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INTRODUCTION

MAKING IT ALL ABOUT US:
REVISING YESTERDAY INLIGHT OF TODAY

Politics, profit motives, and popular culture: Foany in our world
today these forces control encountered history20@1, cultural scholar
Gary Edgerton noted “television is the principalamg by which most
people learn about history today.The contributors to this collection
agree, adding only that knowledge of history toagqually informed by
film. These media work in similar ways to presdmgit views of the past
to the audiences in the present, particularly gitrenlikelihood today of
films ultimately airing on television. In recentars, the use of historical
settings and characters in major motion picturesexgploded. Since 2001,
eight films have reached the list of the 100 higlwsssing films of all
time, either with a claim to tell a story out oftdry (300,The DaVinci
Code, National Treasure)dr with history as an essential element of its
background story (all threRirates of the Caribbeafilms).? Specifically,
films such agearl Harborin 2001,Troy andAlexanderin 2004, and00
in 2007 are prime examples of major motion pictuwriesed at the coveted
teenage audience that have used historical chesaztel settings as the
path to fiscal success.

What are the questions and issues that arise wistmhis featured in
fictional or pseudo-historical television and filli?hat responsibility, if
any, do filmmakers have when their product is djekabeled fiction? If
the concern of studios and networks is limitedhe bottom line, what
role, if any, should academia play in addressimdf@ncorrecting popular
misconceptions? Are the sacrifices of historicalusacy to a current-day

! Gary R. Edgerton, “Television as Historian: A Bifént Kind of History
Altogether,” inTelevision Histories: Shaping Collective Memorytia Media Age
eds. Gary R. Edgerton and Peter C. Rollins. (Kégtu€he University Press of
Kentucky, 2001), 1.

2«A|l-Time Top 1000 Grossing Films Movie Web
http://www.movieweb.com/movies/boxoffice/alltimeg?page=3&
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cultural appeal an acceptable trade? While thesehar general questions
that were put to the contributors when they bedmse explorations, the
final essays show significant diversity in the aassvultimately reached.
Although there is no consensus achieved amongctm@as whose work
is contained herein, this collection as a wholemfea the topic and
provides multiple perspectives with which the catireader may engage
in order to complicate the question for herself.

Educated audiences know that “based on a true”gpemnmits a great
deal of leeway from the veracity of a tale whem§lare being made.
However, how aware of that is the average viewethete films and
television shows? Perhaps an equally importanttgues, how much do
the viewers of popular film and television reallgre? The Computer
Generated Imagery-enhanced/altered Xerxes of thaidPearmy and his
array of mythical demons found 800 are arguably more memorable than
the story of the actual man and his army. And loefpre visual media
made this story so graphic for a modern audier@ story of these 300
Spartan underdogs standing up against this maBgiksgan army had been
repeated over and over, despite general awarehasshere were 1,000
other Greeks who stayed and fought as Yv&llhy? Because 300 versus
thousands makes for a damned good story. Combthmgttraction of a
powerful tale with the memorable visuals that acpany a film version
serves only to increase the likelihood that ithis tiramatized Hollywood
version that will be remembered, even in the faéecaontradictory
historical data.

Many spectators will never go further into the gtdman the film or
television show, and will be left with a potentjalerroneous view of
history. Quentin Tarantino’s filninglourious Basterd42009) creates an
entirely new ending to World War 1l by staging acessful assassination
plot against Hitler and several of his highest-iaglkgenerals. In the first
two weeks of release, this film grossed over $14#liom dollars
worldwide! It is reasonable to assume that more than a fetveofiewers
of this film might be under the misconception thebrld War Il ended
when Hitler was killed in a theater fire in Paris.

3 Last Stand of the 300: The Legendary Battle at fiopylae The History
Channel, (NY: A&E Home Video, 2007).

4 “Box Office MoJo (nglourious Basterds” Internet Movie Database.com, Inc
http://www.boxofficemojo.com/movies/?id=inglouriduessterds.htm
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That film and television can influence the beliefsthe masses is
without doubt. The twentieth century withessed masgs of propagandistic
films by world powers in their attempts to win bditeral and moral
battles. Some recent Hollywood films have attemptethke advantage of
this reality by trying to correct the perceived takes, intentional or
otherwise, of the past.

In 2006 Clint Eastwood directddlags of Our Fathersa film about the
World War Il American invasion of lwo Jima and thkanting of the flag
on Mount Suribachi. The film divides its story betm the expected battle
scenes of a traditional war film, and the aftermatperienced by several
of the men who became military pitchmen orderedbtmst public
purchase of war bonds, thus allowing the Alliesctmtinue to fund the
war. As such, this film self-consciously and intenally exposes a side of
war usually ignored in war films: marketing. It @so a story about
historical revision itself, as the actual plantiofthe flag was recreated
almost instantaneously in real-time when a photoigga missed the actual
planting and the American military personnel weréeoed to recreate the
scene so that it could be used in pro-American eégms. The unfortunate
reality for films like Eastwood’s that try to besponsible in handling
historical information is that whil&lags made a respectable $60 million
dollars worldwide, the more traditional action-ottied, albeit drastically
reconceived, tale of the 300 Spartans made nesnlirhes that amoufit.

This collection explores television and filrapictions of history, both
in blatant uses of historical times and figures @amdhe more subtle
utilizations of times gone by as settings or siogd. However, whether
the use of history is blatant or subtle, the chuotors reflect upon the
historical-cultural moments in which the pieces avereated, as well as
the historical eras ostensibly presented as thieget

In addition, several of the contributors investegathe literary
foundations upon which their filmic texts rely. Serof the relationships
between the literature and the film texts are tigistin the poem to film
translation ofBeowulfor the novel to film translation d8ambi Others
have less direct, but equally important links, sashUnforgiven as a
modern retelling of the tale of Achilles, or therpetuation of the plot of

5 “Box Office MoJo Flags of Our Fathers” Internet Movie Database.com, Inc
http://www.boxofficemojo.com/movies/?id=flagsofoaitiers.htm

“Box Office MoJo B00)” Internet Movie Database.com, Inc
http://www.boxofficemojo.com/movies/?id=300.htm
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“beset manhood” from nineteenth-century Americaeréiture into the
twenty-first century television shoviad MenandTheSopranos

Alterations to accepted historical understandings aften motivated
by present-day mores regarding gender, race, dasgxuality. What was
acceptable in fifth century BC Greece, or Englandirdy the Middle
Ages, or even the United States during World Waridl often now
considered inappropriate. In addition, the conceptbeauty and what it
means to behave as an appropriate man or womargehaith each
culture and era. This is perhaps the most importamsideration of
studios and networks when they are creating a ptodeauty, sexual
attraction, and virility must reflect the here ammv, not the past. Several
of these essays investigate the cultural specificd@ mandated the
alterations from then until now. It is a generallycepted truth that when
stories are retold, they reflect not the moreshefttme in which the story
originated, but those of the society in which teéeling occurs. Hence
this collection will tell us much more about our rovsocio-historical
positioning than it could possibly hope to enlightes about the past.

The Essays

This collection of essays looks at how boistdry and literature are
translated in filmic texts to reflect the time apkhce of the translation.
Major motion pictures as well as television moviesl series are the sites
of these explorations. The essays in part | looknat of the more popular
periods utilized in historical films, and at one the most prolific and
successful studios in movie history. In “Americanedieval: Hybrid
Masculinity and the Medieval Popular Film,” 1. Mitell-Smith
investigates how studios over the past fifty ydsase read medieval in
culturally-specific ways. His argument investigatest only temporal
issues, but also the national dynamics of what ewadi means; he
compares nationalities and class issues. Finally, fttuses on the
exploration of gender when examining how popular efican heroic
masculinity balances between high culture (withatendant threat of
feminization) and the savage and animalistic. Hagiae how this heroic
masculinity becomes imbued with a nostalgic autfiosihen emanating
from the “before-time.”

The other essay in this section, “Them like; Oben like Now:
Translating the Historical Novel and the Non-Amaricinto Disney’s
Animated Films” by Greg Metcalf, delves into Disfegppropriation and
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Americanization of “timeless” stories from culturesridwide. The essay
utilizes numerous Disney films for support, rangiingm the early, but
relatively unknownThe Three Caballero§l944), to the most recent and
well-known Mulan (1998). Metcalf investigates how this attempt takm
tales from across time and cultures interchangealleces them, often to
the point where meaning is actually lost due tolélo& of context.

Part Il “It's American Dammit! Isn’t It?” loak at some of the cultural
icons of twentieth-century America, and discoveosvithey served, and
continue to serve, to advance and to critique thgemonic balance of
modern society. Brennan M. Thomas looks at a damsd seminal film
from the powerful world of Walt Disney Studios i\ “Forest Fable:
Elements of Allegory and Americana in DisneyBambi” She
concentrates on how the film depicted an Americastalgia for a return
to the wild, as well as a release from the indaksed, hence harder to
understand, modern world. In the interactions efahimal characters, she
finds both the disenchantment of the working anddbei classes in mid-
twentieth-century America, as well as the reinforeat of the
social/governmental system that keeps all of thenals in their places.
The responsibility breakdown between Bambi’'s mothed father also
supports the traditional gender roles at a timenvéorld War 1l was
forcing many of these roles to be reinscribed. IRinghe analyzes the
connection between the gender roles society plapes the characters
and how these conform to or challenge the rolesnééenatural in the
wild.

Rebecca Burditt looks at the great Americastipge: baseball. In
“Baseball and the BombTake Me Out to the Ball Gameldyth for
Postwar America,” she argues that the film's ngggator the innocence of
the early twentieth century works to alleviate fe@manating from the
Cold War ideological crisis. Her exploration exaggnhow the world of
1949 clearly bleeds into the story set in 1906 altidnately dooms the
film because the periods have too many differerfoesreconciliation,
which leads to confusion and a flat story. Howeverhile this
transposition dooms the film as entertainment, rikates a powerful
cultural artifact, as the filmmakers reach into tmaliest days of the
twentieth century to find a time before fears ab#nterican identity were
so pervasive. The film blatantly celebrates alhgisi “American.” Burditt
focuses on baseball as a locus of nostalgia, ak asediscussing the
origins of what it means to be American in a timbew that question
seemed less complicated and frightening. As didmidgis exploration of
Bambj Burditt also concludes that this film fails irs iattempt to get the
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audiences to accept the status quo and leave titk dml dangerous
guestions to others.

Nicholas Moll directly links the iconographyf the middle of the
twentieth century to the present day by examiriihg Lone Rangeas a
1930s radio program alongside its 2002 televisitm femake in “The
Utopian Future and the Pandemonic Eftie Lone Rangeof the 21st
Century.” The original radio series was a moratéle for the depression
era; however, as most successful media does,riesepted the prejudices
of its era, including those against Native Amergahonto was a largely
silent character whose forays into spoken Englisbally consisted of
guttural utterances. He was clearly the sidekick the strong and
heroically American Lone Ranger. In the 2002 remahkewever, the
updated series presents a Ranger lost in the m®gfea changing society,
while Tonto appears as the clearest source of atyhwithin the text.
Moll argues that both incarnations posit the senéthin a capitalistic
society, but, unlike the 1930s version where thadgea could rationalize
this downtrodden, but valuable, capitalism with tmgth of the Wild
West, the 2002 version inverts the characters’ aesipilities. Tonto
becomes the one who can aggressively take on amthwincounters with
the corporate world, while the Ranger is iconicadlgnfigured in the
aesthetic as the key representative of those lngnated by the brunt
of progress. Thus Moll integrates multiple histatiperiods as we see the
Wild West through the lens of the depression-ecathan through the lens
of today looking back through the depression-era.

Part Il “Beyond the Bounds of Propriety,” ksat characters existing
outside of the socially accepted boundaries ofadaichange. Kathleen
McDonald begins this section with “The More Thingsange: Buffy and
Angel Enact a Modern-Day Sentimental Novel.” Thiticke examines
how the very popular late twentieth/early twentgtficentury television
show,Buffy, the Vampire Slay€Buffy), aimed at a young adult audience,
reaches back into the sub-genre of the novel moptilpr with young
women in the eighteenth century: sentimental novigle main plot of this
formulaic genre was that a young girl failed tedisto the wise counsel of
her parents or guardians and took up with an ussigit man. He,
inevitably, turns into an unworthy scoundrel andradons her, usually
destroying her, or at the very least destroyingdieemces for a “normal”
life within her world. In 1998 the writers @uffy use this plotline when
they have Buffy, the very powerful female charasttio saves the world
from demons and hell dimensions over and over agaaneate this moral
tale of the eighteenth century. She has sex wittbbgfriend who happens
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to be a vampire with a soul; this act results i litss of his soul, which
leads him literally to attempt to destroy the woilthis article investigates
how a 200-year old moral tale aimed at keeping wonme their
subservient social place could so easily be traresfanto a storyline for a
millennial television series ostensibly celebratimg power and achievements
of women.

Brandon Kempner continues the look at charaatevelling outside of
acceptable behavior with his article “Beset Manhooilad MenandThe
Sopranos’ Kempner traces the idea of manhood under siégeugh
American literature in the nineteenth and twentieghturies, and follows
it into television of the modern era. He delvesithie question of how
characters like Don Draper and Tony Soprano musstantly struggle to
define themselves in their worlds. He notes thats¢hshows work to
dehistoricize the origins and social constructidnttee beset manhood
narrative. He extends his analysis by noting thasé¢ shows reinforce the
patriarchy of society when they conceive of theanziaracters as being
violent outsiders, which commensurately depictsféreale characters as
the other who represents the limits society triegntpose upon the male
characters. The women, therefore, stay firmly woseary positions in the
shows. He concludes that this positioning reflectsventy-first century
society that will speak of gender equality, butl nélgard only the story of
the beset manhood as “truly literary,” leaving diyupopular shows, such
as Sex and the Cityto occupy the lesser space of “pop culture
phenomenon.”

The final article in this section is entitlddostile Tolerance: Gendered
Mythologies and the Performance of Identity in thdted States of Tara
by Desi Bradley. Bradley defines hostile toleramaserepresentation that
claims to be supportive and furthering an undeditan of a minority
group, all the while actually undermining that gooand reducing the
acceptance it is claiming to promote. The charaofefara manifests
multiple personalities (she suffers from dissoumidentity disorder). The
show’s marketing promotes it as being a step tosvarterstanding this
mental illness, but Bradley argues that Tara’s atemis from normative
behavior are censured, both on screen and by tierae, thus leading to
a reinscription of the same destructive myths aboental illness. Bradley
also utilizes this show as a symbol for the postenodvorking mother
who inhabits conflicting roles, and for a sociesyawhole that is in the
midst of an identity crisis. Ultimately, Bradley&nalysis focuses on how
hostile tolerance defeats its own main objectivet jin the act of
attempting to have the discourse.
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In the fourth section, “The Audience’s Demdnd Sex and Violence
Rewrites History, the articles focus on changes enacted to classibsmy
or historical characters based on the perceivettedesf the present-day
audience. The first essay by Daniel Gremmler eatitlUnforgiven
William Munny and the Rage of Achilles” opens upetlilm as a
contemporary Americanization of the ragelladd’s Achilles. Gremmler
notes that the relative youth and diversity of Aitem culture means that
it lacks the historical cultural memory to createawn mythic history; this
lack results in those who are attempting to cre@teerican cultural
memory appropriating aspects from other cultures they believe might
work for this purpose. Writers and filmmakers loagp realized that the
American Wild West was an excellent location toateean American
mythology. Gremmler explains how easilynforgiven, while never
adopting the world view of the Homeric epic, borsoits basic questions
liberally from thelliad: What kind of man can kill another man?; Why do
men kill at all?; What is the relationship betwgestice and vengeance?
This essay examines how the respective societieanofent Greece,
America of the Wild West, and twenty-first-centuAmerican society
converged and diverged in their answers to thesstijuns.

The next essay is by Tae Yang Kwak and istledti“Clash of
Civilizations: Race, History, and Culture 800" Kwak investigates the
plethora of omissions or alterations made to knéaets in the presentation
of the 2007 film about the fifth century BC Spartzattle at Thermopylae.
This exploration is not merely a corrective of fhetual errors in the film;
rather it explores how and why the filmmakers haldk that drastic
alterations were necessary in order to sell time. fecause this film was a
major blockbuster, Kwak also analyzes how readitgefican audiences,
especially the young, identify with a culture knodor being fascist,
eugenicist, and religiously dogmatic. Kwak spe@sdahat, possibly, if the
flmmakers had left out all of the negative traitd Sparta, the
identification by the masses with Sparta might hegen much easier to
accept; however, the film includes some of the ndisturbing aspects of
Spartan society. The film begins with the sweegags of infant skulls
reflecting the infanticide that Sparta promoted arder to maintain
physical prowess and conformity. It clearly depithe corruption and
superstition of the Spartan theocracy that doom3@ to fight without
official sanction, as well as Leonides’s own inflakty and prejudice that
push the deformed Ephialtes to aid Xerxes, haggethia destruction of the
Spartans. Kwak concludes that race, history, artureuhave been so
obfuscated in contemporary American society thatfillm 300 exposes a
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fundamentally subconscious ambivalence in Americhemtity between
revolutionary underdog and postmodern hegemon.

Moving chronologically through this sub-topithe next essay by
KellyAnn Fitzpatrick is entitled “Ond Hyre Seax &ah Brad ond
Brunecg’: Failing Swords and Angelina’'s Heels inbed Zemeckis’s
Beowulf” Fitzpatrick explores how and why the 2007 filnersion of
Beowulfdeparted so drastically from the original poemtsndealings with
the character of Grendel's mother. Rather than tthditional demon
character, the filmmakers decided to have Angelit@ie portray
Grendel's mother, thus replacing the decidedly oniféine and violent
bestiality of the poem’s character with the powkseduction. Fitzpatrick
concludes that for this alteration to work, it reeqd placing in a medieval
setting an actress who represents the contempémaegrican concept of
desirability. Although Jolie’'s sexual allure dontes the initial view of
the character, a close inspection shows that hels leee a type of claw.
Fitzpatrick’'s exploration defines the claws on theels as the “sea[x]’
(knife) of the poem. The power understood in thegldrSaxon warrior
world was that of the knife or sword. In contempygrsociety, it is often in
complex associations of gender and sexuality tloatep can be found.
Fitzpatrick semantically links these spaces of poteethe claws that
appear to be stiletto (Italian for knife) heels,damliscusses the
ramifications for the fact that in both incarnasoit is Grendel's mother
who engineers the events that comprise “the grestiey ever told.”

The final section “Historicizing the Preseptesents nostalgia for the
current day. First, Michael Angelo Tata and Romdiva3 provide one
understanding of today in “Volatility among the okrs:Nip/Tuckand
the Vicissitudes of Sexuality.” They examine therbdaf plastic surgeons
and what can and what cannot be made more palathibtaigh
modification of the body. Tata and Olivos exploreastulinity and
sexuality for social norms, as well as for the agenand tragedies
resulting from deviations of these norms. They ukscthe social pressures
that produce the marginalization of homosexuality @ show that so
graphically embraces all manner of extreme hetar@deantics and
fetishes. They explore how this show about plastiggeons so expertly
utilizes the act of disfigurement to critique thestitution of plastic
surgery, as well as to look at the intersectiomoést (inappropriate sex),
intersexuality, and disfigurement, which ultimatelyorks toward a
destruction of a sexual social hierarchy that wilt permit a place for the
non-heterosexual.
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Anna Brecke finishes the collection with “Tinfeavel, Chronology
and Narrative Flow inTerminator: The Sarah Connor Chroniclés
Although this series is set in the period from ldie 1990’s into our own
near future, Brecke argues that chronology as mgarbhecomes
meaningless in a mythology where the past is uaiterdnd the future
seems to be more real than an unstable presens, Bnecke deals with
the issue of how this television/film franchise kérages the very idea of
history itself. She notes that this series not amtyudes the ability to time
travel, but centers the entire story on the resflthat time travel, which
means that its history is ever-changing. She arghes for modern
audiences, contrary to the beliefs of theoristh1sagc Raymond Williams,
who posit that this kind of flow is difficult to farpret, it actually helps the
audience to create the meaning. This incarnationthef Terminator
franchise does not presuppose that one must béuc#évepreserve the
past, because one cannot preserve a history thditeceegularly altered.

These essays attempt to address the questianacademics ask when
historical settings or characters are utilized étevision or film, and to
further the field by providing new answers or bpasitioning old ones.
The essays allow us to improve our critical underding of both history
and film, and by doing so, work towards acceptiagheon its own terms,
rather than only in relation to the other. It ispkd that the conclusions
reached by the contributors to this collection wWilllp each reader to
achieve a deeper understanding of the issues sutirmuthe use of history
in entertainment.
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PART I:

THE PAST AND THE OTHER IN FILM :
OVERVIEWS



CHAPTERONE

AMERICAN MEDIEVAL :
HYBRID AMERICAN MASCULINITY
IN MEDIEVAL POPULAR FILM

ILAN MITCHELL-SMITH

Introduction

When confronted with images of the Middle Ages thatry,
sometimes drastically, from medieval sources, thet freaction of
medievalists is often to identify and then put itierarchical order the
accuracies and inaccuracies of various depictidnth® Middle Ages,
arriving finally at an assessment of which reprdduc “has gotten it
right” and which has ndt.This approach, which Robert St&mor!
Bookmark not defined. calls the “fidelity” model for assessing film
adaptations, has given way over the past decaadertore recent trend that
approaches reproductions of the “medieval” as wr&tive of the time
of their production rather than the time of thestting? This more recent
historicizing approach to medievalism has alloweedmaval films to be
read as narratives with their own historical andtucal contexts rather

1 A good example of this approach is John AbefttiKnight at the MoviegNew
York: Routledge, 2003), which offers a precise amgll-considered survey of
medieval films, separating in each case the histtlyi viable from the ahistorical
creations of the film makers.

2 For a full discussion of this shift in approachrir historical to the historicizing
see Robert Stam, “Beyond Fidelity: The Dialogics Adaptation,” in Film
Adaptation ed. James Naremore (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgg®®0)Richard
Burt also offers an important discussion on theidé“fidelity” and the role that
history should play in the analysis of medievahfilSee “Getting Schmedieval: Of
Manuscripts and Film Prologues, Paratexts, and dies@d Exemplarial9, no2
(summer 2007), 217-242, 217-218. For a useful gemeerview of the emergence
of “medievalism” as a field of academic inquiryedeavid Marshall’s introduction
to Mass Market Medievalisifdefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 2007), 1-12.
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than as works that are expected to be faithfulhi® historical record
Cultural readings of films tend to focus on popdlens whose narratives
are specifically created for, and consumed by, @nstr@am American
audience. More specifically, cultural studies o$tbrical films tend to

focus on films not just produced for mass consuomptby primarily

American audiences, but those movies that have defootprint in

American culture and were seen and rememberediasatievents—what
Angela Jane Weisl describes as producing a “distipooductive

relationship” that separates texts that are jusssmmaoduced from those
that cause a larger cultural reactfon.

One genre that tends to create large cultural icrecre action films
those which define and celebrate a male protagdmyighe violence he
commits, and which offer the audience an escapistl through the
depiction of this violence. The genre of the popualetion film tends not
to ask its viewer to question and scrutinize hermiasculinities, but
instead to enjoy and internalize the precepts bichvthese masculinities
are performed As such, the masculinities presemeattion films can be
read as both imitation and encouragement of culturemnds for male
identity that already exist in some form in the dsrof the viewer. The
escapism that the movie offers is in reinforcing theliefs that the
audience already holds.

Lynn Shutters makes the argument that the Vikinghié13" Warrior
(1999) represent realized masculinity, and theggaist, an Arab, must
incorporate elements of their identities into hisnoidentity in order to
achieve manhootl.While Shutters considers the Vikings generally as
emblematic of western perceptions of foreign hengis would like to
suggest that many of the ways that Vikings are ynargé the same as the
way that most American cinematic medieval heroesnaanly. They are
rugged and dirty, have a ready capacity for vioderare associated with
open and wild spaces, and have long hair and bélaatiare only roughly
groomed

On the other hand, scholars have also noted thes wayvhich the
“medieval” in American culture stands not for rongks and barbarism,

3 Angela Jane Weisl, “Medieval Studies and Populatu®e,” Medieval Academy
News(Winter 2003)Accessed via medievalacademy.org.

4 Lynn Shutters, “Vikings Through the Eyes of An BrEthnographer,” irRace,
Class, and Gender in “Medieval” Cinemads. Lynn Tramey and Tison Pugh
(New York: Palgrave, 2007), 83-85.
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but instead for a time of opulent and polished lization—the Middle
Ages of Disney and the Excalibur Hotel and Casiwhose escapist
medievalism encourages suspension of norms andlesn@iulgence,
leisure, and excessive consumptiom. short, this second function of the
“medieval” in American culture celebrates the vémngs that the rough
and rugged version of the Middle Ages would rejaxtilized spaces,
nobility and entitlement from birth, lavish clotiginand tidy personal
hygiene. | would like to nuance, and attempt tornem, both of these
presentations of the Middle Ages by suggesting faerican popular
cinematic masculinity, when writ medieval and heyasimultaneously
incorporates and rejects the traits associatedlvath of these perceptions
of the medieval

The filmsBraveheart(1995),A Knight's Tale(2001), ancKing Arthur
(2004) left large cultural footprints, and might $&en as representative of
popular medieval action films at the turn of thebty-first century. These
films consistently produce a model for American thi@val” masculinity
that relies on an initially-established oppositiorizinary that pits
barbarism and savagery against effete and high-bialization, wild and
natural spaces against enclosed and constructedsspnd individualism
and freedom against the confines of conformity. iHgestablished this
binary, these films present ideal masculine beh@mian unexpected way.
Instead of relying on a model for identity that ferences the rugged
individualism of the frontier over the corruptingfluence of civilization,
these films carefully depict their male heroes gbrids: their heroism
includes the traits from both poles of the savdg#ifed binary, but is
defined completely as neither. In their hybridibe tprotagonists of these
films find dominance. They are more rugged and whian the feminized
figures representing civilization and high browtaut, yet they are more
civilized, clean, and romantically/sexually vialiten the overtly savage,
filthy, and ultimately animalistic figures who enthothe traits associated
with the opposing pole. This paper traces the mas®f this model for
masculinity in these films and then explores sorh#&soimplications for
American male identity at the end of the twentieghtury.

5 See, for example, Susan Aronstein, and Nancy Coiflevice Knightly:
Democratizing the Middle Ages for Middle Class Aiay’ Studies in Medievalism
VI (1994), 212-231.
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American Masculine Identity in a Medieval Setting

The revisions that the creators of medieval popfilar make to the
historical record can be read as an Americanizatiomeorientation of
setting, plot, and characterization, in order &tage the narratives that are
central to American culture. William Wallace, foragnple, was a member
of the nobility, and, as such, he was wealthy amstnlikely similar in
appearance to the British nobles against whom he fighting. In
Bravehearthe is reimagined for the American popular cultasea simple
Scaottish farmer who just wants to live free frone thppression of British
rule (a characterization tellingly similar to thaft Gibson’s later role in a
film set during the American Revolutiofithe Patrio}. Accordingly, the
film uses a range of symbolic markers to depict ld¢a@ and his
Highlander countrymen in terms of American-stylggedness in contrast
to the negative stereotypes of nobility, civilizatj and high-brow culture:
Their hair is long and wild, their clothing is fitting, worn, and made of
rough and frayed cloth; overall the Scots are dedias alirty people

Similar symbolic representations abound in theiahigcenes oKing
Arthur (2004), the exposition of which introduces thegkns of the round
table as Sarmatians from the rolling plains of eastEurope—the
shabbily-dressed inheritors of a rugged warrioturel whose unkempt
hair, rough and frayed clothing, and layers of gntd dirt on faces and
hands evoke the same “medieval” moment as thealingcenes in
Braveheart.It is significant that the first scenes in bothmfd feature
sweeping shots of open landscape, rolling hillg] generally untamed
spaces. Both movies later associate antagonistsseitled and enclosed
areas, and so they complete a set of opposed inthgepits civilization
against noble barbarism, and settled, entitledalifeinst life on a symbolic
frontier. A Knight's Taleopens in a similar way: the protagonist, William,
and his peasant companions are dressed in fraged/@am rags, are dirty,
and are generally unkempt to the point that Willgimair almost reads as
dreadlocks.

While a point by point demonstration of the histatiinaccuracy of
this appeal to roughness is outside the realm f plaper (and not
necessary—the inaccuracy of films such as thesebbar significantly
covered by scholarship of the last ten ye&is)s enough to note that all

® See AberthA Knight at the Movieand Stam, “Beyond Fidelity” in notes 1 and 2
above.
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three of these films operate with the same symbintiagery despite
widely divergent historical settingsBraveheartis set in the thirteenth
century,A Knight's Taleis set in the late fourteenth century, whiling
Arthur is set in the fifth. It should be noted here adl timat the characters
who display these traits are, for the most partlema@hese films are
clearly interested in situating male identity irethrigins of rugged and
wild barbarism. This is not to say that women drseat from the opening
scenes of these movies, but instead that the nerrficus is on male
identity. Accordingly, the relationship betweerhat and son is highlighted
in all three of these films.

The fantasy of rough and wild masculinity projectatto the distant
past is further defined in these films through sterk contrast between the
heroes and the villains of each story. Effete baraassociations between
civilization and enclosed or urban spaces, and thagastereotypical
markers of high brow culture, nobility, and homasalty govern the
characterization of the antagonistic male characed the groups of men
whom they represenBraveheartis perhaps the best example of the
contrast that the antagonists highlight. The maitagonist of the film is
Edward I, the king of England, whom we first encturat the wedding of
his son. The scene is brief, but it quickly es&i®s a number of thematic
points. The King, and the British in general, aresented in terms of
interior and civilized spaces. The wedding takes@lwithin a chapel that
is presumably in a castle, and the scene followingwhich the king
speaks to his counselors, reads as occurring @parate part of the same
castle. The clothing of the king, and that of théigh, contrasts against
the rough and unfinished clothing of the Scotshiat the colors are clean
and bright, the cut of the garments fitted andasgant, and the general
image of the characters and the rooms is one déope and nobility. The
vaulted ceilings of the stereotypical castle arelribh and noble clothing
of the British combine here to evoke the idealibssiney-fied version of
the Middle Ages that Susan Aronstein describeseintheatment of the
Middle Ages as a vacation spot.

When this idealized Middle Ages is presente@raveheart however,
it reads as essentially flawed in terms of the miasity that inhabits it.
The tension in the wedding scene rests in the hadidisapproving looks
that the King shoots at his son, the groom, whaeisicted as overtly and
stereotypically foppish and homosexual. The somradttes his own

7 Aronstein, Susan, “The Democratization of the Nekdéiges,” 214-216.
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glances between looking at his father with fear atbmission, and
looking over his shoulder to the man who is clednity lover. Switching
focus between the disapproving father, who is awéfgs son’s inability
to perform proper masculinity; the son, who is feimed and indifferent to
the sexually available bride who stands next to; fand the bride herself,
who is confused at the groom'’s indifference, thenecdemonstrates to the
audience that the masculinity of the British nolitedeeply flawed.

The dialect of the king functions thematically lmetscene following
the wedding, and in a way that is nhow a standard\foerican depictions
of the past. Perhaps the most obvious marker ofifspedly American
versions of the distant past, in fact, is the usaroexaggerated, upper-
class British dialect to signal villaifyThis function of dialect is often
invisible to the viewers of American film becau$e removed medieval
setting seems to explain and justify the dialetttmices of the director.
It makes perfect sense to the viewer, after adit the English king, prince,
and soldiers iBraveheartwould speak in British dialect because they are,
after all, English. The royalty of England mostelik spoke French until
the fourteenth century, however, and the Middlelihghat was spoken
in the thirteenth century sounds very little likedern British English

King Edward’'s dialect in this film is pinched, expgated, and
stereotypically snobbish (similar, in fact, to tbger-the-top accent of
Prince John in Disney’s animat&bbin Hood, and it clearly characterizes
the masculine identity of the king and of the Biitinobility as effete and
shobbish. The dialect of the king is a significaoint here, because the
actor, Patrick McGoohan, can be found using a #aé dialects in his
many film roles. Born in America, raised in Irelarethd working as a
professional actor at the highest levels both iitaBr and in the U.S.,
McGoohan should be seen as an actor in full comtfdlis speech, as is
demonstrated by his very specific south-eastertedristates dialect iA
Time to Kill (1996)That McGoohan’s speech is an acting chaitber
than his own dialect is significant because the way king speaks in
Braveheartcontrasts with the Scottish accent that readfi¢oAmerican
audience as more viably masculine (and is just ashna choice for the
American-born, but Australian-raised, Mel Gibson$pahematically,
these choices in how the king sounds connBcésveheartto a range of

8 See Maria Wyke’s more complete discussion of &rigintagonists in American
film in Projecting the Past: Ancient Rome, Cinema, and ddys{New York:
Routledge, 1997).
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films that associate British accents with antagsnisho are not just
British, but effete, feminized, and overly civildeSpartacug1960) is an
early example of this trend, as it uses the Britithect to mark characters
who are Roman and upper class, but also feminzeet]y indulged, and
in some cases specifically and predatorily homoak@partacusis also
an important example because it contrasts the sBritialects of the
Romans against the American dialect of the slaslesyly playing on the
associations between England and empire that theridan audience
would already have, and recasting the heroic figuas symbols for
American identity.

Similar thematic moves occur iA Knight's Taleand King Arthur,
both of which contrast the initial and protagomistuiggedness of heroic
men against the flawed masculinity of antagonistale characters. IA
Knight's Tale,the characters displaying these flawed traitssam@larly
the British nobility, and are depicted as reserard elitist snobs in their
management and control of the chivalric joustingrb@aments that serve
as the setting for most of the film. Here, the casit is not between
Scaottish peasant and British noble, but insteadidsent British peasant and
British noble. The tournament in this film is repeated as a sporting
event performed for two audiences—one peasant aned nmble. The
contrast of rough and rugged with snobby and ditthe constant theme
of the tournament scenes, which alternate in fioens between the lower
and the upper classes

In King Arthura similar theme is at work, but here the manlirefgbe
Sarmatian knights is contrasted against Romans welyging on the more
rugged Sarmatians to do their fighting for thenadras overly civilized,
soft, and feminized. The story follows Arthur arid Barmatian knights as
they are forced by a dishonest Roman leader telttavhe north to save a
Roman family from a group of raiding Saxons. Amigiat the Roman
villa, Arthur and his knights soon learn that thé&emans represent the
decadence and corruption of Rome, and the drantheoplot revolves
largely around Arthur realizing that his wish fan &lealized Rome is a
fantasy, while the reality is that Rome is a pladere ideal masculinity
cannot exist because of the corrupting force oflization. As the film
proceeds, the Italian accent of the Romans funstiora similar way to
the dialect of King Edward inBraveheart and to the upper class
tournament crowd iA Knight's Tale,in that it accentuates other traits,
such as dishonesty, snobbishness, and the decaafdnigh culture.



