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Teacher

Introduction

“It is like writing history with lightning!”

Woodrow Wilson exclaimed this in 1915, upon
viewing D.W. Griffith’s film The Birth of a Nation.
Today, we are fairly blase about films and television
programs that have, or purport to have, themes based
on historical subjects. Yet it is an accepted fact today
that, for many people, these media are their only
glimpse of history outside a formal classroom. For
our students, films and television provide a chief
source of entertainment and, sadly, in many cases the
students totally accept what they see on the screen as
absolute fact.

With this in mind, it is our purpose to present
some sample films you can tie to a U.S. history
curriculum and give you some ideas about using these
films in the most productive way possible. We hope
you can use these films in a broader context as
a means of stimulating media awareness and critical-
viewing skills in your students—turning “media-
passive” students into “media-active” students who see
the viewing of a film not as a comfortable break from
classroom work but as a lesson in critical analysis and
historical interpretation.

To do this, we must look at ways in which films
can be used in a history classroom. Students are
taught to analyze historical documents. A film can be
analyzed and studied in much the same way. Several
major questions could be asked of the film document:
What is the content of the film? What information
does it convey or portray? How is the information
affected or determined by the necessity to entertain
as well as instruct? What influences were at work
during the production of the film—e.g., censorship,
monetary constraints, attitudes of society, back-
ground of producers? How was the film received

when it was released? This is not to say that films
should not be enjoyed, but we must employ a bit of
caution in the process. We must teach our students
that in print and film, there is no such thing as a com-
pletely objective and unbiased historical account.

The films chosen for this book are presentations of
history rather than documentations of history. That is,
they are reenactments of historical events rather than
documentary records of events, such as a newsreel or
actuality footage. These historical-presentation films
may present historical content in four ways:

1. As a factual record: It is possible to use film
to dramatize what happened in the past. Some
directors have taken great care to portray histor-
ical events accurately; Richard Attenborough’s
A Bridge Too Far (1977), Michael Mann’s The
Insider (1999), and Roger Donaldson’s Thirteen
Days (2000) are examples. Occasionally, histori-
ans act as advisers or even participate in the
production of such films. A good example of this
is the role Daniel J. Walkowitz played in the
making of the television drama Molders of Troy
(1979), which recreates the struggles of iron
molders in upstate New York in the years 1859
to 1876.

2. To convey atmosphere: It is common for
history teachers to use fiction to convey a sense
of the past—lifestyles, values, or beliefs. Film-
makers have spent much money, time, and
energy to make historical presentations—
whether fact-based, fictional, or docudramatic
(combining elements of each)—Ilook real.
Costumes, sets, weapons, and props are often
carefully reconstructed to lend legitimacy to
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the production. Makers of fictional films like
Ragtime (1981) take great care in creating an
accurate setting (in this case, New York in 1906)
for fictional events. Films loosely based on real
characters or events, such as Barry Levinson’s
Baltimore stories, Diner (1982), Tin Men (1987),
Avalon (1990), and Liberty Heights (1999);
Woody Allen’s Radio Days (1987); or Neil
Simon’s Brighton Beach Memoirs (1986), recreate
with scrupulous honesty the look and sounds
of the time period in which they are set. Makers
of historical epics, such as James Cruze’s The
CoveredWagon (1923) and John Ford’s The Iron
Horse (1924), which used participants and their
descendants as extras; John Wayne’s The Alamo
(1960), which recreated the San Antonio de
Behar Mission, whatever the liberties it took
with its historical characters; and Glory (1989),
take great pains to create an accurate historical
context for their stories.

Analogy: Occasionally, media producers use a
historical event to point out or explain contem-
porary motives or actions, particularly when the
contemporary event is controversial. Sergeant
York, an idealized and partly fictional biographj-
cal film about an American World War I hero,
was made in 1941 to convey a preparedness
message to a country torn between interven-
tionists and isolationists as World War II raged
all around it. Similarly, many of President
Woodrow Wilson’s shortcomings in his handling
of World War I peacemaking were glossed over
in the 1944 biographical film called Wilson to
present an interpretation designed to support
Franklin Roosevelt’s vision of a postwar United
Nations. Ralph Nelson’s graphic reenactment of
the Sand Creek Massacre, Soldier Blue (1970),

is transposed to the halfway point in the Indian
Wars period of American history to draw a
continuum between the army’s attitude toward
and treatment of Native Americans in the nine-
teenth century and its actions at My Lai (1970)
in the then-ongoing Vietnam War. In much the

same way, many of the best science fiction films,
from 2001: A Space Odyssey to the original Planet
of the Apes, both released in 1968, are meant as
allegories, illuminating by analogy contempo-
rary issues.

4. As alesson in historiography: Because the
dramatic form used in films required consistent
and relatively simple motivational interpreta-
tions, students can often learn how the time
period in which the film was made interpreted
historical (and by implication contemporary)
personalities or events. The narrow Freudianism
that displayed the evils of society as the cause
of deviant behavior during the early Cold War
period can also be seen in contemporary dramas
like White Heat (1949) and in such historical
dramas as Gore Vidal’s The Left-Handed Gun
(1958), about Billy the Kid. Dances withWolves
(1990) demonstrated the growing awareness
of the environment at the time the film was
produced as well as a new appreciation for
anything having to do with Native Americans.

Media resources have expanded dramatically in
recent years, with new titles available every month.
The films we have selected to key to U.S. history units
are readily available in videocassette form, as well as,
in some cases, digital videodisc (DVD). Many of our
selected films are currently popular with U.S. history
teachers. We also provide a list of other appropriate
films for each unit. Since the distribution of video-
tapes and DVDs changes frequently, we have included
a bibliography of media sources that you can use to
check the availability of films. More and more films
are becoming available on DVD, and this provides you
with some advantages. Many DVDs contain ancillary
materials on the film such as outtakes, newsreel foot-
age from the time period of the film, or interviews
with historical consultants. When a DVD player is
interfaced with a computer, often there are hot links
that can be used to go directly to web sites on related
topics. If a computer interface is not possible, you can
copy down the uniform resource locators (URLs)
from the DVD and use them on a separate computer



to research web sites. As the technology changes,
films and other video resources are becoming easier
and easier for teachers to use. Freezing an image,
rewinding, and replaying a section of a film is much
simpler than it has been in the past.

Reproducible student material contained in this
book includes A Student Introduction to Historical
Films (page x), a Film Analysis Guide Sheet (page
143), and a Glossary of Common Film Terms (page
146) to aid in film analysis. Most units also include
reproducible student pages consisting of a guide to
what to watch for in a film and a worksheet that
includes a vocabulary list and questions based on the
film. We suggest that you hand out both the Film
Analysis Guide Sheet and the unit’s reproducible
pages to students before they view the particular film.
The vocabulary lists refer specifically to terms used in
the film or in the introductory materials provided in
the unit. The terms can be reviewed by you with the
students before they watch the film or can be defined
by the students as part of their written assignment or
during class discussion. Likewise, you can decide how
to use the worksheet questions—as a written assign-
ment, a springboard for class discussion, or an enrich-
ment assignment to be completed at home.

You will find that Unit 16 is different from the
previous units in that it provides a case study on how
a historical event—the OK Corral gunfight in this
instance—has been redefined by filmmakers
immersed in responding to, or wishing to profit
from, popular attitudes or beliefs that existed when
each of the films was made. This unit analyzes three of
the many film versions of the gunfight. The first, My
Darling Clementine, was made just after World War 1I as
the victorious Allies, including the United States and
Soviet Union, were justifying their own participation
in the war in the light of rising Cold War tensions. The
second, Gunfight at the OK Corral, appeared at the mid-
point of the Eisenhower administration when Ameri-
cans were acting abroad as the globe’s police force,
ferreting out Communists even if that meant support-
ing corrupt dictators while uncovering organized
crime at home and enjoying the material rewards

Teacher Introduction vii

of “melting pot” conformity. The third, Doc, was
produced at the height of the disillusionment and
polarization resulting from the Vietnam War, which
was manifested in the antiwar, counterculture, and
minority-empowerment movements. The unit is
written primarily for your own enrichment and to
suggest additional ways in which use of films can illu-
minate the study of U.S. history and its interpretive
shifts. But these examples might also be used produc-
tively with a more advanced American history class,
especially since (given the limited class time available)
the first two films are widely available on videocas-
settes and DVDs and can be watched by students
outside of class. A reproducible student question
sheet has been provided for use with each individual
film in the unit as well as a question that asks students
to compare the disparate views of all three films on
this event.

Finally, we also need to remind our students that
movies are produced primarily as vehicles for enter-
tainment. Actors and actresses are generally chosen
because they are attractive to the audience. Their
characters may have fought in a battle, but their hair is
usually clean and their teeth are sparkling white. In
their film of seventeenth century England, Winstanley
(1975), directors Kevin Brownlow and Andrew
Mollo sought to present an accurate image of life at
that time. The directors hired nonprofessional actors
with careworn faces, matted hair, and bad teeth.
Costumes were worn for the duration of the shooting
without being laundered and cast members did not
engage in modern hygiene. The comment from most
students in viewing this film is “Yuck!” It is important
to explain to students that life in the past was not as
clean, manicured, and beautifully coiffured as is
usually portrayed by Hollywood.

We hope that you will find ways to use film as a
positive teaching tool, providing an active viewing
experience for your class. In our role as social studies
teachers, we now need to add critical-viewing skills
(or visual literacy) to the list of important abilities
our students need to develop for life in our media-
conscious society.






A Layperson’s Note

on Copyright and
Fair Use

Copyright is a delicate balancing effort undertaken
by the federal government, on the one hand, to
encourage intellectual and artistic creativity by ensur-
ing a fair return for the artist’s efforts (as well as
profit-engendered distribution systems) while, on the
other, to provide an environment in which these ideas
and achievements can spread widely to be judged in
public review and analysis. Educators have long relied
on the doctrine of “fair use” to permit copyrighted
materials to be used in their classrooms without prior
authorization. The Copyright Law of 1976 substan-
tially circumscribed the concept of fair use, while
the results of the author-user conference that accom-
panied the law’s development suggested specific
guidelines of brevity, spontaneity, and “cumulative
effect”—that is, the extent to which the use interferes
with the author’s potential market—to help deter-
mine whether projected use of copyrighted material
is permissible under the law. Both because this was a
compromise between users and authors, and because
the law attempted to encompass the range of print
and electronic media invented since the 1905 law,
these guidelines were necessarily vague. Subsequent
amendments and additions to the law, such as the
Digital Millennium Copyright Act of 1998 and the
Sonny Bono Copyright Term Extension Act of 1998,
have done little to lend clarity to the situation. The
new nonprint media have been an area of particular
contention between authors and users, partly because
of their ephemeral nature and ease of broadcasting
and partly because of the threat posed to producers
and distributors by the explosion in the availability
and ease of duplication technologies.

The law in this area is still developing, and defini-
tive conclusions are not yet possible. When films,

ix

tapes, or discs are purchased or rented from legiti-
mate educational distributors, specific use licenses
accompany them. Beyond this, it is probably legal

to use other commerecial tapes legitimately acquired
by purchase, rental, or lease in direct face-to-face
instruction. It is likely not legal to broadcast them
over closed-circuit, instructional, or broadcast radio
or television systems or to digitize and send them
over the Web without a specific license to do so. It is
probably illegal to deposit them in libraries for casual
listening or viewing, to play them publicly to general
(even student) or paying audiences, or to use pirated
tapes for these purposes. Copies made without
permission from other tapes, films, or other record-
ings are, except for limited preservation purposes,
considered pirated copies, even if the recordings from
which they were obtained are legitimate.

Under certain circumstances, downloaded or “off-
air” copies may also be legally employed in this same
face-to-face instruction for a very limited time before
they must be erased, though these should probably be
recorded at the site of their proposed “time-shifted”
use. (“Off-air” recording means the recording of
a televised program, such as a PBS documentary.
“Time-shifted” use is the showing of a recorded video-
tape at a time to suit an individual’s need, such as
conforming to a specific class meeting time.) To
facilitate such use, many educational distributors are
offering to license such recordings for educational
purposes for a set time or for the life of the tape as an
alternative to more expensive rentals or purchases.
In addition, specialized off-air and commercial copy-
licensing clearinghouses are now in existence or are

being formed.
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The legitimacy of excerpting unauthorized clips
or cuts for summary presentation, review, or critical
analysis remains an open question (those seen or
heard on television or radio previews or review
programs are provided by the distributors for this
use). Many areas of nonprint media use remain
murky or undefined.

With respect to web-based material, the law
regarding electronic media and fair use is still in its
early stages of development and subject to continuing
dispute and litigation. In light of this, if you are not
certain of the public domain or free-use status of
such electronic material, seek permission for any
computer-based use beyond their live display via hot
links. If doubts remain (either with respect to the
material itself or the wording of the permission you

obtain) and you want your electronic presentations to
display material from other web sites, it is safest for
you to hot link to those sites, rather than download
scenes from them. If you want your students to have
access to or to review such materials, provide them
with the URLs for the sites on which the material

is found so that they can get access to the materials
themselves.

In all of these areas, it is important to consult
some of the many guides available from professional
organizations, clearinghouses, or copyright experts
and to seek legal advice (often available at the district
level or through the local superintendent’s office)
where the fact or situation of the proposed media use
raises questions or poses special problems.



A Student

Introduction to
Historical Films

You have probably heard the expressions “Seeing is believing” and “A picture is
worth a thousand words.” It may seem to you that a truthful and enjoyable way to
learn history is through pictures—moving pictures, or films. It is true that films
do provide us with presentations of historical events, such as the Vietnam War or
the French Revolution. Historical themes have been popular as long as motion
pictures have been produced. It is also true, however, that films provide us with
interpretations of historical figures and events. Just as you have learned to be critical
of print documents, you must bring a critical eye to nonprint or media documents.
It is important to use critical-viewing skills when you see media productions in your

social studies classes, on television at home, or at the movies.

In order to use films to their full advantage, ask several major questions when

viewing a film:
1. What is the content of the film? What information does it convey?

2. How and/or why was the film produced? What forces were at work during its
production that might have affected its final form? (For example: Censorship?
Background of the producers? Budgetary limitations?)

3. How was the film received when it came out? Was it popular? Did it have any effect on
the attitudes of the people who saw it?

Since films are produced first of all to entertain and, perhaps, secondly to
instruct, it is important to remember that few film producers are willing to risk
the box office draw of their film for historical accuracy. If a choice must be made
between entertainment and historical fact, the truth might suffer. If this is so, why
use a film for learning at all? Why not use all print materials such as textbooks

and readings?

First, print materials, like films, involve interpretation and careful analysis to
determine historical fact. Films can also be a valuable way of going back through

time to experience the atmosphere of a past era or to “see” historical characters long

(continued)
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A Student Introduction to Historical Films (continued)

dead. Many film production companies try very hard to make the settings for their
historical presentation as accurate as possible. They employ historians as consultants
to advise in the construction of sets, costume design, weaponry, transportation,
manners, and other details. Sometimes historians play an even more central role.

A good example of this is the film Denmark Vesey’s Rebellion (1981). Noted American
historian Robert B. Toplin acted as the project director for the film and was assisted
by a scholarly panel. They were to ensure not only the accuracy of the visual details
(the film was shot at various Southern locations including historic Charleston),

but also, and more importantly, the faithfulness of the historical interpretation of
what historians understand actually happened. Toplin participated in every stage

of the production, ensuring that the film of this 1822 slave rebellion would avoid
stereotyping its characters or reduce complex and controversial events to a
conventional Hollywood plot line. The resulting film, starring Yaphet Kotto, Ned
Beatty, and Cleavon Little, was broadcast on the Public Broadcasting System as part
of the A House Divided series, and it won numerous awards.

Other films are less true to history and are designed primarily for entertainment
with little regard for fact. The best example of this is the Academy Award-winning
movie Braveheart (1995). William Wallace was a real person who lived between
1272—1305 in Scotland. And he did lead the Scottish war for independence from
England. Other than the rather grisly method of his execution, little else in this film
is historically true. The real Wallace was a knight who wore battle armor and never
would have worn a kilt. He lived in a substantial house and not an earthen mound.
Was this a good film? Certainly it was very entertaining and inspiring. When shown
in Scotland, it caused the audiences to jump to their feet and join the actors in
shouting “Freedom! Freedom!” Membership in the Scottish National Party or SNP
rose dramatically after Braveheart finished its run in the Scottish movie theaters. It is
an exciting and well acted film, and it has entertainment value, but it is not accurate

history, nor was it probably meant to be.

When you watch films in class, complete assignments, and have class discussions,
try to keep in mind what the purpose of a film is—primarily entertainment. Also,
try to see in what ways the films provide a greater lesson in historical interpretation
and critical analysis. Above all, enjoy the unique experience of actively evaluating

and analyzing a film document rather than being a passive receiver of its message.
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The Colonial

Experience

TEACHER’S GUIDE

THREE SOVEREIGNS FOR SARAH
Nightowl Productions, 1986; directed by Philip
Leacock, color, 172 minutes

BACKGROUND OF THE FILM

This three-episode video was originally presented
on public television. It is based on extensive research
into the period of the Salem witch trials, notably the
book Salem Possessed: The Social Origins of Witchcraft, by
Paul Boyer and Stephen Nissenbaum. The outbreak
of hysteria in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1692, which
resulted in the execution of 19 people as witches, has
been the subject of many books, stories, and plays
such as The Crucible by Arthur Miller. This film looks
at this event as part of a series of social and political
disputes that occurred in Salem.

As early as 1700, Robert Calef wrote an analysis
of the witch trials in Salem Village (now Danvers,
Massachusetts) that pointed to the serious social
divisions in the village itself and the opposition felt by
many villagers against the more worldly and affluent
port, Salem Town. The inland Salem Village was far
more rural, and it was subordinate to the influences
of Salem Town. In 1689, Salem Village chose a new
minister, and this engendered a division within the
village itself. The man ultimately selected was Rever-
end Samuel Parris, a failed merchant who had never
held a position in a church. A dispute between pro-
Parris and anti-Parris factions left deep scars in the
village community. Parris’s most outspoken
supporter was Thomas Putnam. Very vocal in his
opposition to Parris was Joseph Putnam, Thomas’s

stepbrother, who had inherited their father’s wealth.

The film uses this rivalry as a focal point, again based
on the research by Boyer, Nissenbaum, and others.

The theory presented is that the “afflicted” chil-
dren began their accusations as a game. The adults
then used the girls’ afflictions and accusations as a way
to get back at their enemies, especially those who had
opposed Parris. Thomas Putnam’s wife, Ann, was
particularly instrumental in the accusations. She
sought to avenge herself over the loss of her husband’s
inheritance as well as losses in her own family. Ann
Putnam’s family had lost land and status to a family of
three sisters, Rebecca Nurse, Mary Easty, and Sarah
Cloyce. The movie presents these village divisions
through the narration of the surviving sister, Sarah
Cloyce, as she strives to clear her sisters’ names.

The film’s dialogue is based on original transcripts
of the trial and Sarah’s diary. The costumes, buildings,
locations, and props attempt to be faithful to the late
1600s in America. Many of the original locations
were used in Salem, Danvers, and Ipswich, Massa-
chusetts. The script also gives a good glimpse of
the fundamental religious nature of life in Puritan
Massachusetts.

SYNOPSIS OF THE PLOT

Since it was made to be a television series, this
film is in three episodes. Episode One begins in
Boston in 1703. A woman in ill health, Sarah Cloyce,
has come with her nephew, Samuel Nurse, to testify
before magistrates at a private hearing, Sarah wishes
to clear her sisters’ names from the charge of witch-
craft. She tells the judges a story of conspiracy and
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family rivalry in Salem Village, which were the factors
that led to the accusations of witchcraft.

In a flashback, the story returns to June 1689,
when Salem Village was picking a new minister for
its meetinghouse. Thomas Putnam wants Reverend
Samuel Parris. He is opposed by his stepbrother,
Joseph Putnam, one of the wealthiest village land-
holders. In November of 1689, Parris does become
minister. He preaches his first sermon, in which he
equates his supporters with holiness. In February
1692, Parris’s daughter Betty, his niece Abigail Will-
iams, and Ann Putnam, Jr., begin to have fits after
practicing crystal reading with Tituba, Parris’s West
Indian slave. When a doctor is sent for, he proclaims
that the children are bewitched. The children are
finally brought together in Thomas Putnam’s house,
and they name Tituba and two other women as
witches.

During her testimony in 1703, Sarah explains to
the judges how these girls were influenced by their
guardians. The names came from adults such as Ann
Putnam, rather than from the children themselves.

Back again in 1692, Sarah is visiting her ailing
sister, Rebecca Nurse. She is joined by her other
sister, Mary Easty. Rebecca’s son, Samuel, and Joseph
Putnam arrive to tell Rebecca that she is to be
arrested for witchcraft.

Episode Two begins in March 1692, with an exam-
ination held in the Salem Village meetinghouse. The
girls and Ann Putnam accuse Rebecca of being a
witch. When the girls have fits, Rebecca is sent to
trial for witchcraft along with Sarah Good, another
woman of Salem Village.

When Samuel Parris preaches an inflammatory
sermon, Sarah stands up and leaves, slamming the
door behind her. The children then have fits and
name Sarah as their tormentor. Sarah is later arrested.
She is stripped and searched for devil’s marks. She is
then brought before the magistrate to be examined.
The children once more have hysterical fits and
name Sarah as a witch. Sarah is taken to prison to
await trial.

As Joseph and Samuel ride to find help, they pass
an elderly man, Giles Corey, being pressed to death
for refusing to plead either guilty or innocent of being
a wizard.

In prison Sarah meets Tituba, who has confessed
to being a witch. Tituba shows Sarah the wounds she
has from being beaten until she confessed. More and
more of the accused are filling the prison. As the
episode ends, Mary Easty is arrested for witchcraft.

Episode Three begins with Mary Easty being
acquitted for lack of evidence. She is rearrested,
though, and thrown into prison when another child
names her. The evidence used is “spectral evidence”™—
the claim that Mary’s specter has been tormenting the
child, the most difficult charge for defendants to
deny. Rebecca Nurse is found guilty and sentenced to
death. She is brought before her minister, Nicholas
Noyes, and excommunicated. On July 19, 1692,
Sarah Good and Rebecca Nurse are hanged.

Mary Easty is next brought to trial and found
guilty. As time goes on, surrounding towns borrow
the afflicted girls to point out witches in their
communities. Despite the power of the girls, Parris’s
influence erodes and he loses his salary. On Septem-
ber 22, many more accused witches are hanged, not
just from Salem but other towns as well. Mary Easty
is executed.

Sarah is taken from prison in Salem to a private jail
to relieve overcrowding. Her health deteriorates in
the poor conditions of her confinement. Finally,
Samuel and Peter Cloyce come to free Sarah; the
governor has issued a general pardon to all those
accused. Ministers above Parris have rejected spectral
evidence as proof of witchcraft.

The program moves forward again to 1703. Sarah
presents evidence of a conspiracy to the magistrates.
The judges state that while years may pass before any
final judgment will be made on the accused, she and
her sisters are absolved from wrong. They give Sarah
three gold sovereigns as a symbol, one for each of the
three sisters wrongly accused of witchcraft. The story

ends with Sarah telling what happened to the primary



accusers after the witch trials. Mary’s and Rebecca’s
names were completely cleared in 1711, and in 1712
Rebecca’s excommunication was overturned. Sarah
Cloyce died three weeks after the hearings and was

buried with the three gold sovereigns.

IDEAS FOR CLASS DISCUSSION

The American colonies saw one of the last major
outbursts of witchcraft hysteria in the civilized world.
A good focus for class discussion might be to discern
why this was so. Was Europe so far ahead intellectu-
ally due to the Scientific Revolution? Did the upheaval
caused by the rise of the new scientific view of the
world encourage a search for scapegoats? Or was
there something inherent in American Puritanism that
could account for this? The Crucible by Arthur Miller
would be an appropriate reading to accompany
the viewing of this film. In writing his play Miller
was protesting the witch trial-like hysteria of the
McCarthy era. Perhaps the social, economic, and
political background of events in Salem Village
can account for the witchcraft trials, as suggested
by Boyer and Nissenbaum in their book, just as
McCarthy’s outbursts were influenced by the political
events of his day. Is the desire for human gain or the
desire to find someone to blame for unsettling change
the unifying force in both cases?

Books AND MATERIALS
RELATING TO THIs FIiLM AND TOPIC

Boyer, Paul S., and Stephen Nissenbaum. Salem
Possessed: The Social Origins of Witchcraft. Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974.

Karlsen, Carol F. The Devil in the Shape of a Woman:
Witcheraft in Colonial New England. New York:
W.W. Norton, 1987.

Weisman, Richard. Witchcraft, Magic, and Religion in
17th Century Massachusetts. Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1984
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Zeinert, Karen. The Salem Witchcraft Trials. New York:
Franklin Watts, 1989.

OTHER MEDIA RESOURCES
FOR THIS TIME PERIOD

The Crucible (1996, 123 minutes) Daniel Day-Lewis
and Winona Ryder star in this Arthur Miller
screenplay set in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1692;
it is a parable of Senator Joseph McCarthy’s
Communist witchhunts of the 1950s.

The Last of the Mohicans (1992, 114 minutes) Retells
James Fenimore Cooper’s frontier story, replacing
the racism of the original with a careful recreation
of European—Native American relations at the
time of the French and Indian War; the film is
rated R because the violence of that conflict is
realistically portrayed.

Mayflower (1970, 90 minutes) A made-for-television
movie with Anthony Hopkins as the ship captain
and Richard Crenna as William Brewster, this film
tells about the Pilgrims’ decision to emigrate and
the voyage to the New World.

Plymouth Aventure (1952, 102 minutes) This film deals
with the founding of the Massachusetts colony.

Roanoke (1986, 180 minutes) A three-part, made-for-
television movie about the early contacts between
English explorers and settlers and the Algonquian-
speaking native population along the North Amer-
ican coast of what is now North Carolina; the
story is told through the relationship between the
Roanoke governor and artist John White and two
native warriors, Wanchese and Manteo.

The Scarlet Letter (1972, 94 minutes) Based on
Hawthorne’s classic tale of adultery in seven-
teenth-century Salem, Massachusetts

Squanto: A Warrior’s Tale (1994, 102 minutes) The
story of the Native American who befriended
the Pilgrim settlers
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— THREE SOVEREIGNS FOR SARAH

Nightowl] Productions, 1986; directed by Philip Leacock

Major Character Actor/Actress

Sarah Cloyce Vanessa Redgrave
Samuel Nurse Ronald Hunter
Reverend Samuel Parris Will Lyman
Rebecca Nurse Phyllis Thaxter
Mary Easty Kim Hunter
Chief magistrate Patrick McGoohan
Joseph Putnam John Dukakis
Thomas Putnam Daniel von Bargen
Ann Putnam, Sr. Maryann Plunkett

WHAT TO WATCH FOR

This made-for-TV movie deals with an episode in American history that is both
fascinating and repellent to many—the Salem witch trials of 1692.The film captures
accurately the events of the time using the manuscripts of the trials and Sarah
Cloyce’s diary for dialogue. It also gives us a glimpse of historical detective work
into the past to uncover why these witchhunts may have started. The hysterical
accusations of witchcraft, which pitted neighbor against neighbor in Salem Village
(now Danvers), Massachusetts, has been a subject of investigation and hypothesis for
three hundred years. Two historians, Paul Boyer and Stephen Nissenbaum, believe
that they have successfully explained the reason for the start of these witchcraft
accusations and for such widespread acceptance of the claims that caused hundreds

of people to be accused of being witches.

(continued)
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unit 1: The Colonial Experience (continued)

Boyer and Nissenbaum’s well accepted theory is that there was a division in Salem

Village in the 1690s that pitted its less well-to-do people against their neighbors in
the nearby and affluent Salem Town. The supporters of the controversial minister of
Salem Village, Reverend Samuel Parris, particularly Ann Putnam, had personal and
family grievances over land and inheritance against many of the accused who did not
support Parris. The main character, Sarah Cloyce, sets out this theory in order to
exonerate her two older sisters, Rebecca Nurse and Mary Easty, who were hanged

for practicing witchcraft.

Note the costumes, props, buildings, and settings. These are accurate recreations
of seventeenth—century New England. Note also the importance of religion in this
Puritan community. An interesting comparison could be made between our court

system today and justice as it was practiced in 1692.

Screening Notes

© 1994, 2002 ]. Weston Walch, Publisher 5 American History on the Screen




The Colonial

Experience

— THREE SOVEREIGNS FOR SARAH

VOCABULARY
excommunication restitution
magistrate specter
meetinghouse witchcraft
Puritan

QUESTIONS BASED ON THE FILM

1. What happened in England in 1688 that has affected the colonies and caused them,
in Sarah’s words, to “feel adrift”?

2. What economic and cultural differences are there between Salem Village and

Salem Town?

3. Why does Ann Putnam have grievances against Sarah Cloyce’s family?

(continued)
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unit 1: The Colonial Experience (continued)

4. According to Sarah, why is Rebecca accused of witchcraft?

5. What are the tests for sorcery that are used at Sarah’s trial?

6. Why does Tituba confess to being a witch?

7. Why is the sentence of excommunication the worst punishment for Rebecca Nurse?

8. Why do the witchhunts finally stop?

9. What evidence of a conspiracy does Sarah present to the magistrates at Boston in 1703?

© 1994, 2002 ]. Weston Walch, Publisher 7 American History on the Screen







The American

Revolution

TEACHER’S GUIDE

THE PATRIOT
Columbia Pictures Corporation, 2000; directed
by Roland Emmerich, color, 157 minutes

Note: This film is rated R due to the violence of the
battle scenes, but is contained in many educational
video catalogs. You may wish to use a parental permis-
sion form.

BACKGROUND OF THE FILM

For such a formative period in our nation’s
history, the American Revolution is featured in many
fewer films than the western expansion of America
or the Vietnam War. The Patriot is a film with all of the
elements of a commerecially viable Hollywood movie:
adventure, drama, color, romance, and a “good
triumphs over evil” ending. It is also a film for which
considerable effort was made to place the story
within a historically accurate frame. To achieve this
end, the production staff engaged several depart-
ments of the Smithsonian Institution’s National
Museum of American History to advise them on
such things as uniforms, weapons, battle formations,
furniture, and the many aspects of eighteenth-century
American life portrayed in the film.

Recommendations from Smithsonian personnel
often took the story in new directions. For example,
the chairman of the museum’s cultural division
suggested that a good hiding place for the Martin
family could have been a maroon village. There were
many of these hidden communities established by
runaway slaves; they were held together by the Gullah
language, a patois of native West African languages

and English. Maroon villages usually were not located
on the water, as shown in the film, but deep in the
woods and swamps. The coastal location was chosen
by filmmakers for its esthetic look—one of a few
compromises made between historical accuracy and
visual appeal.

The costumes, weapons, and battle tactics were
carefully researched. Actors had to learn to load and
fire the six-foot-long muskets. (In fact, because of the
long reloading intervals and relative inaccuracy of
these weapons, the authentic eighteenth-century
military tactic of lining armies up to face each other
was not quite as suicidal as it appears today.) Contem-
porary reenactors were used as extras to portray
colonial-era soldiers; they were then multiplied by
computer-generated special effects. The scenes in
which cannon balls roll or bounce into a line is based
on fact. Cannon balls did not explode upon impact, as
is the common misconception; they killed people by
the force of contact, causing the loss of body parts.
Chain shot was used to wipe out larger numbers of an
advancing line of soldiers. One costume change made
by the filmmakers was to have the British Green
Dragoons wear mostly red coats instead of green; this
was to make it clear to the audience that these men
were on the British side.

Students will doubtless want to know about the
bundling bag that Gabriel is sewn into in order to
spend the night with Anne without any impropriety.
This was true to the time period. In colder climates,
couples courted in the warmth of a bed with a

bundling board separating them.
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The main characters in the film, with the excep-
tion of Lord Cornwallis, are not real historical
figures, but they are very often based upon real
people or composites of several people. Mel Gibson’s
character is a composite of several Revolutionary
War heroes who used unconventional (later called
“guerilla”) tactics against the better armed and trained
British, who regarded them as operating beyond the
pale of civilized warfare. The models for Gibson’s
character include Francis Marion, Thomas Sumter,
Daniel Morgan, Andrew Pickens, and Elijah Clark.
Marion, known as the Swamp Fox, had his own mili-
tia and used surprise tactics against the British much
as the Ghost does in this film. The chief villain, Colo-
nel Tavington, is based upon Lieutenant Banastre
Tarleton. Tarleton was known for his cruelty in having
Americans killed even after they had put down their
arms and surrendered. However, the extreme brutal-
ity shown to the civilian population in the film was
not practiced by Tarleton, although he was generally
known as the Butcher. This misrepresentation caused
a good deal of criticism in the British press when the
film was released in the United Kingdom.

Another inaccuracy in the movie is that slaves
were not automatically granted their freedom by
either the British or the Continental army if they
fought. Some slaves did serve in their masters’ places
and could be granted freedom for this deed, but most
slaves who fought actually returned to bondage. Yet,
the American Revolution did see the last integrated
army until the Korean War. According to the filmmak-
ers, the last scene of the movie is symbolic as Martin
arrives to find the former bigot and the former slave
working together to rebuild his house. The underlying
mission of the American Revolution was the building
of freedom for all people—a task which some might
argue has still not been completed even today.

SYNOPSIS OF THE PLOT

The hero of this film is Benjamin Martin, a
widower with six children who lives on his farm in
South Carolina. A veteran of the French and Indian
War, Benjamin feels guilty about his role in that

conflict and does not wish to join the revolution as
either a Loyalist or a Rebel. The film opens in 1776,
with a post rider arriving at the Martin’s farm with
mail. An assembly has been called in Charles Town
(now known as Charleston); as a result, the entire
Martin family goes to the city. Benjamin attends the
assembly, but he declares that he will not fight,
despite encouragement from his former comrade
Harry Burwell, who is serving as a Rebel officer.
South Carolina votes to join the war; Benjamin’s
oldest son, Gabriel, enlists in the Continental Army.

Back at the farm some time later, a letter arrives
from Gabriel. He writes that things are going badly
for the colonial regulars. As the family eats dinner,
Gabriel actually staggers in, wounded from a local
battle between the British Green Dragoons and the
Virginia Regulars. As Benjamin watches, a battle
rages just outside; he takes in the wounded from
both sides.

The leader of the Green Dragoons, Colonel
Tavington, orders the Martins’ house and barn to be
burned. He captures Gabriel to have him hanged and
orders that the Rebel wounded be killed. When
Benjamin’s 15-year-old son, Thomas, tries to save his
brother, Tavington shoots and kills him. Then, as the
house burns, Benjamin rushes in and gathers up his
weapons from the French and Indian War. He and his
two younger sons hide in the woods, ambush the Brit-
ish troops, and rescue Gabriel. Benjamin slaughters
a British soldier with a tomahawk in a wild frenzy of
anger and grief. At the British camp, a survivor tells
Tavington that the slaughter has been the work of
just one man, and at this point Benjamin is labeled
the Ghost.

Benjamin takes his family to Aunt Charlotte’s (his
sister-in-law’s) plantation. Gabriel goes off to rejoin
the army; Benjamin then decides to go after him.
They watch from an abandoned house as the colonial
army under General Gates is soundly defeated by
the British regulars at the Battle of Camden (August
1780). Benjamin meets with the only officer left on
the American side, Colonel Harry Burwell, and tells
him the cause is lost unless the Rebels stop trying to



confront the British in the conventional European
manner. They must keep General Cornwallis from
moving north until the French can arrive with rein-
forcements. Benjamin meets Major Jean Villeneuve, a
Frenchman fighting with the Americans (the French
recognized the American insurgents in 1777, after the
American success at Saratoga). Benjamin is made a
colonel and is allowed to form his own militia.

At Cornwallis’s headquarters, the general receives
a land grant from King George in return for his
service. He orders Tavington to stop his brutal tactics
and to fight like a gentleman.

Gabriel and Benjamin go off to find men to enlist
in the militia. At the village of Pembroke, Gabriel
goes into a church and asks men to join the cause. A
young woman, Anne Howard, stands up and encour-
ages the men in the congregation to enlist. Gabriel
asks Anne’s father if he can write to her. Benjamin
goes to a tavern and finds many of his former fellow
soldiers from the French and Indian War—now farm-
ers and rough-hewn frontiersmen. One man is too ill
to fight, but he sends his slave, Occam, to fight for
him. Although Gabriel feels that these men are not
the right sort to fight a gentleman’s war, Benjamin
disagrees. The militia men ambush the British time
and time again, even capturing baggage, personal
correspondence, and dogs belonging to General
Cornwallis. At a ball in Charleston, Cornwallis is
angered over the stories about the Ghost; he becomes
even angrier when his supply ship is blown up.

When the militia block a road and attempt to
capture some British wagons, they fall into a trap.
Many are killed and wounded. Occam arrives back at
the camp to warn Benjamin that the British are going
to begin hanging the captured Rebels one at a time
until the Ghost gives himself up. Benjamin goes to
the headquarters of Cornwallis under a white flag
to negotiate a prisoner exchange. Cornwallis argues
that officers should not be targeted in warfare, but
Benjamin states that as long as civilians are killed,
officers will be targeted. Tavington taunts Benjamin
about Thomas’s death; Benjamin says that before the
war is over, he will kill Tavington. The captured mili-
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tia members are released, but Cornwallis then learns
that the British officers who have supposedly been
held by Benjamin are actually straw-filled effigies and
that he has been tricked. Tavington tells Cornwallis
that the only way to capture Benjamin and the militia
is with brutal tactics. He finds out through the
Martins’ neighbor, who has sided with the British,
who the Ghost is and where his family is probably
hidden.

Tavington goes to Charlotte’s Charles Town plan-
tation to find Benjamin’s children. Charlotte hides
the children in the cellar, and Gabriel then arrives to
take them to a Gullah maroon village where they will
be safe.

At the camp, Benjamin finds out that Tavington has
a list of the men in the militia and that he is burning
their homes. When John Billings, one of Benjamin’s
most trusted men, finds his wife and child killed, he
shoots himself in the head. Benjamin gives his men a
week-long furlough to tend to their families; he heads
for the Gullah village. Anne Howard and her family
arrive at the village, and she and Gabriel are married.
When Benjamin and Gabriel return to their camp,
they fear that no one will return. One by one,
however, the men show up.

At the village of Pembroke, Tavington and his
soldiers arrive. They lock the inhabitants in the
church and burn it, killing all inside, including Anne
and her family. Martin and the militia arrive to find
the town destroyed. Gabriel leaves to seek revenge.
He meets up with Tavington and is killed while fight-
ing him.

Benjamin finds Gabriel as he is dying. He brings
his body to the camp of the colonial regular army.
Colonel Burwell begs Benjamin to join the army, but
Benjamin refuses; he feels that his past sins in warfare
have caught up with him. Later, though, when
Benjamin finds an American flag that Gabriel has
mended, he changes his mind. He rides to join the
army, carrying the flag as his men cheer.

General Green is concerned about the reliability
of the militia, but Benjamin convinces him to allow
them to take the first two shots against the British
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regulars. As the battle begins, Cornwallis is amazed
that the militia is at the center of the line. Tavington
begins the charge without waiting for the order. The
militia lead the British into an ambush by the Rebel
army, and Tavington and Benjamin end up in hand-to-
hand fighting, Benjamin kills Tavington after a long
fight scene which required numerous changes of
costume (note the continuity errors) for the main
actors. This battle, modeled on the Battle of
Cowpens, results in an American victory; Cornwallis
orders a retreat.

The movie ends with a letter from Benjamin to
Charlotte telling her that a French fleet has arrived
with reinforcements and that Cornwallis has surren-
dered. Benjamin and Jean Villeneuve part as friends
despite their earlier animosity. Charlotte and
Benjamin return to his farm with his remaining chil-
dren, to find his comrades from the militia rebuilding
his house.

IDEAS FOR CLASS DISCUSSION

As is so often the case with Hollywood movies,
the time line of the action in this film is compressed,
appearing to take place over a matter of months
instead of from 1776 to 1781, when Cornwallis
surrendered at Yorktown. Students need to be
reminded of this; the war was a long one, with many
phases and twists and turns.

The war also caused divisions among the North
American colonies; not everyone supported the
Rebel cause. Many, like Benjamin’s neighbor, sided
with the British. Most of the Green Dragoons were
American Loyalists, also known asTories. At the end
of the Revolutionary War, many of these Loyalists fled
(or were dispossessed and forced to flee) to Canada,
the Northwest Territories, or the Caribbean region.
Who really were the “patriots”? Obviously, many
Americans viewed this differently than the British did
(and still do!).

The role of the French in the Revolutionary War
is a good discussion topic. Throughout the film,
Benjamin and Jean Villeneuve display animosity
toward each other; it has not been long since the

French and Indian War, where the colonists fought
alongside the British against the French. It has been
stated that the Revolutionary War started in the
North, was fought in the South, and was won by

the French. Is this an accurate statement? Americans
tend to think that colonial Americans won the war
single-handedly, but French aid—sent more to
humilitate the British than to support the Rebels—
was indispensable.

This film certainly lends itself to a discussion
about the balance between trying to “get it right”
historically and selling a product of entertainment,
especially since the filmmakers’ collaboration with
the Smithsonian is so well documented. Are compro-
mises acceptable, such as the use of the American flag
in the battle scenes, when experts do not agree about
what form the flag actually took or even whether it
would have been used? Are the atrocities committed
by the British Dragoons essential to show, or do they
pander to our darker instincts—our desire for purely
evil villains to justify the hero’s extreme acts, the
blood and gore, and incessant action?

BooOkS AND MATERIALS
RELATING TO THIS FIiLM AND TOPIC

“Capturing America’s Fight for Freedom,” Smithsonian
31, no. 4 (July 2000): 44-53.

Fritz, Suzanne and Rachel Aberly. The Patriot: The Offi-
cial Companion. London: Carlton Books, 2000.

Kaplan, Sidney, and Emma Nogrady Kaplan. The
Black Presence in the Era of the American Revolution.

Ambherst: University of Massachusetts Press,
1989.

OTHER MEDIA RESOURCES
FOR THIs TIME PERIOD

America (1924, 95 minutes) D.W. Griffith’s silent-era
epic of the war; its battle scenes, tableaus of
famous events, and period recreations still hold up
quite well, although a saccharine love story mars
the overall effect.

The Crossing (2000, 90 minutes) An A&E recreation
starring Jeff Daniels as George Washington;



Howard Fast, who wrote a novel about the cross-
ing of the Delaware, wrote the screenplay.

Drums Along the Mohawk (1939, 103 minutes )
Directed by John Ford, this film takes place in
the Mohawk Valley, where Indian tribes loyal to
the British posed a threat to settlers during the
Revolution.

The Howards of Virginia (1940, 122 minutes ) Stars
Cary Grant as a land surveyor who gets caught up
in the Revolution

Jefferson in Paris (1995, 136 minutes) Before he was
president, Thomas Jefferson was the American
ambassador to France. This film looks at this part
of Jefferson’s life and speculates about his relation-
ship with his slave Sally Hemmings.
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Johnny Tremain (1957, 80 minutes) This film recreates
the Boston Tea Party, Paul Revere’s ride, and the
battles at Lexington and Concord.

Revolution (1985, 125 minutes ) An expensively made
movie, but a bomb at the box office, this film
culminates at the Battle of Yorktown.

Sally Hemmings: An American Scandal (2000, 173
minutes) A soap-operalike film about Jefferson’s
relationship with his slave

1776 (1972, 148 minutes) Based upon the musical
play of the same name, this film is a recreation
of the days from March through July 1776,
when the Second Continental Congress wrestled
with the idea of independence from England,
culminating in the adoption of the Declaration
of Independence.
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THE PATRIOT

Columbia Pictures Corporation, 2000; directed by Ron Emmerich

Major Character Actor/Actress

Benjamin Martin Mel Gibson
Gabriel Martin Heath Ledger

Colonel Tavington Jason Isaacs

Lord General Cornwallis Tom Wilkinson
Charlotte Selton Joely Richardson
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