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Period films are as old as the industry itself and have been churned out in massive
mbers.! Most are eminently forgettable. But there are exceptions.” This essay will
zue, withreference to the early modern period, that some films do contain scenes with
1sonably apt portrayals of politics and institutions.> These vignettes make for a useful
iching tool in surveys where, by definition, time is at a premium: Because they are
ort, they can be fitted easily to illustrate a point that has just been made (or is about
be made). They appeal particularly to students who identify themselves as “visual
imers,” and can leave on this constituency a more lasting imprint than assigned
iding.

A prerequisite is that students must understand that most films are made with box
ice receipts in mind rather than the needs of the scholarly community, and that,
nsequently, the producers are likely to have taken liberties with the material. For
ir part, instructors must remember that filmmakers need to shoehorn their subject

list of period films, arranged chronologically by century in which they are set, can be found at
vikipedia.org/wiki/Historical Films. Some film scripts are transcribed in the “Database of Movie
logs” at http:/movie.subtitlr.com.

e principal distinction between a “history film” and a mere “costume drama” was drawn by Natalie
10n Davis, the historical advisor to the film The Return of Martin Guerre (1982; dir. by Daniel
ne): “By history films I mean those having as their central plot documentable events, such as a
son’s life or a war or revolution, and those with a fictional plot but with a historical setting intrinsic
1e action” (emphasis mine). “‘Any Resemblance to Persons Living or Dead’: Film and the Challenge
wthenticity,” Yale Review, 76 (September 1987), 459. Davis’s categorizations are echoed in Kara
{echnie, “Mrs. Brown’s Mourning and Mr. King’s Madness: Royal Crisis on Screen,” in Deborah
tmell, et al. (eds.), Retrovisions: Reinventing the Past in Film and Fiction (London: Pluto, 2001),

, and in William Guynn, Writing History in Film (London: Routledge, 2006), 2, 142. Guynn, 145-
, further elaborates narrative strategies employed by filmmakers. Davis’s distinctions have been
cized by Robert Rosenstone, “The Historical Film: Looking at the Past in a Postliterate Age,” in
cia Landy, ed., The Historical Film: History and Memory in Media (New Brunswick: Rutgers,

1), 53, and by Richard Burt, Medieval and Early Modern Film and Media (New York: Palgrave,
8), 1391f.

s essay discusses, in this order, Luther (2003; dir. By Eric Till); Henry VIII (2003; dir.by Pete

7is); The Taking of Power by Louis XIV (1966, re-released in 2008; dir. by Roberto Rossellini);

ie Antoinette (2006; dir. by Sofia Coppola); To Kill a King (2003; dir. by Mike Barker); Libertine
15; dir. by Laurence Dunmore); Madness of King George (1994; dir. by Nicholas Hytner); Amistad
17, dir. by Steve Spielberg); Amazing Grace (2007, dir. by Michael Apted); Barry Lyndon (1975,
by Stanley Kubrick); Culloden (1964; dir. by Peter Watkins); The Mission (1986; dir. by Roland
3); and Amadeus (1984, dir. by Milos Forman).
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it had roiled the land a decade earlier.” But even if the king resolved to be his own
nister, this ambition had its physical limitations, and he needed a factotum to execute
program. His new comptroller-general of finances, Jean-Baptiste Colbert, proved
villing accomplice and hastened to portray the king as the fount of all power,
vileges, favors, and benefits (2:20 into Scene 12, “Arrest and Strategy,” for 2:50).%
its depiction of the measures to be taken, this scene neatly captures the essence of
igisme (although the term itself is never used), the philosophy of state-sponsored
erventions which are a hallmark of the French economy still.
Ifthe dominant theme in early modern constitutional politics was absolutism and
model was the French monarchy, then its brick-and-mortar embodiment was
rsailles. Sofia Coppola’s Marie Antoinette captures the atmospherics of palace life:
1tifying boredom amidst sumptuous luxury. Scene 4 (“Versailles,” 4:10) contrasts
hostility of the court to the new dauphine with the stunning louis-quinze elegance
her new apartments. The case for Versailles as a golden cage—for the aristocracy
well as the new arrival from Vienna—is brilliantly made in Scene 6 (“Wedding
3ht,” 3:54). Detailing the meaningless ritual of the morning levée, this scene
vetails with W.H. Lewis’s famous description of precisely this routine in his Splendid
ntury, and can be used effectively as a visual companion piece to this excerpt.’
The English constitutional aberration—the early defeat of absolutism and the
wth of the powers of parliament—has lately been well served by three feature films.
Kill a King tells the story of the English civil war from the perspective of Sir
omas Fairfax, Cromwell’s predecessor as captain-general of the parliamentary army.
Scene 6 (“Traitor”), Fairfax tries to persuade an obstinate Charles I to yield to
liament: He accomplishes the exact opposite, as Charles rejects any modus vivendi
I instead uses this opportunity to launch a vigorous defense of divine-right kingship

dents should be aware that the term parlements (the courts of appeal that were a stronghold of the
‘ocracy) is, in the captions, misleadingly translated as “parliament.”

[bert owed his advancement to the fall of Nicolas Fouquet, who had been tipped to succeed Mazarin.
quet’s chef, Frangois Vatel, after the disgrace of his patron, entered the employ of the Prince of

dé. More an impresario than a chef for the Condé household, Vatel in 1671 staged a three-day
rtainment for Louis XIV, and wined and dined more than 2,000 guests at a cost of 600,000 écus.

; party became the subject of Vatel (2000, dir. by Roland Joffé). Like The Return of Martin Guerre,
2/ does not yield the stand-alone moments which are the concern of this essay, and the film has to be
ved in its entirety. But it is likely that Vatel was inspired by Rossellini’s Louis XIV, where in Scene
“A Meal at Versailles,” 2:40 into the scene for 8:50) we are treated to a similar behind-the-props

7 of the royal kitchens, with scores of attendants bowing to the roast (“/a viande du roi”) as it is

ded by on its way to the royal table. What is anachronistic, however, is that Louis did not move his
1 to Versailles until 1682.

1. Lewis, The Splendid Century: Life in the France of Louis XIV (1953; reprint, 1997), 40-42, 48-
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to the peerage.'® Tarleton’s life and career in themselves would make for
ng, if unedifying, subject for a film, but his seething contempt for abolition
(“Voice of the People,” 4:00) would be more understandable if the film had
1im as the son of a Liverpool slave trader and Liverpool as the foremost
for British slavers. Nonetheless, this scene is worth watching for a rehash
ts against abolition and the strength of the forces against which Wilberforce
end. It also brings to the fore the widespread aversion in the Commons to
>f “the people” (in Tarleton’s phrase, the “rule of the mob”). Woven into
:ne (Scene 14, “Two Pistols,” 6:00) are allusions to the power of the West
ters’ lobby and to the endemic corruption plaguing the House of Commons.
s are part of the mix in the backstage maneuverings of both abolitionists and
onists, as they vie for the support of the Home Secretary, Lord Henry
undas’s prevarications might seem morally repugnant, but for students there
»nal message: They are in character with what is, for better or for worse, the
e of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British constitutional politics,

lern War

ey Kubrick’s Barry Lyndon is named for the eponymous anti-hero of
s nineteenth-century Bildungsroman, set in the Seven Years’ War and its
The second half of the film is highly instructive as a social history of what
le to obtain a peerage. It is visually lavish: Its candlelit scenes and grouping
1s at card tables, in libraries, at an art dealer, in the anterooms of country
ot the style of eighteenth-century English painting and should be mandatory
*any upper-division course on the early modern era. But it is too long to
urvey. What is suitable for a survey is a battlefield scene in the first half
“First Taste of Battle,” 3:00). Even though the scene is questionable in

details (the volleys are too rapid and we never see troops cleaning or
1eir muskets), it does convey the attributes of eighteenth-century warfare:
some standardization of equipment, advancing in line—all of which
1 drill and the ruthless discipline for which eighteenth-century armies were
Barry himself, Irish and destitute, is the archetypical cannon fodder favored
nth-century recruiters and cameralists whose preference for foreign
s over press-ganged natives was dictated by the wish to avoid manpower
| farming and manufacturing.

ruous is Scene 3, a flashback to the early 1780s, which shows both Clarence and Tarleton
‘ommons. At the time, Clarence was still in his teens and Tarleton served as a British
American War for Independence.

‘
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“he missions might not have been targeted, the Portuguese emissary suggests
irony, had they been less successful:

should have achieved [in the reductions] a noble failure if you wanted
pproval of the state. There is nothing we like better than a noble
ce. It’s deeply reassuring to a trading nation such as my own (Scene

:choes (and broadens) Garrett Mattingly’s throwaway line comparing the
overseas empire to a “bankrupt wholesale grocery business, which was what
"Portugal’s oriental [sic] empire had somehow turned into.””'

episode of the Jesuit missions might not be the central narrative of the
ent, but it speaks directly to the darker side of two enlightenment themes—
norganized religion and the attempts of “enlightened monarchs” to increase
of state power. In cultural terms, however, The Mission is worth noting for
son: It proved a major impetus for a revival of interest in baroque Latin
| particular the music of the reductions.'®

scenes in Milos Forman’s Amadeus (Scene 6, 2:19, and Scene 8, 3:55)
¢ culture wars that accompanied the enlightenment in Central Europe—to
1t to reestablish German-language drama and to emancipate German opera
1 and French models. Earlier German-born operatic composers—Handel,
*k—had set to music libretti in languages other than German, but the first
man-language opera was Mozart’s Abduction from the Seraglio,
1ed specifically by the Habsburg Emperor Joseph II as a work to be
n German. A further sign of imperial favor was that Abduction premiered
or of the Vienna court (the old Burgtheater, taken down in the 1880s), a
nected—Iliterally, via a skyway—to the imperial apartments. As the scene
idantly clear, the imperial commission matched Mozart’s own tastes. A
> through and through, Mozart nonetheless thought of himselfas German—
mocking exclamation, in a letter dated March 1785, “and wouldn’t that be

ngly, The Armada (New York, 1959; reprint, 2005), 128. Also see, Bailey W. Diffie and
1ius, Foundations of the Portuguese Empire, 1415-1580 (Minneapolis: University of

ss, 1977), 312ff and 415ff. For correctives, see A.J.R. Russell-Wood, The Portuguese
1808 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), ch. 4, passim, and C.R.
rtuguese Seaborne Empire, 1415-1815 (New York: Knopf, 1969), 148: “... by 1700

wrly the most profitable jewel in the Portuguese crown.” Similarly, Boxer, 175, 192-93.

“Bolivian Mission Towns Revive Baroque Legacy” (May 15, 2008),
emplates/story/story.php?storyld==90321843 or the site for the music ensemble
im.org.uk.






