, since Goebbels in particular liked to promote
ideology through a two-pronged approach that celebrated the Third Reich
in newsreels and entertained citizens through feature films that avoided con-
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troversial topics. Helmut Korte similarly points not to Hitler’s assumption of
power in 1933 but to late 1931 and early 1932 as the start of a steady growth in
the production of nationalist epic films such as Yorck, Blush of Dawn, Refugees,
and Marshall Forward (122-26). And even after 1933, Hilmar Hoffmann argues,
the Third Reich chiefly used documentaries and newsreels to communicate its
ideology rather than heavy-handed and largely unpopular “Nazi” feature films
such as SA Man Brandt, Hitler Youth Quex, and Hans Westmar (115-97).

The two World War I films discussed here likewise reinforced the tendency
of civic leaders and newspaper critics in Goéttingen to describe and control cin-
ema in a way that promoted conservative social and political values. Although
Westfront 1918 was not beloved by Hitler’s National Socialists and was banned
after they came to power in 1933, it did not elicit the ire of conservatives like
Koch who, though not Nazis themselves, fostered many of the same ideas in
their writing. This chapter has mentioned several possible explanations for the
success of Westfrontin contrast to the failure of All Quiet: xenophobia, episodic
versus narrative structure, and especially the power over cultural decisions that
electoral victories gave to Hitler’s party. Westfront allowed members of the Got-
tingen Magistracy and leading cultural critics to promote film as an edifying
medium and a potential source of tax revenue, whereas All Quiet generated
only conflict that local leaders viewed as neither informative nor lucrative.
The confluence of material interests and established conservative ideas meant
that the debates surrounding these motion pictures in 1930 helped ensure
that conservative films and reactions to them would have the most currency
in Gottingen after 1930. This situation, in turn, helped normalize Hitler’s ag-
gressive nationalism in the two years before the National Socialist Party actually
gained power in Germany.

More generally, the different experiences of these two films illustrate that
culture and leisure pursuits mattered in interwar Germany. Indeed, these two
films about the Great War helped make cinema an essential part of political
life and mass culture a part of the syntax of interwar German politics. Cultural
representations of politics raised the stakes of political difference because they
were so pervasive and potentially powerful.® By 1930 Gottingers and other
Germans had grown all too accustomed to political fighting in the Reichstag,
in their local governments, and on the street. Still, not everyone cared about
politics—but almost everyone went to the movies. Nazis, Communists, Social
Democrats, middle-class liberals, elitists, and mass culture advocates all rec-
ognized that the film All Quiet on the Western Front had, to borrow a phrase,
rewritten Remarque’s book “with lightning” (Rosenstone 191). To be sure, this
conflict crystallized political responses in Gottingen to cinematic depictions of
the war and, by extension, other controversial subjects. Perhaps more impor-
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tant, these films wedded discussions of cinema with local political discourse.
More than reflecting ideological conflict, therefore, cinema functioned increas-
ingly as a popular platform for talking about politics. This synthesis of mass
culture and mass politics would arguably become the Nazis’ most powerful
tool for promoting their vision for a new Germany.

NoOTES

1. Notable local studies that bear out this general argument include Allen, Koshar,
Heilbronner, Jenkins, and Bergerson.

2. In subsequent references to Gottingen’s newspapers—the Gdttinger Tageblatt,
Gdattinger Zeitung, and Gattinger Volksblalt, the city’s name has been omitted. Since Got-
tingen newspapers of this era rarely numbered more than fifteen pages each day, I
have likewise omitted page numbers. Reviews, when signed at all, were often merely
attributed to initials that do not conclusively demonstrate the author’s identity.

3. The German Reich founded UFA (Universum Film-Aktien Gesellschaft) in
1917 as a hybrid public-private enterprise that united several of Germany’s largest film
companies. Originally designed to produce nationalist entertainment and propaganda
during World War I, the company was privatized in 1921 and made many pathbreak-
ing films during the Weimar era, including The Cabinet of Dr. Caligar: (1919), Metropolis
(1927), and The Blue Angel (1930). National and local reviews of The World War in
Gottingen newspapers endorsed this documentary, but chiefly for reasons stemming
from political ideology.

4. Later, as the Third Reich’s Minister of the Interior, Frick would draft laws that
sent opponents to concentration camps, as well as the infamous 1935 Nuremburg
race laws. He was one of the few Third Reich officials executed as a war criminal after
World War II.

5.1In asense, the comparative impact of book versus film bears out the penetrating
and psychological power that Walter Benjamin ascribes to motion pictures. Anton Kaes
charts this relationship in more detail.
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THE PEACE, ISOLATIONIST, AND
ANTI-INTERVENTIONIST MOVEMENTS
AND INTERWAR HOLLYWOOD

In studying U.S. foreign policy in the period between the two world wars,
scholars have recently produced some important work on interventionism and
the film industry, but the relationship of antiwar groups to motion pictures
has been largely ignored. Such neglect is clearly unwarranted, since surveys
indicated that throughout the 1930s, the overwhelming majority of Americans
opposed U.S. intervention in another war. As late as July 1941, the final Gallup
poll on the question revealed that 79 percent still advocated U.S. neutrality
(Gallup 290). This chapter is intended to provide a fuller and more balanced
account.

My exploration of the relationship between leading antiwar groups and the
film industry has produced some new insights into the foreign policy debate
in the interwar era and contributes to a broader understanding of the place of
movies in American public life. It indicates how some interest groups sought
to filter and interpret motion pictures to their membership and demonstrates
how, for most of the 1930s, pacifists and isolationists sought to use films in a
positive manner and to build a working relationship with the motion picture
industry. It was only in 1941, with the advent of a new, more extreme anti-
interventionist movement, that a vituperative campaign was launched against
the Hollywood studios.

Unfortunately, all those who were opposed to U.S. military intervention
overseas are often linked together as isolationists, but they are more accurately
analyzed as three separate entities, at least in the interwar period: pacifists,
isolationists, and anti-interventionists. The peace movement was composed of
a variety of pacifist and peace advocacy groups; internationalist rather than
isolationist, they opposed military force and collective security and advocated
nonviolent methods to address the causes or consequences of war. In contrast,
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the isolationist movement was neither pacifist nor internationalist. Its member
groups opposed U.S. political as well as military intervention overseas, but they
supported military defense of the Western Hemisphere. The anti-interventionist
movement, composed of an ad hoc coalition of groups ranging from the po-
litical Left to the Right, emerged in 1940 to prevent U.S. military intervention
in World War II.

The archival records of groups from these three different antiwar move-
ments can disclose much more than merely how they sought to increase their
membership and political influence—the standard use of such records.! In
this case, they reveal how such groups tried to shape members’ attitudes and
actions toward motion pictures, the film industry, and U.S. foreign policy.
Here, I focus on one group from each of the three movements: the pacifist
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF); the peace-
oriented, isolationist-influenced National Council for the Prevention of War
(NCPW); and the anti-interventionist America First Committee (AFC). Both
the WILPF and the NCPW existed throughout the interwar period. The AFC
was a temporary coalition organization that existed only from 1940 to 1941.

The U.S. Section of the WILPF, founded in 1919 by Jane Addams and
other women interested in working for peace and women’s rights, was one of
the most important pacifist pressure groups. It consisted of more than 13,000
women, most of them from the middle or upper class, in branches across the
country. Mildred Scott Olmstead headed the influential Pennsylvania branch,
and in 1934 she became chief administrator of the entire U.S. Section of the
WILPF (Alonso; Bacon; Foster; Pois). The most influential umbrella orga-
nization that included an isolationist coalition was the NCPW, headed by its
founder Frederick J. Libby. A large, assertive lobbying coalition made up of
a wide spectrum of groups from the American Federation of Teachers to the
Grange and the Veterans of Foreign Wars, the NCPW mailed out nearly 2 mil-
lion pieces of literature each year to a large audience ranging from farmers
and blue-collar workers to educators and editors (Kuusisto; Libby, 7o End).
The anti-interventionist AFC was headed by Robert Wood, chairman of Sears
Roebuck and Company, and counted a membership of some 850,000 persons,
the majority in the isolationist Middle West (Cole, America First; Doenecke, In
Danger; Moser, “Gigantic Engines”).

During American intervention in World War I, pacifists had been appalled
by Hollywood’s “hate the Hun” silent films.? With the renewed peace and isola-
tionist sentiment of the late 1920s, some antiwar leaders expressed an interest
in using the new talking pictures to engage the mass audience in the task of
building a better and more peaceful world. Olmstead, already emerging as
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Frederick Libby (left) of the National Council for the Prevention of War
sends college students off to work for peace in their local communities
after a summer institute at Duke University in 1934.

a key figure in the U.S. Section of the WILPF, became a leading advocate of
using cinema for peace. She was impressed by a December 1928 radio talk in
which Harry M. Warner of Warner Bros. had called the moving picture “The
New Ambassador of Good Will.” He suggested that sound films could “reach
directly the heart and mind of the individual,” and he predicted that they
could “contribute to abolishing war by engendering mutual understanding
and empathy among the masses of every race and nation” (Weiss). By the
following spring Olmstead was writing to colleagues that real “peace movies”
were desperately needed, but she recognized that they were too expensive to
be produced by peace organizations (Olmstead, letter to Fry).

In 1930 the film industry began to produce a series of antiwar films that
appealed to an audience that was now disillusioned with World War I. The
worldwide financial success of the book All Quiet on the Western Front by Erich
Maria Remarque, a German veteran, led to an outpouring of similar “disil-
lusionist” books and films about the senseless tragedy and horror of modern
warfare. Universal Pictures turned Remarque’s book into a powerful antiwar
movie, released in the spring of 1930. Combining new sound technology with
some fast-paced action editing, the film shocked audiences with its battlefield
slaughter and its poignant conclusion. All Quiet on the Western Front played to
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packed houses around the world in 1930 and 1931 and was rereleased in 1934
during the “merchants of death” hearings by Congress. An augmented version
was released in the United States in September 1939, a shortened version was
distributed worldwide in 1950 during the Korean War, and a color remake
was produced in 1979 in the wake of the Vietnam War (Chambers, “All Quiet”;
Chambers and Schneider).

The awards and profits garnered by All Quiet on the Western Front demonstrat-
ed that such antiwar pictures, exciting as well as disillusioning, could produce
major profits. Consequently, movie theaters between 1930 and 1934 were filled
with disillusionist antiwar films both American and foreign, including Westfront
1918 (Germany, 1930), distributed in America under such titles as Four from the
Infantryand Drums of Doom; Journey’s End (England, 1930); Dawn Patrol (Warner
Bros., 1930); and A Farewell to Arms (Paramount, 1932). Most popular with the
peace and isolationist organizations were All Quiet on the Western Front and Broken
Lullaby (Paramount, 1931). The latter, later retitled The Man I Killed, emphasized
sorrow rather than action and centered on the guilt of a French poilu who killed
a German soldier and later tried to make amends to the dead man’s family
and sweetheart. The wave of disillusionist films ebbed by 1933-1934 with less
well-known pictures such as The Eagle and the Hawk (1933), Ace of Aces (1933),
and Crimson Romance (1934), many of which combined thrilling aerial combat
with a condemnation of wartime slaughter and a plea for peace. So powerful
was the disillusionist theme that it permeated many nonwar films as well, with
references to the Depression’s unemployed veteran (the “forgotten man”).

ANTIWAR ORGANIZATIONS MOBILIZE

After the premiere of All Quiet on the Western Front in the spring of 1930, Mil-
dred Scott Olmstead began to create a list of films to recommend to WILPF
members, and in 1931 she queried other peace-oriented organizations about
their use of motion pictures. Their replies showed that they too saw movies as
an important influence. The Federal Council of Churches, a liberal Protestant
umbrella organization, reported that it had frequently protested against films
with the “military spirit” (Gulick). Suffragist-pacifist Carrie Chapman Catt’s
National Conference on the Cause and Cure of War, a moderately conserva-
tive coalition of women’s organizations, had no film-related program, but Catt
noted in a letter that “the moving picture is a tremendous education—a few
times for good and a great many times for bad.” Most prominently, Libby’s
NCPW had already recognized film’s potential for peace, compiling a list of
short educational films that could be rented by local antiwar groups (“Educa-

.o

tional Films”; “Motion Picture”).
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But as the antiwar organizations recognized, such limited efforts were
inadequate. As a result, a gathering in 1930 hosted by the NCPW commis-
sioned a study by Raymond T. Rich, head of the World Peace Foundation.
After consulting producers of newsreels and educational and feature films,
Rich recommended that the peace organizations shift away from complaining
about the films they did not like and begin active programs to promote and
develop films that contributed to world peace. Rich suggested, for example,
that peace organizations should have actively publicized All Quiet on the Western
Front and urged their members to patronize its exhibitors. They had to dem-
onstrate that peace and antiwar films could be profitable. “The answer rests
with box office receipts or other income,” Rich asserted, “for no business is
more strictly business than is the motion picture business.”

“The field of visual education, as regards peace work, is practically un-
touched,” a WILPF executive concluded after the organization’s own survey.
The reason was a lack of funds. “Until the peace organizations can supply the
moving picture corporations with free reels depicting peace events, as the War
Department now supplies them with free pictures depicting military manoeu-
vres,” a WILPF executive wrote, “we cannot do a great deal” ( Jones, letter to
Schaffner). As a start, the WILPF established a Motion Picture Committee and
began sending warnings to its members about newsreels or feature films that
were particularly “militaristic.” It urged members to voice their disapproval of
such films to local exhibitors as well as to Hollywood studios, but it also urged
members to buy tickets for movies on the WILPF’s list of films “showing the
cost, horrors, and futility of modern warfare” and those that portrayed what
these pacifists called the “new patriotism,” which was “international rather
than national” (Jones, form letter; Springer).

The women'’s peace organization took the campaign further in February
1933 when Olmstead committed the WILPF to encouraging the production of
motion pictures promoting international understanding and peace. In a letter
to film distributors, she indicated that the WILPF would help them and local
theater managers promote any film of an “antimilitaristic nature or any picture
which would create a better understanding between nations.” The WILPF had
already endorsed pictures that showed the common humanity between former
enemies, among them G. W. Pabst’s German film Kameradschaft (1931), Ernst
Lubitsch’s The Man I Killed (Paramount, 1932), and Frank Lloyd’s Cavalcade
(20th Century-Fox, 1933) (Olmstead, letter to Goldman).?

The WILPF’s designation of Cavalcade as an “antiwar” movie illustrates the
complexity of categorizing films. Cavalcade, 20th Century-Fox’s Oscar-winning
adaptation of a Noel Coward play, emphasizes disillusionment with the war and
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its results, particularly the end of the old way of life among the two English
generations it portrays. However, with a less preconceived antiwar view, the
film could more accurately be seen as a fond if nostalgic portrayal of British
society, and a picture that was more internationalist than pacifist.

The peace movement also made some films of its own. In 1932 the Peace
Films Foundation, headed by Walter Niebuhr (related to theologian and social
activist Reinhold Niebuhr), produced a five-reel educational sound film, Must
War Be? According to Walter Niebuhr, the film, which focuses on the League of
Nations, dramatically depicts the struggle “between the forces trying to orga-
nize permanent peace and those tending to perpetuate the war system.” It was
shown to religious, educational, peace, and foreign policy groups throughout
the Northeast. Olmstead praised the project. “Itis through such popular forms,”
she wrote to Niebuhr, “that we have to work to reach the millions of people
who would not dream of attending a peace lecture. Yet these are the people
who are the first to suffer in a war, and for many years after, and it is their
votes which affect the most vital issues of war and peace. It is the mobilization
psychology and the instinctive emotional reactions of the unthinking which
must be changed if wars are to be averted.”

To bypass the film industry’s controlled distribution system, some peace
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advocates employed imaginative methods to bring antiwar and pro-peace films
directly to the masses. The Peace Films Caravan was such an example. It was
established by Francis Skillman Onderdonk, a religious pacifist of New York
Dutch ancestry who taught architecture at the University of Michigan. Onder-
donk created a “peacemobile,” an automobile that he used to bring a traveling
antiwar show to churches, clubs, fraternal organizations, schools, and colleges
in half a dozen states in the early 1930s (“Biographical Sketch”).

In addition to lecturing and exhibiting devastating photographs from
the war, this peace showman mounted a 16mm projector on top of his car, set
up a ten-foot portable screen, and showed peace films at night in parks, town
squares, campuses, and fairgrounds. All Quiet on the Western Front was initially
his most popular film, even though Universal would only sell him the silent
version.? (Ironically, Onderdonk’s road show provided extended life for this
silent version long after most American theaters had converted to sound
or had closed their doors.) Several peace groups endorsed the Peace Films
Caravan, which made nearly one hundred presentations to some seventeen
thousand persons between 1930 and 1935 (Onderdonk, form letter to Dear
Friend). Three peacemobiles brought antiwar films to an even larger audience
in 1936 and 1937.

Although it excited the opponents of war, the flood of antiwar books and
films between 1929 and 1934 dismayed others. The leadership of the American
Legion, for example, denounced such works as distorted, “sentimental paci-
fism” and protested that they undermined patriotism and national defense
(“Keeping Step” 28; “Real” 18). Some conservative civilian organizations sought
to have them banned on the grounds that they were Communist propaganda.
All Quiet on the Western Front was denounced by one conservative patriot as Com-
munist subversion that “undermines belief in the Army and in authority” and
“will go far to raise a race of yellow streaks, slackers and disloyalists” (Pease;
“Pease Porridge”). Despite calls from legionnaires to ban movies such as All
Quiet on the Western Front, the American Legion’s headquarters ignored such
films (“Sound Film”).

Even during the peak of the disillusionist antiwar films, Hollywood contin-
ued to churn out other pictures emphasizing the romance, excitement, and
adventure of war and the military. Some dealt with World War I in sagas of love
and glory with popular stars and upbeat endings, among them Hell’s Angels
(Caddo, 1930), Today We Live (MGM, 1933), and Road to Glory (20th Century-
Fox, 1936). In addition, a slew of newsreel stories and feature films (dramas or
even musicals) was made with the cooperation of the armed services. Although
the peace organizations decried this cozy, self-serving relationship, recent
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Mildred Scott Olmstead of the Women’s
International League for Peace and
Freedom, circa 1932.

research indicates that there were often conflicting agendas, and the navy, at
least, was not always cooperative with Hollywood (Suid, Guts and Sailing).

NEwW THREATS TO WORLD PEACE

With the emergence of new threats to world peace in the early and mid-1930s,
pacifists and isolationists were alerted to the possibility that the United States
might face another foreign war. Mussolini’s fascist regime invaded Ethiopia
in 1935, leading to a public outcry. The League of Nations proved ineffectual
without the United States, but the Senate rejected even U.S. participation in
the World Court. Consequently, a number of peace organizations, such as the
WILPF, and peace-oriented isolationist bodies, such as the NCPW, joined in
launching a nationwide Emergency Peace Campaign in 1936.

As part of the planning for the Emergency Peace Campaign the previous
year, Frederick Libby of the NCPW had created a Motion Picture Department
and hired Albert “Benny” Benham, an old Hollywood hand, to run it. Benham
had worked at several Hollywood studios—United Artists, RKO-Pathé, and
Paramount—in various capacities from script clerk to film editor, assistant
director, and production manager. He had also served as vice president of an
independent film production company. Libby explained the goal of the NCPW’s

Swarthmore College Peace Collection
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Motion Picture Department in a form letter: “to lessen the great amount of
militaristic propaganda in newsreels and features, and to increase the use of
peace films.” Within a year, Benham had organized a national network of some
two thousand persons connected with various organizations, newspapers, and
magazines who would receive a biweekly newsletter, the NCPW’s Bulletin on
Current Films. By labeling particular movies as pro- or antiwar, Benham sought
to generate pacifist and isolationist pressures on exhibitors and studios (“Mili-
tarism” 118; Bromley; “Film Makers”).

One of the first feature films praised by the NCPW’s Motion Picture De-
partment was The President Vanishes (Paramount, 1935), produced by Walter
Wanger. It portrays a cabal of American capitalists trying to whip up a mob
spirit against the wishes of a pacifistic president in order to plunge the coun-
try into a European war and maximize their profits. However, the president
pretends to be kidnapped and foils the conspirators’ plan. Castigated by con-
servatives, The President Vanishes was hailed by radicals and many liberals. The
NCPW championed it as “a splendid peace document” that showed “how wars
are made and who profits from them” (Bulletin on Current Films 22 June 1935:
2).% As with Cavalcade and many other films, The President Vanishes was open to
different interpretations. Libby’s organization brought its own peace-oriented
perspective to it, but Wanger was hardly a pacifist or even an isolationist. His
ideological purpose was to address what he saw as the threat of fascism in the
United States, and Wanger’s biographer indicates that the pacifist message
had been added to the opening and closing purely as “bookends” to the film
(Bernstein 97-102).

The threat to world order by the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, the beginning
of German rearmament, and the increasing militarization of Japan coincided
with a burst of Hollywood films that treated war as a just and exciting adven-
ture. Many of these movies were Kiplingesque melodramas, such as the highly
popular Lives of a Bengal Lancer (Paramount, 1935), that glamorized the wars of
the British Empire against threats to “civilization” in the nineteenth century.®
Pacifist and isolationist organizations vigorously protested them. Assailing
The Last Outpost (Paramount, 1935), which depicts “civilizing” British soldiers
holding off onrushing hordes of “savage” Africans, the NCPW opined: “There
is a strange similarity between the episodes in this film and Mussolini’s appar-
ent conception of his campaign in Abyssinia [Ethiopia]” (Bulletin on Current
Films 20 Nov. 1935: 2). The Charge of the Light Brigade (Warner Bros., 1936) was
a romantic swashbuckler, with Errol Flynn as a British cavalry officer leading
successful charges against rebellious Afghans and expansionist Russians. The
jingoistic, imperialistic nature of such films was obvious to the mainstream
press as well as to antiwar organizations and came under considerable attack.
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one of his three “peacemobiles” in 1936.

Not only did the NCPW protest them, but some of its chapters urged that the
war-glorifying Charge of the Light Brigade be publicly boycotted (Bulletin on Cur-
rent Films 4 Dec. 1936: 2).

Opposing such films, the Emergency Peace Campaign expanded its
own rating system, made more use of peace-oriented educational films, and
increased its support for Frank Onderdonk’s Peace Films Caravan, which he
billed as “not ‘another’ peace organization—rather [a] specialization in the
visual techniques for peace” (Onderdonk, form letter to Dear Secretary; Peace
Films Caravan brochure).” Now with three peacemobiles, the Caravan was able
to reach fourteen thousand people with presentations at fifty-six different high
schools, colleges, churches, YMCAs, and union halls during the 1936-1937
academic year (“Peace Councils”).

With the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in 1936, a number of radical



206 / John Whiteclay Chambers II

left-wing organizations joined with more moderate antiwar groups such as the
WILPF and the NCPW to form the New Film Alliance to combat Hollywood’s
production of films that were seen as hostile to peace and social justice. The
organizational meeting in November 1936 included representatives of the
YWCA, Federal Council of Churches, American Jewish Congress, New York
branch of the WILPF, NCPW, National Student Federation, Teachers’ Union,
National Negro Congress, and Communist-led American League Against War
and Fascism (ALAWF).®* The Communists sought to control the organization
and proposed to boycott not just offensive films but every film made by the
studios that produced offensive films. This radical proposal worried Benham
of the NCPW, who confided privately, “I do not think that such a move could
be successful; and I think that if a movement, dominated by Communists, is set
up to clean out films, Hollywood will retaliate by starting a campaign to glorify
preparedness, etc., and to discredit the whole peace movement” (Benham,
letter to Dale, 16 Nov. 1936).°

The mass boycott idea was dropped, and although Benham was appre-
hensive about Communist influence and the goals of the New Film Alliance,
which were much broader than the prevention of war, the NCPW, WILPF, and
Emergency Peace Campaign worked with the new organization, at least on
issues of war and peace.!’ In what they viewed as one of their major achieve-
ments, the NCPW and the New Film Alliance pressured 20th Century-Fox into
canceling plans for The Siege of the Alcazar, a proposed celebration of a bloody
victory by General Francisco Franco in the Spanish Civil War."

In its attempt to keep the horrors of modern war in front of the public,
the NCPW convinced owners of large, second-run movie theaters to show the
full sound version of All Quiet on the Western Front during the Armistice Day
holiday each year from 1935 to 1937. The showings filled the theaters, and
local activists sometimes linked them to larger peace meetings (Benham, an-
nouncement card; Ohio State U Bureau of Educational Research Newsletter April
1937: 3; Bulletin on Current Films 17 Nov. 1936: 2-3).

“The number of theatrical features like ALL QUIET is pitifully small,”
Benham complained (letter to Dale, 25 Nov. 1936). Several newspaper col-
umnists, educators, and businesspeople joined the NCPW in advocating the
production of more peace films and publicizing movies that they considered
antiwar. Edgar Dale, director of the Bureau of Educational Research at Ohio
State University, had published the results of a study emphasizing the influ-
ence of motion pictures, particularly on young people (Content). In the 1930s
he was also an activist in the Columbus, Ohio, chapter of the NCPW. Public
opinion studies, he wrote to Benham, showed that there was strong public
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interest in the production of peace films, antiwar movies, and pictures deal-
ing with relations among nations, races, and social groups (Dale, letter to
Benham, 18 Dec. 1936).

“Motion picture producers have no mandate from the people for their
overemphasis of war and violence on the screen,” Dale fumed. “On the contrary,
the success of All Quiet on the Western Front, Cavalcade, and other peace movies
shows that the reverse is true” (Dale, letter to Benham, [Feb.? 1937]). Although
many viewers undoubtedly appreciated the antiwar messages in the two films
Dale cited, he ignored the fact that many other viewers had probably seen All
Quiet as an exciting action movie, and others had enjoyed Cavalcadebecause of
Noel Coward’s caustically witty dialogue and the film’s lavish Hollywood sets.

When Congress adopted a comprehensive neutrality act in May 1937, de-
signed to keep the United States out of foreign wars, the ad hoc Emergency
Peace Campaign was ended because isolationists concluded that it had been a
success. Traditional peace and isolationist organizations continued their own
work, and during 1937 they expressed some optimism because antiwar films
were being producing by two major studios— The Road Back (Universal, 1937)
and They Gave Him a Gun (MGM, 1937). They were, however, disappointed in
the final versions. Universal had miscast John King as the leading character
in Erich Maria Remarque’s sequel, and MGM had watered down the powerful
condemnation of war in William Joyce Cowan’s novel. Neither film fared well
at the box office.

In response to pacifists’ and isolationists’ protests against newsreels glorify-
ing war and the military, managers at the newsreel companies in New York and
Chicago countered that they were simply reporting current events, although
they agreed to seek a reasonable balance. In Hollywood, studio executives re-
plied that their feature films were designed as entertainment, not propaganda.'*
Even studios that made antiwar films denied that they did so for propaganda
purposes. They stressed the antiwar message to peace organizations and urged
them to generate ticket sales among their members (Cochrane).

Isolationists and peace advocates had considerable success in obtaining
Hollywood celebrity endorsements. They hailed Gary Cooper’s refusal to join
the “Hollywood Hussars,” a quasi-military unit formed by pugnacious, British-
born actor Victor McLaglen, who starred in many jingoistic films. Even more
helpful was Francis Lederer, a frequent male lead, who refused to star in a
film glorifying war in 1935 and instead delivered more than eighty speeches
on world peace to an estimated 100,000 people (Bulletin on Current Films 9
July 1935: 1-2, 22 July 1935: 2). The NBC radio network carried a nationwide
broadcast of the NCPW’s program “Women Want Peace” on 9 October 1935;
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Movie stars Jean Muir (left) and Anita Louise buy “peace bonds” from
Frederick Libby to help finance the NCPW’s peace campaign in 1936.

it was presided over by first lady Eleanor Roosevelt. To help finance the Emer-
gency Peace Campaign in 1936-1937, actresses Jean Muir and Anita Louise
led off the purchase of “peace bonds.” Silent-era film star Lillian Gish began
a public commitment against war that lasted until 1941, when she abandoned
her opposition, claiming that she had been blacklisted for supporting the
anti-interventionist AFC (Affron).

Clark Gable made a strong radio plea in October 1937 for the United
States to keep out of war. The next month he starred in a radio play version
of All Quiet on the Western Front (Bulletin on Current Films 18 Oct. 1937: 2). In
October 1938 Swedish-born actress Greta Garbo, unmarried and retired, issued
a statement that she would have no babies to be used as “cannon fodder.” Ad-
vocating a tactic used successfully by labor unions, Mary Pickford, also retired
from stardom but still a successful businesswoman, called for women to refuse
to work and to stage a universal “sit-down strike” in the event of war (Bulletin
on Current Films 14 Oct. 1938: 3).

International tensions escalated in 1937 when Japan launched a war to
conquer China. Many Americans condemned the savage aggression. Although
Americans had long seen the United States as a special friend of China, they
also viewed that country as continually plagued by floods, famines, bandits,
warlords, and civil wars, a perspective shaped in part by Hollywood films from
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Shanghai Express (Paramount, 1932) to The Good Earth (MGM, 1937). In 1937
the horrors perpetrated by Japanese forces in the bloody siege of Shanghai
and the “Rape of Nanking” were graphically displayed in newsreels in the
United States (Fielding, American Newsreel 260). The NCPW believed that such
images confirmed the terrible human costs of war and reinforced Americans’
disinclination to become involved in a land war in Asia. Antiwar activists were
more concerned with the United States being drawn into a war in Europe.

SL.ow RESPONSE TO THE NAZI MENACE

Rearmed and expansionist, Nazi Germany escalated its aggression dramatically
in 1938 with the annexation of Austria and increased persecution of the Jews.
On 9-10 November 1938—known as Kristallnacht, “the night of the broken
glass”—German dictator Adolf Hitler let loose his thugs in a brutal campaign
against the Jews of Germany. Hollywood studios had avoided any direct attack
on the Nazi regime since Hitler took power in 1933, partly to avoid losing
the lucrative German market, but in 1938 Hitler cut off their access to movie
theaters in Germany (Vasey 155-56). American audiences were divided over
the proper U.S. response to Nazi brutality. The newsreel companies could
hardly avoid dealing with the repressive aspects of Hitler’s regime, and that
year some began to focus on its evils, most prominently Henry Luce’s March
of Time documentary Inside Nazi Germany (1938). The film showed an armed
and regimented Germany preparing for aggression, but viewers differed over
the nature of its message.'?

With the public still divided over how the United States should respond
to totalitarian expansion and repression, Hollywood remained reluctant to
address the issue directly. In 1937-1938 the trade press debated what the film
industry should do. From an antiwar perspective, Welford Beaton’s gadfly
Hollywood Spectator asserted that the studios had both a moral obligation and
an economic incentive to make films that reflected the widespread American
sentiment for peace and isolationism (Bulletin on Current Films 15 Nov. 1937:
1; 15 Mar. 1938: 2). Others suggested taking a stand against Nazism. Martin
Quigley’s conservative and influential Motion Picture Herald countered repeat-
edly that propaganda had no place as a motive for motion pictures and that
their sole purpose was to entertain (Bulletin on Current Films 10 May 1938: 2-3).
This was the position of most studio heads.

Although Hollywood remained aloof from the issues posed by Nazism,
the film companies continued to churn out flag-waving, military service
films—adventures, comedies, and musicals—much to the chagrin of the peace
and isolationist movements (Dale, letter to Benham, 6 June 1936). But as
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President Franklin D. Roosevelt initiated a rearmament program in 1938, the
armed forces adopted more stringent policies toward cooperating with film
companies, demanding the right to control the way the military was portrayed.
This new censorship policy angered the film industry as well as the antiwar
movement.'* Antiwar activists were particularly incensed when the Army Air
Corps pressured Paramount into eliminating all pacifist preachments in Wil-
liam Wellman'’s saga of aviation, Men with Wings (1938), including dropping
the original ending in which the heroine strongly denounces war (Bulletin on
Current Films 2 June 1938: 1-2).

By 1938 it was becoming clear that the bloody Spanish Civil War (1936—
1939) was being lost by outgunned Loyalists defending the left-wing Republican
government in Madrid against Franco’s right-wing forces supported by Nazi
Germany and fascist Italy. Although the Loyalists were aided by Communists
and left-wing groups from the Soviet Union and elsewhere, the Western de-
mocracies had declared neutrality; the resulting blockade of arms and other
supplies hurt the Loyalists more than Franco’s fascist-supplied forces. Block-
ade (United Artists, 1938), Walter Wanger’s controversial Spanish Civil War
drama, was touted by some as Hollywood’s first serious look at the challenge
posed by the expansion of fascism. Henry Fonda played a peace-loving young
Spanish farmer who takes up arms to defend his land and the elected govern-
ment against better-armed and brutal “militarists” who ruthlessly bomb towns
and cities. The film ends with a plea by Fonda’s character for an end to the
blockade, because the war in Spain is, he says, a new kind of war, a war against
civilians: “Stop the murder of innocent people! The world can stop it! Where’s
the conscience of the world?”'?

In retrospect, the released version of Blockade is a rather mediocre melo-
drama. But at the time, even though the words fascists, Iranco, Communists,
and Loyalists were never mentioned (at the insistence of the Production Code
Administration), the film intensified an ongoing and divisive debate over the
Spanish Civil War. The New Film Alliance as well as many Communists and
many left-leaning liberal internationalists applauded the film. But many Roman
Catholics and conservatives attacked it because they supported Franco’s nation-
alists against the anticlerical, anticapitalist actions of Madrid. The Knights of
Columbus, Legion of Decency, and Catholic Youth Organization denounced
the film as “Marxist propaganda” and picketed exhibitors.

Many saw in Blockade what they wanted to see. Although contending that
it might have been stronger in some places, the NCPW effused that, “just as it
is, ‘Blockade’ is head and shoulders above any anti-war movie that has been
made since ‘All Quiet on the Western Front.” It strikes so loud a note not only
in its cry against war but in its plea that the screen fulfills a mission deeper than
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mere entertainment” (Bulletin on Current Films 20 June 1938: 1-2). This was
certainly not what writer John Howard Lawson and producer Walter Wanger
had intended. Lawson and Wanger were not antiwar but antifascist; they wanted
to help the Loyalists win the war (Bernstein 129-38).

CHANGING AMERICAN ATTITUDES

The brutality of the Nazi regime in Germany and the threat of expanding fas-
cism in Europe led a growing number of Americans, though still a minority,
to urge the United States to take an active role abroad where moral issues as
well as national interests were involved. In January 1939 President Roosevelt
raised the possibility of boycotting what he called “aggressor governments.”
Hitler occupied the remainder of Czechoslovakia in March 1939 and increased
his demands on Poland.

Film industry spokesman Will Hays announced a change in Hollywood’s
policy in January 1939, conceding that pure entertainment might not be
enough with the world in such crisis. The film industry, he said, had a respon-
sibility to inform, not just entertain, the public. Beginning in 1939 Warner
Bros. decided to make an army and a navy picture and half a dozen others
with patriotic significance in the next two years, and other studios joined this
“Americanism” campaign. Exhibitors started to play the national anthem at
the top of each show. Some antiwar groups hoped that the campaign would
emphasize democracy and the threat war posed to it, rather than the kind of
flag-waving patriotism that, they feared, could easily become war fever (Bulletin
on Current Films 20 Feb. 1939: 2).

As the studios produced a larger number of patriotic films, new antiwar films
became increasingly rare. The most important antiwar film, French director Jean
Renoir’s La Grande Illusion (1937), was released in a subtitled version mainly in
art houses on the East and West coasts in 1938 (Bulletin on Current Films 14 Oct.
1938: 4; 10 Jan. 1939: 3). In addition, the NCPW designated Idiot’s Delight (MGM,
1939) an antiwar picture. An adaptation of Robert Sherwood’s stage play set in
a hotel on the Swiss border at the outbreak of World War II (Bulletin on Current
Films 14 Mar. 1939: 2), Idiot’s Delight can more accurately be characterized not
as antiwar but as an early challenge to Hitlerism by Hollywood.

The NCPW vigorously protested the growing tendency of American news-
reels and feature films to create a war spirit by stirring up fear. In a letter to
Will Hays, Albert Benham referred to half a dozen films, especially Confessions
of a Nazi Spy (Warner Bros., 1939), that overemphasized the extent of Nazi
espionage in the United States (Bulletin on Current Films 10 Jan. 1939: 2-3). A
lesser-known film was Espionage Agent (Warner Bros., 1939), a domestic thriller
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in which an American peace group is depicted as a Nazi front organization.
Although Warner Bros. took the lead, it was some time before other studios
began to make such stridently anti-Nazi films. Yet, even as the NCPW issued
its warning against increasingly interventionist productions, it announced in
October 1939 the closure of its Motion Picture Department, which was ap-
parently no longer considered a viable voice (Bulletin on Current Films 26 Oct.
1939: 1).

EMERGENCE OF THE AMERICA FIRST COMMITTEE

The start of World War II in September 1939, and especially the German con-
quest of France and the bombing of Britain in the summer of 1940, began a
shift in American opinion and launched a major debate over U.S. policy. The
story of the isolationist-interventionist debate of 1939-1941 is an oft-told tale
(see Langer and Gleason, Challenge and Undeclared; Divine; Cole, America and
Roosevelt; Doenecke, Storm). New interventionist groups such as the Committee
to Defend America by Aiding the Allies and Fight for Freedom were formed to
mobilize sentiment in favor of assisting Britain and eventual U.S. intervention.
Among antiwar groups, the internationalist peace movement saw membership
plunge; isolationist support eroded more slowly but steadily.

Seeking to halt the decline, a diverse body of isolationists joined a new, ad
hoc anti-interventionist coalition, the America First Committee, established in
September 1940. Dominated by conservative, Republican elites, the new orga-
nization also drew on a wide range of support, including, for different reasons,
some liberals and even a number of radicals on the Left. Largely isolationist
and anti-Roosevelt, its leadership feared both the foreign and the domestic
impact of U.S. entry into the war (Cole, America; Doenecke, In Danger). The
AFC was headed by Robert Wood, chairman of Sears Roebuck, and it drew
its greatest popular support from the Midwest. Although President Roosevelt
and the interventionist organizations were the main targets of the AFC, it also
focused on companies producing newsreels and feature films that seemed to
be preparing Americans for war. In July 1941 the AFC created a list of such
films, among them 7The Great Dictator (Chaplin, United Artists, 1940), Foreign
Correspondent (Wanger, United Artists, 1940), The Mortal Storm (MGM, 1940),
and That Hamilton Woman (Korda, United Artists, 1941); later that summer it
called for boycotts of theaters showing such films.

Despite the flood of interventionist films after 1939, some of the most
popular antiwar films continued to be shown. All Quiet on the Western Front was
rereleased in September 1939, augmented with a new preamble that was anti-
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Nazi but also promised that “there shall be noblackout of peace in America!”'®

It played at theaters throughout the winter of 1939-1940 (Motion Picture Herald
28 Oct. 1939: 70; 2 Dec. 1939: 73). Indeed, All Quiet on the Western Front stayed
in circulation as late as April 1942, when protests led to its withdrawal (Glass-
man; Director).

To counter the horrible image of ground warfare portrayed so vividly in All
Quiet on the Western Front, Warner Bros. produced two films that provided a more
positive view of World War I. Although scholars differ on whether The Fighting
69th (1940) and Sergeant York (1941) were preparedness productions, my own
reading is that they were messages of support for a military buildup and ultimately
for U.S. entry into the war against Germany.'” They certainly were celebrated by
interventionists and decried by anti-interventionists at the time.

Desperate to counter the increasing support among the mass media and the
entertainment industry for the United States’ movement toward war, the most
extreme isolationists in Congress and the AFC decided to launch an attack on
the major Hollywood studios, accusing them of unduly influencing Americans
through pro-Allied propaganda. The resulting 1941 investigation by a Senate
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subcommittee has been described by a number of historians. The records of the
three antiwar organizations examined here indicate that the AFC, supported
by the NCPW but not the WILPF, was responsible for that assault.'®

BAaTTLE ON CAPiTOL HILL

The AFC planned, initiated, and supported the attack on Hollywood. In Au-
gust 1941 the head of its New York chapter, John T. Flynn, a former columnist
for the liberal New Republic who had turned against Roosevelt’s domestic and
foreign policies, urged isolationist Senator Burton K. Wheeler (D-Mont.) and
the AFC’s executive committee to expose “collaboration between the film
magnates and the government to whip up [war] propaganda” (Flynn, letter
to Wheeler; Flynn, letters to Wood)." With AFC encouragement, Wheeler
appointed an investigating subcommittee cochaired by isolationists D. Worth
Clark (D-Idaho) and Gerald P. Nye (R-N.D.).%

Recent scholarship has shown that a number of the major film studios were
consciously producing movies designed to emphasize the Nazi menace and
encourage support for those nations fighting against it; in addition, the studios
and newsreel companies were privately being encouraged to do so—actively by
the British government, and cautiously by the Roosevelt administration (see
Birdwell; Brewer; Cull; Mahl; Steele). But motion pictures were only one of
the many foreign and domestic forces affecting the shift in American public
opinion. Even more quickly than members of Congress, the American people
recognized the magnitude of the Nazi threat and supported those nations
fighting against it, although they continued to hope that American troops
would not need to be sent overseas.?'

The Senate hearings of September 1941 failed to demonstrate any con-
nection between the film industry and the government. They failed partly
because of the ineptitude of the isolationist majority on the subcommittee
and partly because of the skill of the studio heads and their spokesman, for-
mer GOP presidential nominee Wendell L. Willkie.?” But the primary cause
of their failure—indeed, their collapse—was the charge of anti-Semitism. The
hearings and the AFC itself were attacked and largely discredited by Willkie
and the press, which charged, not without some basis, that they were engaged
in a scheme to focus on foreign-born Jews in the motion picture industry as
unduly influencing public opinion.*

Willkie’s charges gained credibility with the public when aviator Charles
Lindbergh, at an AFC rally in Iowa on 11 September 1941, declared that the
United States was being pushed toward war by the Roosevelt administration,
the British, and the Jews. Lindbergh depicted Jewish Americans as a powerful
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Gerald Nye (second from left) and Bennett Champ Clark (right) were among the
sponsors of the Senate investigation of Hollywood propaganda in 1941. In this ear-
lier photograph, they and fellow isolationist senators Arthur Vandenburg (left) and
Homer Bone (second from right) celebrate the passage of neutrality legislation.

alien group that was acting against the interests of the United States (Berg
425-28).2* Although Lindbergh’s anti-Semitic remarks reflected the privately
held views of some of the more reactionary anti-interventionists, they were
condemned by many pacifists, isolationists, anti-interventionists, and, of
course, interventionists.® They threw the entire antiwar movement into dis-
array (“Senate Isolationists” 21, 25; “Hollywood in Washington” 13; Straight
363; Moffitt 1).

Less than two months later, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor ended
the debate over intervention and brought the United States into World War II.
The Senate subcommittee disbanded withoutissuing a report. Motion pictures
would play an important role in the war, helping to forge national consent
for wartime policies and build a public culture with a unity and reach never
achieved before or afterward.

Without resuming the partisan debate of the 1930s, it should now be possible,
with most of the relevant archives open, to explore more fully and fruitfully

Swarthmore College Peace Collection
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the relationships among the antiwar and interventionist movements, motion
pictures, public opinion, and U.S. foreign policy in the interwar era. The stan-
dard narrative emphasizes the shortsightedness and negativity of pacifists and
isolationists, who are generally linked with anti-interventionists. It also stresses
the timidity of Hollywood, which only belatedly began to alert Americans to
the dangers posed by Nazi Germany.

The present study, like some other recent scholarship,? indicates that the
story is more complex. The antiwar movement, for example, did not simply
bemoan what were considered war-mongering films. And despite the 1941
diatribes of some anti-interventionist extremists such as Lindbergh and Nye,
the antiwar movement did not, for the most part, employ anti-Semitic tactics
against Hollywood. Instead, throughout much of the 1930s, the peace and
isolationist movements, unlike the anti-interventionist America First Commit-
tee of 1940-1941, sought to use motion pictures in a positive manner. They
employed antiwar movies and educational films in imaginative ways, such as
peacemobile caravans and annual Armistice Day showings, to reinforce their
messages. Rather than trying to foster animosity toward the film industry, the
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom and, for most of the
period, the National Committee for the Prevention of War, unlike the America
First Committee, tried to work with studios, distributors, and exhibitors, en-
couraging profitable nonchauvinistic motion pictures to educate the public
in the interest of peace.

Arelated question, of course, is whether Hollywood could make films that
explored larger issues or clarified policy choices in an educated, sophisticated
manner. Most of the antiwar films of the early 1930s merely encouraged excite-
ment and revulsion against the horrors of warfare. Few of them explored in
any depth the causes of wars or the moral issues raised by aggression. When
Hollywood eventually became committed to the anti-Nazi cause in 1939-1941,
the studios again produced rather simplistic, one-sided propaganda, this time
in support of war. Admittedly, the chances for more complex explorations ei-
ther way were slim, not merely because of external forces, such as propaganda
connections with the British, but more importantly because of a system that
encouraged the use of generic plot structures. Hollywood was geared toward
producing entertaining, moneymaking movies for a wide audience, not pro-
viding sophisticated education for the public.

It was widely believed at the time that motion pictures influenced public
attitudes, but it was not clear how. The present study shows some of the ways
pressure groups sought to filter films and interpret their meaning to their
members. Research on spectatorship has emphasized the degree to which
viewers bring their own preconceptions to the theater. These preconceptions
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are sometimes shaped by ideological organizations. That helps explain why, as
shown in this study, radically different messages can be, and often are, derived
from the same film.

In the interwar period, leaders of the peace, isolationist, and anti-
interventionist movements tried to actively influence the way motion pictures
affected the public’s attitudes about war and peace. They did so in various ways.
The traditional view of the antiwar movement and the film industry between
the two world wars has ignored the significant diversity among the groups and
their attitudes and policies with regard to war and the movies. The dominant
perspective has focused on vigorous anti-Hollywoodism, culminating in the
abominable anti-Semitic accusations that accompanied the Senate hearings of
September 1941. But as my study has shown, exclusive focus on that deplor-
able episode distorts the larger and longer relationship between the antiwar
movement—especially the peace and peace-oriented movements—and mo-
tion pictures. Wider research and broader perspectives have revealed more
positive attitudes about movies and the film industry and active attempts to
use the new technology of “talking pictures” to steer public opinion toward a
culture of world peace.

NoOTES

1. The organizations’ attitudes and actions with regard to motion pictures are
ignored in their institutional histories, which focus on other, admittedly main, aspects
of their agendas. For a discussion of the recent literature on interventionism and the
film industry, see Chambers, “Movies.”

2. See, for example, the recent collection of essays in Schneider and Wagener.

3. Some motion picture executives and theater owners responded to the WILPF’s
campaigns by seeking the women’s endorsement for films with pacifist or antiwar
themes. Despite several entreaties, the WIPLF declined to endorse any films between
March 1933 and October 1934. However, at the end of 1934 it gave enthusiastic sup-
port to two new antiwar films: The First World War, a documentary based on Laurence
Stallings’s book of the same title, and The Man Who Reclaimed His Head, a feature film
starring Claude Rains as a pacifist writer who struggles against manipulation by capitalist
munitions makers trying to use him for their own selfish purposes.

4. Onderdonk’s program usually began with a thirty-minute sound film, The Next
War, about the evolution of increasingly lethal weaponry. He also showed three short
silent films— The Zeppelin Raid on London, The League of Nations, and New York’s 1934 Peace
Parade —followed by the silent version of All Quiet on the Western Front (Onderdonk,
form letter to Dear Sir).

5. Two years earlier, Wanger had produced a somewhat similar political allegory and
fantasy, Gabriel Over the White House (MGM/Cosmopolitan, 1933), involving conspirato-
rial forces seeking to block a U.S. president from achieving peace and justice.

6. The Motion Picture Herald, a trade journal for exhibitors, expressed the connection
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as follows: “The thunder of hob-nailed marching feet of Mussolini’s Italian infantrymen
... echoes with the roar of bombing planes from Abyssinia across 3,000 miles of ocean
and then 3,000 miles of land, and Hollywood is listening” (“Hollywood Starts” 18).

7. When Universal Pictures rejected his request for the sound version of All Quiet
on the Western Front, Onderdonk continued to show the silent version, but in 1936 he
began to emphasize the “talkies” he had, including The Man I Killed. In 1937 his other
feature sound films included Dealers in Death, four reels on munitions makers and the
international arms trade, and Drums of Doom (Four Infantrymen from the Western Front in
1918), an English-dubbed, seven-reel version of G. W. Pabst’s Westfront 1918.

8. American Communists joined with reformist groups in establishing the New
Film Alliance as part of the Communist Party’s Popular Front policy of cooperating to
oppose fascism during this period.

9. Benham did not allow the New Film Alliance to control the NCPW’s Bulletin
on Current Films; consequently, the New Film Alliance published its own weekly cinema
bulletin, Film Survey.

10. The WILPF also worried about Communists in its own and other peace
organizations—ideologically, because the Communists did not oppose all wars, and
politically, because Communist members made the organization vulnerable. Yet the
WILPF worked with organizations that were Communist influenced or even dominated,
such as the American League Against War and Fascism, because of their larger member-
ship. This was true until 1937, when the WILPF broke with the ALAWF to work with
the isolationist Keep America Out of War Congress, which relied on pacifist, labor, and
socialist support rather than the Communist Party.

11. Joseph M. Schenck, president of United Artists, credited the NCPW and the
New Film Alliance with Fox’s cancellation of The Siege of the Alcazar. Fox had received
nearly four thousand letters of protest (Benham, letter to Dale, 28 Nov. 1936).

12. An executive of the March of Time series assured an isolationist Ohio manufac-
turer that the preparedness emphasis in a newsreel about the Spanish Civil War would
be matched by a new release on the Sino-Japanese War that included a strong protest
against U.S. involvement by House leader Bennett Champ Clark (de Rochemont).

13. Some active anti-Fascists such as Dorothy Thompson applauded Inside Nazi
Germany as an appropriate attack on the German regime, but others denounced it.
The Warner brothers banned it from their four hundred theaters because they said it
appeared to be “pro-Nazi,” given its use of German propaganda footage, even though
the narration condemned Nazism (Bulletin on Current Films 5 Feb. 1938: 1-3).

14. In an editorial reprinted in the Bulletin on Current Films, the editors of the New
York-based trade journal Box Office declared that the military’s new policy suggested
“a very definite warning that the move is launched to smack a military censorship on
peacetime enterprise.” The motion picture industry, Box Office warned, “should seri-
ously watch its step to the end that it is not unwittingly caught in the meshes of rabid
jingoism” (“New Brand” 1-2).

15. Blockade was the first film to take a stand on the Spanish Civil War, but it was not
the first to use it as a setting. The Last Train from Madrid, made by Paramount a year earlier
(1937), was a thin melodrama set amidst the flight of civilians from the war zone.

16. Director Lewis Milestone later wrote that he had been appalled by the 1939
version, which he saw as Universal’s response to isolationist sentiment.
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17. Daniel J. Leab (“Viewing the War”) asserts that The Fighting 69th and Sergeant
York were not primarily designed to stimulate sentiment for war, as suggested by Bas-
inger (98) and Sklar (99, 105). Leab develops this argument further in “7The Fighting
69th: An Ambiguous Portrait of Isolationism/Interventionism.” My own view of these
two films is that, although they did not praise war and even included some gestures to
the still strong isolationist sentiment in the United States, they reversed the pessimistic
emotional position of antiwar films that had portrayed the war’s senselessness and its
breaking of the human spirit. Instead, the films of 1940 and 1941 emphasized the need
for a patriotic willingness to do one’s duty for the nation and a view of combat that
highlighted bravery, courage, camaraderie, and even redemptive glory. Granted, Warner
Bros.” primary aim was to earn a profit, and it made a handsome one, particularly on
Sergeant York. But preparing the country to fight the Nazis was another important motive
behind both films. The latest study of Warner Bros. agrees that Sergeant York became an
interventionist vehicle for the studio and for Alvin York himself (Birdwell 131-53).

18. In fact, both the NCPW and the WILPF cooperated with the AFC beginning in
the winter of 1940-1941, and they received some financial support from it (Doenecke,
In Danger 59n). But only the NCPW supported the assault on Hollywood and its leaders.
See Libby, letter to Stuart [AFC’s founder], and Detzer [WILPF’s lobbyist].

19. See also the confidential memorandum to members of the executive commit-
tee of the AFC. For Flynn’s plan, see Flynn, letter to Stuart. Earlier, Flynn had been
research director for Senator Gerald Nye’s 1934 hearings on profits of the munitions
industry during World War I, and he continued to be concerned with oligopoly,
profiteering, and interventionism. The Scripps-Howard chain continued to publish his
column after the New Republic dropped it in November 1940. See Doenecke, In Danger
16; Stenehjem; Moser, Right Turn. AFC chairman Robert Wood later disingenuously
wrote to an executive of Columbia Pictures that the Senate investigation was in no way
sponsored by the AFC.

20. Wheeler, chair of the Senate Interstate Commerce Committee, introduced
Senate Resolution No. 152, 77th Cong., Ist sess., on 1 Aug. 1941, to authorize the
investigation. The full Senate was never given the chance to vote on the resolution.
Instead, Wheeler simply appointed an investigating subcommittee. In an otherwise
well-researched account, Steele, in Propaganda in an Open Society (65), misidentifies the
cosponsor of the resolution as D. Worth Clark. Clark, an Idaho Democrat, was made
cochair of the subcommittee, but Wheeler’s cosponsor of the resolution was actually
Senator Bennett Champ Clark (D-Mo.).

21. In a Gallup poll at the end of June 1941, 79 percent of respondents said that
they would vote to stay out of the European war. Although that question was not used
again by Gallup, when Americans were asked in October and November 1941 which
was more important—that the United States keep out of war or that Germany be
defeated—only 32 percent said that it was more important to stay out of war, and 68
percent said that it was more important that Germany be defeated.

22. Nye and other isolationists on the subcommittee admitted that they had not
seen the films they were condemning as propagandistic; their hostile questions were
also offset by the lone interventionist on the committee, freshman senator Ernest Mc-
Farland (D-Ariz.). Industry leaders testifying included Barney Balaban of Paramount,
Nicholas Schenck of Loew’s, Darryl Zanuck of 20th Century-Fox, and Harry Warner
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of Warner Bros. Warner, in the most quoted testimony, asserted that his company’s
films were not anti-American propaganda but were accurate and patriotic and that the
American public should see the truth about Hitler and Nazism (U.S. Congress 57-60,
91-116, 213-66, 338-48, 337-92, 427-31).

23. Indeed, Robert S. Allen, coauthor with Drew Pearson of the widely syndicated
column “The Washington Merry-Go-Round,” reported confidentially to the intervention-
ist group Fight for Freedom before the hearings began, “The whole movie affair is part
of a deliberate anti-Semitic campaign” to reinvigorate the flagging anti-interventionist
movement. “I heard on the Hill yesterday that this was deliberately cooked up for
the double purpose of terrorizing the Jews, on one hand to keep them from active
participation in the anti-isolationist fight and on the other to arouse public prejudice
against the interventionist cause on the Jew angle. This is one of the most sinister and
vicious schemes yet undertaken by the isolationists and I think that the FFF ought to
hit very hard with the biggest speaker it can get to do the job. . .. The whole purpose
of these so-called hearings will be to drag up Jews in the movie industry and parade
them across the headlines.”

The AFC’s main attack was clearly against the motion picture industry for present-
ing, as Nye said in the hearings, “one-sided” propaganda. However, there were some anti-
interventionists in the AFC and in Congress who were willing to play on anti-Semitism,
most notoriously Charles Lindbergh and Gerald Nye. In a major radio address to an
AFC rally in St. Louis on 1 August 1941, Nye declared that motion picture companies
had “become the most gigantic engines of propaganda in existence to rouse the war
fever in America and plunge this Nation to her destruction.” He named the heads of
the eight largest film studios as the responsible parties. Although Nye talked about the
studios’ economic connections to Britain and the number of British actors working
in Hollywood, his recital of the names of seventeen men who were either Jewish or
had Jewish-sounding names (Darryl Zanuck was Protestant), as well as his emphasis
on their immigrant origins from central and eastern Europe, indicates a clear appeal
to the strong current of anti-Semitism in the United States in the 1930s. Although
the list of names is the same, some of the remarks in the printed version (Nye) differ
from the broadcast version transcribed by a stenographer hired by Fight for Freedom
(“Senator Gerald”). In describing his plan for the hearing, John T. Flynn thought it
would help publicize the AFC’s case about Hollywood propaganda; he did not know
whether “the movie moguls” would agree to come to the hearing. “But in any case,
it will obtain our objective in focusing attention on the movies and on them” (Flynn,
letter to Stuart). At the hearing, Nye emphasized the oligopolistic nature of the film
industry, dominated by the “big eight” firms, rather than emphasizing the names of
their leaders. This and a debate over the issue of anti-Semitism can be seen in U.S. Con-
gress 14-22, 26-29, 67-69. For an attempted defense of Senator Nye against charges of

»

anti-Semitism, see Shapiro. Moser, in “‘Gigantic Engines,’” seeks unsuccessfully (in my
view) to shift the Senate subcommittee’s main motivation from anti-interventionism
and an anti-Semitic “witch hunt” to an ongoing effort by progressive insurgents against
“the increasing corporatization of society” and in favor of greater regulation of the
motion picture industry.

24. Two days after his radio address, Lindbergh returned to New York City and

went to see Sergeant York. He noted in his diary that it was “good propaganda for war—
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glorification of war, etc. However, I do not think a picture of this type is at all objec-
tionable and dangerous.” The next day he left for his home on Martha’s Vineyard, still
believing, despite the public outcry, that he had spoken “carefully and moderately” in
Iowa (Lindbergh 538-39).

25. Anti-interventionists were divided on the issue, but many of them, particularly
in conservative circles, had been privately condemning Jewish interventionists for some
time. Anti-interventionist Joseph P. Kennedy, U.S. ambassador to Great Britain, had
warned studio executives in November 1940 that they, and particularly the Jews among
them, would be in jeopardy because of their propagandistic war films (Fairbanks).
For Kennedy’s anti-interventionism, see Kennedy 221-508. For condemnation of
Lindbergh’s anti-Semitic remarks within the antiwar, isolationist, and anti-interventionist
movements, see Cole, Charles A. Lindbergh 171-85, and Doenecke, In Danger 37-40. In
the second week of October 1941, the Gallup poll asked, “What persons or groups do
you think are most active in trying to get us into war?” Listed in decreasing order of
frequency were the Roosevelt administration and the Democratic Party; big business
and profiteers; British organizations and agents; American groups with pro-British
sympathies; and Jews. The most frequently mentioned individuals or groups “trying
to keep us out of war” were Charles Lindbergh, Burton Wheeler, and Gerald Nye;
America First Committee; Roosevelt administration; Nazi agents and fifth columnists;
and church groups (Gallup 302-3).

26. See, for example, Felicia Herman’s “Hollywood, Nazism, and the Jews, 1933—
1941,” which reveals how Hollywood films indirectly attacked Nazism before 1938.
Herman acknowledges that the studios avoided explicitly anti-Nazi films for most of the
1930s, but she contends that one of the many reasons was the fear by Jewish organizations
that films that overtly condemned Nazism or directly defended Jewry would intensify the
growing anti-Semitism. The 1941 Senate hearings raised the charge that Jews controlled
Hollywood and were interventionists and propagandists. But instead of seizing on that
accusation, the American press and much of the public repudiated it. See also Gabler
338-47. Todd Bennett places Will Hays, the head of the Motion Picture Producers and
Distributors Association, rather than the studio heads, at the center of Hollywood’s shift
to anti-Nazi films beginning in 1939. Bennett contends that Hays asked for the Roosevelt
administration’s help in reopening the British market, since London had frozen the
American studios’ assets there to help the British balance of payments. In return for
the administration’s success in getting the British government to unfreeze those assets
a year at a time, Hays relaxed his previous ban on interventionist films, such as those
directly attacking Nazism. Thus, London made an economic sacrifice to gain a political
objective: increasing interventionist propaganda in the United States.
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THE B MovieE GOEs TO WAR IN
HITLER, BEAST OF BERLIN

During the 1930s, the neighborhood movie house was a place of refuge for
many. The pressures and strains of the world vanished amidst the laughter,
thrills, and chills of the golden era of the B movie. In the world outside,
people were weighed down by the burdens of the era—memories of family,
friends, and neighbors who had died in World War I; the effects of the Great
Depression; and the strife of the Spanish Civil War. But once they were behind
those movie house doors, the tensions of everyday life melted away, as the Bs
broughtlow-budget action, suspense, comedy, and melodrama into the lives of
the moviegoing public. With a shriek, a pratfall, or a fiendish glare, B movies
served up extra helpings of escapism; however, by the end of the decade, the
boundaries between the world of the cinema and the world outside began to
erode. The question of whether to become 