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ed affair and did not marry Edward until two years after Wallace had been
>d, thus making such an affair impossible.
Now certainly, historians expect a certain amount of, shall we call it,
yrmation from Hollywood films. History instructors are not too naive to realize
oducers and directors will use their “creative license” to titillate modern
ses. But even so, some inaccuracies can throw historians over the edge. For
e, during one scene in Braveheart, the evil English King Longshanks, that is
11, grants English noblemen land and privileges in Scotland, including the right
ae noctis, the right of the lord to take a newly married Scottish woman into his
her wedding night. Edward does this, as he maliciously states in the movie, in
> “breed” the Scots out of Scotland. Because of this scene in particular, a
1 historian from my graduate school days would just about have an aneurysm
'er the topic of Braveheart came up. The thought of the general public believing
; blatant misrepresentation of history was accurate was too much for himto even
T.
Vhat is worse is that many movies—again Braveheart is a good example—spend
e on making their movies as elaborate in scale and as realistic as possible. This
iany movies an appearance of legitimacy. It is laudable that producers will at
o0 to great pains to accurately portray certain elements of their films such as
sure that their costumes and sets are as historically authentic as possible.
xr, they then often have their characters do things that no one at the time would
er done or say things that no one would have ever said. This is when films are
t dangerous since these elaborate spectacles about serious topics may convince
ovie goers that this is accurate history.
o if the historical accuracy of filims cannot be trusted, then how can movies be
Ipful in the classroom? For one thing history instructors must keep in mind that,
wnings of Braveheart and Titanic indicate, the American public flocks to these
There is no stopping them. As a result, whether instructors like it or not, most
ihave acquired at best an incomplete and often incorrect impression of history.
i, my appeal for the use of movies as a teaching tool is not a “we can’t beat
we might as well join them” argument. There are three important reasons why
-ating movies in the classroom can, in fact, be a positive experience.
irst, movies can get students interested in history as nothing else can. The
f film is truly remarkable. When I was growing up in the Chicago area, the
"station, WGN, had a program on Sundays called Family Classics that featured
¢” movie. Many of these movies had historical themes. used to sit entranced
of the TV watching films like Captain Blood, a 1930s swashbuckler starring
ynn that takes place during the Monmouth Rebellion and the Glorious
lon against King James I, or The Sea Hawk, another Errol Flynn swashbuckler
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to analyze the world around them in a critical way. As historians, we
ar students the tools they need to analyze the written word. But I also
ical analysis of what they see is just as important, especially when it
iry. A great example of this comes from Walt Disney’s animated movie
In the opening scene, we see John Smith onboard a ship on the way to
d. The movie then switches to Pocahontas’ village and shows the daily
tive Americans. I show this opening clip and then ask students how the
:ans are depicted in this scene. Students point to their peaceful lifestyle
to recognize that the Native Americans are shown to be civilized. Yet
ially get what I am after and I have to repeat my question. How are the
sans depicted? That is, how are they actually drawn by the animators?
awhile do I get a student who notices what I am talking about. The
rse, is that the Native Americans are in great physical shape. With their
es they look like they just came out of a gym. Even Pocahontas’ elderly
bdominal “six pack.” I ask students how the Europeans were drawn in
1e. Except for the hero John Smith and his faithful sidekick, they mostly
ag bellies, five o’clock shadows, and were swilling beer as they
<illing Indians while their own leader plotted against them. Whether or
ictions are right or wrong, good or bad, it is important that students
t is being presented.
ving said all of this, there are several challenges that instructors must
-der to make movies a successful part of the classroom experience. The
important challenge is to not get bogged down in how correct the
ils of any movie are. Of course, no film gets everything right. Many
tors included, like to point out and argue about what the movies got right
leed, even the History Channel a few years back would show a historical
n, during the commercial breaks, have one or two historians and a
uss the film’s errors. This can be a lot of fun and can serve as a way to
on like The Tudors example clearly shows. But aside from being fun,
liscussions do not have a lot of value in the classroom. Thus, my main
» not make historical errors in filims the focal point of any discussion.
‘e important is for students to recognize the historical interpretation that
-ays. Ultimately, most people do not know and do not really care what
right and wrong. But you can be sure that they will remember the film’s
etation of Anglo/Scottish relations. That is, that the Scottish were
1s and the English were the evil aggressors. You can bet that the Errol
nentioned above did not get much history right, but they had a definite
if the personalities of King James II and Elizabeth 1.

Walt Disney Company, 1995).
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>f Christopher Haigh and Eamon Duffy, which depict an English population that
tisfied with the Catholic Church and thus had the Reformation forced upon

A second challenge with using film in the classroom deals with time. Instructors
not give into the temptation of showing or talking about movies for the whole
ss or even for a substantial part of it. Most history classes barely have the time
1 all the lectures, discussions, and tests let along show movies. That is how it
be. A quality history course is rot a film class, nor should it be. Film must be
aringly, as a tool that opens a discussion or introduces or enhances a lecture but
»t dominate. Thus, watching full-length films is out of the question and would
own a serious history class. Only carefully edited sections from movies should
. For example, my introduction to Henry VIII only consists of a few short clips
s does not take much time.
“he last challenge deals with what films an instructor should use. This is a
n with no easy solution, since it requires a significant amount of time to wade
1 an endless amount of historical movies in order to find the one that will
> exactly what is being taught in class. Once that is done, more time is needed
out the right few minutes that are most useful. In addition many historical
, even though they deal with the topic that you are covering, do not lend
ves to be used easily in class. Once I started using film in class, I found that
10w watch movies, I am always on the lookout for something I can use in class.
have found that it is useful to use anything that students are familiar with
ves. Movies such as The Private Life of Henry VIII that no student has heard
vork well, but it is always better to use recent filins that they would have seen,
the Disney film, ones that they would have seen growing up. Ultimately, of
the instructor can only use what he or she is familiar with. This means that as
ntious instructors, we are forced to go out and do our homework and watch
ovies!
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